
[image: Cover Page of Pack]


[image: Title Page of Pack]

[image: image]




Enter the SF Gateway …

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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PART 1 - TWO IN THE GROUND

It took a lot for Byron Matzen to admit he had made a mistake, but as his best friends in the world came from his blood, Byron had to admit they might have a point.

Seconds before he had given them absolution, at least as much as he could muster given the circumstances. When they first came to him, armed with the truth, he had cried and he had yelled, he had blamed anyone and everyone in ear shot. He had blamed the devil and his minions, his own damnable weak will and, before the end, he had blamed his friends, telling them they just didn’t get it. They didn’t know. A town like this couldn’t hold a person like him, he was destined for more, for better and he was going to get it, even if it meant …

He didn’t finish because, by then, he knew. He could see it in their eyes, a potent mix of disappointment and rage. To put it bluntly, he’d done fucked up and there was no fixing it, no unscrewing this pooch. He had betrayed his friends and he had meant to turn them over to those who would hurt them, maybe kill them and now, brother, the bill was due. And it was steep.

As if outside his body, Byron understood what was going to happen and what his part in it was, and in an act of rare selflessness, he gave it to them.

“Guys,” he said, running his hand through his black hair which came away wet with sweat. “Guys, I … um … there’s more.”

No one prompted him. He had the floor.

“I killed Sandra, like, half an hour ago. Tore her up and left her behind the bar.”

There was a gasp and the silence that followed him was deep as he struggled hard for the next series of words and the sweat from his scalp had slid down his minor sideburns and down his cheek.

“I did it because she was going to sell you out. She was going to take all my money and leave me and I don’t blame her. I’m a piece of shit. I wouldn’t want to run away with me, either. I thought, you know, a young thing like her next to me, money in my pocket, this town in my rear view …”

One of his friends, who had cornered him in his house outside of town, sniffled a bit. It was the closest he got to sympathy that night.

“I just want you to know I’m sorry. I did it all and I’m sorry and I know what you gotta do just …”

The wicked, barbed knot in his throat he had suppressed finally got the better of him and he choked on his own spit and tears, breaking down completely. He cried, bitterly, occasionally getting out a phrase like “we grew up together,” and “I love you.” It wasn’t until he said “where’s Josie” that he felt a fist slam into his right eye, driving him hard into a puddle of his own tears and snot that had collected on the concrete floor of the garage where he had been led.

“Please,” Byron said. “I know I fucked up. I know you gotta do this but …”

“But what?” The leader of the group said, his voice already changing into something else.

“Please, remember me.”

“Oh Byron,” the voice said, getting deeper and deeper as it went. “I don’t think we’re ever going to forget you.”

The next hit wasn’t with a fist, but with sharp claws that widened into thick talons once inside his skin, as if fed and grown by his blood. The tearing started and the pain increased as his friends descended. Byron screamed and bled and just before one of them took to his neck with their teeth and the end was in sight he tried, one last time, to make it right.

“I’m sorry,” he said, half screaming, blood in his throat already threatening to drown him. “I’m so sorry.”

The last thing Byron Matzen ever saw was his friend, whom he had wronged, spreading his massive jaws and plunging his top teeth straight into Byron’s eyeballs as the bottom teeth did their bloody work piercing the underside of his jaw.

•••

As Byron was meeting his end, there was a full-on party happening a few blocks away.

From the splintering wooden motif on the outside to the inside full of barstools where the padding had worn down to the metal underneath, the lack of amenities at the bar at the end of the road was obvious. But, if those clues didn’t do it for you, the name of the place certainly would. It was just called “Bar.”

“Bar” was owned by Chuck Nesbit, who had graduated from high school in Cherry, Nebraska, in the late seventies. Chuck joined the Army, he traveled a bit, but when the juice you get with being young and dumb ran out he wandered back home. It was like that for a lot of folks in Cherry. Situated near the middle of the state, Cherry was near the highway, one of those towns people saw when they were going from place to place, but not anywhere they stopped. There was a gas station/grocery store. There were two churches, one Methodist and one E-Free. There were a few businesses along Main Street, an insurance storefront, an antique shop, a Subway. Then, there was “Bar”, far away from Main Street, at the end of 3rd Street, half a block of nothing on two sides and trees and dirt on the other two.

Chuck had inherited the place from his dad, Jim. Since the sign that said “Jim’s Bar” had lost the “Jim” part due to one particularly stormy spring, Chuck has not replaced it. Why would he? The sign said all it needed to say.

Usually, “Bar” did a fine business in the late afternoons, and always had someone hanging around in the summer, mainly because Chuck had bought a big-screen TV and a subscription to the MLB network. There were a few regulars who kept the place afloat, but Chuck never had anyone waiting to get in when he opened up around 11:00. There were no hours of operation on the door. There was a fish fry on Fridays and the occasional special food item. It kept the doors open. But, on the night of October 3rd, Chuck had gotten a wild hair up his ass and booked a band. He wasn’t sure why he did it but it was easy-peasy. Two guys and one pretty red-haired girl formed a nice, solid trio and on the night of October 3rd, the dive bar had transformed into a moderately decent honky-tonk.

The band had started out with a few upbeat numbers, a few modern tunes like you’d hear on Country 96, one of only a few stations in the largely rural area Chuck deemed worth listening to, and then had slowed things down. The guy who sang and played guitar did a respectable “I Love This Bar,” and, when the crowd of seventy or so seemed receptive to slow it down, the redhead belted out a “Stand By Your Man” that had beer mugs above heads, swaying in unison. Then, they hit the first few chords of “Friends in Low Places” and Chuck had never seen his bar quite so lively.

Everyone sang the country standard like they were singing from the Gospels, the melody giving way to atonal shouts as everyone strained to hear their own voices over the rest. Then the band took a break. That was when he first clocked Sandra at the jukebox, nestled smack between two halves of the long wooden bar along one side of the establishment. The chattering had died down when the first strains of a song Chuck didn’t recognize started filling in the void, and Sandra Riedel, a local girl who did IT and other odd jobs at one of the elevators in town, started shaking her ample hips. The song had a solid, 4/4 time, and her hips hit on 2 and 4 with such precision that Chuck couldn’t take his eyes off her. He had thirty years on the girl, easy, but that didn’t stop him from looking. Other guys had noticed as well. In the absence of the band, Sandra’s hips were, by a wide margin, the most interesting thing in the bar.

It was Byron Matzen who went up to her first, and given the situation, it was a gutsy move. Everyone knew Byron’s situation, and they knew the last thing he needed to be doing was hitting on recent divorcees shaking their asses in a small-town bar, but up he went, like it was nothing. He grabbed her from behind and she slung her arm around his neck, looking up at him with her sad blue eyes and by the time the band was back, they were together, nuzzled up in one of Bar’s three shabby booths. If it wasn’t for the band, this would be big news. If it wasn’t for the band, someone probably would have checked in on them. But dammit if that band wasn’t really killing it tonight, Chuck thought. Besides, it wasn’t his place to get involved. This sort of thing had a way of sorting itself out.

It was during the band’s well-received rendition of “Red Solo Cup” that Chuck first noticed Sandra and Byron were gone. And it was a few songs later when they had ventured into rock with “More Than A Feeling” that he got more than a bad feeling. He went out to have a look around a few times, but the parking lot was full and it wasn’t hard to see there was nothing going on. The party was inside and the party went and went and went until 12:30 when the band finally packed it up. Chuck paid them, gave them a little extra and hung around until 1:30, blowing another twelve-pack of beer on the band that had brought the folks in, just like they said they would. Then they left, everyone else cleared out and, before heading back to the trailer, he decided to have a good look around.

The parking lot was clear; the font had some vomit on it, but nothing major. The rain or the sun would take care of that, no problem. Chuck slowly strolled the perimeter, going over the night in his head. The image of Sandra’s hips had lodged itself in his head as he rounded the corner and came upon the volleyball court. Years ago, a girl he was dating convinced him to put a volleyball court in the back. It had been used a grand total of six times, and cost him eight parking spaces, not that parking was an issue. Even on a busy night like this, the cars lined the streets and no one complained about walking half a block. But it required upkeep and that was something Chuck was not willing to provide, the practical result of which was a giant weed pile on the west side of his property.

That more-than-a-bad feeling started working its way from his stomach to his head and, on instinct, he went back in the bar and grabbed his Maglite. Once back at the volleyball court, it didn’t take him long to find what he figured was there.

The weeds were up five feet high, and the blood had spattered all the way to the top of a patch of crabgrass. Chuck stood on the border of the court for a second and listened. He wasn’t afraid. He likely knew what was in there and what he would find, plus, if old Byron was still in there and meant to do him harm, Chuck’s options consisted of “standing there and taking it” and that was about it. But Byron wasn’t in there, Chuck knew. He was long gone. The whole town knew he wasn’t sticking around a lot longer, one way or another. Instead of any movement, all he heard was the wind and, for the first time in the season, he saw his breath. Thanks to the miracle of alcohol, Chuck hadn’t noticed how cold it was, but it made sense. This was just the sort of night that Byron and his “friends” would love.

Chuck heaved a sigh and waded into the court. Sandra’s body wasn’t far. One of her arms was gone, torn off at the bicep leaving long strips of flesh, and her head was at an unnatural angle. She had a large gash in the side of her face that was visible, the other half pushed hard into the dirt. Chuck couldn’t tell if her eyes were open or not because of all the dirt. He had heard guys in the Army talk about dead bodies, how the eyes haunted you, so Chuck didn’t look too high up. He had enough trouble sleeping as it was, due to acid reflux and the likely need for a CPAP machine. He panned his flashlight down past her stomach and the lower half was worse. There was massive tearing below her navel and her thighs and hips and everything in between was torn down to the bone. A few of the gashes were big, but he could tell they had devolved into lots and lots of smaller scratches. The swell of her stomach was perfect, white and inviting but everything below that was bloody and bad. She’d suffered and not a little bit, Chuck thought. Enough of the ground was covered in blood to suggest there had been some thrashing involved. Between the wind hitting the weeds, Chuck heard himself give out a small “oh, Sandra” in his gravelly voice, then he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

Josie picked up on the third ring. She sounded rough.

“Josie? This is Chuck down at the bar.”

“Chuck?”

“Yeah. Listen, I’ve got a mess over here.”

There was some rustling on the other end. She must have been asleep. Chuck briefly pictured her pulling back the sheets of her bed revealing white panties, but banished the thought.

“What are you talking about?”

“Sandra Riedel’s body is all torn to shreds outside my bar is what I’m talking about.”

More silence. No thoughts of pretty girls in underwear this time.

“Is it obvious what happened? Could she of …”

Josie trailed off. She still sounded scratchy but it was clear to Chuck she had a hold of the situation with both hands.

“It’s obvious what happened, girl. I figure you’d best get the boys in because I’m going to have to call the cops on this.”

“Can you give me some time?”

“How much time you thinking you need?”

“Hour and a half maybe?”

Chuck exhaled a deep lungful of cold, bracing air.

“Look, I don’t want to be a hard-ass here, but it’s been a long night and I want to go to bed and …”

“Then call them in the morning, Chuck. Jesus. If you’re tired go to bed and tell the cops you saw the body in the morning.”

Chuck didn’t like being talked down to, but Josie had a point. He was a bit embarrassed he hadn’t come up with the solution on his own.

“Yeah, that sounds all right.”

“Where’d you find her?”

“In the volleyball court.”

“The what?”

“Jesus, girl, the volleyball court. The one Courtney put in a few years back.”

“Chuck, that lot full of weeds was a volleyball court for about an hour and a half.”

“Call it whatever you want, there’s a dead girl in it and I hate dealing with this kind of shit. Good night.”

“I’ll tell the boys hi for you.”

“See that you do.”

Annoyed and tired in equal measure, Chuck finished closing up and took the long walk up the flight of stairs to his apartment above “Bar.” The apartment was actually rather nice. It used to be Jim’s apartment before his heart attack, and Chuck was glad to take it over. It was roomy there was some good furniture had come with it and best of all he hadn’t paid rent in over fifteen years. He inherited it free and clear and even made a few modifications. Since he was far away from any streetlights, he had installed two floodlights at great expense and had rewired them to turn off from his apartment. He had bumped his shins and shoulders too many times stumbling around in the dark to not do something about it.

Just before he turned off the light, he snuck one last glance toward the volleyball court. She was out there. He could tell from up here. He couldn’t see any body parts, but he could see red stains here and there. Anyone passing by was going to get an eyeful. He would have to get up early, he thought. Then, he thought better of it.

“She’s wrong. You can totally tell it’s a volleyball court,” he said, before the floodlights made a loud, whooshing noise and the dark flooded everything.

•••

It was the morning of October 4th when police found Sandra, and the morning of October 5th when they found Byron and it wasn’t pretty. He was in much the same state, only moved around a bit, and they found him in the woods near the Beaver Creek, next to the town’s only historic marker, a big piece of granite set deep into the earth. It was quite a production after they found him. Law enforcement, coroners, and other folks had to come from three counties away and they noted there was a lot more slashing on the chest, neck, and head than the girl, but the wounds looked very similar. They were deep and frequent and the victim never stood a chance. He had died quick, but he had suffered. They all agreed on that.

The folks who had to drive across the expanse of highway to reach the small town of Cherry all looked to Grey Allen to lead the investigation. He had no interest in doing anything of the sort. He was pushing seventy, slight and, well, gray and he had worn the same mustache for over thirty years, every single one of them spent in uniform. In some smaller communities, people say things like “he knows everybody” when, in actuality, there are hundreds of people who had never met hundreds of other people. In Cherry and the surrounding county, Grey Allen knew everybody. Barter County had 458 residents and encompassed 134 square miles of land. That’s more than a quarter of a mile for every man, woman and child in the county. Grey Allen had driven every mile on every road and knocked on every door. Grey Allen, literally, knew everyone.

Sheriff Allen, who had never campaigned a day in his life and kept the job because no one else wanted it, arrived after everyone else, despite living a few miles away. He was in no hurry, but he was immediately inundated with requests, which did not make him happy. After ten minutes of some State Patrol asshole yelling at him about needing to be “lead on the scene” to the coroner needing him to sign something to trying to answer questions from all the damn people who had gathered, Grey Allen did something he hadn’t done while in uniform in years.

He raised his voice.

“Enough of this shit!”

The guy from the State Patrol looked like he was going to start up again, but he saw that the scene and the pressure was giving Grey Allen all the stress he could handle, maybe a bit more, so he backed off. After adjusting his hat and breathing deeply like he had been told to do, Grey Allen finally arrived at the scene of the crime.

“No good, that,” he said.

At this point, the guy from the State Patrol could hold his tongue no longer.

“Sheriff Allen …”

“Grey.”

“Grey …”

“Grey Allen.”

The man looked dumbstruck.

“Sheriff Grey Allen, your most exalted majesty, that’s all you’ve got? That this is ‘no good’?”

Grey Allen took a deep breath.

“Well, what else you want?”

“Do you know who he is?”

“Yep.”

The man from the Nebraska State Patrol could contain himself no longer. He walked behind Grey Allen and spoke softly, yet quickly into his ear.

“You are half an hour behind the ME and we had to pick up crowd control, we had to set up tape, we had to secure the scene and we had to do all that without a word from you or your department. This is the second body in your county in two days. As a professional courtesy to all these people who are here doing your job for you, would you please knock off the country bumpkin crap and tell us what you know so we can move forward. Please.”

“Since you said please.”

Grey Allan spit and turned around to face the young man in the slightly rumpled uniform.

“This, here, is Byron Matzen. He’s got some land, not too far back off Rural Road 77, over there. Raises cows, plants the odd crop, but not much of a farmer. Big drinker. Never the brightest bulb, but he wasn’t likely to hurt nobody.”

“You know that for sure?” the State Patrolman asked.

“I know that for sure,” Grey Allan said. “I also know he was single. I know he drives a blue Dodge Durango but I’m not sure what year. I know he liked to speed on occasion but a warning would usually take care of it. I know he was at Bar a few nights back and, if I were a betting man, I’d bet he’s the guy who killed Sandra Riedel.”

“What makes you say that?” the Patrolman said, listening very closely.

“Makes sense. Don’t it?”

The Patrolman kept his voice down as to not tip anything to the crowd gathered in the parking lot of the Sinclair station.

“Not really.”

“What don’t make sense about it?”

“Well, Grey Allen …”

“Sheriff Grey Allen.”

“God damn it, Sheriff Grey Allen, you have two dead bodies in three days killed in the same way. Torn to shreds. Doesn’t it make sense that someone killed the first victim and then killed a second victim in the same way?”

“Nope.”

“I … what?” the Patrolman stumbled. “I … I don’t even know what to say to that.”

“Looks like this guy killed Sandra and then some animal got at him. I don’t know. A bobcat maybe.”

“A bobcat? You’re not serious?”

“We get bobcats around here.”

The Patrolman left Grey Allen to talk to someone with a better disposition. He ranted and raved to the assembled group of investigators, this time not taking the step of lowering his voice. Those gathered in the parking lot of the Sinclair station would report hearing words like “fucking idiot” “mind bending-ly stupid” and “Alzheimer’s Disease” thrown about. Grey Allen ignored it all, keeping his eyes on Byron’s body. They had really done a number on him. He thought he had this under control and now that it was clear he didn’t, there was only one thing left to do.

Grey Allen pulled his old frame up on top of his dusty patrol car. He stood on the hood and immediately felt a rush of shame. What a stupid thing for an old man to do. It didn’t take long until all eyes were on him.

“Everyone. I would like to take this opportunity to announce my retirement from Law Enforcement. If you’d all like to send a card, just drop it by the post office and I’ll make sure to stop by and pick them up.”

A SELECTIVE HISTORY OF BARTER COUNTY, PART 1

Way before Grey Allen, one of the men who cracked the code of effective law enforcement in Barter County was a lawman by the name of Norbert Farber, a first generation German immigrant who served as Sheriff from 1913 – 1939. Before him, no lawman had lasted longer than a year in the area, though, to be fair, some had joined the military and others had no intention of staying in such a rural area. But others were, to put it kindly, run off.

Immediately upon landing the job, Sheriff Farber decided to track down all those who had left and ask them if they had any advice, insight or could offer any help at all. When no one replied to his repeated letters seeking counsel, he took it upon himself to really dig into his community. He knocked on doors and introduced himself. He asked about concerns. He made his services available. By all accounts, he was the sheriff of a rural but perfectly lawful patch of land but he never stopped looking over his shoulder.

Sheriff Farber’s first piece of trouble came in the form of dead animals, often dismembered and scattered, turning up in public places. None of the contacts he had made knew what was happening and any whispers that took place behind the scenes were too quiet for him to make out. Then Alan Caspersen’s dog wound up disemboweled but still tied to a leash in the blacksmith’s front yard. Mr. Caspersen, not one to stay quiet about any issue on his mind, made the issue the talk of the town and surrounding area. The Caspersen dog would not go unavenged.

One night, out of frustration, Sheriff Farber visited the town bar and found blacksmith Caspersen drowning the memory of his deceased canine. The two got to talking and it wasn’t long into conversation when talk turned to devils and demons, men possessed and devoid of the Grace of God, men who ran with the devil, literally, according to Caspersen. Men who had no regard for holiness, charity, or other people’s animals.

It didn’t matter whether or not the sheriff believed the stories. What mattered was he found the men, had a nice talk with them, and before long order had been restored. Blacksmith Caspersen never forgot the death of his dog, but before long the town moved on, the animal slaughter stopped, and time marched on. Twenty-six years later the sheriff died of a massive heart attack while on the job. In his last will and testament he instructed his wife Millicent to hand deliver to his replacement a set of letters he had written with strict instructions to not read the contents for herself. True to her word, Millicent resisted temptation and delivered the letters to newly minted Sheriff Bradley M. Godfrey who read the letters, took them to heart, and served in the position for eighteen years.
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