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FROM THE EDITOR’S TOWER, by Doug Draa

This is our 14th regular issue of Weirdbook, and things are going strong. The next 7 issues and our 2021 Annual are filled, contracted, and paid for. So our existence is guaranteed for at least 2 more years. We’ve also successfully (re)launched a sister magazine Startling Stories. So these are exciting and optimistic times for all of us involved in Weirdbook and Startling.

This issue features stories by Weirdbook Alumni Franklyn Searight, Sharon Cullars, Adrian Cole, and John Fultz along with poetry by Darrell Schweitzer, Ann K. Schwader, and Lucy Snyder.

I’m also proud that we have new stories from Bram Stoker Award nominee Kyla Lee Ward, Sword & Sorcery legend John Hocking, and Horror Maestro Tim Curran.

I can promise that there is something for everyone in this issue with thrills and chills for all!

Now for some very sad news.

Franklyn Searight passed away in December 2020. Readers will recognize his name from the wealth of fiction he provided for this magazine. He had stories in 7 previous issues, the premier issue of Startling Stories, and all 3 themed annuals. He also has a story in our upcoming Zombies-themed annual and lined up for the next 7 issues.

Frank was very much part of what Weirdbook stood for: a magazine in the Weird Tales tradition. Frank even appeared in Weirdbook’s original incarnation back in 1973.

I loved his style of old-school horror and dark fantasy. His stories always managed to evoke an older style of weird fiction while still maintaining a 21st-century sensibility. And this was no small feat considering that Frank sent us these stories while in his late 70s to mid-80s.

This issue is dedicated to his memory.


LET ME BE YOUR SWAMP SNAKE, by Adrian Cole

From the files of Nick Nightmare

“Frogs,” the old hobo growled at me from the cloying darkness of the street. He was lurching along, barely able to put one foot in front of the other, one step forward, two back, metaphorically speaking. Well, mostly. In fact he added a couple of choice adjectives to the word, indicating he was not enamored of the amphibian tribe. “World’s full of unprintable frogs. New York won’t hold out much longer.”

I left him to his hallucinogenic haze and moved along the narrow alley, which debouched on to the towpath of an old canal. This was a run down part of the city, not a place I’d normally stretch my legs, but I knew a good bar down here with a special brand of malt whiskey they brought in from—well, who knew? I figured it was worth elbowing my way through a few batrachian beasties to wet my whistle with a shot or two.

On reflection now, I may have got that wrong.

As I headed along the canal side, hemmed in by shadows and leaning brick walls, barely lit by a vampire moon leached of all its color, I heard something out on the coal-black surface of the canal. Very little river traffic passed up or down those waters these days. This craft had no motor. Its long, thin shape glided alongside me and its lone occupant, leaning on a pole like the pilot of a gondola, called a surprisingly cheerful greeting. I gritted my teeth and waved back. It was Fred the Ferryman, and he was not famous for bringing good news.

“Fred,” I said, standing over him as his craft eased to a halt alongside. As always it was draped in tendrils of fog.

“At your service, Nick,” he said, bowing. He was little more than a thick bundle of rags, his beaming, round face swathed in a gray scarf and topped with a flattish cap. His eyes sparkled vividly. “Why walk when you could embark and be transported?”

“Probably because you’d slip me into some other place where the nights are darker, the skies are definitely cloudy all day and most of the words heard thereabouts are discouraging.”

“Getting a tad poetic, aren’t we?” His grin widened.

I stood very still, picturing again the old tramp I’d seen a few moments back. “My guess is, this has got to do with frogs, right?”

Fred bowed again. “Bravo, maestro! Step aboard.”

I did so, steadying myself, and sat on the single seat. Fred poled us off. “A friend asked me to fetch you,” he said. “He’s very unhappy. It’s the frogs. And what he fears could be a sort of apocalypse. I’d like to think he’s exaggerating, but, well, you know.”

“Which friend would this be?”

“The Mire-Beast. It’s quite a journey and we’ll have to cross over at some point. Why don’t you just relax. Have a doze. I’ll wake you when we arrive.”

I showed him my teeth, though not in a smile, and sat back, ruminating. The Mire-Beast, once of the NYPD, a man then known as David Goroth. He’d been seriously damaged under a crushing fall of masonry and rebuilt after a fashion by some pretty twisted scientists. Things had gotten worse for Goroth. They’d given him a new body, the huge, misshapen hulk that was the creature we knew as the Mire-Beast, ejecting its former persona, Alexander Cradoc, who’d returned to his native England.

Goroth, in his new form, had been involved in a huge dust-up between me, a few of my pals and members of something we knew as the Dark Army, a powerful collaboration of very unpleasant specimens hell-bent on overrunning as many worlds as they could. We’d held them up, not obliterated them. So if Goroth was feeling glum right now, it likely meant the Dark Army was flexing its muscles again.

Fred poled us out of the canal and along the Hudson, and the fog banks moved in predictably, smothering the view, not that it had been salubrious. It was impossible to say how far we traveled, or at what point we slipped over into some other place, possibly the Pulpworld. If there was a city on the invisible banks, it wasn’t the New York I knew as home. Things had gotten very quiet. I did hear an occasional splosh in the water, and twice something very large slid along under us, nudging us gently but otherwise mercifully not interested. Fred lit a lantern that hung on another pole at the rear of his craft. It gave out a bright yellow light but did little to penetrate our surroundings. Probably not a bad thing.

Eventually I knew we’d left the main body of the river and were moving up a wide creek, its waters sluggish and oily. They had a rich, pungent smell, a combination of rank weed and decay. Hell, we were entering swamp territory. Home was indeed a long way behind us. But it would have suited the Mire-Beast, a creature that thrived on this kind of location, as far from humanity as it could get. Alexander Cradoc had suffered for a long time in his imprisoning body, and now the wretched David Goroth would be enduring the same misery, doubtless yearning for release.

Fresh sounds emanated from the vapors on either side of us. Mainly a chorus of deep croaks that could only have been burped by any number of our amphibious friends.

“This is frog heaven, right?” I said to the Ferryman.

“They do seem to like it here,” he agreed. Very little ever fazed him, but I did notice he put some extra muscle into his poling. We bumped up against a landing that loomed out of the fog ominously. I clambered up onto to its weed-encrusted boards. Fred saluted me, telling me I’d be met and that he’d be on hand again when I needed him. He then dissolved into the murk. I was used to that, but even so, this was the last place anyone wanted to be stranded. And definitely no rare malt whiskey on the end of my little jaunt.

There was light of a kind: greenish and sickly, the product of certain organic growths you would not find in hometown New York. What passed here for fireflies, hornet-sized monsters that zipped around like bullets, also glowed. I went slowly down the landing, careful not to slip on the weathered boards. I did not want to end up in the surrounding swamp, which could have been dumped here straight out of equatorial Africa. As far as I could tell there was nothing on either side of me apart from that bubbling ooze and the tangled banks of low trees that drooped possessively over it.

Ahead of me the landing curved around a wide area from which gray swathes of gaseous cloud billowed upwards. Something else emerged from the muck, bulky and broad, its bizarre features highlighted by the glow. This was the stuff of nightmares, except that I recognized the creature as it dragged its way through the swamp to the landing and hauled itself up to join me. It looked like it had been formed out of the swamp, a mix of mud, stone and root. Its wide blob of a face turned to look down at me—well, it was seven feet high—the red eyes regarding me, somehow imbued with pain.

The Mire-Beast.

“You wanted to see me?” I grunted.

The huge head nodded and the long gash of a mouth opened. There were no visible teeth, but something wriggled about in there. I tried not to shudder. “Nick Nightmare.” The voice rumbled up from that vast chest. “You know about the frogs?”

I glanced around me. The croaks among the reeds and mud banks had intensified. My guess was, the place was seething. “I gather they’re planning a little coup d’etat.”

“It’s no joke. If someone doesn’t do something about it, Nick, about a billion frogs are going to swim down the Hudson and fetch up in New York—in our world, not this one. They already own this one.”

“And is there a reason they’d leave such an ideal environment as this?”

“Food. They’ll eat everyone.”

“I’m not a qualified zoologist, pal, but don’t frogs eat flies and insects and grubs and such like? Frogs don’t eat people.”

“These do.”

That’s all I needed. Carnivorous frogs. “And someone has to do something? That someone being me? A two-bit private dick against a billion meat-eating frogs. What’s wrong with that sentence?”

“I’ll help. And the Bog Witch holds the key.”

“Ah, there’s a Bog Witch. That changes everything. Should buy us another ten minutes.”

The Mire-Beast, the wretched David Goroth trapped in that grotesque parody of a human body, was not inclined to conversation. He turned away and indicated a gap in the dense vegetation beyond the landing stage. I found a path there, a series of matted hummocks, compressed reeds, that shook as I stepped on them, moving deeper into the shadows. The light decreased, but there was enough to see by. Around me the quasi-daylight barely penetrated the vegetable walls and from them came an incessant chorus of insect and amphibian sound, not least the croaking of a batrachian multitude. I tried not to imagine my flesh being stripped from my bones by countless fleshy mouths.

We reached a larger mound, where a few stunted trees poked up from the black loam, drier land bound together by weeds and roots to form a sort of haven, although I use the word loosely. Beneath one of the trees, sitting cross-legged on a large black stone was the oldest woman in the universe. I’m not being ageist. She really was very old, practically mummified. Hairless, her skin parched, her arms and legs almost devoid of flesh, she regarded me from eyes that had long since clouded over. Blind eyes, I would have supposed, but she had far greater powers. Her presence hummed like a generator. She held a crooked staff, its point dug into the ground and my guess was she drew up all the energy she needed from it.

“Nick Nightmare,” she said in a voice like an amplified whisper, if that doesn’t sound too Irish. “A little island of sanity in a universe gone mad.”

“Shucks, ma’am, no one’s ever been that nice to me,” I said, trying not to smile.

She did and her toothless mouth widened as the smile became a cackle of soft laughter, if that doesn’t sound too Irish.

“I take it you’re the Bog Witch,” I said, bowing slightly.

“Indeed I am. I have watched over these glades for many generations. But at last, ultimate evil has entered them. Terrible powers, intent on unleashing mayhem in your world. You have tasted their deviltry ere now.”

“The Dark Army.”

“It never rests. Always looking for a foothold and worlds to conquer. Always recruiting demons, demi-gods and the vile outcasts of the dimensions. Here, in this forgotten realm, its members have imbued the Frog God with power, and with it a lust for omnipotence. They have promised it much, bound over in blood, in exchange for its service.”

“They want to consume New York. My home town.”

“They do. And pave the way for things beyond your imagination.”

“Oh, my imagination is pretty colorful, ma’am. So—I take it you want me to put a stop to this hanky-panky. Even though I am a mere mortal, with a few trinkets to ward off an evil eye.”

“Give a man the means to an end, and he’ll deliver,” she said. “What you need is Sebok’s Staff. That and its bone headpiece.”

“That figures. And you just happen to have this item to hand?”

“No pain, no gain, Nick Nightmare. You should know that.”

I should have that tattooed on my chest. I managed a non-committal grunt.

“Sebok was an ancient Egyptian God, warden of the crocodiles, among other things,” she said. “He served the pharaohs of the two lands and slew their enemies through control of the great river’s water creatures. Much of his power was invested in his staff. The headpiece is carved from the skull of the lord of the crocodiles, a great beast who, it is said, lived for a thousand years.”

I cut to the chase. “Where is it now?”

“Here, in this backwater, hidden from man for centuries. Its power has never diminished.”

“That’s hunky-dory, ma’am, but how does a crocodile totem counteract this Frog God and his minions? Frogs are amphibians, right? Crocs are reptiles.”

“These are no ordinary frogs. Mutants.”

“Figures—they’re reptile frogs?”

“In a manner of speaking. Sebok’s Staff has control over crocodiles, alligators, reptiles, and other things. In your hands, Nick, it would give the Frog God pause for thought.”

“Okay, give me the tool and I’ll finish the job.” I held out my hand, more in hope than expectation.

“She doesn’t have it,” said the Mire-Beast. “We have to fetch it.”

“That’ll be the pain bit.”

“Deep in the swamp there is an altar,” said the Bog Witch. “Sebok’s Staff is secured there. The altar is on a small islet, surrounded by the Frog God’s host. You must pass through it to get to the altar. The two of you have powers of your own. Strengthen your resolve and the staff will be yours.”

I turned to the Mire-Beast. “Your loins girded up?”

The vast hulk was incapable of smiling, but it growled and I took it as assent.

“You have your guns?” the Bog Witch asked me. So she knew about my twin Berettas.

I patted my coat. “Don’t go many places without them, ma’am.”

“One more thing,” she said, her blind eyes fixing me. “There is a guardian.”

“Naturally. There always is.”

“She will not part with Sebok’s Staff willingly.”

“Who is she?”

“The Sleeping Sister. Sissyllys. You will know her when you see her.”

The interview appeared to be over, and I’d landed the job. My huge companion trudged across the back of the mound and we were off, pushing through the cramped vegetation, trying to blot out the ceaseless noise of the swamp. I drew my guns. My guess was, our progress would not be smooth.

The Mire-Beast was far more efficient than any machete would have been in my hands, creating a passage for me. The worst I had to deal with was the threat of an attack, and innumerable insects, which I laboriously swatted as we worked our way deeper and deeper into what seemed to be an endless green hell. In the muck around our path, things slithered and hopped in the pools, or slid through low branches, coiling and uncoiling, hissing, but somehow not inclined to strike. Probably the Mire-Beast exuded a psychic will, radiating a warning to all but the most powerful of the swamp denizens to back off. I did loose off a couple of shots when things got too suggestive of pending aggression, and it did the trick. My guess was, it wouldn’t last.

I got that right.

The squat trees parted to reveal a wide expanse of thick, muddy swamp, its surface glazed with green scum, flat and featureless, its edges cloaked in vapors that rose up from it in billowing yellowish clouds. It was an enclosed world, near-silent and stinking of rot. The path I was on dropped out of sight below that festering mire, so there was no way I could progress. And I sure as hell had no intention of letting the Mire-Beast carry me across. He didn’t offer.

Instead he lowered himself into the gunk like it was a health spa. I watched as his great bulk was immersed up to his shoulders and he waded out from the shore, looking for something. Around me in the gloom I heard the gathering of flapping, winged things, probably looking for lunch. Right then I was on the menu. Hell, I was the menu.

“Some kind of raft would be useful at this point,” I called.

The Mire-Beast ducked under the surface, bubbles breaking it to mark his path along the bottom of the swamp. He burst up from below, muck and slime slithering off him, and pointed along the bank. “Stone pathway,” he said.

I moved around the swamp on unstable chunks of the bank until I reached the indicated place. There were big stones there, an inch or two below the surface, leading outwards. “Seriously?” I said to my companion.

Just to demonstrate how tickety-boo it all was, he jumped up on to the first of the submerged stones and crossed from one to the next without sinking. I held both my guns and made my move, balancing myself carefully. Okay, I could do this. I was trying to remind myself what the blue blazes I was doing here, but no sane reasons popped into my head. I just kept moving, further and further out across the swamp. I wasn’t wearing my best shoes—that was my other pair—but these were going to be ruined.

Now the swamp was coming alive. Things stirred in its glutinous expanse. Croaks increased in volume and shadows moved like serpents through the vapors. I appeared to be standing in the middle of an open area, a long way from shore. Vulnerable. Something broke surface ahead and I almost fired off a couple of rounds at it, I was that nervous.

“The causeway,” said the Mire-Beast. To underline his point, he swam forward and hauled himself up on to the flat, wooden area. I moved over the last of the submerged rocks and likewise climbed up. A low, wooden jetty, the thing wound onward into more mist, but it was above swamp level and at that point in my journey, most welcome. Something snapped at the place I had just vacated. I swung round, about to fire, but whatever it had been had gone back under.

We got moving along the causeway. It was slippery, many of its boards rotten, and I was almost pitched over the side as sections of it lurched, unstable and potentially collapsing. We were definitely no longer alone. Out in the mire, many things were following us, their bulging eyes popping up and observing us. The Bog Witch had warned me that we’d have to pass through the ranks of the frogs to get to the island. They didn’t disappoint. On the plus side, they were only small critters. It was just the number of them. That number had a lot of naughts on the end.

As they swam in droves alongside the causeway, it became clear that some of them weren’t that small after all. I commented on this to the Mire-Beast.

“Those are the toads,” he said.

“Anything else out there I should know about?”

He chose not to respond. Instead we moved on, more speedily. Behind me I heard the wet slap of something on the boards. I turned and saw a shape, large and bulbous, gleaming with swamp muck. It opened its mouth and I could see deep into its maw. It was toothless but as welcoming as a man-trap. I fired at it and the creature croaked indignantly and hopped back into the swamp.

The Mire-Beast had pulled up, flexing his huge clawed hands. Beyond him I could see the causeway was blocked. At first it looked like a fallen tree but then the whole thing wriggled and split up into about a thousand small, hopping shapes. A wall of frogs, reinforced with a score or more of the bigger toads. All those boggling eyes, fixed on us, was a disconcerting sight. The amphibian army did not want us to pass. Behind us more of the things were hopping up onto the causeway. I felt it shift under me, like it was about to turn belly up. Right then I did not want to plop into the mire.

Instead I rushed forward, both Berettas blazing away. The result was instantaneous. Numerous creatures burst under the blizzard of lead, their pulped flesh scattering over the swamp, while others hopped aside. Those that played it all heroic and came at us, including some toads as fat as pigs, ran into the maelstrom that was the Mire-Beast. In a blur, he swung this way and that, sweeping the croaking monsters hither and yon, in most cases ripping them into chunks of meat. Some reached him and tried to fasten those slimy, fish-wet mouths on his torso, but they had no effect. They tried it on me, too, but I had enough time to blast them into a drizzle of blood and gore. Sure, it was messy. But we got through and out the other side.

The swamp on both sides of the causeway was heaving as if we were somewhere out on a heavy sea swell, bracing against a storm. My guess was, bigger things were going to emerge from the swirling chaos and make a play for us. I was about to ask the Mire-Beast how much further to the island, but I saw it ahead. It was a big hump, maybe a couple of hundred meters across. A few trees poked up from its curve, but it looked solid enough. Behind us the frogs and their bloated chums were gathering and preparing for a second concerted attack, but we hightailed it across the last of the causeway and on to the island. We turned and what I saw almost stopped my heart.

The swamp surface was no longer visible. It had been replaced by the amphibian host. I mean, those things were packed so close to each other—big ones, small ones, monsters—all you saw was frog flesh. Or toad flesh. Or—well, whatever the hell the rest of them were. All set on cuddling up to me and my companion, and not in the nicest possible way. I thought maybe I’d slightly underestimated the task set for me here. I’d reloaded my guns and prepared to let fly once more, but the Mire-Beast called me to him.

“They can’t get on to the island,” he said. “It’s protected. They’ll completely surround it, but that’s all.”

“That’s all?” I echoed. “Is that supposed to reassure me?”

“Sebok’s Staff repulses them.”

He ignored my little rant and shambled on across the island, pushing through thick leaves and creepers until we came to the central glade. It was some fifty meters across and had been paved some time in its past, the big slabs of its floor cracking and pushed up in places by the rampant vegetation. A few pillars poked up from the thick grasses round its edge, broken and looking as if they been gnawed on by something with very large teeth. Across from us, looming over the whole place was a spectacular statue, carved either in bronze or some other tough metal. My blood felt suddenly cold as I looked up at the thing. Statue it may be, but it was terrifying.

It was the raised head of a serpent, three times my height, its mouth open, its fangs gleaming in the light from overhead. Something dripped ominously from them. The eyes were two immense jewels, probably rubies given their deep red color, and they were wide open. I was damn sure if I moved from side to side they’d follow me.

“Don’t worry about the teeth,” said the Mire-Beast. “That’s not poison. This thing is a constrictor.”

I saw now the body of the creature, curving down from the enormous head and wrapping itself around the rim of the clearing. It was big enough to have taken on a couple of freight trains, with room for most of the trucks. But it wasn’t poisonous and better still, it was a statue. In front of it there was a big flat stone resting on two short, squat ones, something from the Stone Age maybe. Resting on the stone’s surface, which was strangely free of any kind of growth, was a long staff, topped with a weird shaped head cut from something off-white. Bone.

“The Staff of Sebok,” said the Mire-Beast.

“Help yourself,” I said. “Let’s use it to clear a path back to the sane world.”

Before my companion could comply, there was movement to one side of the clearing and we were joined by the weirdest guy I’d ever clapped eyes on. Seriously, I have seen some freaky people, but this guy scooped the award for Mr Impossibly Ugly. Essentially he was a human frog. Ridiculously wide, with batrachian skin, blotched and slimy, an inflated gut and huge thighs, he hopped forward and kind of crouched close to the flat stone. His head was enormous, with no neck or visible ears, but the eyes and nose were not far off being human. I wasn’t sure the mouth was, although this amphibian amalgam spoke, albeit in a basso profundo.

“Lovely to meet you at last, Mr Stone. I won’t call you Mr Nightmare. The only nightmares here are the ones you’re likely to have.” The bloated body shook and it took me a minute to get it. The thing was laughing.

“So how are things at Toad Hall?” I quipped.

Again it shuddered. “A jest! How delicious! Wrong character, I’m afraid, though. I’m—well, I do have a name among my minions, but you’d need an entirely different set of vocal chords to pronounce it. I’m the Frog God. It’s a little truncated, but it’ll do. Not that it matters. You won’t be with us for very long.”

I lifted my twin Berettas. He was a soft target.

“Oh, please, do put those ridiculous things away. I may not be a full blown deity, but I can assure you, I do have powers. You could blaze away all day, Mr Stone, but you’d be wasting bullets.” The bulging eyes swiveled round and regarded the Mire-Beast, which hadn’t moved. “David Goroth. An absolute pleasure to meet you. My colleagues did a real job housing your wreck of a body in that positively awesome alter ego.”

Goroth said nothing.

“You’ve come for Sebok’s Staff,” said the Frog God. “I’ve got a much better idea.” A long, forked tongue slipped out of the wide mouth and licked at the chin beneath it in a particularly repulsive movement. “You had a tough time back in good old New York.”

Goroth remained motionless. I’d heard about his life as a cop. His nasty accident and his crippled body. He’d been promised something better. They made him into the Mire-Beast.

“Why fight us, David? Why stay locked up in that hideous guise, when you could be back at home, enjoying life as never before?”

Goroth stiffened.

“Oh, yes. My colleagues have the technology to rebuild you. Send you back. As you once were, before your accident. All the hopes and aspirations you had, your family, everything you struggled for, all restored. How refreshing. How revitalizing! You know we can do it. After all, we did it for your predecessor.”

I knew he was right. The original Mire-Beast, Alexander Cradoc, had been restored and sent back to his life in England with his wife, no longer part of the team that bonded together to combat the Dark Army. This was a big, big incentive Goroth was being offered. If he took it, not only was my goose cooked, but the rest of my team would be hamstrung.

There was a long silence. Even the frog chorus had zipped it. All eyes were on the Mire-Beast. I tensed. I knew that if Goroth took the carrot, my guns would be no use against him. I thought about making a grab for the staff, but knew I had no chance of getting it before those huge, shovel-like hands got hold of me. As it was, the creature turned slowly and regarded me with its crimson eyes. It was impossible to read anything in them, or the mind behind them.

Usually the Mire-Beast moved ponderously, but there were times when it could defy the eye with a burst of speed. Like now. It swung round and snatched up Sebok’s Staff and tossed it to me. I caught it and stood like a kid caught with his fingers in the candy jar.

The Frog God sat bolt upright. “That was an incredibly stupid thing to do,” he said.

“I like being the Mire-Beast,” said Goroth. “Nobody kicks me around and I get to use muscles I never even heard of. And best of all, I get to kick the butt of big slobs like you.”

The Frog God was on his feet, squatting like a sumo wrestler, his body slick with secretions, his tendons and muscles rippling obscenely. “You want a fight, David, you’ve got one. A duel! Yes. You have Mr Stone as your second, while I have—her!” He pointed to the serpent sculpture. Which moved. That wide open mouth flexed and the eyes were even more alive.

I backed up a little, holding up the staff. It felt like a piece of wood and bone, no more than that. The serpent dipped its head but as I pointed the staff at it, it drew back, hissing like a steam engine. If it had swooped it could have taken me in one gulp. It would have had more of a problem with Goroth, but for the moment it hung back, swaying this way and that as if looking for an opening. The staff seemed to be exuding power of some kind.

Meanwhile the Mire-Beast and the Frog God went for each other in a full-on clash. Apart from the slap of flesh on flesh and the thump of fists, the contest was fought in silence punctuated with deep croaks and grunts. They grabbed each other, rolling and tumbling, shaking the ground, their mouths clamping down on each other’s soft spots, assuming they had any. Fluids were spilled and bones may have been broken in what was obviously a very even battle. I watched the giant serpent. Its eyes were curiously riveted on Sebok’s Staff, so I waved it about like I knew what I was doing. Anyway, it did keep the monster at bay. I could see its coils beyond the circle of stone: the whole thing was alive. I would have made a break for it if it hadn’t been for those coils. Staff or no staff, I wasn’t going near them. It looked like we had an impasse.

For a while I thought the Mire-Beast had met his match. The Frog God was evidently imbued with colossal power, squeezing and trying to crush his opponent, but the Mire-Beast was a curious construction, its body changing shape, squeezed like mud, contorted like earth, always breaking the Frog God’s hold. Eventually the Mire-Beast lifted his huge head and gave vent to a sort of shout, a uniquely horrible sound, like something a demon might release when enraged. He followed this with redoubled efforts and I saw through the confusion of twisted limbs the head of the Frog God. Goroth had a grip on it, lifted it and brought it down on the stone slabs. There was a sound like the explosion of a fat sack of gelatinous ooze. The Frog God’s feet twitched. Goroth stood up, kicking what was now the carcass of his opponent to one side. It slid across the slabs, leaving a wide, wet smear, as well as the head. Former head. It now resembled a mound of steaming, molten wax.

The Mire-Beast took a deep breath. “One to me, I think.” He stepped back slowly and stood beside me. We watched the huge serpent together, sure it would bear down on us, intent on vengeance.

I could hear something. I thought it came from far away, but it was inside my head. Sibilant sounds. Slithering, sensuous, serpentine. Hell, was this thing trying to communicate? I glanced at the Mire-Beast and could tell he was also hearing the seductive voice.

Hunger. That was the key. This monster had been dormant in its sculpted form for a long time. Now, awake, it felt starved, on a scale that defied reason. That desire for food washed over us in waves, knocking us backwards like a physical tide. Those eyes blazed, turning for a moment to the mangled corpse below it.

“You want to take a bite out of that sucker, be my guest,” I said.

Amazingly the serpent dipped down and did just that. A wriggling tongue, criss-crossed with scarlet veins, shot out and curled around the fallen Frog God, quickly dragging it into the mouth, which closed, the serpent shuddering ecstatically. We saw the shape of the victim slide down the mottled throat and beyond. Gone in a few seconds. Still hungry. The huge snake dipped its head and licked up the remains of the head. I felt the creature’s satisfaction, its pure enjoyment of its revolting meal. Just as I felt the return of its hunger. The hors d’oeuvres were fine, but it really wanted the full meal. That would be me and my triumphant sidekick.

Unless -

Sebok’s Staff would control the frogs, toads, crocodiles and what have you, the Bog Witch had said. I stepped backwards, still holding the staff aloft. The Mire-Beast and I backed away from the serpent, but it followed us, the waves of hunger pulsing ever more strongly. The Mire-Beast was one tough hombre, but could he match this absolute monster? I didn’t ask.

Food! The word rolled around inside my head like telepathic thunder. It battered us both back towards the edge of the island and the causeway, which was now almost totally covered in amphibious life. Frogs and related horrors were piled head-high in an effort to get at us. It looked as if we were going to be the meat in a very nasty sandwich. I swung round and made passes with Sebok’s Staff, hoping for a result. I got something—the frog masses held back, the mountainous mass shedding scores of hopping, leaping creatures that fell back into the swamp.

Something loomed over me and I ducked down, dropping to my knees. The serpent had dipped that awesome head, its mouth wide, but it wasn’t me it intended to snap up. It went for the frogs. It dipped again and the Mire-Beast and I had to slide to one side of the causeway as the serpent tore into the heaving mountain, swallowing countless dozens of the creatures wholesale.

Food! It came again, that joyous mental boom. And I shared some of that joy—the food was not me or Goroth. It was a banquet, a glutton’s dream, the gorging of a gourmand beyond imagining. Chaos had broken out on the causeway as the countless creatures there fought each other to get back into the swamp. The serpent’s head swung this way and that like something from the age of dinosaurs, its mouth crammed with wriggling, croaking amphibians. I used the staff to ward off any of the other creatures and started back along the causeway, the Mire-Beast right behind me. The artifact proved its worth as the frogs were just as afraid of its exudations as they were of the serpent. While the endless feeding went on behind us, we made it as fast as we could to the end of the causeway.

This time I didn’t hesitate to get back on to the underwater stones and hop my way back where we’d come from. I couldn’t quite shake myself free of the idea that the serpent would want us for the last course. Everything around us became more and more subdued until we were immersed in complete silence. The swamp was listening to us as we moved away from the scene of carnage. Nothing moved, above the mire or below it. Even the buckled trees seemed to have stultified, as if we were moving through a painting.

I was mighty relieved to get back to the place where the Bog Witch had her encampment. She was again sitting cross-legged on a large rock, her milky eyes fixed on some inner vision.

“Ah,” she said, her ancient face breaking out in one of those crooked smiles. “I see you have the staff.”

I’d been gripping it tight and right now I didn’t have much intention of letting it go. “It passed the test run,” I said. “No need to wrap it, I’ll take it with me.”

I expected her to argue, but she shook with soft, phlegmy laughter. “You’ll be needing it, Nick Nightmare. The Frog God may be gone, but that won’t stop the Dark Army from re-convening.”

“You know what happened back there?”

“From the moment you woke Sissyllys. My sister. You did well. She likes you, Nick Nightmare.”

“Your sister is a snake?”

“Not always. Like your friend here, she was transformed. Once she was a beautiful woman, like me.”

I wasn’t about to argue.

“The Frog God snared her and used Sebok’s Staff to turn her into that creature you saw. Now—listen! Take Sebok’s Staff back to your own world and guard it carefully, as you have done with other such items of power. Before you go, I will teach you how to use it, what convocations, curses and conflagrations of energy you can use.”

I didn’t relish the thought of that, but needs must when the Devil drives, or in this case, tries to kick your butt.

Thus I spent some time with the Bog Witch and her bizarre entourage, learning some new tricks. The Mire-Beast withdrew. I got the distinct feeling Goroth had enjoyed himself for once. I suppose in a warped way, he was back into law enforcement, more effectively than in his previous existence.

“Good luck,” said the Bog Witch to me as I prepared for a fresh rendezvous with Fred the Ferryman. Out in the tangled trees I sensed something listening in, something very large and—coiled.

“She likes you, Nick Nightmare.”
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