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Chapter 1

San Francisco, August, 1977

"Thedark! It'swatching me--makeit go away!"

Wrenched out of deep, Kate sat up in bed. From acrossthe hall, Sara screamed
agan. "Mommy! Makeit go avay!"

Throwing the covers back, Kate glimpsed the glowing numerason theadarm
clock--one thirty-five in the morning. Nightgown tangled around her hips, she
dashed into Sara's room and snapped on the light. Her daughter sat up in bed,
rigid, her eyeswide, shrieking, "The dark! The dark!"

Blinking in the sudden glare, Kate sat on the edge of the bed and put her arms
around Sara. The child'sdender body felt as stiff asamannequin. Stroking her
hair, Kate found it damp, plastered to her scalp with sweat. Saragave no sign

of seeing, hearing, or feeling anything. She screamed over and over, emitting a
grenwall like nothing Kate had ever heard. Shaking, she murmured Sara's name
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and massaged the tight knots of her shoulders under the Winnie-the-Pooh
nightshirt.

Night terrors. Now, with her panic fading, Kate remembered reading about this
phenomenon, anightmare-like seizure so extreme nothing could bresk itsgrip
until it ran its course. Sheld never expected to seeit in Sara, though.

She set her teeth, her own pulse pounding in her head, and waited for the attack
to end. After several minutes, Sara aoruptly fell silent and dumped back, eyes
shut. Kate eased her onto the pillow, tucking sheet and quilt up to her neck.

She looked sound adleep.

Kate watched for ten minutes before she could force hersdf, ill trembling, to
stumble back to her own bed. Shelay awake for over an hour, straining her ears
for any sound from the other room. Sara had never before expressed any kind of
irrational fear, certainly not of the dark. Was she sick? Shedidn't have a

fever. Wasthe stress of having no father and aworking mother taking its
psychologicd toll?1 can't believe that, not when she's dways handled it so

well. Andif | did believeit, what could | do about it? A succession of worries
chased each other around Kate's skull like hamsters on awhedl until exhaustion
dilled them.

The next morning, she considered asking for the day off from work. To her
surprise, though, Saradidn't mention her panic attack. She dressed hersdlf and
ate her whole-whest raisin toast as calmly as ever. When Mrs. Pacheco, the
widowed grandmother who lived upstairs, arrived to baby-st asusud, Sara
welcomed her with no apparent reluctance. Rather than upset Saraall over again,
Kateleft at her normal time.

When she came home that afternoon, though, Mrs. Pacheco greeted her with the
whispered remark, "I don't understand what's gotten into Sarathis afternoon.
About an hour ago, she started acting, well, nervous.”

"Nervous?' Kate kept her voice low, glancing from thefoyer into theliving
room, where Sara sat on the rug in front of the TV, watching Sesame Strest.
"It'snot like her, Mrs. Jacobs, that's why it worried me," said Mrs. Pacheco.

" She said something about adream she had last night.”

"A nightmare. She's never had one before that | know of." So she hasn't
forgotten it, after dl. Kate gnawed on her lower lip as she shrugged out of her
jacket and hung it in the entryway clost.

Mrs. Pacheco whispered, " She said she didn't want you to leave tonight.”

"But how could she possibly know--" Kate hersalf hadn't known until half an hour
before quitting time that her boss had an assignment for her thisevening. She
stifled atwinge of guilt about having to go out. Thisisthe 1970s, mothersare
alowed to have careers. Asif | had achoice, anyway!

Recdling last night's hysterical outburst gave her an amost physicd chill. It
contrasted so sharply with Sara's normal behavior. No mother could ask for a
more self-possessed, composed four-year-old. The child probably got her
competent manner from associating so much with adults. Now Kate didn't know how
to cope with this sudden change. Could it come from the strain of acting older
than her age? Did Sarathink she had to act grown up because of her mother's
job? Cut out the amateur psychology, Kate told herself. One nightmare does not
mean a breakdown.

At that moment Oscar the Grouch finished histrash song, and Saralegped up to
run into the foyer. "Mommy, you're home!" she cried in asurprised tone as
atypica asthefears. She flung her amsaround Kate'swaist.



"Of course, just like thistime every day.” Kate let Sara clasp her hand and tug
her to the couch.

Barefoot, dressed in lime green shorts and T-shirt, Sara perched cross-legged on
the couch, with her elbows resting on her knees and chin supported by her figts.
"Please don't go out tonight. It'sreal important.” Now she wasn't screaming or
crying, just making astatement she obvioudy saw asplain fact.

"I haveto. | promised." Sarausualy understood about promises. Kate stroked
her daughter's honey-colored, shoulder-length hair. "I've worked late plenty of
times, and you didn't mind." She glanced up at Mrs. Pacheco, waiting in the
entry hal. "I'm awfully sorry about the late notice, but could you possibly

watch her this evening? Starting about six-thirty?*

"Of course, Mrs. Jacobs, no problem,” said the older woman, though her worried
frown didn't relax.

"It will bedl right. | won't stay out any longer than | haveto.” Kate knew

how lucky she was to have someone like Mrs. Pacheco living in the apartment
right above hers. Comparable personal attention at a day care center would have
gutted her budget.

Saradidn't speak again until the babysitter had left. "Who did you promise? Mr.
Boyle?'

She nodded. Saraknew and liked Ned Boyle, not only Kate's employer but a
long-time close friend of her deceased parents.

"Hesaniceman,” Saraperssted. "Hell let you stay home. Tell himit's
important.”

"Why, munchkin? What makesthistime different?' Kate stepped across the room to
turn down the sound on Sesame Street.

Saraslips quivered. "The dark. | don't want the dark to get you."

"But you know the dark isn't an animal or aperson. It can't 'get’ anybody." The
faded couch sagged in the familiar spot as Kate sat down again. "'Y ou've never
been afraid of the nighttime before. 1t'sjust likein Goodnight Moon,

remember?'

"Not that kind of dark.” Saras voice held the long-suffering patience with

which she often explained thingsto her lovable but rather dim parent--or so it
sounded to Kate. "Thisisaspecid kind. | saw it last night." Fear welled up

in her blue eyes.

Worried that the child might talk hersdlf into another panic, Kate stood up and
sad morefirmly, "1 wish | didn't haveto go, too, but thistime | don't havea
choice. You like Mrs. Pacheco, and you know I'll come home as quick as| can.
Don't you?'

Saragave atentative nod.

"Y ou haveto be brave, munchkin." Sheruffled the girl'smop of hair. "All for
one--"

"And onefor dl!" Saramanaged asmile.

Kate turned up the TV and headed for her bedroom, her eyes stinging. No
four-year-old should be required to "be brave." At momentslikethis, shefdt
anirraiond anger at Johnny for abandoning the two of them.

Y eah, right, asif he planned the whole thing.

She plucked hairpinsfrom her chignon and collected them in her pam as she
walked. She'd have to hustle to make it to the Mark Hopkins by seven.

What aday for Ned Boyleto ask her to represent him at abook signing! But he
wouldn't have doneit on the spur of the moment without good reason. He'd been
scheduled to attend the affair himsdlf, until hiswife had goneinto the



hospita with pneumoniabarely an hour ago. The other three staff members had
previous commitments; only Kate remained available. She couldn't say noto the
man whom she owed so much. Hissmdll publishing firm, Golden Apple Press, had
hired her straight out of college, with no qudificationsbeyondaB.A. in

English from Berkeley and ayear on the campus newspaper. Not only that, she
owed him doublefor hiring her back after Saras birth, when she'd desperately
needed an income.

But tonight of &l nights And for Arthur Sandoval, of al people! She zipped
through her shower, consoling herself that she could escape after abrief show

of support. Ned believed Sandoval's latest treatise on occult and supernatural
occurrences in modern California could be a breskout book for both author and
publisher. The public's fascination with weird phenomenamight givethisrelease
awider apped than Golden Apples usud line, poetry and regiond-emphasis
materia such as guidebooks. Kate kept her opinion to herself. She'd had to
copyedit Sandoval's book as part of her job; otherwise, she wouldn't have
touched the thing. After Saras birth and Johnny's death, her indifferenceto

the occult had changed to outright revulsion. And she didn't care for Sandoval
himself, either. He wore ablack goatee that |ooked doubly affected with his
thinning hair and middle-aged pot-belly. Apparently, he was hoping to make
himself resemble the head of that "Church of Satan” downtown.

Bundling on arobe over fresh underwear, Kate dashed from the bathroom to her
bedroom. As she started working on her makeup at the scarred early-American
dresser, she heard Sara switch off Mr. Rogers and patter down the hall. "Mommy,
may | comein and watch you?' She seldom forgot to use "may" instead of "can"
when appropriate.

"Sure. What do you want for supper?'

"Hot dogs?'

Kate sghed and blotted her lipgtick. "Okay. Not the hedthiest thing in the

house, but it'squick."

Saraknelt on the end of the bed, behind her mother. ™Y ou redlly gotsto go?'

"I redly gotsto go." Watching Sarain the mirror, Kate compared the child's
reflection with the picture of Johnny on the dresser. The familiar resemblance
struck her afresh. Sometimes she fancied that Johnny had produced Sara by a sort
of mae parthenogenes's, with Kate only an incubator. Father and daughter had
the same thick, dark-honey hair, the same deep blue eye color that faded after
infancy in most people, the same efin features. Kate's own face was broad

rather than delicate, though her height enabled her to eat what sheliked

without expanding from solidity to plumpness.

She began to French-braid her auburn hair. To her relief, Sara seemed to give up
trying to make her stay home. Instead, Sara asked, apropos of nothing, "What's
inn trow pee?'

She pronounced the three syllables so ditinctly that Kate had to mouth them to
hersdlf afew times to come up with the word "entropy.” Good grief, what did |
do to deserve a precocious genius? " Chaos, | guess. Disintegration. Everything
winding down like aworn-out clock." Asif that will make any senseto her.
"Where on earth did you hear that word?' Kate figured Saramust have
accidentally viewed part of a science program on public TV. The concept couldn't
have popped up in conversation with Mrs. Pacheco, who, for al her fine
qualities, wasno intellectud.

"Daddy told it to me." Sara made the remark in the same offhand way she dways
made these outrageous statements.



A chill prickled over Kate's skin. Sheld given up trying to talk Sara out of

these fantasies. Dwelling on them only made Kate herself miserable, without
shaking the child's conviction. And why shouldn't afatherlesslittlegirl

indulge in compensatory fantasies? Other kids had imaginary friends, Sarahad a
phantom father. She appeared serene enough otherwise; she'd never shown any odd
behavior that could indicate something--wrong. Until now. Until that nightmare
and this stuff about the dark.

Kate ordered her fearsto shut up. Saradidn't need a dithering, overprotective
neurotic for amother.

Sarahersdlf clearly didn't attach any importance to what she'd said. "Will you
read me Goodnight Moon before you leave?’

"Sure, munchkin, if theréstime. 1'd better get amove on." Though Sarahad
begun to puzzle out smple words, she was along way from ready to give up her
read-aloud time. Nor did Kate want to give it up, not for yearsto come. She
tossed her robe on the bed and wiggled into an electric blue, crepe-de-chine
cocktail dress, then hurried to the kitchen to zap apair of hot dogs. The new
microwave oven was a blessing, despite the dent it had made in her savings.
When she st the single place in the dining nook, Saraasked, "Aren't you going
to eat some hot dogs, too?"

"No, I'll get my supper out of the snacks at the party.” In truth, Kate's

stomach felt so knotted from anxiety that she had no interest in food.

After tidying up while Sara ate, she barely managed to finish Goodnight Moon
before Mrs. Pacheco arrived. At the door Sara clung to her, another unusua
action. But no tears, no begging. The child made the effort to act brave. All
shesad was, "Promiseyou'll be careful, Mommy."

Kate promised--and rushed off before she could succumb to the yearning to stay
home.

Outside, she breathed deeply to quell the sSmmering brew of fear and resentment,
while she scanned the street for the cab she had called. It would've been too
much of ahasdetrying to park in the hotel's garage. She drew her evening

shawl tight around her shoulders. Shedidn't need it yet, but nightfall brought
anip to the San Francisco air, evenin August.

At the Mark Hopkins, riding up in the elevator, she reminded hersdlf to behave
pleasantly to Sandova. The Golden Apple Press prided itsalf on offering authors
persona consderation in lieu of huge royaties and mass marketing. | can't let
Ned down on this. It's not much to ask, just for an hour or two. Standing around
in high hedsand listening to alot of boring chitchat hardly congtituted

medieval torture. She smiled to hersdlf at the sudden memory of one of her late
mother's favorite pronouncements. " Only boring people let themsalves get bored.”

A minute later, she scanned the room reserved for the book-signing party. She
easly spotted Arthur Sandoval, holding forth at stage center--i.e., the table
adorned with apyramid of copies of Shades of the Golden State. Hewore a
rumpled blazer with the stem of abriar pipe sticking out of a side pocket. Kate
had never seen him smoke the thing. Another prop, like the beard. He waved at
her, and shewalked over to him.

"Ms. Wade, meet one of the architects of my success," Sandova said to the woman
next to him, wearing atailored suit and ahotdl staff nametag. "Kathryn

Chrigtina Jacobs, my editor.”

Gritting her teeth at the verba flourishes, Kate pasted on asmile and shook
handswith Ms. Wade, who turned out to bein charge of catering. After receiving



Kate'sthanks on behaf of Golden Apple, Ms. Wade excused hersdlf. Sandoval
introduced Kate to aslver-haired lady whose name promptly did out of her
mind. "We werejust discussing theredlity of the supernaturd,” he said.
Thewoman said, "'l asked Mr. Sandovd if heredly believesinit.”

"W, to paraphrase Horace Walpole, | don't believe in ghosts, but I'm afraid

of them.” That line got a palite laugh from the knot of people beginning to

gather around him. "But serioudy, why should the dimensiond planewelive on
be the only onethat exists? | firmly believe that some people can get in touch
with other levels of redlity--other modes of being.”

Kate hoped he wouldn't quote the "more thingsin Heaven and Earth” line from
Hamlet again, as he had during alocal talk show on which held guest-starred the
day before. Listening to that rigmarole once had been more than enough for her.
The other woman said, " Suppose you're right? And suppose your booksinspire
weak-minded people to get in touch with these entities? If they contact evil
powers, couldn't they get into serious danger?' Her tone suggested that she
asked for the sake of argument, not out of genuine belief.

"Any great adventure can hold danger. Asfor evil, the question may not have any
meaning. What makes you think that good and evil are any more than
culture-specific referents?’

He had spouted the same lines on the talk show. Hearing them repeated word for
word, Kate couldn't res st the opportunity to speak up. "Mr. Sandovd, are you
saying that ultimate redlity isamord?"

"Why should our inggnificant selves and our mora standards have any importance
for the cosmos?' He waved hisarmsfor emphasis, jarring a stack of books. Kate
leaned over to rescue them. "All my research into the occult ssemsto indicate
that they don't. After all, as Shakespeare says, 'nothing is either good or bad

but thinking makesit so.' If these discarnate entities--assuming they

exig--think they're acting in their own best interests, what gives us any
groundsfor arguing with them?' He chuckled at his own cleverness.

Kate refrained from pointing out that Shakespeare hadn't exactly made that
remark; one of hisinvented characters had, at a particularly low moment. I've
heard this guano in plenty of college bull sessions, expressed more

intelligently, too. Why do | |et this man get to me? She dipped away, murmuring
something about the buffet table, and left Sandovd to hisadmirers.

At the bar she ordered awine cooler and downed half of it, then drifted over to
the food, nodding at afew acquaintances she passed. The hors d'oeuvres spread
didn't gpped to her, but she knew shewould regret it later if shedidn't eat.
Sheforced hersdlf to nibble acarrot stick. When her ssomach didn't revolt, she
filled a plate with vegetables, crackers, and cheese cubes, picked up her drink,
and zigzagged across the room exchanging greetings with the guests. When she got
within Sandovd's range again, he had dropped the subject of the occult and was
arguing with aprofessor from Berkeley about President Carter'sforeign policy.
A bading man in horn-rimmed glasses at the fringe of Sandoval's group offered
his hand to Kate. "Good to see you. | was expecting Ned."

Setting down her drink to shake hands, Kate explained about the Boyles family
emergency. After amoment's mentd floundering, she recognized the man as owner
of an independent bookshop near Fisherman's Wharf. "Glad you could makeit,
Jeff. Having agood time?”

Jeff glanced over at Sandovd, then said with awry amile, "An interesting time,
anyway. Well stock the book, of course. People go wild over that Stuff. | hear
he's tackling UFOs next. How's your daughter?



Flattered that he remembered that much about her, Kate gave anoncommittal
answer whiletrying to suppress her anxiety. Maybe she ought to phone home, make
sure Sara had settled down for bed dl right? Only half hearing Jeff's remarks

and her own automatic replies, she chatted with him about their respective
families and the new science fiction epic, Star Wars, which she hadn't seen yet.
From what she'd heard, Saramight find parts of it fascinating, but Kate wasn't
sure even ameature four-year-old could sit till for amovie of that length.

When Jeff excused himsalf and wandered off, she ate a couple of crackers and
then looked around for her wine cooler. There, next to the stack of books where
shed left it. She picked up the glass but froze with it hafway to her lips.

Hadn't she drunk down to the halfway mark? Now the glasswas amost full. The
shiver of darm aong her spine annoyed her. Don't be silly, somebody must have
exchanged drinks by mistake. Y et she was suddenly possessed by the notion that
theliquid smelled wrong.

Silently mocking her fantasies, she raised the glassto her mouth. A foul odor
enveloped her like miasmafrom asewer drain. Her ssomach churned. At the same
moment, Kate felt an anima prickling of nerves asif someone were watching her.
Watching to see me drink? The Stuation was ridiculous, though. If the beverage
redlly gave off such astink, everybody around her would noticeit. | must be
coming down with the flu or something. Still, she would no more taste the cooler
now than shewould sip from Alice's"Drink Mée" potion. She set down the glass
and glanced around the room.

Something was wrong with her vison. The air seemed dense with smoke. Her eyes
ached from peering into it. Y es, shemust be sick; first imaginary odors, now
imaginary fog. Again the sensation of watching eyes crept over her. Scanning the
room, she found the source of the stare she felt. Earlier, she had looked out a
window in that corner and seen, framed by crimson drapes, the cold sparkle of
the downtown lights Now the view was blocked by--Nothing. Not no-thing, but
Nothing, if nothing could have substance.

She thought of black holes, dead stars so compressed that not even light could
escape their gravity. Shefdt asif ablack hole stood before her, arip inthe
cosmos revesling a universe of negation.

A piece of the dark turned itself toward her.

Though the zone of negation was man-shaped, like a slhouette cut out of the air
by asharp blade, Kate couldn't distinguish aface. Y et shedid seeapair of

eyes. They glinted icy-blue.

Her ssomach clenched. Her skin contracted with chill. Thefog in the corners
thickened and rolled toward her. Sards cry from the previous night flashed into
her head: "Mommy, the dark, the dark!"

Kate ssumbled toward the door. The fetid mist stretched octopod tentacles after
her. It entwined her ankles, dowing her steps. She staggered blindly to the

door, careening against anonymous bodies whose voices made an insectile buzz in
her ears. By the time her vison cleared, sheld madeit to the ladies room.

She leaned on the sink, water running, splashing her face and gasping. She
became aware of someone beside her, awoman in atailored suit. Focusing on the
name tag, Kate recognized Ms. Wade, the hotel's catering director.

"Areyouill, Mrs. Jacobs? Maybe I'd better get you some help.”

Somehow Kate managed to steady her heaving breath and speak camly. "No, it was
just the stuffy air. | fdt dizzy for aminute. I'll rest alittle while and get

acab home."

"Wouldn't you like meto sit with you?'



Kate shrugged off the woman's hand. "No, please don't fuss, I'll befine."

Ms. Wade |looked dubious but finaly yielded to Kate'sindgstence. Rdlieved to
find hersdf alonein therestroom, Kate swallowed hard afew times and stared

at her panic-gtricken face in the mirror. She had to get out of the hotel before
some other well-meaning person delayed her. The memory of Sarals nightmare rang
in Kate's head like awarning bell in afogbound harbor. She had to get home

right away.

Hurrying out of the restroom, she ignored the éevators and ran down the stairs.
Nothing mattered but escape; the building fdlt like atrap, its atmosphere

choking her. On the street level, she dashed through the lobby doors and |ooked
around wildly. A cab--she had to find a cab. But panic still gripped her.

Dimly conscious of the sdewalk pounding under her feet, she ran toward Union
Square. Car horns and shouting voices crashed around her like the noise of waves
on rocks.

Sarasvoice burst upon her: "Mommy, watch out! Stop!" Not a memory--this sound
wasredl.

Kate abruptly hated. She was standing in the middle of the street, hemmed in by
traffic. A row of headlights struck her in the eyes. The car behind them

careened straight at her.

With Sarascry il reverberating in her head, she took a haf step backward.

A massveimpact, and shefet hersalf hurled from the pavement into the dark.

Chapter 2

Shefloated in awarm, tranducent fluid, gazing up at the surface of apoal,
whereadiffuse, pearly light shone. Liquid didn't seep into her lungs, shefdt

no need to breathe, no suffocation. She was dowly sinking, lapped in the

light's Slken embrace, not afraid of hitting bottom, for the pool had no

bottom. Lazily she stretched toward the light. She began to drift upward. After
awhile she recognized the glow. She remembered it from that other time.

For amost four years she had blocked from her mind the anomalies surrounding
Sarashirth. She had drawn back, asif from a chasm gaping at her feet. Now she
wondered why. Why had she wanted to forget this? Why had she been so absurdly
frightened? Thiswas the peace and joy she'd been denied thefirst time. This

time no one could summon her back to the torturous weight of her body.

Risng toward the light, she glimpsed a shape hovering above the surface. A

face. Sheknew it even beforeit grew digtinct. "Johnny!" While her bodiless

form could not shed tears, they welled up within her nevertheless. He hadn't
deserted her; he was waiting--

Darknesslike the shadow of ahovering bird of prey fell across her path. She
could bardly discern Johnny's silhouette, outlined by the now-obscured glow. His
voice faded, asif the shadow muffled sound just asit clouded sight.

"Kathryn!"

The unfamiliar voice called from agreet distance. Sheignoredit.



"Kahryn Chriginal"
"Go away!" she moaned--not doud, only in her mind. "Leave medone, let me go!”

"Y ou can come back now, it's safe.”

The voice sounded very faint. It couldn't drag her back against her will. "Nol

Let mego!"

But the stranger wouldn't stop calling. "Kathryn, come back, you're needed.”
Ignoring the appedl, she reached for Johnny. His outline began to shimmer and
dissolve. "I'm sorry, beloved. It's not time yet. Y ou have work to do.”
Degpairing rage seized her. Abandoned al over again? Shefdt caughtina
vortex that sucked her down into the pit.

Scarcely audible, Johnny said, " Go back. Saraneeds you."

Of course, | can't leave Sara. She surrendered, alowed the whirlpool to drag
her downward. The shadow loomed to block her way. Staring into its heart, she
confronted the pal pable emptiness that had terrified her--when? She couldn't
identify it with atime or place. She struggled to rise away from the dark

thing, but her will seemed drained.

The voice sheld heard before echoed in her mind. "Thisway, Kathryn! To me! If
you fight, it can't touch you."

She oriented herself upon the voice. A burgt of radiance obliterated the shadow.

With an agonizing wrench, she dropped back into her body, and then into
nothingness.

She woke to drynessin her throat, the scrape of sheets against raw skin, and a
pounding in her head. "Let me go," shetried to moan, but no sound emerged.
The masculine voice that had summoned her back spoke again. " Stay with us. The
pain will pass." Warm fingertips touched her wrist. She sank into deep.

When she woke again, she felt each separate throb of pain, aong with her
burning eyes and parched throat. Thistime she hung onto consciousness. She took
inthe white glare of the walls and the empty bed in the other haf of the room.

A petite nurse with platinum hair stood at the end of Kate's bed. "Would you
like some water?"

Kate licked her lips and nodded. After spping from the bent plagtic straw, she
sad, "Sara? My little girl. Whereisshe?!

"Don't you worry. Dr. Benson made sure she was taken care of ."

"Who?' Kate's throat rasped painfully when she spoke.

The nurseignored the question, perhaps hadn't even heard the faint sound.
"Don't try to talk too much yet. Y our throat's probably sore from the respirator
tube--general anesthetic during surgery.”

Surgery? What's she talking about? Kate didn't have the energy to ask for an
explanation. She forced out the words, "How long?'

"Y ou were brought in yesterday evening. It'samost two in the afternoon now.

Y ou're out of recovery and in aprivate room.” The nurse stuck athermometer in
Kate's mouth and felt her pulse, then made anote on aclipboard. "Just try to
take it easy. The doctor will probably authorize removing that catheter later
today, and then we can try getting you up."

Once free of the thermometer, Kate said, "When can | see Sara?’

"I'm sorry, hospital rulesdon't dlow children under twelve." The nurse patted
her hand. "Now, don't worry. Get some rest.”

Rest? What else have | been doing? Kate fumed. Is my insurance going to cover



al this? And what surgery, anyway?

Despite her anxiety, she dozed. When footsteps roused her to full awareness, she
found ayoung man with blond bangs and boyish apple cheeks standing over her.
His nametag identified him as Dr. Hardesty.

"Good afternoon, Mrs. Jacobs, I'm the resident on duty. How are you feding?”
Hisvoice didn't resemble the one she'd heard while half-conscious. Or had she
only imagined hearing it?"Like I've been run over by asteamroller.”

He chuckled. "Not that, just a Chevy." Helooked into her eyes and checked her
pulse.

"What happened to me?' Cautioudy shifting position, she grimaced at thepainin
her sde and felt something binding her skin. With adownward glance, she saw
bandage tape around her chest.

"What do you remember?’

She remembered rushing away from the party and out of the hotel, dodging
traffic, imagining Saracalling to her--and a cascade of confused images she
didn't want to relive. Hallucinations, induced by head injury or drugs, not

worth mentioning. "The last thing | can remember isacar barrding down on me.”

Dr. Hardesty nodded. "Y ou were brought to the emergency room as a hit-and-run
victim. Y ou have two cracked ribs, a sprained ankle, assorted bruises, and a
concussion. Believeit or not, you got off lightly--somehow you managed to
Sdestep the full impact at the last minute. We had to perform surgery to

relieve pressure on the brain, but you're making aremarkable recovery." He
glanced at her chart. "The memory isagood sign. Many peoplein your Stuation
forget eventsleading up to the trauma and in some cases never regain them.”

Kate let that comment pass; she would have been glad to forget those minutes of
panic. "When can | go home?'

"Well shoot for day after tomorrow.” Kate stifled a groan. What was Sara doing
al thistime?"Right now I'll order the nursesto take out that IV and

catheter. Y ou can try afew steps and take some nourishment by mouth. And don't
be afraid to ask for pain medication if you need it."

Kate was surprised and indignant at her dizziness when the nurse hel ped her

stand up. | can't afford this, | have to go home! She managed to get to the
bathroom and back, after which an aide assisted her with a sponge bath. The
"nourishment” turned out to be clear broth and a cup of tea. Though she
discovered with the first sip how empty her ssomach was, she became sated
quickly.

Now that she could talk more comfortably, she phoned her gpartment. No answer.
Taking deep breaths in an attempt to dow her racing heart, she dided Mrs.
Pacheco's number. Her neighbor answered on the third ring.

"Mrs. Jacobs, I'm so relieved to hear your voice. How are you feding?'

Kate tossed off anoncommittal answer and inquired about Sara.

"Don't worry about athing, dear. I've been staying with her at your place. We
just came up here for alittle while, to collect somethings | needed, and we

were about to go back downgtairs. That nice Dr. Benson arranged everything.”
I'm aready getting tired of peopletelling me not to worry. And who isDr.
Benson?"Please let metalk to Sara”

When Sara came on the line, she cried out, "Mommy, you're okay! It didn't get
you!"

[t?"No, sweetheart, I'll be fine. How are you?'

"Mrs. Pacheco istaking care of me. | made you some paper butterflies. Did abad



man hit you withacar?'

I'd like to know more about that, myself. "I'm sure he wasn't bad, munchkin.
Maybe his car wasn't working right and he couldn't stop. Don't worry about it."
Good grief, now I'm singing the "don't worry™ song, too.

"When are you coming home, Mommy?'

"Soon, | hope." Kate swalowed incipient tears. "Maybe the day after tomorrow.
Be good, now."

By the time she hung up, she found her energy drained by the conversation. She
flipped her way through the TV channels--soap operas, agame show, aNationa
Geographic rerun. She watched the mating rituas of sealionsfor awhile before
switching off the set. Glad to be alone, with no need for polite chitchat with a
roommate, she closed her eyes and tried not to gnaw at the worriesin the back
of her mind.

Some time later, aman's voice broke into her reverie. "Mrs. Jacobs, do you fedl
up to talking?"

The resonance of that voice made her heartbest accelerate. This man had called
her back from--whatever it was. She opened her eyes.

He closed the door behind him and strode to the bed. When he offered his hand,
Katefelt atremor of gpprehension. But hiswarm, firm handshake and the
sraightforward gaze of his chocolate-brown eyes soothed her at once. "Glad to
seeyou awake. I'm Ray Benson." He waslong-legged and lean, with wavy brown
hair in need of atrim. Though he looked not much older than Kate hersdlf, he
had deep lines around his eyes and mouth. The scent of his Old Spice aftershave
brought awelcome change from the odors of disinfectant.

"Youwere here earlier,” shesad. "You talked to me."

He pulled up the straight-backed chair and sat next to her. "That'sright.” He
seemed pleased that she remembered. "In the recovery room--you had aclose cal.
Had us scared for awhile. Nobody knows how much patients actualy sense about
their surroundings when they appear to be comatose. I've dways maintained that
it can't do any harm to talk to them and may do some good.” He checked her
pulse, apparently more to make contact than to gather data. "1'd venture to say
that your quick recovery is nothing short of miraculous.”

"Do medica scientigsbdievein miracles, Dr. Benson?' She spoke lightly,

trying to distance hersdlf from the temptation to relax under histouch and

trust him without question.

"Some of usdo," he said, straight-faced. "Please call me Ray. What do people
cdl you--Kahryn?'

"Kae," she said. Why is he acting so chummy?Well, it's an improvement over the
doctor who addresses femal e patients as"honey™ and still expects them to use
histitle.

"Coincidentally, we have the same middle name--sort of ." He tapped his name
plate, which read, "Ray C. Benson, M.D." "Mineis Christopher. Obvioudy, we
werefated to meet.”

He smiled with that remark, so she obligingly returned the smile. " Sure--and am

| fated to meet dl the other millions of men named Christopher, too? Dr.
Benson--Ray--what about Sara? And don't tell me not to worry!"

"Wefound your babystter's number in your wallet. | called her and explained
the situation. Thismorning | ran over to your place and paid her in advance for
the time you'll be hospitalized." He held up ahand to forestall Kate's protest.
"Don't giveit another thought. Y ou can pay me back whenever it's convenient.”
"Thank you." She plumped the pillow behind her and sat up, hoping an upright



posture would make her fed morein control. "Why are you doing al this?'

He assumed an exaggerated drawl. "Just part of the service, maam.”

Y eah, right, busy doctors make house callsto patients familiesal thetime
nowadays. She knew better but let the comment pass for the moment. What's his
red motive? Just kindness, or is he after something?"I'm very grateful,” she
said, to fill the silence. She wondered whether she ought to phone Ned and ask
him to check up on this man. Her tired brain had trouble hanging onto the
thought.

"Forget it. | figured without a next of kin anywhere nearby, you'd be worried
about your daughter. And stress blocks heding. By theway, | took the liberty
of putting myself on record as your attending physician. Hope you don't mind.”
Puzzled by thislatest tidbit of information, she said, "Aslong asit doesn't

mean | have someirresstibly exotic aillment you aren't telling me about.”
"Hardly," he laughed. "Y ou should be able to go home on schedule, day after
tomorrow--though you'll haveto takeit easy for acouple of weeks." After a
minute of thoughtful silence, hesaid, "Tell mewhat you remember about last
night.”

Her thoughts scrambled over that bewildering landscape. Pdpable darkness,
frenzied flight, the halucination of hearing Sara's cry--how could shetdl a
stranger al that?"Like | mentioned to the other doctor, the resident, | wasn't
paying attention and stepped into the street in front of acar.”

Ray looked politely skeptical but didn't challenge her directly. "What about
ealier, a the cocktail party?'

"How did you know--?"

"The police took statements. After dl, it was ahit-and-run. | coaxed the
information out of afriend of minein the department.”

Kate shivered a the memory of that man-shaped nothingness she had gazed
into--or imagined. | can't describe that! Hell think I'm crazy. "For some

reason | had theideamy drink smelled strange. It made me nauseated, and | ran
to the ladies room. After I'd caught my bregth, | still felt shaky, so | rushed
outside for somefresh air. Guess | wasn't thinking straight or looking wherel
was going. Maybe | had some kind of twelve-hour flu?' Assoon as she said the
words, they took on acomforting concreteness. Y es, ashort-lived virus
infection would explain the nauses, theillusory odor, even the hdlucinations.
"I'm afraid not," said Ray. "Another woman at the party collgpsed and had to be
hospitdized about haf an hour after you left. Thelast | heard, she's ill

critical. She'd consumed a potent drug, so new it hasn't even been madeillegal
yet. My theory isthat she accidentally picked up your drink."

"Oh, come on! Have you mentioned this theory to your friend on the police
force?'

"No, becauseit's purely my intuition. Do you have any ideawho would want to
hurt you?'

Kate shook her head emphatically. "Nobody." Maybe this guy has ascrew loose.
Y et she couldn't make herself forget the way Sara had begged her to stay home
the night before. Pure coincidence! | don't believein ESP!

"Y ou see?' He shrugged. "Without evidenceto offer, theré's no point in drawing
officid attention to you, which | didn't think you'd want.”

"Y ou're right about that!"

"About that hit-and-run driver--" Ray smoothed his hair with the pam of his
hand. For thefirst time, she noticed the gray circles under his eyesand

recalled that he must have been awake al night and part of the day. "The man



was at the book-signing party. Witnesses saw him leave immediately after you
did. He clams he blacked out at that point and can't remember anything
else--until acouple of policemen dragged him out of hiswrecked car.”

Kate gtared at him. ™Y ou believe that? Was he drinking?"

"Only asingle gin-and-tonic. I'm not sure what to think, but my informant says
the man sounded genuinely bewildered. Of course, he could be setting up for a
temporary insanity plea."

"It doesn't make sense. | didn't know anybody there all that well, and certainly
none of them had any motive to run me down in the street. Who wasit, anyway?"
To her astonishment, Ray named Jeff, the bookstore owner she had chatted with.
"But | don't even know him that well, and he certainly doesn't have any reason
to hurt me. What on earth isgoing on?" She clutched her head, which felt about
to explode with confusion. A fresh misgiving occurred to her. "Will | haveto go
to court?'

"Probably not. What with dl the affidavits from witnesses, the driver will most
likely plea-bargain.”

"That'sardief. | just want to forget last night as soon as possible.” She

became aware of the weariness that had been creeping over her during the past
few minutes. Tears leaked from her eyes. "Can't | see Sara? She'stoo young for
this. She can't possibly understand why I'm not home.”

"Officidly, that's againgt hospitd rules.” Ray clagped her hand for asecond.

"If you like, I'll stop by your apartment to check on her, and then seeyou

again thisevening. Better try to deep.”

"Okay." Irritated by her weakness, she wiped her eyes and said, "Could you bring
me something to reed? Anything."

"Sure" Heflashed her asmile and | eft. She caught hersdlf ligening to his
footsteps until they faded down the corridor.

* * k% %

After abland supper of soup, Jell-o, and pudding, she cgoled the nurseinto
letting her take a bath, an awkward process while trying to keep her bandages
dry. Inaclean hospita gown, Kate fdlt fresher but no lessrumpled. At the
beginning of visiting hours, she listened dgectedly to voices of people

greeting patientsin adjacent rooms. When Ray Benson's footsteps approached her
door, she somehow recognized them at once.

He stepped inside, carrying ablue suitcase. Her own. "l asked Mrs. Pacheco to
pack you afew things." Setting down the case, he offered Kate apair of
paperbacksin his other hand. Agatha Christie mysteries from her living-room
bookshelf.

"Thanks very much." Those embarrassing tears threatened to spring forth once
more. Won't | ever be strong again?

"Now | have one morething for you." Ray gave her an enigmatic smile. "Think
youreuptoit?'

He stepped into the hall. When he regppeared, Sara tiptoed beside him. Behind
her, Mrs. Pacheco peered around the doorjamb.

Kate held out her arms. Sara skipped to the bed and gently kissed her mother's
cheek. "Dr. Ray says not to squeeze you, ‘cause your ribs got hurt.”
"That'sright, sweetheart." Kate didn't try to hide her tears now. "Are you
helping Mrs. Pacheco?”’

"Sure. And | made you something.” Digging into the pocket of her jeans, Sara
pulled out and carefully unfolded a paper heart. Colored all over inred crayon,
it had a construction-paper butterfly pasted in the center.



"Thanks, it's beautiful "

"Mommy, do you hurt alot?'

"Not too much, not now." She had been lucky; though her ribsfelt sore, at least
breathing didn't cause pain, asit would have with amore severe break. "And |
should be home day after tomorrow. Isthat okay with you?"

"l guess 0," Saraagreed with athoughtful frown. "Y ou'll be okay. Dr. Ray will
make you well."

Kate glanced at the doctor, waiting by the door. First names aready?

After five minutes of chatter from Saraabout her morning visit to the park and
the day's update on Big Bird and Mr. Rogers, Ray said, "Timeto leave, I'm
afraid. | can stretch my perksonly so far." He leaned out the door and

beckoned. Mrs. Pacheco stepped in.

"Mrs. Jacobs, | hope bringing Sara here was okay," she said.

"Of course--thanks so much for coming dong. And for al you're doing.”

Mrs. Pacheco blushed, taking Sara's hand.

"Could you take Sara downgtairs, please?’ said the doctor. "Sara, I'd like you

to wait in the lobby with Mrs. Pacheco. I'll be down to drive you homein afew
minutes”

Kate momentarily wondered how Ray had persuaded her neighbor to agreeto this
arrangement in the first place. Well, the act was already done, Sara had been
ableto vigit, and Ray obviously wasn't a crazed kidnapper. The question
remained, though, why did he go out of hisway to be so helpful ? Or, to put it
lesskindly, to take over her life on one day's acquaintance? Kate didn't bother
asking again, certain hewould just evade theissue.

When the two of them were aone together, Ray asked her, "Have you remembered
anything eseyou'd like to talk about?'

"No." Shedidn't want to think about her black hole vision, much lesstalk about
it. Why does he keep looking a me asif he suspects I'm holding out on him?"If
you believe | was attacked on purpose--well, what about Sara?'

His mouth hardened into astubborn line. "No onewill hurt Sara. | promiseyou
thet."

Nice of you, but I'd rather have SWAT team protection Y et, despite her better
judgment, part of her wanted to trust his promise. It had been so long since

she'd had another adult to lean on.

The following day, she received flowers and a phone call from Ned Boyle. She
decided not to bother him about "checking up" on Ray; after anight'sdeep, her
quams seemed exaggerated. At mid-morning a police officer stopped by and took a
statement about the accident. Kate talked to Mrs. Pacheco and Sara on the phone
at lunchtime. Ray visited her twice, in the afternoon and in the evening. The
second time, he brought abstract art finger-painted by Sara.

He stayed so long each vist, taking with Kate, that she wondered how he could
gpare her so much time. Didn't he have any other patients? She didn't complain,
though; she enjoyed his company. Somehow she dipped into telling him about
Johnny and their lifein Ardath, asmall town inthe Serras. "We met & the
Golden Apple office. The press published afew volumes of his poems. My boss,
Ned, called Johnny a cross between Robert Frost and John Denver.”
"Wait--your husband was John Joseph Jacobs? He recorded an lbum in the late
sxties-folk songs.”

"Y ou remember that?'

"Remember?’ said Ray. "l Hill haveit.”



Kate shook her head in wonder. " Johnny told me that thing sank without atrace.
I'mglad it left aleast afew traces.” She sighed, gazing into mists of memory.

"l wasalifdong city girl. Never would have believed I'd fdll inlove at first

sight with a-aleftover hippie and move to what amounted to a backwoods
retirement village. A little place called Ardath. Y ou could count the other
couples our age on both hands with fingersto spare.”

Strangdy, shefelt a peace discussing those happy months, though her brief
annual duty viditsto check on the cabin--alaughably basic structure that had
origindly been Johnny'slate parents vacation cottage--had brought her only
heartache. She hadn't wanted reminders of the past; she'd even avoided speaking
to Saraof Johnny.

Ray listened quietly, never appearing bored. His loose, open body language
proclaimed that he had nothing better to do than help Kate find peace. At the
evening vist, shefound hersdf telling him about Sards birth. Her narrative
wound down at the point where she'd blacked out.

"It must have been frightening,” he said softly. ™Y ou may fed better if you put

it into words."

Before she quite redized what she was doing, she was describing the experience
she had never told anyone before:

Five nights away from her due date, she had awakened sharply out of oblivion.
The darkness blocked her vision like ablank wall. For afew seconds she
couldn't remember where shewas.

Groping, she encountered a solid body. Johnny. Full awareness returned. Her eyes
adjusted to the night, allowing her to distinguish the pine tree outsde their
window from the sky behind it.

She sat up. What had wakened her? She started to grip Johnny's shoulder for
reassurance. Abruptly she felt warm wetness pooling benegath her. My water's
breaking! Shetried to shake Johnny but instead collapsed on the mattress, her
breath escaping in agasp.

Cramps convulsed dl four limbs. Aninvisible band condtricted her chest and
abdomen. Her lungs couldn't expand; air fluttered in and out of her throat
without reaching them. "Johnny!" What she meant for a scream came out barely
audible,

Hewas dready dtting up, throwing off the sheet. "Kate? My God, what'swrong?'

"The baby--get Dr. Thom!"

She could hardly hear her own voice. Johnny didn't wait for instructions anyway;
she heard him diding the phone on his side of the bed. Hiswords reached her
ears as an incomprehensible buzz. Her whole being was focused on trying to
bresthe. The agonizing tightnesswouldn't let up.

It's not supposed to be likethis! Thisisn't anything like labor painsin the
books! Whatever abnormality had her inits grip, though, she knew she had to
relax, to implement the breathing rhythms she had practiced. But her muscles
wouldn't unclench.

Through her compressed eyelids, she sensed light from the bedside lamp. The
mattress sagged as Johnny leaned over her. "Dr. Thom ison hisway--itll bedl
right. Darling, pleaselook at me. Open your eyes and breathe."

"l can't!" she gasped.

He smoothed her forehead. Under his coaxing, she managed to lift her eyedlids.
From the center of the pain that smothered her, she saw him struggling to hide
his anxiety. His hands flowed over her arms, chest, and ssomach. Shetried to



yield and make hersdlf plidble.

Suddenly the vise around her clamped down till harder. The sensation passed
beyond pain. Shefelt only an irresstible pressure. " Johnny--it's now!"

"Kate, look at me!" He grabbed both sides of her head. "Remember--pant, pant,
blow--pant, pant, blow--" She tried to focus on him as he cycled through the
bresthing motions.

"l cant, damnit, | can't!"

He called to someone she couldn't see. An ingtant later, Johnny moved aside, and
Dr. Thom stood over her. His bedside smile froze as he groped under her
nightgown. " Johnny, get me the sterilized sheets, quick!”

She was vaguely aware of Johnny tearing open a sealed packet, of the two men
dipping asheet under her, but her body felt like amannequin they were

shifting. Her true self wasingde aworld of grinding, crushing pressure.

She heard Thom say, "Johnny, lift her head. Kate, take a deep breath and push.”
Take adeep breath? She could just as easily float out the window and fly to the
moon. Before she could make any voluntary movement, her body seemed to burst
open. Something shot out of her.

In the murmur of the doctor's voice, she caught a phrase that sounded like
"placentaprevia" Then it was blotted out by the cry of ababy.

All discomfort melted away. In fact, Kate couldn't fed her body at al. Though
she had no awareness of opening her eyes, she saw asoft, gray mi<, likethe
insde of acloud. She gazed straight up into it. Its center held a corona of

faint light. The pae glow expanded, transforming the gray into pearly

iridescence. Sheyearned for the light. Without surprise, she discovered that

she could move toward it just by thinking, with no straining of muscles or

flaling of limbs

Peace, rest--thisiswhat | need. She floated upward, flat on her back. The glow
cradled her.

Far below, she heard acry: "Kate--Kate, please!" It took her amoment to
recognize her own name. Why wasthe voicetrying to cal her back to pain and
terror?"Kate, please don't go! | need you!" Johnny. Johnny needs me. Of course
| can't leave him. Too bad she couldn't explain the peace and fulfillment

waiting inthelight.

Regretfully sheturned her eyesfrom it and began drifting downward. Suddenly a
shadow fell between her and the remnant of the glow. The black wing of ahuge
bird of prey, atalon grasping for her--

She dovein panic toward Johnny's voice. Grayness enfolded her, and shefdl
into oblivion.

Shaking her head, she forced hersdlf back to the present. "It wasn't scary at

first. It was beautiful. | dreamed | wasfloating in agray cloud. | started

drifting up to somekind of light source. It was so peaceful--al | wanted was

to stay there and rest. Then | heard Johnny calling me. As| turned back toward
him, there was this-shadow. Something like a dark wing. Somehow | escaped i,
and that was dl until | woke up." Shefaked alaugh. "Some dream, huh?"

"Why do you assume it was adream?”

Shedared a himin surprise. "What s2?"

"Such near-death experiences aren't uncommon. Many people have knocked at that
door and been told to wait."

He sounded so calmly assured about the subject. ™Y ou?"

"Not me. But I've met two people, people | consider reliable witnesses, who've
gone through Smilar experiences.”



Agang her will, Kate recaled her timein limbo between the accident and
regaining consciousness. "It happened again--after the car hit me."

"I'm not surprised to hear that."

Shefelt reassured that he didn't dismiss her as crazy, until the thought
occurred to her, Maybe that means we're both nuts. "I don't want to believein
it or even think about it. That dark thing--1 felt it wastrying to swallow me
whaole”

"You'resafe now," he said. He didn't sound like atherapist humoring alunatic.

"Was| dying then?"

"We thought so for afew minutes. Generd anesthesais never completely
risk-free”

"Y ou guided me back, didn't you? | remember your voice."

He briefly gripped her hand. "I'm glad you remember.” Theintensity of hisgaze
troubled her. "It looked to me asif you weren't trying hard enough to stay with
your body. And if you'd--gone--it would have been aloss to more people than you
redize"

She couldn't think of asengble reply to that assertion. Instead, she turned

her face away from scrutiny. Asif sharing her constrained feding, he walked to
the window and stared into the twilit sky for acouple of minutes.

When hereturned to her Sde, he said in acasud tone, "Y ou'll be discharged
about ten am. tomorrow. Don't bother calling acab. | have the day off, and

I'll driveyou."

Another obligation? Anxiety tightened her nerves. "Y ou don't have to do that.
I'm sure you don't chauffeur al your patients.”

"That'sthe point,” he said. "As soon as you're Signed out, you won't be my
patient anymore. Did you think | was going to let you vanish over the horizon?'
She cautioudy eyed him. "What are you saying?'

"That | want to see you on anon-professiona basis. That | want to be your
friend, if yourewilling."

Could that be the motive behind dl this attention, asmple mae-femae
attraction? That aspect of Kate's life had lain dormant for so long, aside from
occasiona offhand requests for dates that sheld offhandedly declined. Theidea
of aman'srearranging his schedule to pursue her seemed asincomprehensible as
aJapane=haiku. "I'mwilling," shesaid. "Provisondly.”

Helaughed. "Can't ask for more than that, to start with. I'll see you tomorrow
morning.”

Katefelt unexpectedly relieved that she wouldn't have to go home done. Inthe
back of her mind lurked the knowledge she had tried to suppress--that, if Ray's
conjecture bore any resemblance to fact, someone had tried to kill her.

Chapter 3

When Mrs. Pacheco opened the apartment door to Kate and Ray, Sara leaped off the
couch and ran to meet them. She hugged Kate delicately around the wai s,



apparently mindful of the warning not to squeeze. She then grabbed one of Kate's
hands and one of Ray's aswell. Kate had never seen Sara behave so openly toward
anew acquaintance.

"Sit down, Mommy." Sara steered her to one end of the couch. "Areyou okay yet?"

"I'm getting there." She gratefully sank onto the sagging cushion. Her sde

ached more than she liked to admit.

"You ill haveto take care of her," said Ray. "Kate, don't move, while | get

you somewater."

Mrs. Pacheco, gathering up her purse and overnight bag, said, "It'sgood to have
you home. | hopethe placelooks dl right?"

Kate glanced around the living room, which looked tidier and more dust-free than
it had in months. "Loveit! Thanksso much for dl your help.”

The woman blushed. "No trouble, | wasglad to doit." She said in alower voice,
"Wasit okay for Dr. Benson to drive Saraand meto visit you? | phoned the
hospital, and they confirmed he redlly was your doctor.”

"Oh, yes, it was so grest to be able to see her.”

Mrs. Pacheco |eft just as Ray regppeared, trailed by Sara, who carried atray of
crackers and cheese dices. Ray handed Kate aglass of ice water. Sara carefully
placed the snack tray on the coffee table and tugged at Ray's hand. "Y ou St

over here whereit's not bumpy." She plopped down between the two adullts.

"l could get used to this customized service," Kate said.

"Good," said Ray, "because you aren't going back to work for at least two weeks.
Maybe more."

"Comeon, | can't just--"

"Ligento your dl-wise physcian.”

Kate shook her head in resignation and nibbled on a cracker. Saraleft the room
to return with a congtruction of colored paper and string. "Look, Mommy, | made
amobile" She displayed aplastic coat hanger with butterflies dangling on

varied lengths of twine. "Will you hang it in the kitchen?'

"l will," Ray said. "Y our Mommy'sregting.”

When Kate started to get up, Sarawaved her back. "Y ou have to do what Dr. Ray
says." Shefollowed Ray into the kitchen. A few minutes|ater, she announced,
"Okay, now you can comein here."

Apparently coached by Sara, Ray had suspended the mobile over the sink. Hed
aso assembled a pile of sandwiches. "There's lunch whenever you fed up toit,”
he announced.

Kate sat down, goggling at the loaded plate. She till felt ambivalent about

being indebted to him. His kindness could seduce her into dependence.
"Guesswhat?' Sarasaid. "Dr. Ray taught me anew song. 'Found a peanut, found a
peanut, found a peanut just now..."" She chanted al the verses without a

glitch.

Applauding at the end, Kate murmured to Ray, "If | haveto listen to that twenty
timesaday for the next sx months, I'm going to get you for it."

"Areyou kidding, that's American folk culture! Now, | noticed you're running

low on supplies, so I'll pick up afew things on my way over thisevening.”
"Thisevening?"

"Of course, | haveto check up onyou, don't 1?* hesaid. "Makealist if

there's anything particular you need.”

"Cheerios" Saratold him.

"I'll takeit under advisement.”



"Redly, you've done more than enough,” said Kate. "At least let mefix you
dinner tonight."

He actudly looked shocked. "Don't even think it! I'm not here to make work for
you. I'll cook dinner.”

"Y ou can cook?' Kate shot him aglare of mock skepticism.

"My repertoireiskind of limited, but | have afew speciaties. Hey, asyou can
see, | manageto survive on my cooking."

"Tdl meagain why youredoing dl this?'

He grinned. "To score pointswith a beautiful woman. Do | need any other
reason?"

Kate blushed. She didn't have the energy to argue. | can aways throw him out
when | fed better.

After lunch, the doctor watched Sara solemnly tuck her mother in with aquilt on
the couch. Only then did he leave.

Having forgotten to ask Ray what time he planned to return, Kate woke up
flustered at almost five. Oh, no, has Sararedly been on her own dl afternoon?
Fortunately no signs of disaster appeared. Sarawas watching PBS with the sound
turned low. Kate showered, dressed, and braided her hair. It felt wonderful to
be in her own home wearing her own clothes, even dacks and aloose peasant
blouse. She had just settled on the couch with three days of newspapers when the
doorbell rang.

Sarascurried to the foyer. "No, don't answer it!" Kate ordered. "Remember, not
until we know whoiitis." The fear shed suppressed welled up again. Until she
learned the motive, if any, behind the"accident,” she would haveto exercise
vigilance.

When Ray identified himsdlf, she unfastened the chain and deadbolt. He carried
two grocery bags, plusasmall sack dangling from one hand. Sarabounded up and
down. "Let mehdp?"

"Here, carry this" He handed her the small bag.

Sarapeeked insde. "lce cream!”

"And | have afriend for you to meet." He conjured a purple object with green
polka-dots from one of the large bags. A dragon puppet. Slipping hishand inside
the toy, he made it say, "Greetings, Sara Joy Jacobs, | am Drake."

Saragiggled and patted the tiff cloth spikes on the dragon's back. Do you
likeice cream?’

"l am very fond of razzleberry ice cream with firefly sauce.” In hisown voice,
Ray sad, "Drake helps mewith the child patients at the clinic." He handed the
puppet to Saraand picked up the bags. "1 hope you like spaghetti,” he said as
they al trooped into the kitchen. Still not sure how shefelt about his

take-charge manner, Kate merely nodded. Thiswasthe first time sheld seen him
without hismedica regdia Jeansand aplaid sport shirt made him look

younger.

She couldn't help warming to him further while watching him with Sara. He didn't
seemirritated by thelittle girl'sins stence on helping. Instead of trying to

squelch her, he gave her tasks she could handle, such asripping lettuce for the
sdad. Hetaught her afolk song, beginning, "Theriver iswide, | cannot see,

Nor do | havelight wingsto fly," whose melody Kate liked much better than the
tune of "Found a Peanut.”

Her eyebrows arched in surprise when Ray set out a bottle of Chianti. "Doesthe
doctor approve of this?'

"l have aningdetrack with him," said Ray, drawing the cork. " Serioudly, |



haven't noticed you popping that pain medication. Shouldn't be any problem.”
Sara provided a buffer, which Kate welcomed. Drake the Dragon read SaraThe Tae
of Benjamin Bunny while Kate ran her bath. Once ready for bed, Saragave Ray a
goodnight hug. Though she didn't go so far asto kisshim, the display of
affection surprised Kate.

Tucked inwith her stuffed Tigger, Sararemarked, "1 like Dr. Ray. Do you?”'

Not wanting to undermine Saras confidence by reveding her own ambivaence,
Katesmply sad, "Yes"

"He'sagood man.”

"How can you be so sure?’

"Because Daddy told me.”

The hair prickled on the back of Kate's neck. "Sara, you know Daddy can't really
talk to you, don't you?'

"But hedoes." She didn't sound upset, just faintly impatient with her mother's
obtuseness. "Hetdlsmethingsat night.”

"Sweetheart, you know Daddy died right after you were born.”

"So he'sin Heaven, right?"

Another subject Kate didn't want to confront. "I guess so."

"Then he takes vacations on Earth and talksto me." Asfar as Sarawas
concerned, that settled the matter. Kate kissed her goodnight, glad to let the
subject drop.

Noticing her preoccupied expression, Ray asked about it. Asthey drank coffeein
the living room, she repeated what Sarahad said. Why am | telling him so many
things | normally never discusswith people?

"And you don't believe that's possible?’ said Ray in aneutral tone.

"I'm not achurchgoer,” she said. The last rdligious service sheld attended had
been Johnny'sfunera. Asfar as she could tdll, God, if Heexisted, wasa
capricious tyrant who bestowed happiness only to snatch it away. "And evenif |
were, that wouldn't mean I'd believe in ghosts. Aren't blessed spirits supposed
to Stay at ret, not go around meddling in earthly affairs?’

"There are different opinions about that. | have afriend I'd like you to meet

who could give you alively discusson on thetopic." Ray stared into his cup

for aminute. " Some people believe aspirit may remain tied to thisworld if he
was cut off before he finished hiswork."

Kate shook her head vigoroudy. She hated the thought of Johnny's lingering in
somekind of limbo. What possible good would that do me? Hed still be out of
reach.

"Y ou never mentioned how your husband died,” said Ray, tactfully sipping his
coffee instead of looking at her.

"A horsethrew him." She swallowed hard. "I don't want to talk about it."

Three weeks after Saras birth, Johnny had gone out to exercise hisroan mare,
Felicity, boarded at aneighbor's stable. Kate had been working onaquiltin

the living room, while the baby dept beside her. After an hour of painstaking
needlework, Kate's eyes had drooped shut. The afterimage of shining threads on
white fabric writhed behind her lids. Then apicture appeared, asvivid asa
television screen. She saw Johnny on the mare, trotting along afamiliar trail
under overhanging pine boughs. A shadow like agigantic, dark wing mantled the
scene. Kate glimpsed the horse flying into panic, galloping headlong while
Johnny struggled with the reins. The dark swallowed up theimage. A second
|ater, the shadow dissolved, showing her Johnny'sface. He lay on amat of pine
needles, hisskin pae, amost gray, and his hair soaked with blood.



Saraemitted a piercing shriek. The picture vanished. Kate leaped up to pluck

the baby from the cradle. She'd never heard that noise from any infant before.
She hugged Sara so tightly that the baby caught her breath in agasp and then
began crying normaly.

Kate forced her thoughts back to the present, rubbing her forehead, where adulll
achewas building. All these years, sheld managed to file the memory of her
precognitive vision under "inactive'; why did Ray haveto dredgeit up?

"Sorry, | didn't mean to push.”

After acouple of minutes of silence, she said, "'Y ou've pumped me about my past,
and | don't know athing about you."

Hetold her about growing up in southern Californiaand working hisway through
medica schoal. "I have one brother, married, in the Navy. HEs Sationed in
Norfolk at the moment, and we don't see each other often. Our parents are dead.”

"No atachments?' she asked, trying to speak lightly. She certainly didn't want

to project an impression of romantic interest.

"None. A GPslife doesn't dlow for much leisure. Especidly since I'm working
in adowntown public hedlth clinicingtead of private practice. Thisisthe most
time I've taken off in weeks." He patted her hand when she started to speak.
"Believeme, | loveit. Y ou gave methe perfect excuse to unwind alittle. | was
engaged for awhilein medical school, but we broke it off--luckily. Can you
imagine two doctorsin afamily?* He laughed, and she responded with atentative
smile. "Sincethen, | gtick to casua dates on professionaly-oriented

occasons.”

"You never regret it?"

"I didn't say | intended to spend the rest of my life as aworkaholic bachelor.”
He gave her along, steady look that made her blush.

"I'd better et you get to deep.” His voice sounded strained, asif he, too,

felt awkward. "I'll phone you tomorrow--if that'sal right?"

"Sure. Thanksagain." Lookslike I'm stuck with him for the foreseeable future.
The sense of protection felt as comforting as awell-worn blanket. She cautioned
herself not to get too used to it.

"When you're fedling better, | would like to take you to meet that friend |
mentioned. There are things we need to discuss--things he can explain more fully
than | can."

With that puzzling remark, he left. Muttering her annoyance at the enigma, Kate
locked the doors and tried to lock out her anxiety at the sametime.

Ray took Kate to meet hisfriend on Saturday of the second week after her
injury. Since held certified her (reluctantly, she thought) well enough to

return to work on Monday, she was certainly well enough for an afternoon's
vigt. Sara stayed home with the babysitter. Though Kate no longer suspected Ray
of being acon man or achild molester, his mysterious referencesto thisfriend
made her glad to keep the expedition an adults-only affair.

"l have to confess something," said Ray as he maneuvered his car through the
congested traffic of an older downtown digtrict. " Getting together with you
wasn't by chance."

So he did have an ulterior motive. "Then what wasit?'

"l wasat amedicd convention in Sacramento. Mike--the man I'm taking you to
meet--phoned me and advised meto come home ASAP." Ray spoke diffidently, with
his eyesfixed on the windshield. "He said I'd better be &t the hospital that



night, the night you were hit. And he quoted akind of password we use, 'Psaim
74:19." After he said that, he didn't have to explain any further. | packed and
rushed straight back here to the hospita.”

"Password? What do you mean? And what's Psalm 74:19?7" Was this Ray's hidden
flaw, somekind of religious mania?

He gave her asidelong smile, asif he guessed what she wasthinking. "It saves
time and discussion--when one of usrefersto that verse, the other knows a
critical event isabout to occur, detailsto follow later. Besides, | haveto
admit Mike hasaflar for the dramatic. Y ou know Alas, Babylon?!

Kate frowned, puzzled at the apparent change of subject. "l saw the movie."
"Well, that verseis our equivaent of the'Alas, Babylon' code phrasein the
story. The passage goes, The dark places of the earth are haunts of violence."

"| fill don't have acluewhat this hasto do with me."

"Mike knew you would be injured that night and that you'd need me." Stopping for
ared light, Ray took the opportunity to face her, apparently probing for her
reaction.

Katefdt her jaws clench in protest. "What do you mean, he 'knew'? Areyou
talking about ESP?'

"Well, yes" Thelight changed, and he eased the car through the intersection.
Kate scanned the shabby row houses on either side of the street, clinging to the
borderline between low-income apartments and outright dums. "1 don't believein
any of that." The unwanted memory of her own pre-vision of Johnny's death made
her head ache.

"Y ou seem unusudly hostile to thewholeidea.”

"You're not apsychiatrist, so don't try to andyze me." Redlizing that her

harsh tone confirmed his evaluation of her as"hogtile," she added more mildly,

"I just think it's too far-fetched that aman who didn't even know | existed

would have a premonition that a car was going to hit me."

"Oh, he'sknown you existed for years. But he didn't know your name until that
night. After | met you at the hospitd, | filled him in on therest of the

details”

Kate shook her head. "Y ou're not making any sense.” For an ingtant shefelt like
jumping out of the car and running away.

"It'stoo hard to explain in twenty-five words or less. Mike will help both of

us get everything straight.”

Asif in deference to her confusion and resstance, Ray kept quiet for the
remaining few minutes of the drive. Her eyeswidened in disbdief when he turned
off the street into the parking lot of asprawling, Gothic-style structure

complete with bell tower, faux gargoyles, and stained glass. The sgn beside the
stone steps rising to the main entrance reed, " St. Augustine's Episcopa

Church."

Oh, no, heredly isardligiousfanatic!

Acrossthelot from the massive gray bulk of St. Augustine's stood a

three-story, gabled Victorian house with acolumned front porch. At oneend a
roughly circular tower jutted to the sky. From abook on San Francisco
architecture she'd once edited, Kate recognized the structure as late

19th-century, eclectic but mainly Queen Anne in design. Someone guided more by
convenience than taste had tacked a two-car garage onto the house. An enclosed
walkway connected this architecturd oddity with the church.

Ray beeped hishorn. A few seconds later, the garage door rose, and he pulled



insdeto park.

Comeinto my parlor, said the spider to the fly, Kate thought. Noticing how her
right hand clutched the armrest, she smiled at her far-fetched apprehensions.
Why shouldn't adoctor have aclergyman for afriend? That didn't have to mean
the two of them were planning to brainwash her.

When Ray knocked at the side door Ieading into the house proper, the clergyman
himsdf opened it. Thin and beak-nosed, he had ahao of white hair--prematurely
white, Kate deduced from his mostly unwrinkled face--that reminded her of
Eingtein. Histhick, black eyebrows clashed with the hair, making his age harder
to estimate. He wore loose-fitting, gray dackswith ablack shirt and clerical
collar. Shaking hands with Ray, he used hisfree hand to push apair of
wire-rimmed bifocas higher on the bridge of hisnose. "I'm Michagl Emeric, Mrs.
Jacobs." He offered hishand. "May | call you Kate? Most people call me Father
Mike." His accent held atrace of New England.

"Nice to meet you--Father Mike." He didn't sound like anut, nor did the
gpacious country kitchen they entered look likethelair of acrystal-gazing
medium. He led Kate and Ray through aforma dining room, whose oak table was
covered by ahalf-assembled jigsaw puzzle. A view of the Grand Canyon, she
noticed.

Theliving room furniture harmonized with the provenance of the house.
Overgtuffed, wing-backed chairs and love seats and claw-footed, marble-topped
tablesfilled the room to capacity. A faint dusty smell hovered inthe ar.

Father Emeric--Mike--waved histwo guests to a sofa beside the clean, bare
fireplace, which had a marble mantel piece surmounted by amirror. "Sometimes|
fed asif | liveinamuseum,” he said, chuckling at Kate's fascinated survey

of the decor, "but on the whole it's agood thing the rectory came furnished.

Left up to me, haf the roomswould probably be empty." He pulled up an armchair
for himsdf. " So, Kate, you're probably wondering why Ray dragged you here. How
much did hetell you?'

She couldn't help smiling in response to the priest's friendly manner, but her

good humor faded as she mulled over Ray's claims. "He said you had some kind of
premonition; that you knew | was going to need help. Isthat true? Did | hear
himright?'

"You did. But you don't believeit, do you?' Father Mike sounded completely
non-judgmental about her skepticism.

"No, | think al that stuff is nonsense.”

"Y ou may il think so after I've told you how the knowledge cameto me. Bt |
fed | owe you some explanation.” He cleared histhroat, looking embarrassed,
not the way she would expect araving fanatic to behave. "Immediately after my
wife died--many years ago--l dreamed that she visited me, to tell me of a
mission | would have to undertake someday--to protect awoman and her child,
whom I'd meet at the proper time. | believed this vision was authentic. When Ray
had known me long enough to trust that | wasn't crazy, | confided in him."

Father Mike gave the doctor a sidelong glance. "He accepted it, provisionaly,
but hedidn't redly believeit, did you?'

Ray smiled noncommittally. Kate listened, too dumbfounded by thiswild tle to
speak.

"The night you wereinjured,” the priest continued, "your name popped into my
head. | cdled Ray home from the conference he was attending and asked him to
check for you at the hospital where he has staff privileges. He found you--which
confirmsthe redity of my visonin both of our minds.”



Kate's head spun. Did he redlly expect her to swalow this psychic garbage? But
why would he lie? What were these people up to?"Y ou're the last person | would
expect to hear thisfrom. Isn't ESP supposed to be atool of the Devil or
something?'

Father Mike shrugged. "Some Chrigtians think so. | don't. Whatever powers of
that kind may exist--and I've seen some remarkabl e instances--are analogous to
perfect pitch or a photographic memory. | believe they are smply talents that
may lie dormant or be developed with exercise. Like any other inborn gift, they
can be used for either good or evil."

He made the occult sound so reasonable. "Well, if it doesexigt, | wouldn't call
itagift." Sheemitted along, shaky breath. "I'd cal it acurse!™

"Do you have some specid reason for feding thisway?' His gentle voice and
steady gaze invited her to open up.

Suddenly sheredlized shewastired of carrying that horrible memory aone. At
least this man who considered precognition as ordinary as perfect pitch wouldn't
think her vison branded her as crazy. He might even offer arationa

explanation to erase the incident from her mind. "1t happened the day my husband
waskilled," shesaid. "At that very moment, | saw him--he was covered with
blood. And the baby screamed...” To her dismay, she broke into hystericd tears.
She fdt Ray's hand on her shoulder. Father Mike passed her aclean
handkerchief, which she fumbled to her eyes. Nether of them spoke until she got
control of hersdif.

"Thanks. I'm sorry...so embarrassed...”

"Please go on," said Father Mike.

Grateful that he offered no verbal comfort for her to fend off, Kate described

her vison. "And therewas adark cloud,” shefinished. "No, morelikea
shadow--or apatch of nothingness, if that makes any sense.” The priest nodded
asif heunderstood. "If | didn't know I'd imagined the whole thing, I'd say the
darkness made the horse panic and throw him."

"I don't think you imagined it,” said Father Mike, "and | suspect that's exactly
what happened.”

"Areyou saying | saw something real?' Her skepticism hardened into her habitual
shield. "l can't accept that. I'd dmost rather believe I'm losing my mind.”

The present tense dipped out before she redized what she was saying, and
Father Mike seemed to pick up the nuance. "Have you had any other experiences of
thiskind, before or snce?’

"When Sarawas born,” she said. "And then again, in the hospitd right after the
accident.” She glanced at Ray. "When you caled me back, | imagined your voice
fought off the darkness. | il think that was some kind of halucination.”

Ray said, "l wouldn't be so sure of that."

Figuring sheld already gone so far that complete frankness couldn't hurt, she

told Father Mike about both near-death experiences and the overshadowing wing of
darknessthat had grazed her each time.

"Those weren't byproducts of delirium, in my opinion,” he said. "A hostileforce
IS operating againgt you, groping after you, asit were."

"Force? 'Y ou mean something with--intelligence?' Her suspicions reawakened. That
remark sounded like archaic superdtition.

"Exactly. To put it bluntly--hard asit may be to accept--the forces of evil

want to destroy you and your daughter.”

She sprang to her feet, her bowels churning with fear. They redly areinsane,

and I'm aone with them, two againgt one. "The Devil ? Y ou're saying the Devil is



out to get us?' She edged toward the door. What if they won't let me leave?

Chapter 4

Ray spread his handsin appeal but made no move toward her. "Kate, please don't
run away. Hear usout. Then, if you still think were crazy, I'll take you

draight home. My solemn word."

Reuctantly she returned to her segt. "The Devil ? Sounds like superstitious
baloney to me."

"Not exactly the Devil," said Father Mike. "I'll tell you more about whét |

think it isin afew minutes. But have you never seen aclearer Sgn of its
presence? Why, exactly, did you run away from that party? Were you running from
something in particular?’

How did he strike so close to the bull's-eye? If anything could convince her of
mind-reading, his accurate guesses could. "I thought | saw something--terrible.
But it must have been caused by that drug in my drink. Ray mentioned that to
you, didn't he?"

"No, that wasn't it," Ray said. "Remember, according to your description of the
sequence of events, your wine cooler wasn't drugged until after you put it
down--and you didn't taste it when you picked it up again.”

Father Mike said, "Fortunately, some intuition--that Sixth sense you consider
nonsense--must have aerted you to the poison, stopped you from drinking. What
do you remember seeing?"

She described the man-shaped patch of nothingnessthat had thrown her into a
panic. "It made methink of ablack hole. | lost my head and just ran. If it was
redl, what do you think | actualy saw?"

"Anybody ese would have seen aquite ordinary man,” the priest said. "True evil
isn't flamboyant or exhibitionist. Organizationslike the Church of Satan are

only afront. Theinmost power is much more subtle.”

"Evil," she scoffed. Asfar as she was concerned, Evil with acapital E haunted
only the shadows of cheagp horror films,

"Y ou are privileged--if that's the word--to see through the disguise. One of the
rarer gifts.”

"If that'sagift, they can takeit back! Likel said, | think it'sacurse.”

She wadded the damp handkerchief. "After that, | felt | had to get home asfast
aspossible. You know the rest--out in the street, that car came straight at me.

| dodged at the last minute because | heard--imagined | heard--Saras voice."
"You didn't tell methat part,” said Ray.

"Y ou think | wanted an dmost-stranger finding out | had mgjor screwsloose?”
She summoned up awesk smile.

"Again, there's nothing wrong with you," Father Mike said. "Y our daughter sensed
your danger and reached out to warn you."

"No!" Indignation blotted out the remembered fear. "1 won't even think of Sara
being involved in this crazy stuff! Shel'sinnocent.”

"Her innocence doesn't prevent her from being atarget,” said Father Mike. He



didn't seem to betrying to frighten Kate, only stating facts.

Sheglared a Ray. "Isthiswhat you brought me herefor? Well, I've heard more
than enough!" She started to get up.

Ray caught her hand. "Please, let usfinish. When you've got the whole picture,
then I'll take you homelike I promised.”

She sat down, drawing away from him. "All right, I'll listen, but | won't like

it. What's this about being atarget?'

"They're after Saraonly secondarily,” said the priest, "'because she's your
daughter.”

"Who the heck is'they'?" Ka€esinitid favorable opinion of him was
deteriorating. He seemed to be pushing some kind of conspiracy theory.

"A minute ago, you mentioned the Devil." Father Mike stared at the ceiling, as
if gathering histhoughts. A white, fluffy shape padded into the room and lesped
onthearm of hischair. When helifted it onto hislap and began stroking it,

Kate recognized the creature as a Persian cat.

"Devil, spesk of the?' shesaid.

The cat fixed its unblinking blue eyes upon her. Father Mike laughed softly.
"Meet Y asmin. Fortunately for her, very few people brand cats as demon familiars
these days. Though | have known people who use their pets as, you might say,
psychic amplifiers-but that's off the subject.” He scratched under Y asmin's
chin, while she kneaded histhighs with her claws. "The association of darkness
and the crestures of the night with evil isacultura accident. Theimegery
resonates for us because we happen to be diurnd animals.”

"Soif intelligent catsruled theworld," said Kate, "light wouldn't necessarily

be auniversa symbol for goodness?’

He nodded. " Stigmatizing any part of the naturd world asintringcaly
evil--certain animal s that threaten or repel us, or even, God help us, people of
other raceswho look different--is wrongheaded. All creation, however warped
parts of it may have become, originated as good. The true evil you're dubious
about goesfar degper than any natural phenomenon, no matter how destructive.”
"So what, exactly, isthistrue evil ?* Suspicion tightened her voca cords.

Father Mike smiled gently asif to counteract her resistance. "No matter how far
out it sounds, please humor me for the moment. Assume, hypothetically, that God
exigs”

"Okay, | can gothat far." She glanced a Ray, who listened in silent
concentration.

"Furthermore, assume the hypothetical existence of aforce opposed to God," said
the priest. "Not a sdlf-existent entity, but created by and in rebellion against
Him. It showsitsef to us as darkness. In amore culture-bound manifestation,

it appears asthetraditional Devil, borrowing elements from the pagan satyrs
that symbolized sinful licensein the eyes of the medieva Church.”

None of these concepts struck Kate as either revolutionary or relevant to her
own Stuation. Shelooked from Father Mike to Ray.

"Symbols" the doctor said. "But symbolic of an underlying redlity with
intdligenceand will."

"A persond being?'

Father Mike said, "Think of it asacosmic force of negation. Y our perception of
'Nothing' was close to the truth. A devourer, whose ultimate goal isto absorb
and consume dl light and life--and there | go again, using the light-dark
oppostion. A force of decay that wantsto reduce al form to prima chaos."
"Entropy,” she murmured.



"Why, yes, that's part of it. Asfor personality, | conjecture that thisforce

wears persondity asamask to make itsdf moreintdligible--more

attractive--to its devotees. It's not for nothing that some worshipers of chaos

cdl it'theblind, idiot god."

Y asmin |eft the priest and jumped up beside Kate to sniff her hands, knotted in
her 1ap. Grateful for the distraction, Kate fondled the silken head. Sheliked

cats and would have adopted one long ago if the gpartment management allowed
animas. A pet for Sarawas on the "someday” list dong with a suburban house
furnished in astyle other than "early garage sde." "Hypothetically assuming

the exigience of thisentity, why would anybody in their right mind worship it?"

"Modtly for pleasurein their temporary exercise of power. Also, under the
deluson that after the victory of chaos, they'll rulethisplanet Actudly,

when the enemy breaks through from Outside, it will devour al creation except
itsdlf, including its own servants.”

"Wait a minute--what do you mean, Outsde?’ She'd heard him pronounce the word
with a capital-O stress.

"This entity--non-entity--has used many methods through the eons. Right now,
cosmic 'now,’ it seemsto be repeating a strategy that wastried long before
humanity evolved. Beings from another dimensiond plane, another space-time
continuum, want to break through into our cosmos. Origindly created good, like
al creation, they've chosen the side of chaos. They would exterminate dl

earthly life, except those they'd keep as livestock--food." Obvioudy aware of
Kate's dishdlief, he added, " Speaking hypotheticaly, of course.”

She ran her open palm down the cat's back to the tip of the plumed tail. "Under
your hypothesis, the world isinfested by demons?'

"The'gods from Outside aren't demons, as most people understand the word.
Demons, where they exist--and | freely admit that most supposed cases of demonic
persecution or possession throughout history have been natura pathology of some
sort--tend to beimmateria spiritswith petty interestsin tormenting or

feeding on human victims. Immateria in the sense of being composed of more
ethereal matter than we are--only God istruly Spirit, of course.”

"Of course" Why am | sitting here listening to thismystica tripe?

Father Mike ignored her sarcastic tone. "The Ancient Ones, astheir worshipers
usualy call those from Outside, are far more powerful, and they have no

interest in human beings except as obstacles, toals, or cattle. So it would bea
mistake to become obsessed with them to the neglect of dl the more mundane evil
intheworld. The enemy hasn't given up on the familiar forms of corruption and
destruction we read about every day in the newspaper. But the ultimate forces
remaninvisble"

Kateturned to Ray. "Y ou believe dl this suff?"

"I do." He reached out to squeeze her hand before she could shrink from his
touch. "If God exigts, why not other immateria beings? | know it sounds crazy

at first, but please keep an open mind.”

"Therésalimit to kegping it so open my brainslesk out." Again shefixed her
attention on the priest, her head buzzing with theinvasion of wild idess. "All

right, go on. Hypothetically, what did | see a the party?"

"Not aman, though it looked like one and had a solid body. Probably an

artificid condruct.” Kate silently gritted her teeth. More weirdness " The mind
within the shape was dmost certainly one of their lesser minions. Y our

perceiving it as emptiness suggeststhat.” His brow furrowed as he groped for



words. "Or perhaps an aspect, a partial manifestation, of one of the Ancient
Ones. It hardly matters." He leaned over to trace asquare on the rug with his
index finger. "Visudize aflat surface. Think of acreatureliving in thet

surface, atwo-dimensiona creature. He knows only width and length, not depth
or dengty. Now, imagine my fingerstouching hisworld a different points" He
spread his hand, spider-like, and lightly touched the rug. "To aflatlander,

each of my fingerti ps appears as a separate entity. He can't conceive how, in
the third dimension, dl fivefingers are part of asingle hand--though, to him,
separate in place and time.”

"Fourth dimension, fifth dimension--yes, I've heard of that concept. I've read
Maddene L'Engles A Wrinklein Time. So?"

"Those from Outside can extend parts of their substance into our world, so that
what we encounter is only a cross-section of an immense whole--a mere tentacle
of the darkness." He straightened up in hischair. "Y ou glimpsed such a
tentacle.”

"What about you?' She chalenged him in aharsher voice than sheld intended.
"Have you seen the same thing?'

He shook hishead. "I've been spared that. However, I've seen traces of their
work."

"L et me guess—-you belong to a secret society dedicated to truth, justice, and
fighting the mongters from Outside.” She flung an accusatory look a Ray. ™Y ou,
too."

"Not asecret society,” said Ray. "Just aloose network of people who know about
these forces and try to combat them. Forma organization and rigid hierarchy are
moretheir syle."

Father Mike said, "That'sright. We do try to--'recruit’ istoo strong a
word--enlist the help of people like you, with specid taents.”

"l told you, if thistalent is real--which you till haven't convinced me of --I

want to forget it as soon as possible! Evenif al thisweretrue, the very idea

of devoting my life to some crazy crusade againg invadersfrom Dimension X,
losing any chance of norma happiness, putting Sarain danger..." Her fear,
temporarily quenched by this absurd conversation, welled up anew.

"Oh, no, we'd never ask that," said Father Mike. "It'sthe servants of the enemy
who devote their livesto their cause. Everything we do ams at defending what
you call 'norma happiness.” Some things are worth dying for, but not living

for."

Kate shook her head. "I'll have to think about that one later. What's the point?
What does this stuff about Ancient Ones from Outside have to do with me?”
"Wethink you're a particular target of theirs," the priest said. "Have been for
years. Just as| sensed that you're specid and therefore in danger from them,
their sde has psychics of far greater strength who knew about you before Sara
wasborn. As| said earlier, they seem to have been groping around for along
time, striking at you through afog, so to spesk.”

"Wait aminute, that'stoo much. Areyou trying to tell me some evil cult isout
to get me?"

"Essentidly, yes, though not one the genera public would know about. The
current fad for the occult promotes their cause, but the serious work goesonin
hiding."

"Occult? Like Sandova ?"

Ray sad, "I'm sure, from what I've heard about him and what you told me, he's
not conscioudy involved in even the fringes of the movement. Hisbooks are



useful to them, though, so that author's party gave them a good chanceto strike
a you."

"Doesn't Sandovd hint a ingde sources for some of hisinformation?" the

priest said. "The man-shaped being you saw might be one of those sources, a
cultist who keepsalow profile.”

"And this--creature--poisoned my drink?" Fedling trapped by the priest's steady
gaze, Kate fidgeted, causing the cat to desert her in favor of Ray.

"Not directly, | suspect,” said Father Mike. "More likely he mentaly guided
someone eseto doit, just as he telepathicaly forced that driver to follow

you outside and run you down."

"Comeon!"

The priest continued with every appearance of complete seriousness, "Also, I'm
practically certain that the enemy killed your husband. Didn't you mention a
vison of adark wing at the moment of his desth? What if the horse saw
something ana ogous to what you saw at the party? Wouldn't that cause the poor
animd to panic?"

Kate suppressed ashiver. Tak about conspiracy theories, thisreally beatsthem
al! Y et the theory sounded so plausible, explained so many anomaies, without
requiring her to consder hersalf mentaly ill. No, thiswould be even worse

than going insane! Why am | giving it one second's thought? She bristled at the
thought that he was mentioning Johnny to manipulate her, exploit her emotions.
"Evenif such things can happen,” she said, "why me?1'm nobody specid.”
"Ligtento me, Kate." Father Mike leaned forward to capture her eyes with his
own. "Every one of usis more than we appear to be. Y ou, me, everyone. Each
human being has specid gifts, even if the terrible condition of our world keeps
too many people from developing those gifts. We dl have to choose whether to
turn our backs and live selfishly or to cooperate to the best of our ability

with the creative power. Y ou, however, received an extra portion. Y ou can see
those from Outside asthey redly are, and that in itself would motivate them to
exterminate you. But that isn't dl." He hesitated, looking uncertain for the

firgt time. "Thisisthe hardest part to tdll you."

"Harder than monsters from Dimension X?' Her attempt at flippancy didn't ease
her apprehension.

"I believe you have latent psychic powersyou don't begin to suspect. More
important, Sara displays these powers dready, from what you've mentioned, and
will grow stronger year by year. And after Sara--" He drew along breath. "The
other sde knows you're destined to bear achild who will play acrucid rolein
the struggle againgt them. A child they must destroy or risk losing this phase

of the battle. That'swhy they're trying to eliminate you and your family--and
why Ray and | aretrying to protect you."

"What?' Rage engulfed her like atidal wave. She sprang to her feet. "That'sthe
most insane drivel I've ever heard! | don't know if you're acon artist or some
kind of deranged fanatic, and | don't care! | don't want any part of your crazy
cult! Shewhirled upon Ray, who was standing, watching her in dismay. "And
you..."

"I'm sorry, Kate." Pain appeared to shadow his eyes, but how could she trust any
word or mannerism of his? How long have these two weirdos been watching me,
anyway?"We dumped too much on you too fast,” he said.

"| trusted you. | liked you!" She wanted only to get away asfar aspossible
from both of them. Without Ray's car, though, she'd be stranded. "Take me home!
Now!"



For amad instant the fear seized her that the two men would lock her inthe
basement--or in acrypt beneath the church, like a Gothic heroine. But Ray
amply spread his handsin resignation and sighed, "All right. Let'sgo." He

threw an appealing look at the priest, who said nothing as Kate walked out.

She hated getting into Ray's car, but this nelghborhood was no place to wait for
acab. She doubted she had enough cash for ataxi anyway, even stashed at home.
And she didn't even consider the bus. Assuring hersdlf that Ray wouldn't have

let her walk out the door of therectory if he had nefarious intentions, she

took her chanceswith him.

Slamming the car door and snapping the seat belt, she said, "Does the bishop
know what your friend Father Mikeisup to?'

Ray sghed again. "I know how al this must sound to you. Try to think it over.
Plesse"

She said nothing. Throughout the drive, she stared out her sde window. Her
sense of betraya wouldn't et her ook at Ray. What possible motive could they
havefor dl this? What are they trying to get out of me? Since she hadn't

enough money for acon artist to bother with, either the two men were sincere
fanatics or (the new theory hit her like abucket of ice water) they had desgns

on Sara. Shetried to dismissthis notion as absurdly far-fetched, but all she

could think of was Ray's friendliness, which she had dready come to depend on.
Could his behavior redly be amask for some perverson?

When he stopped the car outside her apartment, her anger boiled up. "Damn you,
Ray Benson, | trusted you! | thought you were my friend--and Saras friend! And
thisisdl you wanted mefor!"

He stretched out ahand, then let it fall to the seat between them. "Kate,

please." He sounded close to tears. Was he actually hurt by her accusation?

No, she musin't let him seduce her emotions again. " Stay away from me, you hear?
And stay away from my daughter! If you call or come here again, I'll have you
arrested for harassment!”

Kate had ahard time explaining to Sarawhy Dr. Ray didn't stay for dinner that
evening. When Sara asked how soon he would visit again, Kate's nerve failed. How
could she explain that she never intended to let Ray in the house again, because
he'd revealed histrue nature as aliar and a manipulator? She pacified Sara

with the reminder that Dr. Ray was abusy man with many patients and couldn't
gpare any more time for Kate now that she was amost well. A drab supper out of
cansdidn't cheer either of them. After playing a Peter, Paul, and Mary tape,
snging dong with "Puff the Magic Dragon,” Kate read Saraa chapter from The
House at Pooh Corner and tucked her in for the night.

Kate hoped sheld managed to distract Sara. The bedtime routine hadn't made a
dent in her own misery. Am| actudly missing the man?Was| gatingtofal in
love with him? All the better, she admonished hersdlf, that she'd discovered his
ulterior motives before getting further entangled. After aheavy dose of Dorothy
Sayersshefindly fdll adeep, her head stuffed with thoughts of switching her
phoneto an unlisted number and cgoling the building manager into changing her
locks.

Behind her eyelidsthe dark gathered like a swarm of venomousinsects. It
coaesced into aswirling, tentacled shape. Between Kate and the patch of
darkness appeared asmall, white figure. Sara. The tentacles stretched toward
the child.

"No!" Kate shouted. Sheflung hersdlf at the thing.



She woke with a high-pitched scream ululating in her ears. She sat up. "Sara?”
Oh, Lord, another nightmare? Y et she'd never heard Sara shriek like that, even
in thethroes of nightmares. Kate grabbed the flashlight from the nightstand and
dashed into the other bedroom.

Before she reached Sara's door, the scream abruptly stopped. A gust of cold air
swept over Kate. She stumbled into Sarals bedroom and clicked on the flashlight.
"Sweetheart, I'm here. What's wrong?”

She expected to see her daughter either adeep or Stting up staring into the
darkness. Instead, Saralay on her back, the covers dragging on the floor, with
her eyeswide and unblinking.

Kate tiptoed to the bed and touched Sara's hand, finding the skin inexplicably
cold. When shelifted Sarasarm, it fdt flaccid. It fell heavily to the

mattress when shereleased it.

"Sara?' she whispered. She squeezed the child's shoulder, with no response. The
open eyeslooked like beads of glass. "Saral" A rough shaking brought no result.
She might aswell havetried to wake arag doll.

Sarawasn't adeep; she was comatose.

Chapter 5

Kate dashed to the telephone in the kitchen. Just as she reached it, the

doorbell buzzed. She scurried to the front door. "Who'sthere?' Her voice
sounded grill, like astranger's.

"Ray Benson."

Momentarily forgetting his betraya, she scrambled to unfasten the locks. When
he stepped inside, she remembered her fury at his breach of trust. "What are you
doing here?| told you--"

"I had to come." He clutched her arm. "What's happened? Something isterribly
wrong, isn't it?'

"Oh, God, yed! It's Saral" Together they hurried to the back bedroom. "How did
you know?'

"A few minutes ago | woke up out of a dead deep and knew you needed me. | had a
feding of urgency. What's wrong with Sara?"

She pulled him into the room and flicked the light switch. "L ook at her!"

Ray bent over the bed, flexing Saraslimbs, checking her pulse.

"She woke me up, screaming,” said Kate, "and when | got here, shewaslike
this" Her voice shook, along with her hands. Sheintertwined her fingers,
struggling for contral. "Shouldn't | call an ambulance?’

"No."

"No! Have you lost your mind?* The cry tore from her throat.

Without answering, Ray stood up, glanced at the window--open, Kate suddenly
realized, though she had locked it. He gazed bleskly at her. "Kate, you must
gather al your courage and try to believe me. Thisisnot Sara.™

Parayzed by the incomprehensible words, she smply stared a him. In aharsh
whisper she said, "What are you talking about?'



"I'm sorry to haveto do this, but | can't explain. Just watch." He placed his

left hand on thellittle girl'sforehead.

Kate grabbed hisright arm and cried, "Don't touch her, you maniac!”

"Please, Kate." His eyes held such anguished appedl that she no longer doubted
his sincerity. While he might till be insane, he meant her no harm. He cared
about her and Sara.

When Kate released hisright arm, heraised it asif taking oath in court. He
muttered a phrase in alanguage she didn't recognize. At the sametime, he
traced a cross on the child's brow.

Sara's shape collapsed like a deflated balloon. Her features withered. A stick
figurewith hair and clothing like dry leaveslay on the bed. Within seconds, it
crumbled into a scattering of gray dust.

Kate screamed. She continued screaming as Ray half-carried her from the bedroom.
Blackness swirled before her eyes. She felt hands shaking her. When she opened
her eyes, shewas sitting at the kitchen table. Ray pressed aglassinto her
fingers. She drank. Sherry.

He clasped her head between his hands and made her gaze into hiseyes. "Listen
to me. That was not Sara. Saraisdive."

She had to take alonger swallow before she could process that remark well
enough to respond. "What makes you think so?' The room lurched around her. Was
he lying? How she yearned to believe him!

"Becauseif they only wanted her dead, they wouldn't have goneto dl that
trouble to take her. They'd have killed her on the spot.”

"They?' Conspiracy again. God, could it dl be true?

"Wait here." He patted her shoulder, then left the room. She closed her eyes,
trying to blank out what she'd seen. Shortly Ray regppeared. He pulled her to
her feet. "Comewith me."

She guessed where he wanted to lead her. "No! | can't goin therel”

"It'sdl right. Theres nothing terrible to see” He put hisarm around her
shoulders.

Letting him guide her, she forced hersdlf to look at Sara's bed. To her réief,

Ray had stripped it. "' want to show you the window," he said. When he pushed
the window down to give her aview of the four panes of glass, she saw that the
top right had acircular holein it. "Glass cutter and suction cup,” said Ray.
"Standard burglary skills. Someone broke in thisway, took Sara--probably after
giving her some kind of sedative by injection --and left agolem.” Until that
moment, sheld still haf feared that the thing on the bed was her daughter. The
marks of a break-in supported Ray's theory.

"How?" Shuddering, Kate hid her face on Ray's shoulder and burst into tears.
He held her for along time. When her mind cleared again, they were sitting
together on theliving room couch. "What wasthat thing?" she whispered.

"A decoy to givethem ahead start on us. If you'd depended on ordinary medical
knowledge, you might not have redlized Sarawas gone for days, until thething
disntegrated on its own." He clasped her hand with a gentlenessin marked
contrast to the grim expression on hisface. "A very old trick. The late

medieva inquisitors claimed awitch on her way to the Sabbat could deceive her
family by leaving a poppet, alifdike image of hersdf, in bed in her place.
Lookslikethe legends have abit of truth in them.”

"Y ou'retalking about magic." She pressed her knuckles to her mouth to keep from
screaming again. After afew deep breeths, she could speak coherently. "Literal
black magic, right herein San Francisco in the 1970s."



"I'm not surprised you didn't believe it when wetried to explain this
afternoon.”

For afleeting instant, she wondered whether Ray and Father Emeric had set up
this bizarre disappearance to convert her to their views. But sheimmediately
dismissed the idea. If Ray's concern wasn't genuine, she couldn't trust any of
her perceptions about anything. Then that means| have redl
enemies--supernatura enemies. "I'm sorry | accused you of such terrible
things"

"Undergtandable,” he said.

"If I'm the main target of these--whatever they are--why didn't they break into
my room and kill me, instead of taking Sara?’

Ray shrugged. "It's possible that they're afraid of you, think you have more
control over your power than you do. After dl, you did live through the
poisoning attempt and the auto accident.” Also, they wouldn't want to risk
getting arrested for murder. They'd rather work more subtly. And another
thing..."

His hestation frightened her. "What?"

"I'm sorry to bring it up, but there's dways the chance that they think they

can use Sards talent, maybe bring her over to their sde.”

Kate swallowed alump of fear and anger. "No matter what their motives are,
they're fill kidnappers. Isn't it timeto cdl the police?!

"And tell them what? Want to try describing what we saw to the cop on the beat?"

"Wecan't just St herel” She bowed her head on her clenched figts.

He rubbed the knotted muscles at the back of her neck. "I didn't say we should.
There's agood chance we can find her ourselves. Well need Mikeshelp.”
Shefet her whole body tighten in protest.

"If you can't trust Mikeyet," Ray said, "can you trust me? Just for awhile?

She raked her fingers through her tangled hair. "What do you want to do?"

"Get something of Saras, some object intimately connected to her, and wéell go
to St. Augustine's. The three of us working together should have the best
chance.”

"Okay." Inthisterraincognita, she couldn't take a step without aguide, and

Ray was the only one she had. Bracing hersalf again, she reentered Sara's room.
On the floor she found what she wanted, Tigger, with his synthetic fur rubbed
bare, hisfloppy tail, and hisfrequently mended ears.

As she scrambled into jeans and a sweatshirt and tied back her hairina
ponytail, she heard Ray on the telephone. Caling the priest, she gathered from
astray word here and there. Can | trust Father Emeric? Isheredly telling the
smpletruth and trying to protect me? If so, she would have to accept that she
needed protection. Some unimaginable force was trying to annihilate her and her
child. Kate'shead spun. Thinking in circleslike this did no good.

At thelast minute, anirrationa impulse of faith made her throw toiletriesand
achange of clothesfor hersdf and Sarainto atote bag. Locking the windows
and the back door, double-checking that she had her keys, she reflected that she
hadn't given amoment's thought to the fact that sheld sat with Ray, even hugged
him, in nothing but her nightgown.

Inthe front hall, clutching her purse and the overnight bag, she succumbed to
another wave of doubt. Asif sensing her mood shift, Ray said, "Would you fedl
better following mein your own car?"

She nodded. That token bit of control might help her hang onto her sanity. Let's



just hope | don't crash into the sSide of a building on the way. As she started

the car, it dawned on her that she'd meticuloudy locked the apartment whilea
gaping hole remained in the bedroom window. No time to worry about that now.
Memorizing each turn along the hilly downtown streets helped to distance her
from the panic lurking in the back of her head, ready to pounce. Shetold

hersalf she would need the directionsfixed in memory, becausein afew hours
she would have to drive Sarahome.

Or would it be safe to take Sara back to the apartment, where they--whoever they
were--knew how to find her? Where else could we go? Ardath? Aside from her
apprehensions about retreating to such amemory-haunted place, shehadtoearn a
living. Shaking her head at the folly of worrying about far-fetched problems at
atimelikethis, she strained her eyesto keep Ray'staillightsin view.

When ared light intervened between Ray's car and hers, the panic sprang up,
gibbering. She knocked it flat. Idict, if you fal behind, hell wait for you.

The migt that blurred his car into a pectral shape when the gap widened beyond
ablock or so fed the fear of being cut adrift. She reminded herself that she'd
known San Francisco fog dl her life. What did Father Emeric say about branding
natura phenomenaasevil?

The priest had said alot of other things, too, things about malicious nonhuman
entitiesfrom pardld dimensions. If hed spoken truly, any commonplace object
could serve as amask for something unimaginable. Out of the corner of her eye
she glimpsed aman in alesther jacket carrying agrocery bag out of a
convenience store. In her side-view mirror she could see only hisback. If he
turned around, might she see, instead of aman's face, abeast's muzzle and
fangs? A writhing cluster of tentacles? Or awell of darkness, likethe

emptiness shedd seen the night of her injury?

Each time she had to dow down, she scanned the buildings and cross-streets. She
visudized the apartments and lightless stores as the facades of Hollywood sets,
which an earthquake might demolish a any moment. Behind them might lie adesert
strewn with bones or a black expanse of outer space sprinkled with icy stars. Or
they might smply melt away to reved nothing at dl.

Stop this; you're scaring yourself for nothing! She clenched and unclenched her
fingers. The sweat on her palms made the steering whedl dick. She checked the
rear-view mirror, succumbing to anew fear. What if someone had watched the
gpartment and followed her from there? If so, therectory of St. Augusting's
would become asfutile arefuge as Kate's home. Just shut up! she fumed at the
yammering voicein her head. | haveto trust something!

At last she pulled into the church parking lot behind Ray, who honked his horn.
Instantly the garage door opened. The low-wattage light insde reveded that the
space had been cleared enough to admit both cars. Kate's hands started shaking
as soon as the garage door closed and she turned off theignition.

Ray tapped on her sde window. She blinked at him afew times before redizing
that she hadn't unlocked her doors. She did so, and Ray helped her out. Kate
carried Sara's Tigger under her left arm. She clung to Ray, quivering, hating
thisweakness but unable to act strong anymore.

"Y ou're safe for now." He patted her back in an undemanding brotherly fashion.
"Thisplaceissafe”

She gulped and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. " Sorry about that.”

A mundane smell of wood shavings and mildew filled her nose. The kitchen door
opened to reved arectangle of bright light. The priest beckoned them inside.
Once all three of them were in the kitchen, he bolted the door--for her



reassurance, Kate thought. He clasped her right hand in both of his. "Nothing
can track you here. The church and this house are--shielded. And | promise you
well find Sara"

Gazing into hisgray eyes behind the wire-rimmed glasses, she dmost believed
the promise. "Ray told you what happened?”

"Themain outline" Father Mike held achair at the kitchen tablefor her. He
showed no salf-consciousness about his bedroom dippers, bristling hair, and
plaid bathrobe. "I see you brought one of Saras possessions. May 1?7

Kate handed him the stuffed tiger. "This should work fine," said Father Mike.
"We should calm down and gather our witsfirst. Anybody for coffee?"

The aromaof the fresh brew penetrated Kate's avareness. She glanced around at
the dark wood cabinets, the butcher's-block counters, and the parquet floor. A
comfortable room, but right now she distrusted comfort. "I don't want to cam
down. | want my little girl back."

"WEeIl have a better chanceif we use our headsingtead of flying off
half-cocked," said Ray.

Father Mike poured three mugs of coffee and set out sugar, milk, and spoons.
Kate found that stirring her coffee and spping the hot liquid steadied her more
than she'd expected. "What's the toy for?"

"A link with Sara," said Father Mike. "Together, the three of us should be able
to get afix on her that way, pinpoint her location or at least the generd area
where she's being kept."

"Definite enough so we can find her and rescue her?' Kate said. The proposed
search mode struck her aslessridiculous than it would have two hours earlier.
Compared to what she had seen tonight, sending Tigger on Sarastrail sounded
quite reasonable.

"I've seen it work before,” the priest said.

Ray leaned acrossthe table in Kate's direction. "L eave yoursdf out of that we.
It would be far too dangerous, the worse thing you could do.”

"Now, just aminute! Don't try to tell mewhat | can--"

Father Mike reached over to place ahand on her shoulder. "He's absolutely
right. Didn't he mention that you are their primetarget? If they got you into

their clutches, they wouldn't have any more reason to treat Saragently.”
"Thenwhat am | herefor? What can | do?' She heard her voicerisng to awall.
Shetook ascalding swallow of coffee to shock hersalf back to comparative calm.

Ray said, "We need you to help us get in touch with Sara. And we can draw on
your power in tracking her down."

Kate shook her head. "I don't have any power."

"Sugpend your disbdlief for tonight,” the priest said, "'because doubt could
crippleus.” He smiled dryly. "One reason few scientists accept ps phenomenais
that wild talentstend to shrivel up and hidein the presence of skeptics. A
convenient excuse, but it also happensto be true.”

"Il try," Katesaid. "Tel metojoin forceswith little green men from the
BermudaTriangle, I'll doit.”

The priest laughed. "We're not ready to go quite that far. Finish your coffee,

and welll get started.”

She concentrated on suspending her disbelief while Father Mike escorted them
into the sitting room where they'd talked before and arranged two armchairs and
alove seat into atight circle. Her somach fluttered with anxiety as she sat

down facing the two men, with their knees dmost touching. "Arewe running a



séance here?”’

Ray looked faintly shocked. Father Mike said, "Heaven forbid. Literdly, a
séance involves contacting the dead, which would be terribly dangerous. However,
we are practicing what you might call sympeathetic magic. Thistiger holdsalot

of psychic resdue from Sara. AlImost asgood asalock of her hair."
Katesfingerstwisted around each other for imaginary support. "Soundslike
voodoo."

"V oodoo, when it works at al, does work on the same principle.” Father Mike
handed Tigger to Kate. "Y ou hold this, since you have the strongest bond with
Sara" She clutched the stuffed animal in her 1ap. Ray and Father Mike each
placed both their hands on the fuzzy lump. Kate felt Ray's fingertips brush

hers. The priest said, " Tenson and excitement will block what we're trying to

do. We mugt dl rlax. Especidly you, Kate. Empty your mind and reach out for
your daughter.”

She swallowed ahard lump. "I can't relax.”

His hand moved briefly to pat hers. "1 know you can. Y ou have strengths you
don't begin to suspect. Let your muscles and joints go limp, one by one--ankles,
knees, hips, waist, digphragm, chest, shoulders, arms, neck. Be relaxed but
dert.”

Before she redized what was happening, she caught herself obeying him. Each
segment of her body dackened as he named it. Alarms jangled in the back of her
mind. "Areyou hypnotizing me?'

Hisvoice remained low and even. "Only as much as you hypnotize yourself when
deeply engrossed in some task. Hypnosis smply means deep concentration. Y ou'l
remain in complete control. Relax your neck, alow your mouth to open dightly,
fed the tension flow out of your jaws. Breathe dowly--in, out, in, out.”

Her eyesdrifted shut. Beside her, Ray breathed in identical rhythm; she heard

ar sghinginand out of hislungsin unison with her own breeth. The priet's
chant subsided into slence. For awhilethey dl inhaled and exhaled in

harmony. Kate felt suspended in abubble of unhurried calm. Then Father Mike's
quiet voice touched her: "Kate, focus on Sara. Invoke her image in your mind.
Reach for her. We are with you, lending you strength. Can you envision her?"
Piece by piece, Kate built apicture of Sarain her head. Touded hair, deep

blue eyes, white flannd ette nightgown printed with rosebuds, barefeet, a

crease on her cheek from the pillowcase, corner of the quilt crumpled in her

right hand--the picture hovered before Kate'sinner eye asclear asa
photograph. She'd never possessed avisud imagination thissharp. 'l seeher.”
"Good." Father Mike's voice flowed over her like arefreshing breeze. "Now call
to her. Ask her to show you where sheis."

Kate received the command with calm acceptance instead of protest. "Sara, can
you hear me? Tak to me, Sara. | want to find you and bring you home."

The manufactured picturein her mind gained solidity. At the sametime, the

quilt from Sara's bed at home melted and vanished. Instead, the girl lay face up
on adouble bed with white sheets and awhite chenille spread, turned down to
expose her inert form. Her eyes were shut now, her arms flung wide. Something
had leached al color from her cheeks; she looked pale and cold. Y et her chest
moved in dow, feeble breaths. Kate didn't doubt that what she saw wasred. The
image was S0 three-dimensiondly vivid that she might have been gazing through a
window.

"It worked," she whispered. "Sarasdivel” In her anazement, she dmost lost

the picture. Asit wavered like a scene under water, she felt Ray and Father



Mike each clasp her wridts.

"Steady," the priest said. "How much can you see of her surroundings?*
"Nothing--abed.” Or could she expand the view? Sheimagined standing at ared
window, stepping back to encompass more of the room in her field of vision.
"Just abedroom,” she murmured. "Modern-looking furniture, blond wood, dresser,
night stand. A door opening into a bathroom. White drapes on the window. Can't
see out. Goose-neck lamp burning on the night stand.” Slowly, afraid of breaking
the contact, she rotated her disembodied "eyes." The door to the bedroom was
closed. "I can't tdll where sheis," Kate whispered.

"That'sfine" said Father Mike. "l see her now. Ray?"

"Yes," Ray softly answered.

The priest said, "Tdl SaraDr. Ray will comefor her. Tell her she needsto

show him how to get there."

"But she can't hear me. She's unconscious.”

Father Mike's fingers squeezed hers. "No doubts!”

So Kate relayed the message. Theimage was turning misty. Just before it faded
to nothing, she heard a sound--humming. The tune resolved itsdlf into "The River
IsWide" Sarasvoice, Kate redized, humming ingde her head!

"I hear her!" she cried. Her eyes snapped open, and the sound stopped. "Oh, no,
I'velogtit!"

"No, you haven't," said Father Mike, flexing hisfingers asif they were

cramped. "Y ou can re-establish the link a will, and Ray will useit to track

Sara. Hell get her and bring her back here. Y our part will be to maintain the
contact, and I'll help.”

Kate rubbed her eyes. "Will it redly be that easy? And then what--take her to a
hospitd ?*

Ray shook his head. "This house is safer--psychicaly shielded, as we mentioned.
Don't worry; shell bein competent hands. Mikeisan M.D., too."

Kate stared at the priest. So many surprises were hitting her tonight that no

one thing seemed stranger than another anymore.

"And, no," Father Mike said, "nobody saysit will be easy. We can only pray."
Kate hugged hersdf against a sudden chill. "I don't know if | believein

prayer."

Father Mike didn't deliver even a sentence of the lecture she expected. He just
sad, "Then Ray and | will pray for you. Y ou keep your disbdief suspended, and
well take up the dack. Now before we start, we have to make sure we're relaxed
and free of digtractions.”

Why does he keep harping at meto relax?| fed like I'm about to shatter into a
million pieces! She found his suggested preparationsto be practical and far

from her idea of the occult. After she'd used the bathroom and had adrink of
ice water, Father Mike ingsted she borrow an age-softened gray cardigan. "I'm
not chilly," shesaid.

"You may be, later. A drop in temperature is sometimes associated with psychic
activity."

"Sara's bedroom felt freezing for a second, when she--when | opened the door to
check on her," Kate recalled.

Father Mike nodded. He'd changed into dacks and a pullover swesater. Carrying
Y asmin, the white cat, he directed Kate and Ray back to their seatsin the

living room. "Oncewerefirmly linked," said the priest, "Ray will get going.”

"But we didn't see where that building was."

"That's exactly why Ray needs our help. It be like following athread through



amaze." Heturned to the doctor. "Ready?"

"Anytimeyou are," said Ray. They briefly clasped hands before taking their
sedts.

Again Father Mike eased them into calm with his hypnotic litany. He touched the
stuffed tiger, clutched in Kat€'s [ap, while with one hand he stroked Y asmin,
who lay sprawled across his knees. Kate remembered his offhand remark that
animds could be used as psychic amplifiers. The memory gave her achill, making
her glad of the swester wrapped around her shoulders. Theriseand fall of the
priest's voice, though, created apool of serenity that submerged her stray
apprehensons.

Firgt from adistance, then closer and clearer, she heard Sara's voice--singing.
"Theriver iswide, | cannot see, nor do | havelight wingsto fly."

The priest whispered, "Reach out to Ray--not with your hand, with your mind.
Grasp the thread and giveit to him."

Behind her closed eydids, Kate saw her daughter's song asaluminous silver
cord trailing into the night Feding the warm grip of Ray'sfingers, awarmth

that penetrated her flesh and sank into her bones, she guided him to the cord.
With her eyes till closed, she saw him stand up, walk to the garage, and Sart
hiscar.

* * k% %

Ray forced himsdf to draw long, deep, cleansing breaths as he pulled out of the
garage and turned onto the street. He couldn't allow fear or anger to distract
him. Saras voice entered hismind like a distant, faint echo of asound. He
knew that only Mike'strained powers, lending him strength, maintained the link;
Ray knew how easily he could losethetrail if he got distracted.

One digtraction he couldn't afford was the memory of Kate's rgjection, the pain
held felt, followed by the relief of her renewed trust. 1t'stoo soon to care

about her in apersonal way. If she knew, shed rgect me dl over again. He
expelled the ingppropriate emotions with a prolonged exhalation.

Following the thread through the nearly deserted streets, he wondered how he
would get in and rescue Sara, once he discovered where she was imprisoned. First
thingsfirgt, find her. Good thing Kate didn't know hisleve of inexperience.
Sheld suffer more doubt than she dready did, if she knew Mikewasthe only
expert in the group.

True, Ray had spent countless hours developing his psychic skillsby exercising
under Mike'sdirection. But practice drill wasalong way from thered thing.

He carried only one physica wegpon, aslver-plated letter opener Mike had
given him. Traditiond beliefs about usng slver againg evil creatures had

some vdidity. That metd did have the power to disrupt psychic vibrations.

The song led him through the fog past the borderline depressed areas around the
churchinto adigtrict that hung onto gentility. Mist drifted around agpartments
probably inhabited by retirees on fixed incomes and young couples watching their
pennies; it shrouded the dimly-lit facades of stores where such people wouldn't
be afraid to shop, even after dark. Ray followed the thread of Sara's voiceto
an dderly hotd with a purple avning over the main entrance and grapevines
carved in stone embellishing the window |ledges. He found aparking spaceon a
dark side street and approached the building on foot.

He didn't want to enter through the lobby and coffee shop. For al he knew, the
enemy might have an ordinary lookout posted there, armed with a description of
Ray and Kate. He couldn't rule out the possibility of having been followed at
some time when held been with her. Not tonight, though--he would have fdt it.



Circling to the rear of the hotel, he turned down an alley and found a service
entrance easly enough. He stepped insde, eased the heavy door shut. It emitted
acreak and apneumatic Sgh. He held his breath, feding his heart pound.

Nobody here. Nothing but aconcrete stair-well, illuminated by abare bulb in

the ceiling. A door bearing aG for "ground" faced him.

He closed his eyes, groping for the inner song that had almost faded. Sara, I'm
here. Hang on, don't et me lose youl.

Her song answered: Give me aboat that will carry two, and both shal row, my
loveand |. The melody seemed to float high above Ray's head.

Soit'sone of the upper floors. He started up the stairs. When he passed the

door marked "1," the temperature abruptly dropped. The staircase felt as cold as
aski dopein January. Redling from the shock, he leaned againgt thewall, then
ingtantly jerked hishand away. The plagter felt like ice. He examined hispalm,

half expecting to see thetop layer of skin pedled off. Nothing. Of course not,
thisisanillusion. If it'sthe best they can do-- He chopped off the thought,

mindful of the hazards of overconfidence. Illusion or not, the unnatura cold

felt redl. The threadbare sweater borrowed from the priest provided no shield
againg thischill. Ray wrapped hisarms around himself, shivering, ashe

trudged up the steps.

Sarasvoice, though faint, didn't desert him. Maybe Mike could explain how some
part of the child's unconscious mind could communicate from the depths of a
coma; Ray just accepted the phenomenon and prayed it would continue. Already his
fingers and toes grew numb, and the cold stung his nose and earlobes. He dragged
hisfeet asif wading through knee-deep dush. It seemed strange to look down

and not see snowdrifts.

At thethird-floor landing, ablast of wind lashed hisface. The gust carried a

stink of decay that made him gag. He doubled over, clutching his ssomach and
gritting histeeth againgt the nausea That won't work either, damn you! On top

of the cold and nausea, he fdlt histhroat close. For a minute he had to stagger

to therail and hang on, even though theillusory cold of the metd seared his

skin. He gasped and choked, fighting to stay conscious. Over the buzzing in his
head, he heard Sara's voice. The song had changed: Found a peanut, found a
peanut, found a peanut just now....

The attacking wave receded. Ray chuckled aoud, knowing his expression probably
resembled a gargoyl€e's grimace more than asmile. He resumed his climb through
theturgid cold. He felt he was tunneling through awall of fog somehow frozen
solid.

Findly theicy cloud dissipated. He found himsdf on thefifth-floor landing.

Staring at the door, he faced a spider the size of ameadtiff, suspended ina

thick web that covered the door like a cocoon.

"Another cheap trick," he said doud. "Go back to Hell where you came from!™ He
stepped forward, one hand outstretched brandishing the dagger-shaped,
slver-plated |etter opener.

When the blade stabbed the spider, the thing burst into aflurry of motion.

Fangs like six-inch hypodermic needles sank into hisflesh. His hand burned with
astab of agony that forced a strangled cry from him. He collapsed to his knees.

Soit'slikethe cold. [lluson or not, it can hurt. Still, he had to maintain
thefaith that it was only a phantom. The pain could do no physical damage
unless he cooperated by bdieving it could. Muttering aprayer, he charged the
door and groped for the latch.



Hethrust hisway through aviscous gd. Strands of sticky webbing festooned his
head and shoulders. Blinded, he jerked the door open and staggered through.

All abnormal sensations vanished, except the fiery throbbing in hishand. He
tucked the wegpon into his belt. Opening his eyes, he scanned acommonplace
hotel corridor, with dusty green carpet and faded flora wallpaper. He strove to
pinpoint which of the silent doors hid hisgoa. Sara? He heard the song, more
feeble and fdtering now: Ateit anyway, ateit anyway....He spoke in hismind,
trying to reach her with asmple, clear message. Can you show me exactly where
you are? Try hard. The longer he stood here, the greater chance of some guest or
gaff member wandering past and getting curious about him.

A vision popped into his head: A severe-faced, dark-haired woman, a door labeled
"517," ahotel bedroom. The scene moved through a connecting door into another
room, its bed covered with awhite spread, just as Ray had glimpsed in the

vison Kate had shared with him and Mike. Headache, thirst, and the sting of a
needle, followed by blackness.

When his eyes cleared, the telepathic song had ceased, too. No matter, before
breaking contact Sarahad conveyed al the information he needed. She must have
awakened briefly while being carried in, and the woman had injected her again to
subdue her.

Room 517. Ray flexed his fingers to make sure he could use them. The sting was
fading. He walked briskly to the proper door asif he belonged there.

Now what? He hadn't the tools to break into alocked hotel room. How about a
direct challenge? He could only gamble that the woman was guarding Saradone,
on the assumption that the paranorma defenses would block arescue attempt. And
they would have, if used against aman who came unprepared. M ost people would
accept theillusons asreal and turn back or be disabled.

Ray knocked at 517. No answer. Closing his eyes, he concentrated on reaching
into the room. He sensed Sara's comatose presence, plusthe mind of asingle
other person. He knocked again. "I know you'rein there. Are you going to let me
in, or do you want meto kick up aracket in the hall?*

After afew more seconds of silence, he heard footsteps crossing the floor

indde. "Whoisit?' A woman'svoice.

"That doesn't matter. Let me see Sara”

"I don't know what you're talking about. Y ou must have the wrong room."

"Don't waste my time," Ray said. He kept his voice low, no more eager to attract
attention than the enemy was. "I'm willing to settle this between us. If you

won't cooperate, I'll yell for the manager and the police, and keep yelling

until I wake up the entire hotel. Do you redly want that?' He felt confident

that his adversary would do anything rather than allow such publicity.

He heard the deadbalt click. "Y ou won't get anywhere that way," said the woman.
"With my word againgt yours, you aren't likely to be ableto get my suite
searched.”

"Doesn't matter, doesit? Y ou don't want the attention.”

The door inched open. "Who are you?' said the woman. She had athin,
meticuloudy made-up face, framed by acap of deek, black hair streaked with
gray. "How did you...?" She pressed her lipstogether and assumed a calm mask.
"| expected the mother. If she comes, I'll consider--"

Ray threw hisfull weight againgt the door. It flew open. Taken by surprise, the
woman staggered back againgt aluggage stand. Ray dammed the door behind him
and lunged at her. Scrambling to her feet, she swung her hand around in an
open-pamed dap at hisface. He dodged just enough to catch aglancing blow.



A sheet of flame billowed from floor to celling. The heat on hisface drove him
back. Through the fire he saw the spectrd figure of the woman.

Saraschildish voicerang in hishead. It'snot red, it's pretend. Theriver

iswide, | cannot see...

As her song receded into atunnel of slence, the fire dwindled and vanished
withit. lllusion, isthat al they can do? thought Ray. She didn't expect

anybody to get this far--and believed anyone who did would be an easy target.
Thewoman'sice-blue eyeswidened in astonished fury. She hurtled acrossthe
room to the bed and snatched up alarge purse. When Ray saw her unzip it and
reach indde, he acted without thinking. He grabbed the nearest object, a coat
hanging in the closet acove, and dashed forward, flinging the coét like anet.
The garment swirled around the woman's head. She dropped the purse, raising both
handsto paw at the cloth. Just as shewiggled free, Ray dammed hisfist into

her chin.

She dumped backward on the bed but immediately lurched to her feet. Her cool
facade disintegrated into manic rage. He caught the hand she was raising to claw
at him and hit her again, thistime on the side of the head. With abegtia

snarl, shewrithed in hisgrip. He rammed hisfist into her temple once more.

She collapsed onto the rug.

He straightened up, breathing hard. His knuckles felt sore. Dear God, I've never
hit awoman inmy life! He hastily looked her over. Knocked out, but probably
not for long. Retrieving the purse, he found the gun he expected. Wrapping itin
atissue, he dropped it out the window to the sidewalk, fortunately at the back
of thehotdl.

He rushed into the adjoining room. Saralay on the double bed, just as she had
appeared in the vison. Except for one thing, an eongated, slver-white object
draped over the pillow. Ray tiptoed closer and swallowed against a spasm of
nausea. Thething looked like a spectral centipede, faintly glowing. It lay

across Sara's hair and rested its eyeless head on her brow. Its mandibles
chittered continuoudy. He redlized it was nibbling, no, grazing on her

eyebrows. When he focused on the thing, he noticed a silver thread tapering from
itstail end. The thread snaked down the bedside, across the floor, and into the
next room. It dawned on Ray that this tether connected the centipede to Mrs.
Martlet and transmitted whatever the creature was draining from Sara. He drew
the silver blade from his belt. In ablaze of anger, he shouted averse of a

psam that legped into hismind, "The Lord ismy light and my savation,” and
diced through the nearest section of the thread. Sparks flashed up theline,

and the parasite vanished.

Putting away the letter opener, Ray hurried to Saraand leaned over to check
her. Though deeply sedated, she bresthed normally. No immediate danger. He
gathered her into hisarms, wrapping her in ablanket quickly stripped from the
bed.

He exited directly to the corridor, rather than passing back through the room
where the unconscious woman lay. Theideaof tying her up occurred to him, but
he decided the less concrete evidence heleft, the better Anyway, he felt an
urgency to get Saraout of this place as soon as possible.

Hewalked to the stairs briskly but didn't run. As soon as he was safely out of
the corridor, though, he clattered down the steps as fast as he could without
faling. Every second, he expected the pardyzing cold to return, or some
creature far more grotesque than the phantom spider. Nothing happened, though.
The woman must have generated the defenses hersdlf. If sheld had allies, human



or not, the rescue would have been harder.

She was expecting Kate, Ray reminded himself. They wouldn't have expected Kate
to know how to fight defenseslike that. Or maybe they meant to test how much
power she actudly has. | waslucky. If they hadn't underestimated us...

By the time he had Sara strapped into the back seat of his car, he was trembling
from exhaustion. He hoped he could find hisway back to the rectory, after
driving the routein alight trance.

A gentlefingertip brushed hismind. Mike? Ray shook off his confusion and
started the motor. Of course he could retrace the route. All the turnswere
gtored in hismind, whether he'd been conscious of them at the time or not.
Clammy with swest, he put the car in gear.

A block away, he felt pressure building outside the windows, like the weight of
an imminent thunderstorm. The predawn fog thickened to impenetrability in
seconds. Instead of pearly gray like normal fog, it darkened to the shade of

soot. Ray dowed the car to a crawl, muttering aternate curses and prayers.

That woman must have come to and sent it after us, he conjectured. No more Ms.
Nice Guy. Hed have wagered any odds that nobody else on the road could seethis
fog. He could plow into abuilding or another car, or even run off abridge,

with no way to prove afterward that he hadn't smply lost hismind.

He considered the dternative, to pull over and either wait for the mist to
disappear or get out and walk. In either case, held be exposing Sarato whatever
agents of the enemy lurked in wait.

Behind him, he heard afaint whimper. Braking, he turned to glance at Sara. Her
eyesopened. "Hi, Dr. Ray," she whispered. "Wher€'sthe bad lady?'

" She won't bother you anymore.” Wish | could believe that mysdlf!

The child's gaze drifted to the windows. " That's not good dark, it's bad dark.”
"Yes, I'mafraditis.”

"l don't likeit, | want to go home." She sounded, not frightened, but annoyed.
Her fists clenched on top of the blanket. To Ray's astonishment, aluminous halo
outlined Sara's body. She cried out, "Go away! Go away right now!"

Thewall of fog vanished.

"Sara, what on earth did you do?' He stared at her. Her eyeswere shut, asif
sheld never awakened.

Good God, Mike said she had power, but | never suspected anything like that!
Heading for the rectory asfast asthe speed limit alowed, he reflected, Mike
probably didnt, either.

Chapter 6

Emerging from the trance, Kate shook her head and stretched her cramped arms and
legs. Her brain reded. Had she actudly shared Ray's viewpoint while he found
Saraand brought her back? Kate's vision of events had come in disconnected
flashes, some of which shewould prefer to dismiss as halucinations. That

dense, smoky fog, for instance, or the titanic spider.

"Father Mike, did it really happen?Is Ray on hisway herewith Sara?’



The priest removed the cat from hislap and stood up to stretch. “"Why don't you
just cal me Mike? Ray should be pulling into the garage any minute now. How do
you fed?'

"Weird." Sherubbed her eyes. "Hollow insde."

"Literaly, I'll bet. I'll whip up some breskfast as soon as your daughter's

tucked into bed.”

"I couldn't eat--" Stopping to think, she realized how empty her ssomach was.
"Breskfagt in the middle of the night?"

"Not exactly that anymore.”

Kate checked her watch. After four-thirty! Then the sound of the kitchen door
and aman's footsteps caught her ear. She jumped up from the chair and ran into
thehdl. "Ray?"

"Right here"

She ran to meet him as he came through the dining room, carrying Sara. Tears
blurred Kate's eyes. Wrapping her arms around Sara and Ray together, she pressed
her cheek againgt Saras. The skin felt clammy. "How is she? Why isn't she awake
yet?!

"She's been deeply sedated,” Ray said. "It should wear off in acouple of hours.
For the begt, actudly. She won't remember much of anything.”

Mike appeared beside them and palmed Sara's forehead. "Come on, well put her in
one of the bedrooms on thisfloor.”

"Can't you bring her out of it?" said Kate. She held onto Sara's limp hand while
walking aongside Ray.

"Better to let her regain consciousness naturdly,” he said.

"| agree," said Mike. He led the way to asmall guest room with afour-poster

bed and matching bureau and wardrobe in dark wood. With Ray's help, Kate tucked
Sardsinert body between the fresh-scented sheets. Mike placed Tigger next to
the pillow. Kate gave him atearful smile; she hadn't noticed he was carrying
thetoy.

For asecond she was afraid to |eave the room, remembering what had happened the
last time she left Saraadeep. "Areyou sureit's safe here?”!

"Absolutdly,” Mike said. "If hostileforces'look’ in this direction, they find

only ablank space. Less than that--no gap to draw attention; they just don't
seethisplaceat al.”

Together, he and Ray maneuvered her into the hall, leaving the bedroom door
ga. "But how?' shesad.

"One of many thingsyoull needto learn,” said Mike. "To put it Smply, we
performed aritua to shield the house, church, and grounds. Every time people

get together here the way we did tonight, the barrier is strengthened.”

"Not that an ordinary, mundane search can beruled out,” Ray said. By now they'd
reached the kitchen. He helped Kate to achair at the circular table. "But |
promiseyou | wasn't followed tonight. Think of thisasafortress.”

Kate bowed her head on her hands. "Thisisal too much for me." A wave of
faintness swamped her.

Mike's hand pressed the back of her neck. "Rest your head on the table. Y oull

be okay."

When she straightened up, Ray handed her aglass of water. "Bet you need
something to eat.”

"Exactly what | was saying afew minutes ago.” Mike started transferring eggs,
butter, and milk from refrigerator to counter. "\Working with extrasensory powers
isgtill work. We need to refuel. How do you feel about French toast?"



"Fine." The swing from occult battle to breskfast |eft Kate bewildered. She

tried to distract herself by helping with the medl, but Mike and Ray made her

stay put. She gazed up at Ray when he paused to take the empty water glassfrom
her. "1 haven't thanked you yet. | can't bear to think about what would've
happened if you hadn't been here.”

"No thanks needed. | couldn't let anything hurt either of you." He touched the
back of her hand in abri€f, light caress that sent warmth radiating up her arm.

"| thought | saw you talking to Sarain the car. She gave off this--glow--and

the fog disappeared.”

"That'swhat | saw, t0o," he said, spooning butter into afrying pan. "Wetried

to tell you she had power. But | had no idea--did you, Mike?"

The priest looked up from whipping eggs. "No, | didn't expect anything like
that. Most likdly, shedid it by instinct and won't remember it when she wakes
up."

"Good!" Kate said. "I don't want her to know any more about al thisthan she
hasto. | want her to liveanormd life." If she can. If we can.

Mike echoed her fears. "Power like hers acts as a magnet. So does yours. Y our
talent is obvious from the way you connected with Sara and enabled Ray to reach
her."

Kate shook her head in adamant rgection. "Y ou did that. Y ou put meinto a
trance and carried me dong. | couldn't have done anything like that on my own.”

Mike gave her along, steady look. "Please don't keep evading the truth. Power
without training could be dangerous.”

Pouring Kate amug of coffee, Ray said, "Thisisno timeto badger her about it.
Let her make up her mind after she's had some rest and time to think.”

Kate nodded her thanks to him. She kept her true thoughtsto hersdf: My mindis
made up. | don't want another thing to do with thisweirdness.

After dishing up thefood, Mike sat down with them and said grace. Katefelt a
little self-conscious, after sheld told him she didn't believein prayer, but he

made the smdll ritual seem natural and matter-of-fact.

Having devoured a stack of French toast drenched in maple syrup, which she
enjoyed more than she'd expected, she let Mike show her to the bedroom next to
Saras. After washing and changing, Kate checked on Saraonelast time. At
Kateslight touch, the child stirred and murmured in her deep. Kate alowed
hersdlf to lie down and yield to her own exhaustion.

Ray gazed across the kitchen table at Mike. Though bleary-eyed with fatigue, Ray
suspected he wouldn't be able to deep. Might aswell dose himself with caffeine
and stay available in case Sarawoke up.

"Anything you want to tell me about?' Mike asked.

"I can understand why Kate doesn't want to believe half of what happened
tonight. Good L ord, | went through it firsthand, and I'm not sure | believeit.”

He rubbed hisforehead, where adull ache was taking root. "Hearing and reading
about stuff like that isonething, but | never expected to face it mysdf.”
"Remember, | only got it secondhand,” Mike said. He got up to clear thelast of
the dishes and load the dishwasher. "I caught images of cold from your mind,

plus something that looked like agiant spider. In the car, on theway home, all
that was pretty vague.”

Ray told him in more detail about the struggle to climb the hotel stairsand



then about the wall of fog and how Sara had apparently dispersed it.

"Yes, that'swhat | thought | picked up from you," said Mike, "and Kate saw part
of it, too. You did very well."

"For my first time?' Ray gave aweak chuckle. "Wish it could be thelast, but
they won't give up, will they?'

Since the question didn't need an answer, Mike didn't answer it. Instead, he
said, "l worry about Kate, so resistant to the idea of learning about her

talent. Both of them are so vulnerable, and we can't count on Sara bursting out
with a spontaneous display of power every time."

Ray turned in his chair. "What are you planning? What are you going to suggest
Kate should do?"

"Assauming shell ligen?' Mike dried hishands on the dishtowd. "Besides
getting trained, | think she ought to move out of that apartment. Preferably
somewhere heavily guarded.”

"Shewon't go for that ideaat dl," Ray said. "God, | hate to think of themin
danger. I'm crazy about that kid aready.”

"And her mother?' Mike sat down opposite Ray.

Evading the priest's steady gaze, Ray said, "It'stoo soon to think about that.”

"When did that ever stop a man from thinking?' He reached over to pat Ray on the
shoulder. "Y ou're afraid of rushing her, aren't you?"

"Of course." Ray heaved along sigh. "She only half trusts us, even now, and |
don't think she's gotten over her hushand yet. If | upset her, | could drive her

to some rash move and get them into worse trouble. That'swhat I'm afraid of."
Hethought of Kate as he'd seen her afew minutes ago when he'd checked on the
guests. She dept with asmdl bedside lamp burning, likethe onein Saras

room. Held felt like avoyeur, not adoctor, surveying Kate's pae, exhausted

face, disheveled hair spread over the pillow, and the curve of her breasts only

half covered by the sheet. It hasto be aside effect of the extreme

circumstances. Nobody fallsin love this quickly. But he knew he waslying to
himsdf.

For aminute after waking, Kate was disoriented. The high bed shelay on, the
green wallpaper, and the lace curtains at the window meant nothing to her. Her
pulseraced in her throat. Then she remembered that sheld falen adegp in the
rectory of &. Augustine's.

A knock sounded at her half-open bedroom door. She replied with an inarticulate
murmur. Ray stepped in, holding Sara's hand.

At once Saralet go and skipped into the room. "Mommy, you're awake!" She
plopped onto the bed and hugged Kate.

After aninterva of pure sensation, savoring the warmth of thelittle body in

her arms, Kate said, "How do you fed, sweetheart?'

"Okay. Let's eat breakfast. I've been waiting for you to wake up. Dr. Ray said

it wastime."

Ray, leaning in the doorway with hisarmsfolded, smiled at Kate. "Guess that
stlesit. You have your marching orders.”

Breskfast? Didn't we have that last night? Listening to the growl of her

stomach, Kate decided she wouldn't refuse brunch. Sarawaited in the bedroom
while Kate took her overnight bag into the bathroom to dress. Once she'd cleared
her brain with a splash of cool water, Kate registered the fact that Sarawas
dressed in the shorts and shirt hastily packed the night before. Someone must



have quietly raided the tote bag while Kate dept. Was| that far out of it?

After dressing, she asked the question whose answer she dreaded: "Munchkin, do
you remember anything about last night?"

Kneeling on the bed, Sarafrowned but didn't look alarmed. "1 woke up, and a
lady wasin my room. A bad lady. | tried to call you, and she squeezed my mouth
and grabbed my arm and stuck me with aneedle. | guess| went back to deep.”
Kate struggled to keep her voice even. "Then what?"

"| dreamed you were talking to me, and then Dr. Ray was looking for me. |
dreamed the dark tried to get us, but | made it go away." Her brow wrinkled
again."l guessit wasadream.”

"And thet'sdl?'

"Until 1 woke up. Dr. Ray wasthere, and so was Tigger. Dr. Ray saved me."

A lump swelled in Katésthroat. "Y es, hedid.”

Saratugged her hand. "Let'sgo eat.”

Kate's nerves went lax with relief that the child remembered so little.

Trotting down the hall, Sarasaid, "Thisis Father Mike's house. Did you know he
has akitty?"

"Yes. So you met Father Mike?'

Saranodded. "l like him. He'sagood man. Hislight istheright color.”

She made this remark asthey entered the dining room, where Mike worked on the
thousand-piece puzzle still spread out on the forma drop-leaf table. "His

what?' said Kate. "Uh, good morning, and thanks for taking care of her--us."
"You know," Sarasaid, "that pink light dl around him."

Mike, wearing black trousers and shirt punctuated by the white of aclerica

collar, greeted them with anod. At Saras remark, he raised his eyebrowsin

what appeared to be mild surprise. " She can see auras. Interesting.”

Kate leaned over the table and nervoudy fiddled with a couple of brownish
puzzle pieces. "Aura? | thought that was more Age of Aquarius mumbo-jumbo.”
"It's not an invention of modern faddists, you know," said Mike. " The concept of
the human aura has been commonplace in the Orient for millennia.™

Kate remembered afew casud remarks from her daughter, to which sheld paid no
attention at the time. "Sara, can you redlly see a-a glow around Father Mike?"
Saratried to push two green piecestogether. " Sure. Everybody has one. They
comein different colors. Can't you seethem?’

"No, and neither can most other people. Y ou're specid.” Kate reminded herself
not to transmit her own fears by giving Saraanegative view of thistalent. |

don't want her to fed like afreak. The moment the thought entered her head,

K ate wondered whether she wasin danger of considering Sarathat way hersdlf.
"Oh!" Saragazed into the distance, obvioudy struck by this new concept.
"Everybody doesn't see the same things?"

"No, everybody seestheworld alittle different.” There, that should be a safe
enough statement. Kate thought she saw agleam of approvd in Mike's eyes.

The priest stood up. "How about some breakfast, or brunch as the case may be?"
At the kitchen table, Kate and Sara dug into toast and sausages while Mike and
Ray scrambled eggs. Mike allowed Sarato feed Y asmin, delicately scooping hdf a
can of cat food into the plastic dish labeled "Kitty." "Mommy, when can we get a
kitty?"

"Someday, if we move out of the apartment into ahouse." Kate wondered again
whether returning to the apartment would be safe. Y et how could shelet themwin
by disrupting her whole life? With atrace of dismay, she contemplated the eggs,
juice, coffee, and fresh fruit piled in front of her. When she Sarted esting,



though, she found she had no trouble consuming it al. If | ae many meds here,

I'd swell into ablimp. As she helped clear the table, athought struck her. "Do
you have an assstant priest, or what? Shouldn't you be in church on Sunday
morning? | hate to think we've destroyed your norma schedule.”

Mike laughed. "It's not morning anymore. The services ended before Sara woke up.
It's after twelve”

For thefirg time, Kate glanced at the clock on the stove. "Good grief, it idl

We should be getting home."

Mike's smile disappeared. "I wanted to talk to you about that. Sara, would you
like to watch some cartoons? And | have afew puzzles somebody donated for the
church nursery.”

Once Sarawas settled with astack of puzzle boxesinthe TV room, which turned
out to be aformer bedroom at the rear of the house, Mike invited Kate and Ray
into the dining room for what he referred to as a " conference.” He began
diffidently, "I don't think you should go home."

"| agree," said Ray. "We talked about it thismorning.”

Kate glared at both of them. "So I'm outvoted, and that closes the matter?’

Ray shifted his eyesfrom hers. "We're not trying to tell you what to do,

but..."

"Y ou mogt certainly are!™

"Maybealittle," said Mike, "only because we're worried."

"Wdll, what do you think I am?It's my daughter who--" She swallowed the threat
of tears. No more hysterics! Keep cool and use your head, woman. "All right, I'm
convinced there'sred danger. But where would you two masterminds suggest we
go, if not home?"

"You do have apossibleretreat,” Ray said. "Y our house in the mountains. And
you did mention that your husband left some savings. Surely you could take a
leave of absence from work, long enough for the enemy to get discouraged.”
Kate decided this wasn't the time to ask whether those people would ever give
up. She had plenty of other objections. "It'sasmall office; | can't just take

off. And I'm not sure I'd want to live in Ardath. Not even sure why I've hung

onto the cabin.” She spoke the last sentence in an abstracted murmur, more to
hersdf than to the men.

"Ardath, Cdifornia?' Mikes earsfiguratively perked up. "That's where Sarawas
born?1 don't suppose there could be more than one--doesit have a store owned
by Sam and Jane Sutton?"

"Why, yes. Y ou know them?"

"They're former San Franciscans--good people. Fromwhat | hear, thetown is
probably safe. Wouldn't be hard to make it completely safe.”

"I'm not ready to move back. For onething, | can't do much work for Mr. Boyle
at long distance, and | won't risk draining our savings." Redigticdly, she

knew that rationale was only haf her motive. She didn't stand inimminent

danger of dedtitution. What am | afraid of? Do | think the place is haunted?

Mike inserted acluster of puzzle piecesinto agap at hiselbow. "Y ou and Sara
could spend afew weeks here. Plenty of room.”

Kate stared at him. Conventiona protests about imposing didn't seem adequate to
aninvitation like that.

Ray brightened up. "Excdllent idea. Temporarily, just until the heat's off, S0

to speak. And | could serve asacourier, bring you whatever work your boss
wantsdone."

Sheturned on him. "There you go again, trying to plan my life! What makesyou



think | want to hide out like acrimina? What do you think that kind of life

would do to afour-year-old girl ?"

"Damnit to hell, Kate," Ray burst out, "why do you have to be so damn stubborn?
Weretrying to protect you!" Both Kate and Mike stared a him, the priest with

an expression of mild amusement. Ray gave them arueful look. "Sorry. If youll
excuse me, I'm going to entertain Sarafor awhile.” He added with aflicker of
irritation as he | eft the room, "Mike, maybe you'll have better luck talking
senseinto her without me."

Kate bowed her head and clutched her templeswith both hands. "I know you mean
well. And I'm convinced Sara--not me, but Sara--has some kind of power. But I'm
not ready to abandon our home and make her live like somebody in, | don't know,
the paranorma witness protection program!™

Mike smiled but ingtantly became serious again. "l can understand that. Taent

like hers, though--and yours, if you let it blossom--acts like a beacon. Once
you've attracted the attention of those from Outside, they homein onyou. They
behave like mothsto aflame, only far more deadly. | can't emphasize strongly
enough, thisiswar.”

"But | didn't do anything to attract their attention!" She caught her voice

rising to ashout and forced hersdf to toneit down. "We didn't volunteer for
thiswar; were being drafted.”

Mike shook hishead. "I'm sorry to say you've been on active duty for years
without knowing it."

She knotted her fingersin front of her on the polished table top. "I can't

accept that. Look, no offense, but how do | know most of thisisn't your fault?

| do trust you now; | know you and Ray aretrying to help. But what if the

reason they started to notice meisthat I've been in contact with you? Maybe

you two are what's attracting their attention.”

He sat back in hischair and said quietly, "I can't disprove that theory. | can

only restate my conviction that they targeted you asfar back as Sarasbirth."

"If | trust my own theory,” said Kate, "the best thing for me to do would beto
take Sarahome and stay away from this place from now on. Not that | don't
gppreciate al your help. But | haveto think of her safety.”

Mike sighed. "Of course| wouldnt try to force you into staying here. I'd fed
better, though, if you'd agree to get some training S0 you can protect her

better."

"l don't want training! | want to be left alone!”

He gazed into afar corner of the room for a minute before speaking. "Yes, |

know how you fed."

"How could you? Y ou volunteered! I'll bet you enjoy the challenge or something.”

"No, I'd like nothing better than to lead anormd life." He drifted into
dlenceagain. A moment later he said, "'l didn't volunteer. All thiswasforced
onme, too. I'll tell you abouit it, if you want to listen.”

She decided she owed him that much courtesy. "Go ahead.”

He gtared at the ceiling for amoment, running hisfingersthrough his

bird's-nest of white hair. "Did Ray mention that | was adoctor before | entered
the priesthood?!

"Yegh"

"The Navy paid my way through med school, and while | served out my obligation,
my wife trained to become amedical secretary.” Mike leaned on thetable,
fiddling with puzzle pieces. "After | got out of the service, | practiced for a



few years, with Terri on my office staff. Barely got the money we borrowed for
buying into the practice paid off, when | decided I'd picked the wrong
professon.” Hegave adry laugh.

"What did your wife think when you told her you wanted to become a priest?*
"Not amatter of wanting--1 ignored the sense of vocation aslong as| could.
Terri supported me all theway, God bless her." Hisvoicetrailed off. He
blinked a couple of times and then continued. "She got ajob inaclinic, while

| knocked mysdlf out at the seminary--in Tennessee it was--on ascholarship. No
kids. Wetried, but we never found out what was wrong. Thiswas around 1950, and
infertility wasn't the advanced specidty it istoday.”

When his pause stretched into another silence, Kate said, "What doesthis have
to do with--with the enemy?’

"Nothing directly. Just background. However, in seminary | wrote a paper on
cults, with specid emphasis on afew obscure ones headquartered in New England,
cloaking worship of the Ancient Ones from Outside in pseudo-scientific
terminology. At thetime | thought it was pseudo, anyway. God, if I'd just left

it done." He rubbed his eyes behind the bifocals. " One thing you caught onto,
which isabsolutely right. Attracting their attention puts onein danger. | got
interested in the subject, pursued the research after finishing my term paper,
collected photocopies of various esoteric texts. Even interviewed some former
cult members. Then | put the material away and more or lessforgot about it. But
they didn't forget me."

"Areyou saying they tracked you down and persecuted you just for showing a
little curiogity?' Kate's skepticism about the whole background of this

Stuation resurfaced. While she couldn't deny that something bizarre had entered
her life, did Mike's theory about its source have to be correct?

"Not exactly. But later, when they wanted an instrument for a scheme of
theirs-but I'm getting ahead of mysdlf. After ordination, | served as assistant
inaSan Jose parish. Then | was called here as assistant to the old rector,

Father Ryerson. When heretired, | took over. Terri didn't have ajob at that
point. In those days, a clergyman's wife was expected to act as unpaid staff,
more or less. A couple of yearsinto my tenure at St. Augustine's, agreat-aunt
of hersin New England died. The lawyer sent Terri apendant supposedly left to
her inthewill. A copper medallion inscribed with occult symbols. | believe,

after what happened, that the thing--the amul et--had never belonged to Terri's
aunt at all. | think the enemy used the aunt's death as a pretext to get the

artifact into Terri'shands, asalink through which they could attack her."

"All this 'they' sounds so paranoid. I'm sorry, even after what's happened, |

have trouble accepting this stuff."

"| understand. Don't you suppose | considered every other possible theory,
before accepting that the supernatura had invaded our lives?' His eyesflashed
with momentary irritation. "Asfor why they picked Terri instead of any other
woman, | believeit'ssmply because| attracted their attention. I'll carry

that guilt to the grave." He amiled sdf-conscioudy. "A little too late for
breast-besting now.

" She developed an immediate obsession with the pendant. | recognized the symbols
on it as connected with the Ancient Ones--specificaly adeity associated with
orgiadtic rites, commonly represented as a goat--but at first | didn't think

much of it. | tried to convince mysdlf that Terri'sinterest in the thing was

just something to occupy her mind. Shewastoo intelligent not to get restless
inthe role of supportive helpmeet in the background. Sheinsisted on wearing



the necklace every day. Then one night--" He paused asif choking on the words.
"She attacked me." He spoke in astrangled whisper. "'l couldn't get through to
her. Her mind, her salf wasgone. | had to tie her down until the ambulance
arived.”

Kate looked down at her hands. She couldn't think of anything adequate to say.
Mike continued in a steedier tone, "1 thought of possession. Sheravedina
language spoken only in therituas of the cult. She claimed to be the entity
pictured on the amulet. Of course, asaphysician, | should have exhausted all
natural causesfirgt. She could have picked up everything from the materias|'d
collected. But that theory would mean she'd suddenly gone psychotic, when shed
never shown the dightest sgns of mental imbaance. Possession seemed more
plausible than spontaneous madness.”

"What, likein that movie The Exorcist?" A boyfriend had taken Kate to seeit
back when it wasfirst released, and sheld wished she hadn't. Thefilm was afar
cry from the tame black-and-white monster movies of the thirties she'd watched
on Shock Thester asakid.

"Something likethat, but | knew perfectly well thet if | tried to tell my

bishop, I'd get nowhere. Just end up being branded as crazy mysdlf. | tried an
informal exorcism on my own. | figured that if her own mind had created this
phenomenon, confronting her with symbols she believed in might enable her to
shake off theddusion. And if it were redl--" He stared into a corner of the
room for amoment. "l used across|'d given her, which held memories of our
love. It worked--I broke through to Terri's true self, and she cast out whatever
wasendaving her."

"Do you believe she was actualy possessed by some entity from another
dimenson?' Though Kate recognized the depth of hisanguish, her skepticiam
about hisviewpoint was building again.

"Tothisday, | don't know. However, | am sure what happened to her wasn't
natural. Either that being took literal possession of her body, caging herina
small, dark corner of her mind, or through the amulet they induced the delusion
of possesson.”

"But you did manage to cure her. Then what happened?’

Mike sighed. "I thought everything would be fine. She was weak and subdued, she
needed time to recover, but she seemed like her old salf. Then, afew weeks
later, she told me she was pregnant.”

"Y ou wanted a baby, didn't you?'

He nodded. "She wasin despair over it, though. Sheinssted it wasn't

ours--that something from Outside had spawned in her. Remember, thiswas before
Roev. Wade. Terri couldn't just walk into aclinic and get an abortion. She
begged meto doit for her. | couldn't bring mysalf to agree.” He shook his
head. " Suppose it redly were ours?' Hefinished in aflat, bleak tone, "She

tried to abort hersalf. Shedied.”

K ate reached across to squeeze his hand. Alongside her pity for him, shefet
renewed fear. She visualized a swamp stretching before her, carpeted with
treacherous ooze and riddled with bottomless pitsinto which she and Saramight
fall without warning. She had to break away from these people, however
well-meaning.

After aminute of slence, Mike said in hisnorma voice, "Terri mentioned one
more thing when she was trying to persuade me to end the pregnancy. She said
that by contact with--them--she had tuned in to their motives. She clamed they
targeted us because | was destined to become one of their active opponents.



Wéll, it turned out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Thanksto what they'd done
to Terri, my casud interest in their cult changed to alifetime preoccupation.”

"And al because you attracted their attention?' Kate withdrew her hand and
stood up. "Can't you see why | don't want to do the same? Maybe it's not too
late to stop the process. | redlly appreciate al your help, and I'll dways be
grateful for the way you and Ray saved Sara, but | haveto get out of here. |

have to keep her from any contact with--all this."

"I understand how you fed," he said again. "But | have astrong intuition that

it probably istoo late. My destined mission, the thing they weretrying to

block when they invaded my life over twenty years ago, isto protect and train
you. You, Sara, and your future child. That'swhy | wastuned in, asit were,
ableto sense your danger and send Ray to you."

What future child? | don't have any plansto marry again, and | can'timagine
wanting to! "That'swhat you believe, and | respect it. But | can't accept it

for mysdlf. | refuseto be drafted, much less alow my daughter to be."

She marched into the TV room, where Ray and Sarawere playing checkers on the
rug in front of aBugs Bunny cartoon. " Sara, say goodbye and help me get your
things together. We have to go home now."

Saragazed wistfully at her, then at Ray. "Can't wefinish the game?'

"Not today, we have alot to do a home. Ray, thanks again for dl your help,

but she needsto bein her own house now. Me, too," she added wearily. For the
firgt timein hours, she remembered the damaged bedroom window. If she reported
it to the manager, he would surely cal the police, and how could she explain

her failure to notify them at the time of the break-in? She reached for Saras

hand.

The girl reluctantly stood up. Taking baby steps, she glanced back at Ray, who
followed them down the hall. When Sarawas occupied with stuffing her extra
clothes and Tigger into the tote bag, Ray asked Kate, "Isthiswise? | wish

you'd consider staying at least afew days.”

"I've been through al that with Mike. We're going back to our apartment. Please
don't make it worse." Her head ached from unshed tears pressing at the back of
her eyes.

After packing her own few things, Kate collected Sara and nudged her toward the
garage. The anxiety on Mike'sface didn't help Kate's mood. He hugged Saraand
gave Kate, too, an unexpected hug. Saraheld up her armsto Ray, who aso
embraced her, but he offered Kate only ahandshake. "May | cal you?' hesaid as
he held the car door for Sara.

"Sure" Kate said. "That would be nice."

Saralooked up at him through the window. "Will you come over and visit me
agan?'

Ray locked eyeswith Kate, about to get into the driver's seat. "Depends what
your mom says."

"Maybe," said Kate. "When things get back to normal.” She kept her own fear
blanketed under layers of control. The thought of facing the outside world after
what had happened chilled her to the core. Y et she couldn't crawl into ahole,

no matter how affectionately prepared.

Double-checking the car'slocks, she backed onto the street. Everything looked
ordinary.

Saradidn't speak for acouple of miles. When she did, the remark had nothing to
do with the bizarre events of the weekend. "I'm hungry again. Can I--may | have



asnack? Maybe french fries? A chocolate shake?'

All thisuproar isgoing to turn her into ajunk food junkie. "Sure, why not?
Maybe even both." She recalled afast food restaurant on their homeward route.
A few minutes later she pulled in and stopped under the giant hamburger. Sara
perked up asthey got out of the car. Thetreat of burgers and friesdidn't come
her way often.

Kate held Saras hand while crossing the parking lot. The child didn't protest
asshe normaly might have. Insde, only two people waited in line, with afew
more scattered among the bright molded plagtic tables. After Kate placed the
order, Saratugged her arm. "L ook, thereés aplayground. May | go on the dide?"’

Kate glanced through the plate glass at the cartoon faces on the playground
equipment. "Not thistime. | want you to stay next to me." Sheinwardly chided
hersdf for nourishing Sara's probable anxiety. Well, I'm anxious mysalf--heck,
I'm scared. Shewouldn't feel safe until she had Sara sheltered behind the

locked doors of their apartment. Idiot, you keep forgetting the apartment is
whereit happened! Still, shewouldn't et them, whoever they redly were, drive
her out of her home.

Saraclutched her fingersagain. "Mommy," she whispered, "somebody's coming.”
"What do you mean?' Kate surveyed the restaurant. Two teenage girls munched
burgersat atable againgt thefar wall. A black woman with ababy inahigh

chair and alittle girl about Sara's age wearing corn-rowed braids sat near the
exit. A young man in cutoffswith ablond ponytail was just walking out. Right
after the door swung behind him, a burly man with crew cut brown hair and a
dight paunch waked in.

"That man," Sarawhispered. Her eyes grew wide with fear.

"Don't sare," Kate murmured back. She felt her face redden with embarrassment.
The man didn't ook frightening. Apparently in histhirties, he wore jeans, a

plaid shirt, and adenim jacket. His eyes roamed around the room with adrifty,
lost expression.

Abruptly Kate felt what Sarawastrying to say. A dank fog, emitting an odor

like a stagnant pond, hung around the man. The vision, thank God, wasn't as
terrible as her vision the night of the accident. She didn't confront a

blackness that blotted out norma sight. She could still see the man behind the
fog, ashisright hand crossed in front of him to grope for something under his
jacket. He turned away from the counter to scan the tables and drew a handgun
out of hisbelt.

The gun looked immense to Kate. For a second she stood paralyzed, staring at it.
Then thefirst shot shettered the air.

She jerked Sara sdeways and rolled to the floor. Her ears buzzing, she crawled
crab-wise toward the nearest booth, dragging Sara by one arm. Sara scooted along
on her belly until they were both crouching under the table.

Another shot assaulted Kate's ears. Behind the continuous buzz, she heard a
baby'swail. She poked her head up between table and bench high enough to see
the black woman dumped in her chair, one side of her head transformed into a
red ruin. Thelittle girl lay acrossthe table, a spreading puddie of red under

her chest. The man with the gun gyrated in the center of the room, hisweagpon
tracing wild arcsin theair. Hefired again, splitting the wall next to one of

the teenage girls. Both of them sprang up, shrieking. One girl dipped, fell,

and banged her head on atable. The gunman let off a shot at her companion,
whose shoulder exploded in afountain of crimson. Kate heard shouts and screams



from behind the counter. At that moment the man whirled in her direction. With
her ssomach churning, she ducked under the table and wrapped her arms around
Sara

Thelittle girl's body shook. Kate felt the pounding of her own heart and became
aware that her teeth were chattering. Sarawhispered, "Mommy, we haveto hide."
Another shot. Kate clenched her jawsto till the tremors, then said,

"Sweetheart, we're hiding the best we can.”

"No, we can hide better." Saras voice was ghostly-thin, barely audible. "Help
mehideus."

Kate inhded the acrid smoke in the air. She was about to voi ce some impatient
dismissa of Saras demand, when she felt awarm radiance, like the glow from an
open fire, emanating from her daughter's body. Focusing her eyes on Sara, her
head spinning with the shock and the noise, Kate was numb to the new shock of
seeing awhite light around Saras body, alight that pulsed in rhythm with the
child's breath.

Another shot. Kate heard a sickening, choked gurgle from somewhere behind her.
She clutched Sara so hard her hands ached, pouring her strength into that white
radiance the child generated. The effort produced a sensation similar to, though
lessintense than, the Strain of birth.

The pearly aura spread to encircle her aswell as Sara. The chaosin the room
receded until the screaming and the gunfire were barely audible. Kate and Sara
knelt insde a bubble that screened out sounds, as well as the stench of
gunpowder mingled with frying ail.

"Hurry," Sarawhispered, "beforeit goesaway.” She scrambled to her feet. Kate
followed, distantly aware of bumping her knee against the edge of the bench. She
let Saraguide her to the nearest door. The gunman'sform rippled asif seen
through distorting glass. His head turned their way, but his gaze swept past

them. He can't see us, Kate thought. Somehow weve become invisible.

She and Sara scuttled out the door to the parking lot. Kate shoved Sarainto the
front seat of the car, dammed the door, and dashed around to the driver's side.
When their hands unclasped, the bubble burst with a pop like the change of air
pressure at high dtitude. Over the continued ringing in her ears, Kate heard

the keening of sirens. She gunned the engine. Just as she swung around and
acceerated onto the street, thefirst police car careened around the corner.
Thetraffic light at the intersection switched to green just as she reached it.

For reasons she didn't stop to analyze, she whispered aprayer of thanks that
sheld gotten clear of the restaurant before rescue vehicles blocked the area.
Sarabounced in her corner, clinging to the armrest. " Seet belt,” Kate said. Her
voice sounded hoarse. "Put on your bet." At the next stoplight, she paused to
fasten her own.

"Where are we going?' Sara sounded flattened, nearly exhausted.

The answer fdl from Kate'slips before her mind analyzed it. "Back to Father
Mike's, | guess.”

Her muscles quivered as she automatically retraced the path shedd driven afew
minutes before. Her pulse till pounded in her head. He wasright, there's

danger out here. We can't go home. She didn't stop to consider theillogic of
connecting the random shooting with the priest's cryptic enemy. How did we
escape? That was another question she didn't want to consider, but it flooded
her mind, asif the dam of her stubborn rationalism had burst. What in God's
name did we just do?



Chapter 7

Kate was gtill trembling when she braked in the parking lot of St. Augustine's.

A second |ater, the garage door did up. By the time Kate drove insde and shut
off the motor, Ray was standing beside her door. She unlocked it and practically
tumbled into hisarms.

"| felt something waswrong. Thank God you made it back here--thank God!" His
voice sounded choked with suppressed tears.

Momentarily she buried her face in the clean smdll of his cotton shirt and
pine-scented aftershave. Then she recollected hersalf and pulled away. Then why
didn't you come charging in to rescue us? she thought with irrational anger. Of
course, even if he were Superman, the battle would have been over before he got
there. "Why do you have these fedlings about me?' she asked instead.

"Maybe because when | called you back at the hospitd, it formed a bond between
us." Hewalked around to help Sara out of the car.

The child flung her amsaround hiswaist. "Dr. Ray, aman tried to shoot ug™

Kate noticed amusclein Ray'sjaw twitching. He said very quietly, "Comeindde
and tell Father Mike about it."

The priest was dready standing in the kitchen doorway. Once seated at the table
insde, Kate had a vague awareness of Ray pouring Saraa cup of juice, then
leading her from the room. A glass of ice water appeared in front of Kate, who
automatically closed her fingersaround it and drank fromiit.

Her head had stopped whirling by the time Ray resppeared. "Sarasresting in the
bedroom with Tigger and astack of old Wee Wisdom magazines. Sometimes your
pack-rat habits come in handy, Mike."

Mike summoned up awesk smile. "Not guilty. It was the Sunday school committee's
ideato hang onto al those books and toys. Not my fault they're running out of
storage space in the church itsdf. Lucky we haven't given the Suff to the

battered women's shelter yet, the way we've been considering.” He opened a
cabinet above the refrigerator. "I don't think it'stoo early for abrandy, in

the circumstances." He poured a shot for each of them. "Doctor's orders," he

told Kate. "Now, what happened?’

Kate shook her head. "I fed like Sisyphusin the Greek underworld--no matter
how hard | try, herel am back where | started.”

Mike chuckled. "1 hope this houseisn't quite Hades."

Shefet her face grow warm. " Sorry, of course | don't mean that. It'sjust so
horrible to think of some unseen power pushing me around.” Shetold the two men
about the shooting. "I probably panicked even worse than the Situation

judtified. | felt the attack was meant for us, but it couldn't be, could it?"

"It could.” Mike's mouth was set in agrim line. "Not to say it actudly was. We
have no evidence either way. It would be a peculiar coincidence, though.”

Ray popped out of the room, returning a second later with a portable radio. He
turned it on and scanned the channels.

Kate fet hysteriarising in her throat and forcibly choked it down. "If these

people or the creatures controlling them are that powerful, what's the use of



fighting? Are you saying they know where | am every minute? Or they know where
I'll bein the future before | know, mysdlf?

"Oh, no, | don't think matters are as bad asdl that,” Mike said. "Most likely,

they were randomly searching for you, and when you left the shielded areaaround
the church, they picked you up. When you entered the restaurant, they seized
upon the nearest vulnerable person in the area and sent him after you. That's
assuming the enemy had anything at al to do with the incident. Coincidences do
sometimes happen, after dl." He held up ahand for silence.

A mae voice ontheradiowas saying, ... in afast food restaurant downtown
on..." Static. Ray fine-tuned the channd knob, and the announcer became clear:
"Police have cordoned off the entire block, and paramedics are on the scene. The
suspect isbeing brought out at this moment. According to our best information,
the suspect shot himsdf and isdive but in critica condition. The number of

dead and wounded has not been released. Well interrupt our regular programming
with further information asit becomes available” Ray switched off theradio.

Kate gulped. "Thanks. | don't think I'm up to moment-by-moment bulletins.” She
spped the brandy, hoping its burn would soothe her queasy ssomach. "If it was
directed at us, then I'm responsible for those peopl€'s deaths.”

"You certainly are not!" Ray's voice smmered with suppressed anger. "The people
who chose to serve chaos and strike at you are responsible!™

"If the whole episode wasn't smply random,” Mike reminded them again. "If the
gunman recovers enough to talk, we may find out. Meanwhile, Kate, what do you
planto do?'

That hateful sensation of hel plessness washed over her again. For afew seconds
shefdt asif sheweredrowning. "If there's any chance someone's out to get

us, | can't risk Sardslife again. Doesthat invitation ill sand, Mike?"

He squeezed her hand. "Of course. Stay aslong as you need to. Ray will pick up
clothes, toys, books, whatever you need.”

"Also, I'll arrange to have that broken window in Sara's bedroom fixed. You
probably don't want your landlord to know about it."

"That'sright." Kate had forgotten this minor worry, which had nagged at her

less than an hour ago. "When will it be safe to go home? We can't hide out
forever! What about my job?"

Mike looked more distressed than before. "An idea did occur to me, atemporary
measure that might deflect the enemy from your trail. | have friendsat the
newspaper. When the names of the dead are released, | could arrange for yours
and Sardsto beonthelist."

"What!" Kate shivered with revulson.

"I know it sounds gruesome,”" said the priest, "but if they bdieveit, they

might relax their survelllance, and you could resume your normd life."

"And if they don't? What do | do, spend the rest of my life holed up here? What
about kindergarten for Sarain the fall? What about my friendswho'll think I'm
dead? What about my boss? Are you planning on our changing our nameslike | said
before, the paranormal witness protection program?’

Ray patted her shoulder, drawing back when she shrugged him off. "It soundslike
agood ideato me, too. AsMike says, it'll probably be a short-term thing. At
least think about it."

Kate's head drooped, her hands covering her eyes. "And how would | explainit to
Sara? It's bad enough that she had to see dl that. She knew that man was
dangerous even before he pulled out the gun. | saw akind of murky cloud around
him, but | didn't know what it meant.”



Mike stared at her. "Cloud? Like a patch of darkness?"

"Not asawful aswhat | saw at the cocktall party, but it did remind me of

thet."

"The smilarity suggests the man was possessed. All the more reason to keep you
out of sght for awhile.”

"What Sara did--she not only warned me, she somehow hid us. Or | thought she
did. It'sturning foggy aready. | can't believe it happened the way | thought

itdid."

"Tdl usagain,” Mikesad.

"It felt like she made a bubble around us, a shield so nobody could see or hear
us. Wewalked right out asif wewereinvishle." Kate raked her fingersthrough
her hair. "That couldn't have been red, could it?"

"It must have been,” said Mike. "Y ou're here, aren't you? And you mustn't start
doubting your own perceptions.”

Ray didn't accept this remarkable tale quite so serendly. "Amazing!" he said.

"Y our four-year-old daughter pulled an Obi-Wan Kenobi?'

"Huh?' said Kate,

Ray shook his head in mock dismay. "Y ou haven't seen Star Wars? Y ou poor,
culturaly deprived thing. As soon asit's safe, I'll take both of you.”

"You redly think Sara could understand a sciencefiction movie?' Kate sghed.
"Why discussit? It may never be safefor usto set foot outsde again.” She
couldn't imagine such arestricted existence, and trying to pictureit filled

her with despair. "How can Sara be capable of these things? What happens when
she getsolder? Will | even be able to understand her?"

Mike said, "To use aclichéthat holdsalot of truth, takeit oneday at a

time. For the moment, let me suggest that diagnosis and training of your own
abilitiesaswel as herswould help you comprehend.” He stood up. "Right now,
let's get you settled so you can rest.”

Kate retrieved the overnight bag from the car and followed him to the room where
she'd dept the night before. She plastered on a smile as shetold Saratheir

plans, whiletrying to make hersdlf think of the cozy Victorian bedroom asa
second home, not a prison cell.

By Sunday night, she'd decided to go along with Mike's plan of faking her and
Sarasdegth, if only for ashort time. She inssted that Ned Boyle and Mrs.
Pacheco betold the truth. Though it made her uncomfortable to visudize her
other acquaintances believing she was dead, she had to accept Mike's argument
that the fewer people who knew, the safer her secret would be. When she read the
Monday morning paper's update on the shooting, she was glad she'd agreed to the
ruse. The murderer, now in stable condition, claimed to remember nothing about
the episode. An out-of-work electrician, held had frequent fights with hiswife
sncelosing hisjob. Following an argument around midday Sunday, held stcormed
out of the house and gonefor adrivein histruck to unwind. According to the
news article, he claimed that he hadn't intended to stop at al until the

compulsion overwhelmed him. Held felt he had to go out for burgers, even though
he wasn't hungry. Something had made him bring along the .45 automatic he
carried in the pick-up for protection--illegally, of course. The same something
had cautioned him to hide the gun under hisjacket until he got insde. At that
point, he claimed, his memory ended.

"Everything went black,”" the paper quoted him. "Next thing | know, I'm lying in
the hospital hooked up to the machines, with thispainin my head.”



With Father Mike at her elbow, Kate read the rest of the details. The gunman had
killed six restaurant customers and staff members and wounded severd others
(names withheld pending natification of families). A few rounds had gone wild,
ripping holesin the walls. The next-to-last had taken down one police officer,
who was il inintensive care. Apparently, inthe midst of hisfrenzy, the

killer had deliberately saved around for himself. Hed emptied thelast bullet
into hisleft temple, but the attempted suicide had failed. His hand had

feltered at the last ingtant, knocking hisaim off center.

"Further evidence," Mike said, "that the man didn't redly want to kill
himsdf--his own will managed to interfere with the possessng entity."

Kate tossed aside the paper asif it were coated with dime. "Y ou believeit
actualy wasaform of possesson?’

They were sitting near the empty fireplace in the drawing room, where held taken
her to show her the article. "Well never know for sure," he said, folding the
newspaper and laying it aside on amarble-topped end table. "He might be setting
the scenefor an insanity plea, but that sounds equdly far-fetched. He didn't
know any of the people he shot and had no motive for violence toward that
particular fast-food outlet. If he did, the paper would have mentioned it. And
what does that ‘everything went black' remark remind you of ?*

Kate had to think for aminute before she redlized what Mike was hinting at.
"Oh--the man who ran me down in traffic said the same thing."

Mike glanced at the doorway, asif to make sure Sara hadn't decided to wander
in. "That'swhy | believe thiskiller, too, was being--not exactly possessed,

but controlled--by a person or entity hostile to you. Hisangry, agitated frame
of mind made him susceptible. That and his physical proximity doubtless caused
them to pick him asthelr tool. Again, because he has no link to you, nobody
would suspect your degth of being anything but random bad luck.”

With the moment of danger in the past, Kate gave little thought to her own
intended death. Theimportant point was, these monsters wanted to kill Sara.
"Youwereright al dong,” shesaid. "We haveto stay hidden if therésthe
dightest chance these attacks weren't random. What we discussed last night,
about having Sara and me reported deed...?"

"I've dready taken care of it," said Mike. "I spoke to my friend on the paper,
and when the names of the victims are released, you'll be on the list. No need
to tell Sara about that, by the way. All she needsto know isthat you're

gaying herefor awhile, whereit's safe”

Kate thanked him, relieved that he agreed with her on that point.

"l have anumber of appointmentstoday,” he said asthey went to check on Sara,
"but I'm clearing afew hours aday for the rest of the week to start working
with you two."

"Working?' said Kate. She didn't like the sound of that.

"Determining the scope of your abilities and teaching both of you to handle
them.”

"I never said I'd decided to learn any of that."

Mike must have heard the strain in her voice, for he paused in the middle of the
hall and said softly, "Y ou need to get over thisfear of your own talents, not

to mention Sara's. How do you think it would affect her, if she sensed how you
fed?'

Kate pressed her lipstogether, aware that she mustn't argue where Sara might
hear. They found that the little girl had abandoned the TV room, where shed
been listening to nursery rhyme records, and was Sitting at the dining room



table with the white Persan on her lap. A cluster of sky piecesfrom the puzzle
lay in front of Sara. Shefitted another onein place and looked up at Kate.
"Thekitty likesme. Her nameisYasmin."

"I'm glad she likes you, munchkin." Dear God, how long can | pretend thisis
just afriendly vidt and keep her from seeing how scared | am? "' Do you enjoy
being here?’

"Yeah, | like Father Mike's house. | never saw ahouse this big before. Will you
play hide and seek with me?"'

"Sure, if Father Mike doesn't mind." What else could she do, K ate reflected, but
st around in nerve-racking idleness?

"That'sawonderful idea," said the priest. "Relax and make yoursaves at home.
Tonight I'minviting another friend over to meet you."

He refused to explain, and Kate didn't want to press himin front of Sara.

When he'd left, Sara demonstrated that she hadn't forgotten the terror of the
previoustwo days. Her left hand congtantly stroking the cat while she shuffled
puzzle components, she said, "Mommy, are we safein this house?'

"Yes, Father Mike sayswe are, and | believe him." For the most part, she did.

If sheweren't able to accept the priest's assurance, she would go crazy

fighting off the nightmares.

"| thought so0. Thisfedlslike agood place. Will we ever go back to our redl
home?'

Kate swallowed, hoping Sara didn't notice the moisturein her eyes. "Of course,
just as soon aswe can.”

Kate found the day as tense as she'd expected. To ease the jangling of her
nerves, she turned in desperation to the bookcases that lined almost every room.
She unearthed a copy of Maddeine L'Engles A Wrinklein Time. If monstersfrom
other dimensionswereredl, Kate felt both she and her daughter might need
whatever lessons about fighting evil the book could teach. Sheread it to Sara
until her throat became hoarse. Ray came over for dinner, which Kateinssted on
helping to prepare. Again they ate in the kitchen to avoid disturbing the jigsaw
puzzle. Afterwards they cleaned up, with Sara safely engrossed in the puzzle
project. Kate was amazed to see that her daughter actually found an occasiona
connection amid the hegp of amorphous fragments of colors. Reluctantly, Ray
showed Kate an update on the shooting in the evening paper.

Thistime, victims nameswere listed. Shefet achill when sheread "Kathryn

C. Jacobs, of San Francisco, and her daughter Sara, age four.”

"Soyou guysredly pulled it off," she sad, wringing the dishcloth in both

hands. "Okay, but | can't let Mrs. Pacheco and my boss continue to believe this.
That'sfind."

"l don't like that, but | accept it," Ray said. "Y ou ought to know whom you can
trust to keep quiet. Call your neighbor if you want, but let metalk to Mr.

Boyle tomorrow on my lunch bregk, al right?I'll explain asmuch as| safdy

can and arrange to bring you work if possible.”

So Ray understood how she hated Sitting around doing nothing. " Okay. Thanks.”
She didn't care for the compromise hersalf but accepted the unpleasantness as
necessary. Shutting hersdf in the priest's home office, where shetrusted Sara
wouldn't overhear, Kate phoned Mrs. Pacheco. She kept the conversation short and
vague, only assuring her neighbor that the information in the paper wasa
"migtake." "But some strange things are going on, so I'm taking a short

vacation. Please don't tdll anybody we'reredly dl right, not right away."

Mrs. Pacheco's bewilderment was obvious, but she promised to keep quiet asKate



asked. Kate's sscomach cramped with anxiety by the time she hung up.

"I hate lying to people. I'm not cut out to be a paranormal secret agent,” she
said to Mike, who stood across the desk watching her.

He amiled at her attempted joke. "That's better; | like to see you keep your
spiritsup. 'All will bewell, and dl will bewell, and dl manner of thing

will bewel."

"Say what?' In the circumstances, the remark sounded pretty silly to her.

"Dame Julian of Norwich, medieva English mydtic,” said Mike. "Following a
severeillness, she had anumber of visons, in some of which she saw Christ as
amother figure--you might think of her asa sort of proto-feminist. She spent
most of her lifein atiny cell attached to the outer wall of the cathedrd,

where people came to ask her for prayer and guidance.”

Kate said with alopsided smile, "Y eah, easy for her to say. What did she have
to worry about?'

Ray, with pen and notepad, intercepted her on the way to start Sara's bath.
"Kate, if you'll writemealigt, I'll pick up anything you need from the

gpartment tomorrow. How far isyour rent paid up?'

She blinked at hisbrisk efficiency. "To thefifteenth of next month."

"Good, then we don't have to worry about what to do about it for the immediate
future”

"What to do?' she echoed. She accepted the pad from Ray and jotted down a
miscdlany of items, uneasily aware that she was further committing hersdlf to
"hiding out" e the rectory.

Mike said, "While we hope your stay here won't have to be prolonged, we have no
way of knowing. | till think you should consider spending amonth or two in
Ardath, where you'd more likely be out of thelr reach. But we can discussit
later.”

Kate couldn't shake her irritability over people making plans and scheduling
critica "discussons' for her. Y et shedso fdt guilty over that reaction,

since they were sincerely considering her welfare. And | have to accept help for
Saras sake, no matter how bad it feelsto be a burden.

In the first-floor bathroom, she bathed Sarain an aged claw-footed tub, scoured
white except for hard-water stains. Just as she was drawing the nightgown over
Saras head, the sounds of Mike's voice and awoman's reached her from the
foyer. Kate's heart stuttered; then she remembered Mike's remark about afriend
who'd been invited for the evening.

The priest took Saras hand when she and Kate emerged from the bathroom. "Kate,
if itsal right with you, 1'd like Sarato meet thisfriend of mine before she
goesto bed."

Kate nodded, puzzled but seeing no reason to argue. In the living room at the
front of the house, which shed barely glimpsed up to now, Ray sat on the
damask-covered couch with awoman who looked around thirty. The visitor, with
blonde hair shaped in apixie cut, had a matching dfin face that showed the

hint of adouble chin. She wore a powder-blue pantsuit.

"Kate, | want you to meet Arlene Grant,” said Mike. "She has aspecia taent
that 1'd like you to observe. Arlene, thisis Kate Jacobs and her daughter,

Saa”

Standing up, Arlene offered Kate a soft, plump hand to shake, then crouched down
at Sardseyeleve to greet the child.

"Hi, we're degping over at Father Mike'shouse," Saraannounced. "Hehasa
kitty named Y asmin. Do you have akitty?'



"I have two kitties, acocker spaniel, and amynabird,” the woman said.
"What'samynabird?'

Arlene resumed her seat on the couch. "A black bird sort of like acrow. He
talksalittle. Maybe someday you can come over and seehim.”

Kate prompted Sarato say goodnight to the three adults. In the back bedroom,
Sarasad, "That lady'snice. | hopel can go see her animals someday.”

The remark reassured Kate, who was beginning to accept Saras judgments on
people as accurate. Better be careful, she cautioned hersalf. That could get
dangerous. After dl, she'sill just alittlegirl, not an oracle. After

reading afew more pages of A Wrinklein Time, Kate tucked in Sara and went back
to theliving room.

Mike had poured mugs of coffeeal around. Helping hersdf to sugar from the
tray on the coffeetable, Arlene said, "Father Mike told me alittle bit about

your troubles, Kate. Try not to worry--he hel ped me out, too, so | know whereof
| speak.”

Kate cupped her hands around her mug. Before these disasters had come upon her,
she hadn't redlized what acomforting anchor the rituas of eating and drinking
provided. "He mentioned to me that you have a--taent."

"Y eah, but that didn't have anything directly to do with my problems, unlessthe
potentia attracted the man | got mixed up with. He was one of my college
professors back in Virginia, where | grew up. He belonged to an offbest cullt,
which | didn't know until he had me so tangled | couldn't tell which way was up.
Severd of the senior faculty at this place wereinto it. Just another small

liberd arts college, but lift the vell and there they were, like bugs under a

rock." Shegiggled. "If that isn't amixed metaphor! | had an affair with this
professor. He dominated me, and | got in deeper and deeper--who knows what
would've happened if he hadn't been reported by another student and thrown out.”
Arlene shook her head. "Messy. | was about ready to kill mysdf from guilt.
After severd months of therapy, my shrink suggested a change of scene. | came
out hereto vist relatives and met Father Mike. Thanksto him, | uncovered my
talent. | alsofound ajob | liked, so | decided to stay. That was afew years

ago, of course."

Kate didn't know whether it would be polite to ask bluntly what "talent™ Arlene
practiced. "Does your job have something to do with your gift?

"Not athing. | manage a pet shop.”

To Katesrelief, Arlene didn't resemble her idea of amedium or any kind of
psychic. On the other hand, | don't look like one, and Mike clams| am. What
was the woman, then?

"If you'redl ready," the priest said, "and Sara's settled down, I'd like to

dart the demongtration. Okay?' He glanced at Arlene.

"Sure, anytime. Where?' She stood up.

"The kitchen table has plenty of space.”

Carrying their mugs, they al trooped into the kitchen. Kate watched, puzzled,
while Mike sent Ray to the study for supplies--severa sheets of white paper and
ablack felt pen. "l haven't explained because | don't want you to have any
preconceived notions,” Mike said to Kate. "Also, | want to assure you that |
haven't told Arlene more than the barest outline of your experiences. Do you
bieveme?'

"Of course. If | don't trust you by now, | never will. What's all this about?"

More mystification. She was getting so tired of it.

"Youll see"” Mike placed them around the table. Arlene sat with paper and pen



infront of her, her coffee mug set aside. "Comfortable?" the priest asked her.
"No problem, I'm ready when you are.”

Mike explained to Kate, " Arlene hastaught herself to dip into alight trance

at will, so please stay quiet.”

Since Ray seemed to accept this set-up asroutine, Kate nodded acquiescence. At
least nobody was turning lights off, so probably they weren't planning to invoke
spirits. Anyway, she remembered Mike saying something about how it was dangerous
to communicate with the dead.

So what are they doing, if not a séance?

Arlene held the pen loosely in her right hand, which rested on the paper. Her
head |olled to the side, leaning on her |eft hand, her eyes covered. Her

breathing dowed. Severa tedious minutes of silence crawled by.

Her right wrist twitched. The hand glided toward the top of the page and hovered
there. All a oncethe fdt tip of the pen started dancing across the blank

paper. A cryptic spider web of black lines appeared.

Mike whispered to Kate, "She's never had an art lesson.”

Watching the pen-strokes, Kate saw a gestalt emerging from the network of marks.
A portrait. A woman of indeterminate middle age, with dark hair molded into a
severe cap around athin face with skin stretched too tight over the bonesto
show wrinkles. The eyebrows and lip outline looked meticuloudy penciled.
Arleneshand strayed to the edge of the paper, leaving ajagged line acrossthe
page. Mikeimmediately dipped the paper out from under the pen, exposing the
next blank sheet. Arlene resumed drawing, with no indication that she'd noticed
the change.

The priest handed the picture to Ray, whose eyebrows arched in wonder. "That's
her, al right." He passed the drawing to Kate.

Mike whispered, "I asked him to concentrate on the woman he saw guarding Sara.”
Kate sudied the face. It made her uneasy, like ants crawling over her skin. She
turned it over on the table and looked at the new drawing. A sketch of Sara,
hugging Tigger. Despite Arlenesfriendliness, Kate fet aprickle of disaste

at seeing her daughter's likeness appear in this spooky way.

Mike quietly told her, "Concentrate on remembering the face of the man you saw
at the cocktail party. Not the emptiness, the mask he wore.”

Shefdt her chest tighten at the thought. Forcing hersdlf to breathe dowly and
deeply, she cast her memory back to that night. She wanted to tell Mike that she
couldn't possibly visudize the man's face, for sheld never seen it except asa
patch of darkness. But Mike had dready removed the drawing of Sara, and
Arlene's pen wasjittering across afresh page.

Kate shut her eyes and dowed her breathing, reluctant to watch the face take
shape. She had only the priest's assurance that the thing she'd seen wore a
human mask at al; perhaps the artist would produce afanged or tentacled
mongter. But that would be a mask too, wouldn't it? If the thing iswhat Mike
saysitis, it doesn't have atrue physica format all.

Mikesfingers brushed her arm. "L ook."

She opened her eyes, and he did the page toward her. The sketch showed aman
with light hair--whether blond or gray, of course she couldn't tell--beginning

to recede, leaving a deekly combed widow's peak on the forehead. Sideburns and
athin moustache were the only other distinctive features of his broad, smooth
face.

"Ever seen him before that night?" the priest murmured.

Kate shook her head.



"Helooksfamiliar to me, somehow,” said Mike. Ray?"

Studying the picture, Ray said, "Me, too, but | can't place him."

Arlene's hand traced aimless |oops on the final remaining sheet of paper. "She's
running down," Mike whispered.

Abruptly, while her head still drooped on her left hand, the movement of her
right became purposeful again. Instead of light strokes, the pen scrawled dark
lines diagonally across the page. It took Kate a second to recognize the marks
asletters. K and S, repeated over and over.

Mike stared in surprise that reflected her own astonishment. " Arlene's never
done thisbefore!™ He whipped the scribbled page awvay and replaced it with the
drawing of Sara, turned over to the blank side. The pen etched "Kate" in heavy
dashes, then "Sara." Kate goggled at the next words that appeared: "Take
care--J-J here--watch--guard--dark--D--"

It'satrick, it hasto be! Mike told her more than he admitted! Kate knew,
though, that the priest wouldn't have lied to her. Arlene had picked up the
initial "J' from some less mundane source.

The frantic zigzag of the pen died down. In aloose but controlled grip,
Arleneshand shifted it to an unmarked bottom corner of the page. She wrote
something in script, and her hand did off the paper.

Mike touched her wrigt. "Arlene, you're finished now. Y ou may awaken."

The artist lifted her head and blinked her eyes. She rolled her head back,
rubbing the nape of her neck. "How'd | do?" Glancing around at Kate and Ray, she
said, "That bad, huh? I'm sorry if whatever came out was ashock--1 never know,
mysdlf, whet I'm drawing.”

"I know," Ray sad. "It floorsme every timel seeit.”

"What wasthat?' Kate whispered.

"Automatic drawing,” said Mike, asif he were talking about nothing stranger
than ataent for whigtling. "And thistime, automatic writing, which isbrand

new for Arlene." He picked up the last page sheld scribbled on. The muscles
around his mouth tightened as he examined it. He slently passed it to Kate.
The handwritten linesin the corner read, "Listen to Mike and Ray. I'll help you
watch over Sara Beware of the unfolded tesseract. Love, Johnny."

The handwriting was Johnny's own.

Chapter 8

Kate leaned across the table and grabbed Arlene by the shoulders. "How did you
do that? Dammiit, tell me how you did that!"

Arleneflinched, her eyeswide with darm. Mike's hands closed over Kate's.
Arlene folded her arms across her breast. "I know how this must ook to you, but
| swear | didn't planit. | never know ahead of timewhat I'll draw--1'm not

even aware whileI'm doing it." She glanced down at the paper. "And I've never
written words before.”

Watching Arlenésfearful reaction, Kate redized how her outburst must have
sounded. "I'm sorry. That scared me, and | took it out on you." She sank back



into her chair. "It's hiswriting--Johnny's. What do you think, could hereally

be trying to communicate with me?" She cast gppeding looks at both men.
Mike's steady gaze didn't waver. "What do you think?"

Kate pressed her hands to her temples. "How should | know, you're the expert!
Couldn't al this stuff,” shewaved at the scattered papers, "come from
information Arlene unconscioudy picked out of my mind?'

"Not impossible," said Mike. "But the appearance of averbal message, contrary
to her usud pattern, suggests genuine communication.”

Ray gave Kat€'s shoulder aquick pat, asif he wanted to comfort her but feared
the contact would make her more nervous. Or s0 she interpreted his gesture; she
did fed stressed over how much closeness to accept from him. "Didn't you tell
me something about Sara," he said, "that she claimed your husband talked to
her?'

Kate nodded. "If Johnny'sredly nearby, trying to tel us something important,”
shesad, "why doesn't he say it sraight out, instead of mystical hints? And

what on earth isthe 'unfolded tesseract'?"

Ray sad, "A tesseract isafour-dimensiond figure.”

"Yes, | wasjust reading about it alittlewhile ago,” shesaid. "A

hyper-cube--but that's sciencefiction.”

Mike shuffled the papers, then squared them off into a stack, with the drawing

of theman ontop. "I believe | know what the reference means.”

"Whoa" Arlene pushed away from the table and stood up. "I don't want to hear
any more. If | need to help Kate again, it would be better not to have
background knowledge. Likeyou said,” shetold Kate, "maybe| could accidentally
catch suggestions from your mind if I'm too familiar with the Stuation. Anyway,

| admit it's scary for me, too--I don't want to know." She clasped Kate's hand.
"I hope I'll see you again sometime.”

Kate's head ached with confusion as she watched Mike leave the room to walk
Arleneto the door. If she hadn't worked past her initid mistrust of Mike and
Ray, Kate would have suspected thiswhole sesson of being part of a scam. Fake
psychics often concocted eaborate, convincing scenarios, she knew. But she did
believein her new friends sincerity, so the message must actudly originate

with Johnny. Unlessit popped up from my unconscious mind, or even Saras.
That'salittle eeser to swalow, though not much.

When Mike reappeared, he carried a brochure printed on dick paper. "Here'sthe
unfolded tesseract,” he said. "Unfolded to display four dimensionsin three--or
actudly, two." He dropped the brochure on the table in front of Kate. The front
borethetitle, "Nationa Ingtitute for Research in Nontraditional Cosmology,”
with apeculiar geometric figure underneath. 1t looked like a heap of

transparent, partidly interlocked cubes.

"l see," Ray said. "Like picturing acube as Six squares.” Heflipped the top
drawing over to sketch first atransparent box, then six squaresin the
configuration of a collgpsed box.

Kate frowned at his sketch and the pamphlet. "Uh-huh. To show atesseract onthe
flat surface they have to knock it down to atwo-dimensiond figure, which
digtortsitsreal shape-- if tesseracts are real shapes. So why would Johnny--if

it was Johnny--bother to warn me about this?'

"Wait aminute," Ray said. "l think | saw the head of this so-called indtitute

on alocd tak show last year."

"Y es, that's where | remembered the face from, too," said Mike. He opened the
brochure to show Kate a photo on an inside page. The black-and-white print



portrayed the man Arlene had drawn in her trance. The caption identified him as
Eugene Martlet, Founder and President, Nationd Ingtitute for Research in
Nontraditional Cosmology.

K ate tapped the picture with afingertip. Somehow it didn't give her the chill
Arlenes sketch had; the dick advertisng mode of the pamphlet didn't crackle
with the energy of the artist's occult gift. "You think | saw thisMartlet a
Sandova's party?'

"It'sthe smplest explanation, isn't it?" Mike said. "How did hisimage get

into thisdrawing, if not from your repressed memory of his human facade?"
"Facade?' Kate shook her head. "1 gtill have trouble with that idea. Where did

he get a human body? Did he possess someone else's?”’

"Unlikely. | suspect he constructed a human shell from raw matter, like agolem.
Asfor why he picked this particular appearance, who knows? He probably wantsto
look dignified and authoritative, but not too extraordinary.”

"Okay, | accept that he's the man | saw. No need to get tangled in any worse
complications. What's this Research in Nontraditional Cosmology about? Doesn't
sound like a satanic cult.”

Ray's mouth twisted in distaste. "Of course not. They like to sound scientific.
They catch more suckers by pretending to be objective fact-gatherers.”
"Andit'snot acult,” said Mike, "not the part open to general membership, at
least. | wouldn't know whether they have aninner circle or just funnd likely
prospectsinto some allied organization. According to the brochure and Martlet's
public statements, they collect evidencefor dl kinds of offbeat systems--flat
earth, hollow earth, cosmos as one great sentient being, you name it--without
passing judgment on the truth of any.”

"Y our mongters from an aternate dimension would be one theory they objectively
examine?' Kate said. "And people who show specid interest in that ideawould
get initiated into their secrets?!

Mike's nod confirmed her guess. "Rather like a Communist front organization.”
"Soif Eugene Martlet isn't human, the way you suggested, does that make him the
head of the movement--or whatever you'd call it?"

Mike cleared away the coffee mugs and leaned against the kitchen counter. "He
would claim to be. The enemy camp tendsto splinter into dozens or hundreds of
competing cliques, each one representing itsaf asthe vanguard of the new

order. They fight among themsalves as much as they attack our people.”

"Satanic Mafia" Kate dmost giggled but quashed theimpulse. "The Chrigtian
church, not to mention al the other greet religions, does its share of

splintering and competing, too."

"Don't makethe mistake," Mike said, "of thinking 'our Sde' is coterminouswith
the church. Most church members know nothing about those from Outside, and many
Chrigianswould say believing in their existence, or worse, using extrasensory
powers ourselves, puts usin danger of damnation. On the other hand, lots of
people |'d recognize asfaithful dliesbelong to other faiths.”

Kate shook her head in confusion. "My family was Episcopalian, and you don't act
or tak like any priest I've ever met."

"Mogt of them are fortunate enough never to have seen the things I've seen.” He
spoke in the flat, detached tone that Kate now recognized as a defense against
hismemories.

Ray said, "Mike brought me back to the fold, so to speak, from afacile
agnogticism. I've seen enough strange things mysdlf to force meto believethe
gpiritual realm exists, God included. But that doesn't mean | haveto believe



other rdigions are worthless.”

Mike chuckled. "Y ou see, I've turned him into a heretic, too."

"Thisistoo deep for me at thistime of night,” said Kate. "I'm more interested

in how long wéell have to hide from these people.”

Ray leafed through the papers on the table. "It would be nice to know who this
woman--Sara's kidnapper--is, and what role she playsin Martlet's organization.
Thewarning from your hushand, which Saras gpparent communication with him
makes methink is authentic, scaresme.”

"Scaresyou?' said Kate.

"That makesit unanimous,” Mike said. "His urgency makes me wonder if you two
are safe enough here. In my opinion, you need more than a short-term retreet.

Y ou should moveto Ardath.”

"l told you, | don't want to quit my job. And | sure don't want Sarato think

she hasto spend therest of her liferunning.”

"Y ou may not have achoice, for the immediate future,” Mike said. "Furthermore,
| have another idea" He shifted hiseyes, asif suddenly riveted by the pattern

on thelinoleum. "It concerns Ray. Y ou won't like it--neither of you."

Ray folded hisarms and gave the priest a suspicious|ook. "If you admit that
draight out, | know | won't likeit. Well?'

The priest smoothed his bristling white hair. " Stipulating that you'd be safest

in Ardath, at least for awhile." Heraised ahand to cut off her protest. "If

you took that route, you'd need someone to arrange for subletting your
gpartment, collect your mail, hand-carry work from Mr. Boyle every week or two.
Ray isthelogical person for these tasks. Not to mention any other lega or
financid problemstha might come up. It would smplify the Situation if you
pretended you're planning to get married.”

"What?' Kate yelped asif held dapped her.

Ray sprang up from hischair. " Are you out of your mind? If you'rejoking, it's
inlousy tagte"

Mike stared at the floor again. "It would be away of avoiding questions from
people like Kate's boss and her friendsin Ardath. It would even provide a
plausble, harmless explanation for the move.”

Ray's face reddened, with anger or some other emotion Kate couldn't identify.
"Absolutely out of the question. Dammit, Mike, where did you come up with a
haf-witted idealike that?"

"And how do you think Sarawould fed?' Hearing the quaver in her voice, Kate
swallowed hard. " She's too bright not to notice our so-called engagement. Can
you imagine how confused and hurt shed be when we didn't get married after
al?

"If you do decideto relocate to Ardath,” Mike said, "at least consder doing it
that way. Y ou would need to give Ray power of attorney, to get things donewhile
you'rein hiding. A temporary 'engagement’ would make that appear logical.”
Kate stood up and shoved her chair under thetable. "I told you, I'm not going
to Ardath, and I'm certainly not getting into any fake engagement.” She jerked
out of Mike's reach when hetried to pat her shoulder. Was Ray in on this?
Couldn't be; he disapproves asmuch as | do.

"Very well, I'll drop the subject,” said the priest. "Not that | don't think the

idea has merit, but | respect your scruples.”

Offering him abardly civil goodnight, Kate had the feding that he hadn't given
up on the scheme.

* * % %



Kate didn't deep well. She dreamed over and over of hunting for Saradown
drafty, dimly-lit mazes of corridors with locked doors and no exits. Severd
times she woke in the dark, momentarily bewildered about where she was. Each
time, she checked on Sarain the next room, only to find the child adeep.

By breskfast, Kate had gotten over her indignation at Mike. He meant well. He
greeted her cheerfully and didn't bring up the argument.

"I've cleared my scheduletoday,”" he said over the frozen waffles, "to start
testing you and Sara."

"Tedting?' Kate's ssomach fluttered. "Do we have to?!

"The sooner the better,” Mike said. "The sooner it's demystified for you, the
easer you'll be ableto accept it."

Saraglanced from Miketo Kate. "What's testing?"

"Finding out dl the thingsyou can do,” Mike said. "Like games, redlly. Lots of
different games. But | want to start on your mom first."

"Okay. Can | play outsde while you're playing with Mommy?"

Kate didn't correct the "can" to "may" thistime. She groped for away to refuse
without frightening Sara. "No, thisisn't agood neighborhood to play outside.
There's no park.” On weekends she and Sara enjoyed visiting a playground two
blocks from their gpartment. Since Sara didn't go to preschool, those excursions
provided her only contact with other children, aswell as her only chanceto
play outdoors.

Mike said, "Y our mother'sright. | don't even have ayard, and you can't play in
the parking lot. Well find plenty for you to do insde.”

For the moment, Sara accepted that decree. Mike unearthed a huge box of blocks
from storage and set her to building avillage for aherd of plastic dinosaurs.
Kate followed Mikeinto his study, which sheld only glimpsed previoudy. She
noticed aheavy oak desk, a couple of armchairs upholstered in black leather,
and walls lined with books. Sitting on one of the chairs, poised nervoudy at

the edge of the seet, she said, "Cometo think of it, won't your parishioners
object to my staying here? Pretty scandalous, isn't it?”

Taking aseat inthe swive chair behind the desk, Mike smiled. "Don't worry
about that. I've got enough of areputation for eccentricity to get away with
anything. And I'm rector for life, so they can't throw me out for lessthan high
crimes and misdemeanors, so to speak. Anyway, thisisthe seventies. I've
offered shelter to abused wives and children before, without the church roof
caving in. If anybody notices you're here, let them assume that'swhy."

Kate nodded. She couldn't think of any other topic to raise, by way of
postponing hisplanned "tests.”

He separated a stack of cardboard rectangles from the scattered heaps of papers
and supplieson the desk. "Incidentally, I'd fedl better if you'd stay away from
the front windows of the house. And needlessto say, don't step outside. I'm
glad you got that acrossto Sarawithout darming her. Don't dlow any
exceptions.”

"Okay, | hear you." She gazed at the cardsin his hands. "What are those?"
"Rhine cards," he said. " Standard equipment for studying ps phenomena. This
deck hasfive each of five different symbols.” He cleared the center of the desk
and fanned severd of the cards face up. They showed ssimplefigures, such as
stars, squiggles and crosses, black on white. "They can be used to test either
clairvoyance or telepathy. Well sart with clairvoyance.”

Kate redlized her hands were clenched, white-knuckled, in her 1ap. Sheforced
them to relax. Mike sounded as coal asif he planned to measure her height,



weight, and blood pressure. "What's the difference, where cards are concerned?”’
"I don't want to complicate matters with the possibility of your reading the
answers from my thoughts, so | won't look at them, either. Also, that approach
will lay to rest any fears of fraud you may ill have."

Kate blushed. "I trust you, but | il think you're wasting time with me.

Sarasthe prodigy.”

"Objective testswill decide that." Mike seemed to have endless patience with
her dithering. "Firgt, let me help you lose some of that tension. May | touch
you?" She nodded. He walked around the desk, sat on the edge of it, and stroked
her wrigts. "' want to induce light hypnogs, lighter than that night we

searched for Sara. Nothing to be afraid of. Relax and listen only to my voice.
Concentrate on your hands. Make them heavy. They're heavy weightslying on your
lep.”

She closed her eyes and focused on the sensationsin her hands. Shefound it
eas er than before to induce the fedling of weight he described.

Hisvoice droned on, just above awhisper. "Fed how heavy and limp they are.
The right hand, then the left. Y ou can't lift them, and you don't need to. You

are completdy relaxed.” Hisfingertips brushed her wrists again. "Now the right
handisless heavy. It'still limp, but your armis getting lighter. Imaginea
balloon tied to the index finger. That finger isso light that it's about to
riseintotheair al by itsdf.”

Kate did sense buoyancy in her right hand. Her mood lightened to match, as she
drifted into an unworried, floating state.

"Your right amislimp, relaxed, weightless," Mike continued. "Y our wholearm
isdowly risng fromyour lap. It'sfloating inthe air. Y oure completely

relaxed.”

Though her arm did fed light, asif packed loosdly in cotton that barely

tickled the fine hairs on her skin, she thought her arm hovered only aninch
above her knees, not highinthe air asMike said. But it didn't seem worthwhile
to open her eyes and look.

"Now it's getting heavy again. Slowly it sinks down, down, and comesto rest on
your lap." Kate felt her hand obeying hisingtructions. "Very good. Now itis
timefor you to come out of the trance. When you awaken, you will be rested and
aert and cam. You'll be ready to learn quickly and do your best. Now I'll

count backwards from three. When | reach 'one,’ you will be completely awake.
Three-feding returnsto your limbs, your eydids no longer fed heavy.
Two--you're becoming more aert; you can move under your own volition. One--open
your eyes and wake up.”

For a second Kate felt disoriented. Then she realized she was refreshed, calm,
more serene than she'd felt in weeks.

Mike smiled at her. "That wasn't so bad, wasit?'

"Butit didn't work right, did it?' shesaid. "My arm hardly moved at dl."

"Oh, yes, it did. Y our hand wasway up here." He held his own hand above
shoulder level. "Y ou're an excdlent subject.” He returned to his swivel chair

and pushed apen and ydlow lega pad across the desk. "'I'm going to shuffle the
cards and lay the deck face down." He did so. "Neither of us has any natura
means of knowing what order they'rein. All | want you to do iswrite down the
twenty-five cardsin acolumn.”

Kate stared at the blank paper. "That'sit? No ritua incantations or mystic
passes? Thisisweird--how can | do something like that? My mind's ablank.”
"Good." Heleaned back in his chair and folded hisarmsin acasua posiure,



"Don't strain--don't try to 'see’ anything. Just take your time and jot down
whatever popsinto your head."

With aresigned sigh, she obeyed. She scribbled the names of the five symbols at
random, as ingtructed, not even stopping to count whether sheld listed five of
each. Mike waited with no sign of impatience. When she finished, he picked up a
pencil and checked the list against the order of the deck. His expression gave
her no clue to her performance. He then dug a pocket calculator out of a drawer
and entered afew numbers.

"Wel?' shesad. In her relaxed State, shefound his earnest calculations

mildly amusing. Despite her recent experiences, she didn't expect to discover
any occult powersin hersdlf.

"The percentage of hitsis no better than chance." He didn't sound disappointed.
"Wadl, asingle run doesn't mean much. Brace yoursdf, we're going to do it
multipletimes.”

Kate shrugged. "Y ou're the doctor, Doc.” If she couldn't do anything useful
while cooped up here, she might aswell cooperate with Mike's agenda. She owed
him that much, after dl hishelp.

Writing sequences of abstract symbols over and over soon lost what limited
apped it had. After the ninth try, she said, "Y ou see, | have zero talent for
clairvoyance. Y ou might aswell stop wasting your time on me." She didn't Sate
her relief at the negative result, though she knew Mike probably noticed it.

"I'm not convinced yet," he said. "Let'stry again." He shuffled the cards,

sguared the stack, and passed her afresh notepad.

Frowning in mild irritation, Kate dashed off yet another list. When Mike checked
off the"hits" hiseyebrowsrosein surprise. He pursed hislipsin asilent

whistle and looked up from the page. "'Interesting. On thisrun, you got every
sngleitemwrong.”

"There, that provesit." She squashed her mean-spirited sense of vindication.
After dl, proving her abilities seemed important to Mike. "Y ou've been barking
up thewrong tree.”

"Oh, | doubt that." He looked almost smug. "Congistent low scoring is
well-documented in the literature. 1t'sknown as'ps-missing,’ and it'sjust as
sgnificant as condggtent hits. Missing thisthoroughly isatremendous
performance. Random odds don't permit a hundred percent failure, any more than a
hundred percent success. A lab would run the experiment a couple dozen times
more, but I'm convinced."

She dlamped her sagging jaw shut. "Areyou saying | got them al wrong on
purpose?"

He nodded. "Unconscioudy, of course. When normal error didn't discourage me,
something inside you got impatient and decided to go for broke. As| suspected,
you have apowerful gift."

"But | wasn't trying to miss-honestly, | wasn't trying either way!"

"l know that. As| said, it was unconscious." He stashed the cardsin the desk
and took out apair of dice.

Kate shook her head. "I'm seeing it, but I'm till not sure | believeit. It dl
sounds so, well, nutty.” Shefinished with an apologetic half-smile.

"Thenweredl nuts. It'sbeen said that we live in'a sea of telepathic
suggestions.” Some people remain obliviousto it; others pick up hints only from
closerdatives; afew, like you and Sara, can learn to read the distant,

hidden, or unseen like the proverbia open book." He rolled the dice on the desk
blotter. "Areyou up to continuing?'



"Sure, whatever you say, teacher.”

"My intuition isthat your gift ismostly for knowing, asit were. Saramay turn

out to be both a'seer’--in the occult sense--and a'doer.’ That bubble she
created...I've heard of thingslike that, but I've never actually met anyone
capable of it. Right now, | want to try you on telekiness.”

Kate rummaged in her memory for the word. "Moving objects by mental effort?’
"Right. Y ou may have no taent for producing change in the environment, only
foreseeing it, or you may possess alittle of both. How this experiment works, |
roll the dice twelve times for each run. Y ou concentrate on making the score
turn up ether high or low. Interestingly, hits, if they occur a al, tend to

turn up either a the beginning or the end of arun. Nobody knowswhy. Ready?"
Kate shrugged. "Anytime." At least Mike's experiments contained no frightening
elements. If anything, they had the potentia for becoming tedious.

"Hird, let'stry for highs™ he said. He began rolling, while Kate dutifully

focused on the dice. He wrote down each totd. This process continued through
severd groups of twelve. Kate had trouble keeping her mind from straying to
irrdlevancies, such aswhat Saramight be doing or the humor of apriest's
expertise with gambling tools. When she did try to concentrate, she wasn't sure
how to go about it. How could she make a pair of dice do her will? The task
seemed asimpossible aswiggling her ears, with no muscles suited to thejob. As
far as she could tdll, she wasn't accomplishing any marvels.

Without comment, Mike said, "Now visuaize the numbers coming up low.” He
resumed casting dice. She lost count of how many runs they'd gone through.
Finadly Mike fed thefiguresinto his caculator. "Better than chance, but not
much. Inconclusve.”

"What | expected,” said Kate. "After dl, if | had the power to move things by
thinking about it, wouldn't | have noticed by now?"

"Not necessarily." He returned the dice to the drawer. "Though it does confirm
my intuition that you're more of a'seer' and Saramore of a'doer.’ Perhaps

your gift isn't readily amenable to conscious control. Maybe it surfaces mainly
under stress. Though | admit atelekinetic taent usualy showsitsdf in

adolescent poltergeist phenomena”

"Good grief, do you think that will happen with Sara?'

He shrugged. "Who knows? We haven't tested her for telekiness yet. And training
should give her enough control that what power she haswon't run wild." He stood
up. "How about some lunch?!

Checking her watch, Kate was surprised to find that the morning had fled.
Suppressed anxiety about Sarawelled up to consciousness. She hurried to the TV
room/playroom, where Sara greeted her rapid breathing and flushed cheeks with a
puzzled hug.

After lunch, Mike said he wanted to continue with Kate, rather than start

testing Sara. "Haven't you andyzed me dl you need?' Kate said. "It seems
pretty clear that my abilitiesare drictly limited.”

Mike smiled at her balkiness. "Not at dl, I've barely scratched the surface.
Unlessyou'retoo tired to work anymore this afternoon?”

Kateredized shedid fed tired, asif sheld undergone physical exertion. Not
enough to admit the weakness and loaf the rest of the day, though.

"I'd like to try something less conventiond,” he said, escorting her to the

parlor with thefireplace.,

That rigmarole was conventiona ? she thought.

Mike took arectangular mirror with a scalloped gilt frame, about one foot by



two, off thewall. When Kate was settled in one of the armchairs, he said, "I've
been wondering whether you have any gift for scrying.”

"What'sthat?"

"You'd know it best as crystal gazing. That's only one method. Adepts use water,
pools of ink, flame, anything to focus the eyes and mind. They might view
distant places and events or future events.”

"Crystd gazing? Come on, aren't those people fakes? Carniva acts." Sitting in
an oversiuffed chair in acomfortably shabby room with afaintly musty scentin
thear, Kate didn't find peeking into the future very plausible. Manipulating
cards and dice, that may have some scientific bagis, but thisistoo wild. She
didn't let hersalf speculate on where Arlene's drawingsfit into ascientific
rationae.

"The mgority are bogus, I'm sure," said Mike, "just asin any other areaof the
paranorma. Some people, on the other hand, do have reliable visons.”

She laced her fingerson her 1ap. "Not me."

"Have you forgotten what you told me, about your visua premonition of your
husband's death?

"Yes, | managed to forget it for awhile. Did you have to remind me?* She
clenched her fingers so tightly they ached.

"Sorry." He sat opposite her with the mirror on hislap. "Y ou don't haveto do
thisif yourenot uptoit.”

She unclasped her hands and spread the fingers to banish the cramps. "Now's as
good atimeasany. If it'sred, | haveto faceit. What do | do?"

"I won't direct you to any particular place, time, or subject matter, because |
want to determine what your mind will do onitsown. Also, | want to minimize
the chance of your smply reading my thoughts." He held up the mirror, propped
againg hischest. "Firgt I'll guide you into alight trance again.”" Hefiddled

with the angle of the mirror until it caught aray of sunlight fromaside

window, producing a bright spot near an upper corner of the glass. "Once you're
relaxed, you'll try to use the mirror as a surface to show you whatever your
unconscious mind wants to see. Focus on that spot of light, please.”

She dlowed the gleam to draw her into the depths of the mirror. The priest's
rhythmic voice lapped around her like waveletsin atide pool. Her hands and
feet grew limp, heavy; her breathing dowed to asuccession of long sighs
dragged from the bottom of her lungs. She didn't know whether to be glad or
worried about how easily she'd learned to respond to hypnosis.

From adistance, it seemed, Mike said, "Sink into the mirror. Search for what
liesbeow itssurface.”

Like Alice? she mused. | don't think | want to enter Looking-Glass Land.

The cold glass seemed to dissolve. She wasn't looking at the mirror, but into

it. Her reflected face became insubstantial, semi-transparent. Ripples blurred

it to ashapd ess phantom. She could see the room behind her, the wallpaper and
the closed door, through her own reflection. Then the room disintegrated into a
wave pattern, too.

A new picture coalesced. Kate saw adifferent room, with ahearth trimmed in
brick and stone instead of marble, with abraid rug on thefloor. It couldn't be
winter, for apotted plant sat in the fireplace. Kate recognized the living room

of the cabin in Ardath. The dark windowsrrattled, and lightning flashed. A man
lay on the rug, face up, hisarms and legs flung wide. His eyeswere closed, his
skin dmost luminoudy palein the eerie, fragmented glow. She sudied him for a
few seconds before she redlized he was Ray.



She covered her eyes. A high-pitched moan escaped from her throat.

Mike's hand stroked her hair. "It's dll right. Y ou don't have to look anymore.”
Opening her eyes, she saw that held laid the mirror glass down on thefloor. "I

did see something,” she whispered. "If | have to put up with this precognition,
why do | dways seeterrible things?'

"What you saw may not be destined to happen,” Mike said. "It could represent a
possible future, awarning of adanger you can avoid by careful preparation. Can
you tdl me about it?"

"l saw Ray. | think hewas dead." She described the setting of the vision. "If
it'sared warning, how can he avoid hisfate? Never go to Ardath?’
"Precautions like that tend to backfire," Mike said. "Remember Oedipus. When he
left hometo avoid killing hisfather and marrying his mother, he caused the

very disasters he was trying to prevent. All | can say at thistimeis, what you

saw may have been symbolic rather than literal, or it may embody your own fears
ingtead of an actud danger. Or it may be one very unlikely future out of many.”

"It it'sthat indefinite, what useisit?" Without waiting for an answer he

probably couldn't give, she said, "I've had enough for one day. Can we stop?"
"Of course." He helped her up from the chair. She started to protest but
discovered that she felt exhausted and lightheaded.

She spent the afternoon building block castles with Sara and evading the child's
guestions about Father Mike's "games.”

* * % %

When Ray appeared after supper, Kate was vaguely annoyed at herself for being so
glad to see him. I'm mostly afascinating case to him, to both of them. | can't
expect the friendship to stay this close after--God willing--the crisis ends.

Sheld dready dicited Mike's agreement not to tell Ray about her vision.

Sara, too, was ddighted with Ray's visit, especialy when he showed her the
toys, books, and clothes held collected from Kate's apartment. ™Y ou brought my
Winnie the Pooh and Big Bird!" she said. "And my Goodnight Moon book. Mommy's
reading me abook cdled A Wrinklein Time. Will you read it to me, too?"
"Sure" he said with akeen glance at Kate. "Catching up on your sciencefiction
reading, | see." Hetold her that he'd hired aworkman to replace the broken
window. In addition to Saras supplies, he'd brought two suitcases full of

Kate's clothes and toiletries, as per the list shed made. As an unexpected

bonus, he'd a so rescued the window-box of potted herbs from the kitchen.
With both armsfull of plants, Kate shook her head over the Stuff piled in
Sarastemporary bedroom. "I fedl like arefugee. | don't know how I'll ever
repay you and Mike for going to so much trouble for us.”

"Now, cut that out,” said Ray. "What with getting the window fixed, | didn't

have timeto vigt your boss. I'll go talk to Mr. Boyle tomorrow.”

"Thanks. | don't know how I'll be able to explain to him about pretending to be
dead. I'm il pretty confused about it mysdlf." Hearing Saratrotting down the
hall toward them, she dropped the subject.

"L et me show you something else | brought,” Ray said, digging into ashopping
bag. He handed Saraa pair of workbooks, reading and arithmetic, for
kindergarten-age children. "Games for you and your mom to play. Plusthese.”
From the bottom of the bag, he produced lead pencils, colored pencils, scissors,
and the Crayolabox of sixty-four crayons.

Sara bounced up and down. "New crayons, oh, wow!"

Kate gave Ray arueful smile, "Come on, how can amere mom compete with this."



Ray grinned back at her. "Hey, don't | get to have some fun, too?

L eafing through the math workbook, Kate wondered whether Sara could handle the
material. She didn't want to put extra stress on the child. On the other hand,
Saras response to Sesame Street suggested she would have no trouble with more
advanced letter and number work. Kate thanked Ray heartily; at least the
activity bookswould fill the hours--anything to smother boredom and feer.

After Sarafel adeep, Mike cornered Kate with anew suggestion. "We havent
done anything with telepathy so far,” he said, "and I'd like to test you on

that." They were sharing apot of coffeein the kitchen, giving Ray an edited
verson of the day'stesting. "Sleep provides agood opportunity,” said Mike,
"and | dso wanted Ray to hear the conditions. An objective third party, so to
Kate wrapped her arms protectively around her chest. "Now what?'

"Tonight I'll concentrate on apicture,” Mike said, "and you'll focus on trying

to dream about it--picking it out of my mind. People are highly receptivein
degp; it'stheided visonary Sate.”

"Absolutely not," she said. "No morevisions." She glanced at Ray, who kept his
expression resolutely neutral. "'l won't go into it, because you know why." The
prospect of getting trapped in ascene like the one she had viewed that

afternoon terrified her. So did the ease and clarity of the visudization, asif
aflood of supernatural perceptions, dammed up for years, were bursting forth to
drown her. "Therésalimit to my guineapig role, and thisisit."

Chapter 9

Ray stared down at the table, apparently embarrassed to witness the argument.
Mike said, "We can tak about it later, then. I'll show Ray what I'm thinking of
anyhow, in case you change your mind."

While he escorted Ray to the front door, carrying on alow-voiced conversation
Kate couldn't understand without blatant eavesdropping, she cleared away the
mugs and rinsed the coffegpot. Her hands shook with the urge to bang and dam
things. Calm down, I'm not here to wreck his kitchen. He's only trying to help.

A contrary voice raged, Oh, yeah? How can he ask meto go through that again so
soon? Or ever?

When Mike re-entered the room, he spoke softly, asif reading her mind. "It's
like getting back up on the horse that threw you. Don't let fear of the fear

itsdf ruleyour life"

Sheflinched, startled, and turned on him with an indrawn hiss of annoyance.
"Easy for you to say! Y ou don't have this so-cdled taent, do you?'

"No, I'm weaker than you in most aress. | just happen to have accumulated more
information about the process. Will you at least discussit?”

Kate dried her hands and reluctantly sat down to listen.

"Hasn't it occurred to you," he said, "that the more you ignore or resist your
power, the lessyou'll be ableto contral it?"

She gave him agrudging haf-nod.



"If you go on theway you are, itll keep running wild, overwhelming you when
you'releast prepared. If you learn to ruleit, you should be able to summon and
dismissit at will."

"Maybe that makes sense," said Kate. "But deciding ahead of timewhat I'll dream
about--come on! If it happens, if | read your mind while | deep, it happens. |

can't imagine trying to make it happen. How could anybody control their dreams?”

"The same way people get to Carnegie Hall," he said with atired smile.

"Practice, practice, practice. Y ou'd be surprised at the normaly involuntary
functionsthat can be brought under conscious contral. I'm not asking you to

walk on abed of burning coals or stop your heart and go into suspended
animation, just work on what's called lucid dreaming.”

"What'sthat?'

"Onthe amplest leve, to be aware you're dreaming while you're doing it. Once
you know you're not awake, you may be able to steer the action of thedreamin a
desired direction, or command yoursdlf, ahead of time, to dream of acertain
thing. Some people claim the ability to script adetailed plot in advance or

pose aquestion to themsalves and get the answer in deep.”

"Sounds like ahandy talent.” Kate didn't try to hide her skepticism. "Can you

do any of thisstuff?'

"Sometimes| can shape the content of my dreamsin advance, at least within
broad limits. I'm not very accomplished at it, no. Tonight I'll concentrate on
dreaming about the photograph I've shown Ray. If you tell yoursdlf, asyou fall
adeep, that you'l tunein to my dreams, it may happen.”

"How the heck can someone practice knowing when he's dreaming, much less shape
the contents?'

"Thefirs step isremembering it after you wake up." Hetook the dishtowe she
waswringing and hung it up. "How many times have you awakened with the fedling
that you've just had aterrifying nightmare, but areedy the detailsare

dipping away |leaving you with nothing I eft but scraps of images?*

"Yeah, | see what you mean.” But who wants to remember nightmares anyway? Give
the man a chance. That was just an example. Don't they say everybody dreams for
hours every night, even if weforget most of it?

"The ingtant you wake up in the morning, ask yoursalf whether you've dreamed,
and collect the memories and recite them to yoursdlf before they drift away. If

you want to work on it serioudy, you could write down your dreams before you
get up--many people do.”

"And then what? Reread them for occult messages? A dark man on ablack horse
spelIsdisagter? A huge empty house means returning to the womb?"

"Thereésno universa codeto crack,” said Mike. "Even Freud didn't go that far.
And most modern psychiatrists think classic Freudian theory istoo rigid. The
contemporary view, from what | know of it, says every person's dream symbolism
isindividud." Hishand rested on her shoulder. "Another aid to lucid dreaming

isto train yourself to be automatically aware of whether you're awake or

adeep. At odd times during the day, you might ask yourself whether you're
dreaming at that moment. And don't accept an ingtant 'no." Check your
surroundings for logic and consstency.”

Shetwitched to didodge his hand. How could she accept comfort from the person
who wasforcing her to face al these bizarre possibilities?"By that standard,

I've been dreaming ever sincethe night | went into the hospita.”

"Believeme, | wish | could say that'sthe truth." His expression lightened.



"Except then | wouldn't have met you and Sara, which would have been ashame.
I'm sure Ray would agree with that."

Kate blushed. Y es, she wouldn't want to have missed knowing Ray. But isit worth
amost getting killed twice?

Mike said, "You look tired. | won't burden you with any more demands tonight.”
Smothering ayawn, she trudged off to a shower and bed. Tucked in at last, after
afina check on Sara, Kate mused, Now I'm supposed to tell mysdlf to zeroinon
Mike's dresm? Good grief, can't | even rest when I'm adegp?

Shefound hersdf at the cabin in Ardath, on a summer morning. She and Sara sat
on the edge of the porch, with Johnny between them. He had an arm around each of
them. When he nuzzled Kate's cheek, she felt thetickle of hisbeard. The breeze
carried the fragrance of pine and mown grass.

Sarasnuggled againgt her father's chest. "Daddy, I'm glad you came back. Why

did you stay away so long?"

It occurred to Kate that something about this scene didn't fit. Johnny had never
seen Sara except as ababy. Why not? What am | forgetting? She decided she
didn't want to remember.

Asif heéld read her thoughts, Johnny said, "Beloved, you know we aren't redlly

here. Thisisadream.”

"No, itisn't." Shefdt hisshoulder and the cotton shirt he wore grow

insubstantial beneath her head.

"Remember, Father Mike told you to notice when you're dreaming.” Johnny vanished
out of her embrace and regppeared standing afew yards away.

"Why can't thisbered?' shecried. "Why can't dl those other terrible things

be the dream?’

The mare Johnny used to ride appeared at the edge of the woods and trotted up to
him. He bounded onto her back like a stunt rider in the movies. When he turned
the horse and cantered away, Kate looked wildly around for Sara. The child had
disappeared.

Kate became a disembodied eye hovering above the mountain landscape. Below, she
saw Johnny guiding the mare dong one of the familiar hillsdetrails. For some
reason she couldn't remember, terror made her heart race. She needed to scream a
warning, but awarning of what? Fear constricted her vocd cords. She saw a
cloud of blackness drift from the stream bank toward Johnny. The horse reared,
squedling in panic.

Kate found her voice. "The dark, Johnny! The dark!" The cloud billowed toward
horse and rider, engulfing them. Black nothingness covered the world. When it
cleared an ingtant | ater, Kate saw Johnny lying beside thetrail, hishair

matted with blood.

I've seen this before! she silently wailed. Why do | haveto seeit again?
Remembering that she was dreaming, she recdled what Mike had said. I'm supposed
to be able to change the direction of the plot, so why couldn't | stop that? Why
can't | make him live?

The picture faded. Next, she stood on the bank of the stream. A little girl lay

face down in the rushing water. Though the motionless body |ooked four or five
yearsold, Kate knew at once that this child wasn't Sara. For onething, the

hair flowing in the ripples was medium brown, though highlighted with honey-gold
streaks. Y et Kate sensed that this girl meant something to her, and grief

swelled in Kate's chest. The tactile sensation of tearstrickling down her face

felt asred asif she were awake. Knedling by the stream, she reached for the



girl'slimp arm. Impossibly, the rapids did odged the body and swept it away.
Katetried to scream for help--and woke.

Checking her wristwatch on the nightstand in the dim bedroom, Kate found that
the time was amogt fivein the morning. She retold the dream to hersdlf before
stumbling to the bathroom. That can't be Father Mike's telepathy, she mused
while gazing at her bleary face in the mirror. HE'S never met Johnny or even
Seen apicture of him. Back in the bedroom, she turned on the light for aminute
to comfort hersdf with the sight and scent of her herb plantson the

windowsll. Asshedrifted into deep, she felt an obscure satisfaction at the
falure of the experiment. Maybe now the priest would be convinced of her
limitations and quit nagging her to develop her powers.

She dogged through breakfast that morning feding asif shed hardly dept all
night. Fortunately Mike didn't interrogate her about her dreams &t the table.
She certainly didn't want to narrate that vision in Saras presence.

Watching Kate pour milk into abowl of Whesties, Sara asked, "Mommy, what's D
milk?'

Kate blinked. "Huh?"

Mikefrozein the act of setting down a plate of toast and stared at the carton

in Kate's hand. "Maybe she meansthis?' He tapped the carton.

Kate scanned the words printed in block capitals and read doud, "Vitamin D
milk? Sara, you read that by yoursdf?

Stirring her ceredl, Sarashowed no sign of excitement a her own feat. "What's
it mean?'

"It just means the milk company put in extravitamins, especidly vitamin D for
strong bones."

"Oh. Can we read my new books Dr. Ray brought me?"

"Sure," said Kate, putting the carton in the refrigerator with care, afraid her
duggish reflexes would make her drop it. "Well start on the workbooks right
after | hep Father Mike with the dishes.” And talk about dreams, she thought,
reluctant but knowing she would have to get the conversation over with.

When sheld emptied her bowl and cup, Sarasaid, "1 want to play outsde. When
can we go to apark?”'

Kate bused hersdlf rinsng dishes so she wouldn't have to meet her daughter's
eyes. "l don't know, munchkin. For now, we haveto stay herewhereit's safe.”
"So nobody will try to shoot us? Okay."

Kate blinked back angry tears at Sara's matter-of-fact tone. | try for four
yearsto shield her from violence, even TV shows and rock lyrics, and what did
it get us? God, wherever you are, it's not fair!

Saradocilely accepted Kate's need to help the priest and retired to the
TV-playroom with her workbooks when ordered.

"At thisrate," Mike remarked, "shelll read hdfway through the kindergarten
volume before you get there.”

Kate didn't share hishumor at theidea. "1 can't believe she'steaching hersdlf

to read.”

"At the age of four?It's not unheard of, and she's obvioudy exceptiondly
bright.”

"l just want her to have anormd, happy life." Kate shook her head. "Guesswe
dready established that'simpossible.”

She accompanied him to the more private surroundings of the main parlor. He
said, "I haveto get over to my office, but first | wanted to check on the



success of our little experiment. | get the feding, from your mood, that
something did happen.”

"If you mean it wrecked my deep and | fed lousy, your intuition is accurate.”
Mike sat down in hisusud chair by the hearth. "I'm sorry to hear that. Tell me
about it."

Taking aseat on the arm of acouch, asif to emphasize that she didn't intend

to spend much time on this conversation, Kate said, "What | dreamed can't have
anything to do with your telepathic broadcast. It was about Johnny, and you
never knew him."

"Not a broadcast, more of anarrowcast, strictly for you. Describe your dream,
at least themain outlines, and I'll tell you whether we scored a hit.”
"What'sthis‘'we'?" She had to smile at the sour note she heard in her own

voice. She narrated her dream, omitting the emotional overtones, which felt too
intimate to describe. " So you see, it can't have had anything to do with

whatever you were concentrating on.”

"It'sahit, dl right." Mike walked over to atwo-tiered end table on the other
side of the room and picked a magazine from a stack in the bottom of the table.
He folded the magazine open and handed it to Kate. "Thiswas thefocus | used.”
She examined the photo, a full-page ad showing amountain stream, with a cottage
among the treesin the background. Her shoulders drooped. ™Y ou think my dream
echoed your meditation--or whatever--with my persona details added.”

He nodded. "Fed freeto check with Ray. Hell confirm that thisis the picture

| showed him last night.”

She tossed the magazine onto the couch beside her. "Never mind, | don't suspect
you of lying. But what doesit al mean?1 can understand why | saw Johnny with
Sara..." She swalowed alump that threatened tears. "A naturd fantasy. What
about thelittle girl drowning in the stream, though?"

"Who knows? It doesn't have to represent anything factua in your life, much
lessapremonition of the future. It could be purely symbolic of some anxiety
withinyou.”

"In the dream, | had the fedling | should know who she was, that she was
important to me. But it wasn't Sara, | know that." Noticing she waswringing her
hands again, she pulled the fingers apart. "Why do these so-called gifts seem to
be welling up to the surface al of asudden? | never had any trace of them
before, unless you count what happened when Johnny died.”

"Maybe the near-death experience acted as a catdyst. Especiadly since thetime
was gpproaching when you'd need al the power you could summon. God gave you
these talents for a purpose.” He touched her hand. "Try to relax and get settled
in. Concentrate on taking care of Sara. I'll set aside afew hourstomorrow to
dart her testing.”

Another thing I'd love to avoid, thought Kate as Mike | eft for his office across
the parking lot in the church. If the so-called talent was a gift from God, she
wished Heaven had arefund policy. She mentaly listed fun activities she and
Saracould share, using the workbooks Ray had bought. Teaching afour-year-old
to read and add, though not strictly conventiona, sounded much pleasanter than
teaching her to pluck numbers and symbols out of people's minds.

* * % %

Ray tried to ignore a nervous rumbling in hislower abdomen as he droveto the
offices of Golden Apple Press|ate that afternoon. After an emergency had
consumed his lunch hour, héld had to scrambleto get ontheroad in timeto
reach the publisher before the end of the work day. He was about to interferein



Katéeslife again. Though he was making thisvisit with her permission, he knew
shed tend to resent it as manipulation. Especidly when he admitted telling her
boss about their "engagement.” Making that claim seemed the easiest way towin
Boyl€e's confidence. Ray expected an uphill climb againgt the publisher's
suspicion, given the newspaper announcement of Kate's deasth. He might try to get
me arrested on suspicion of kidnapping, and how could | blame him?

Thinking about Kate's distaste for this whole situation plunged Ray into gloom.
Not only did she resent her dependence on him and Mike, underneath the more
civilized emation of gratitude, she dso couldn't help but associate her two
protectors with the terror of the threat they defended her against. Once the

criss ended, she would probably want no reminders of it. And she might well
include Ray in that category.

Damn, why did we have to meet thisway? He dammed an open padm againgt the
steering whedl. Behind him, ahorn beeped. Startled, he glanced up to notice

that the traffic light had switched from red to green. He accelerated, ill

brooding. Why couldn't he have met Kate through some ordinary channd, with no
connection to the forces menacing her? In that case, a permanent relationship
might have grown between them.

As matters now stood, afake marriage was the closest he was likely to get.
Sdf-centered S.O.B., aren't you? he rebuked himself. Isthat al you can think

of, while Kate and Saraare in danger of death or worse? He deflected his
thoughts into more productive channels, rehearsing what he would say to Boyle,
while he hunted for avacant parking meter near the publisher's office building.

Inside the high-rise, he spent a couple of minutes perusing the directory by the
elevator. Staling--he aready knew the correct floor. Unable to produce another
excuse for delay, he rode up. In the outer office of Golden Apple, he gave his
name to the middle-aged woman at the desk. A temporary, no doubt; they couldn't
have replaced Kate so fast. Ray asked her to announce him asafriend of Mrs.
Jacobs.

That password got Ray into Ned Boyl€'s office. The publisher, aloose-jowled man
with receding ginger hair and awalrus moustache, got up to offer Ray aminimal
handshake, then resumed his seat behind the desk. " So you knew Kate, Dr. Benson,
isit? What can | do for you?' When Boyle removed his horn-rimmed glassesto
polish them on atissue, Ray noticed his eyes|ooked bloodshot.

"I haveto tell you something that's going to be adight shock.” Without an
invitation, Ray drew up one of two padded chairs and sat across from Boyle.

The publisher responded with an incurious Stare.

"Mr. Boyle, Kate isn't dead.”

"What?' Boyle alowed the glassesto dip from hisfingers onto the desk

blotter.

"The statement in the paper was a case of mistaken identity. Sheand Saraare

al right.”

Instead of showing relief, Boyle said in avoice that bristled with suspicion,

"If that's true, why hasn't she called me? And where do you comein?”'
"It'scomplicated,” said Ray. " She has reason to believe she and Saraarein

danger. For the time being, she doesn't want the mistake corrected. They'reina
safe place for the moment, and K ate asked meto fill you in on the Situation.”

Boyle rubbed his glasses once more and put them on. "And as| said, who are
you?’

Ray knotted hisfingerstogether in hislap. "Kate's fiance."



Boyle leaned acrossthe desk, eyes narrowed asif studying Ray'sface. "She
never mentioned you."

"We haven't been engaged long,” Ray said. "But | assureyou, her welfareisthe
most important thing in the world to me.”

Boyle made aquiet "Hmph" sound. "Maybe. Theideaof her being divetakesa
little getting used to. God knows | want to believe you and | can't think of any
reason why you'd lie. But I'd like to hear it in Kate's own voice."

Ray unlaced his cramped fingers. At least the man wasn't throwing him out or
cdling the police. "I'll ask her to cal you. | know shell want to talk to

you. Shedidn't want to let you think shewas dead at dl, but it just wasn't

safe for her to be seen in public. And we thought it would be easier to explain
in person than over the phone.”

"Doctor, you haven't explained anything yet. But | amost believeyou." Boyle's
fingertips drummed on the desk for amoment. "The paper said that shooting
incident was random. What makes Kate think she'sin danger?"

"Threatening phone cals" Ray said, "last week, a her home. Shedidn't take
them serioudy until what happened Sunday.” He had to justify the deception to
the man somehow, and he could hardly tell Boyle about clairvoyance and occult
conspiracies.

"Oh?' Boyle stiffened like ahound pointing at a pheasant. “"Weve had some odd
phone calls here in the past two days. Someone keeps asking for Kate, won't
leave aname or number.”

A chill settled in the pit of Ray's somach. *Man or woman?"

"Womean, if that matters. Any ideawho?"

Ray shook hishead. "It just confirms my belief that someoneistrying to find

out whether she and Saraare dive, and therefore they have to stay hidden.”
"But why the hdll would anybody want to-- Oh, never mind that." Boyle stood up.
"When Kate talksto me hersdf, I'll trust you. Meanwhile, | can't see any good
reason to. Y ou might be one of these mysterious enemies yoursdlf, trying to
trick information out of me." He shook hishead. "Listen to me, making like
double-oh-seven.”

"A reasonable precaution,” Ray said. "1 could be one of them, for al you know.
I'll have Kate cdl--and thanksfor listening, at least.”

That didn't go nearly so bad asit could have, Ray thought on the way downin
the elevator. His shirt fdt sticky with tension-swest. The newsthat the enemy
was suspicious enough to harass Boyle for cluesto Kate's status didn't reassure
him abit. Ray debated whether to tell her. Why frighten her any worse?

He was gtill mulling over the problem as he walked out of the lobby onto the
sdewak. He didn't notice the woman keeping pace with him until she stepped
into his path.

"l need to talk to you for aminute,” she said. "Perhaps| can persuade you to
be reasonable.”

Hetook in her thin face, eyes and mouth precisely mascaraed and lipsticked, her
sculpted cap of gray-streaked black hair. She wore atailored burgundy pantsuit
and carried asmall leather shoulder purse that matched her shoes. She didn't
look like what he knew her to be. He kept hisface blank and tried to restrict
his thoughts to the same blandness. " Excuse me; you've mistaken me for somebody
dse”

She frowned like a stern teacher hearing a preposterous excuse for missing
homework. "I'm sure you remember our meeting Saturday night. | certainly do."
Concentrating on his mental barrier, Ray walked around her. Building astone



wall around his thoughts required most of his energy. He possessed little innate
psychic power, and Mike had had the devil of atime teaching him this much.
"Sorry, | don't know what you're talking about.” He kept moving toward his car,
half expecting her to extract agun from her purse and threaten him.

The woman gpparently didn't want to risk violence on apublic street, though.
Her wedge hedls clicked on the sdewalk as she marched along beside Ray.
"Redly, therésno point in your wagting time like this, Mr.... What isyour
name?'

So they don't know who | am! Ray struggled to keep the surge of hope from
showing on hisface. Thiswoman must have been watching the Golden Apple office
and, smply by chance, seen and recognized him. If Kate had come herein
person... His heart lurched at the thought. "I don't know yours, either.”

"Y ou don't need to. It's enough to know that the man | represent wants
information you have. Giveit to me, and hewon't disturb you any further.”

Ray didn't answer until he reached the car. He leaned againgt the driver's door,
his right hand clenched around the keysin his hip pocket. "I don't have
anything to say to you."

The woman stepped off the curb, paused a couple of feet from him, and shook her
head with an exasperated air. "Simply tell me where Mrs. Jacobs and her daughter
ae"

"They're dead. Y ou should know that."

The woman didn't attempt to deny the implied accusation. "My--associate--isn't
certain whether the report of their death was accurate. Y ou're the best source
of confirmation or denia we'vefound. Where are they?'

Could sheread in my mind that | lied? He reminded himsdlf not to relax his
barrier. She had to hit auniformly blank wall, or she would become more
suspicious. Y our associate killed them. Isn't he satisfied with that? Can't you
leave her friendsto mourn in peace?’

"Stubborn." She shook her head again, lips pursed. "I can't pierce your
defenses. My superior can. If youwon't answer voluntarily, hell be forced to
ded with you in person. Y ou wouldn't enjoy that."

"Y ou're wasting your time. | can't help you."

"I could hold agrudge againgt you for assaulting me," she said, "but | do not.

Y ou're probably working under the influence of some misguided individud with
powers greater than your own. If you stop obstructing us, well leave you
done”

"You'll leave me done anyway, or I'll have you arrested for harassment." Could
she perceive how empty that threat was? Ray wouldn't dare to attract attention,
especidly from the police, any more than she would.

"Y ou won't get many more chances to cooperate fredly." She folded her arms
across her chest. "My superior could easily hire'muscle,’ | believe, isthe

dang expresson, to bring you to him. And heisaways hungry. He would relish
dragging the truth out of you and then draining your life."

The statement should have sounded ludicrous, the matter-of-fact lunacy of a
paranoid who bdlieved her own surred world-view. Behind her, oblivious citizens
walked up and down the sdewalk or waited at thetraffic light. The sun glared
off thetinted plate glass window of an office building. A pigeon pecked at a
potato chip, then fluttered out of the path of ateenage girl pushing a

groller. A mundane scene, but Ray didn't fed likelaughing at the occult

threat. He fumbled behind him for the car door handle. The woman's cool stare
held hiseyes.



"Tel Martlet to go back to Hell where he came from.”

The woman's eyes widened, asubtle but gratifying reaction. So we did identify
him correctly, Ray thought. She continued to stare a him without spesking.

Her figure shimmered like a heat mirage on blacktop. The high-riseand
pedestrians behind her melted and puddled likeice cream left in the sun. The
street Ray stood on turned to dush, then evaporated. Aside from the solid bulk
of the car at hisback, nothing supported hisweight. He was sinking into the

void under hisfeet. Vertigo and nausea seized him.

He fought the dropping-elevator sensation. It's not real, not real, not redl.
Histhumb found the latch on the car handle. The metal began to melt like snow.
Hisfingerssank into it, fedling it dissolvein his clutch. That's not

happening, the car istill here! Closing hiseyesto rgject the impossibility

he saw and felt, he applied pressure where the latch ought to be. Panic
threatened to swallow him when hefdlt no resstance to his squeezing fingers.
It'sworking, just believeit'sworking. He heard a click and sensed the handle
growing solid again. He wrestled the door open with a sweat-dicked hand. He
heaved himsdlf into the driver's seat and dammed the door. Thelatch didn't

click firmly, but helet that go for the moment. He groped for his seat belt and
struggled to fasten it with one hand while digging out the keyswith the other.
When he opened his eyes, the world looked ordinary again. His periphera vison
caught the woman standing on the curb. Aware that her gaze had plunged him into
theillusion, hedidn't look toward her. His scomach still churned. He started

the engine and pulled out, barely glancing back to check that he had room to
barge into the flow of traffic. As he accelerated, he opened his door and
dammed it shut morefirmly.

Only then did he scan the rear-view mirror for his pursuer. He saw her break
into atrot until she reached a blue sedan about half ablock away. A minute
later, she zigzagged away from the curb and Sarted after him.

Ray fumed, contemplating the downtown traffic that kept him from racing aheed of
the woman. She might trail ablock behind him indefinitely. Heturned left a
thefirst lega opportunity, on ayelow light, hoping she would get trapped by

the red. When he threw alook over his shoulder, though, he saw her il
following, severa cars behind. She must have run the red light. Where were the
cops when you needed them?

| can't leed her to the church! Though St. Augusting's might be impenetrable to
apsychic probe, if one of the enemy physicaly followed him there, a paranorma
barrier would becomeirrelevant. What about his own apartment? No, if they knew
where he lived, they would never leave him aone; eventudly they would manage
to trace Kate through him. He had to lose the follower.

Ray worked hisway out of downtown by a series of turns, catching the change of
the stoplights whenever possible. Somehow the blue sedan hovered afew car
lengths behind him. Where did shelearn to do that, the Paranorma University of
[llusion Projection and Surveillance Driving? Swest trickled down the ngpe of
his neck. He picked up 19th Avenue and headed north toward Golden Gate Park. On
adgretch of fast-moving road, he whipped in and out of holesin trafficwith a
daring he normally never displayed. His sports-car dayslay far in the past, and
his Volkswagen rumbled in protest at some of the surges of acceleration he
demanded from it. The occasiona squedls of brakes and honking of hornsfrom
offended drivers barely penetrated his consciousness.

When he checked the mirror again, he could still glimpse thewoman's car in the
distance. Damn it, is she prepared to follow me al the way to Sausdito? He



didn't want to cross the Golden Gate Bridge, since the holdup to pay toll might
give her achance to worm in closer to him. How about detouring into the park?
No left turns allowed in this area-Ray took the next right, hoping the woman
would miss the sudden move and be unsure which intersection he'd taken.

He circled around the block, crossed 19th at the light, and drove into the
western haf of the park. A minute later, he saw that she had managed to catch
up with him again. Good God, | can't keep this up forever. He made a couple more
turns and found himself headed toward Spreckles Lake. For the moment, the enemy
was out of sght.

Then aman's voice spoke: "Dr. Benson, you'll never get rid of her that way.
Better let me help.”

The mellow baritone sounded so distinct it might have come from the back sest.
Ray's heart stuttered. He jJumped, involuntarily jerking the whed sdeways.
Straightening the car, he glanced over his shoulder. Nobody back there. Of
course not, | would've noticed aman hiding in the back--1'm not that confused!
"Where are you and who are you?' The next idea that came to mind was a
transmitter somehow hidden in the car.

"John Joseph Jacobs. Y ou might aswel call me Johnny, and I'll call you Ray.
But we don't have time for socidizing, and thistakes alot of energy.”

Ray dacked off the accelerator, afraid of crashing the car in his emotiona
turmoil. "Why should | believe you?'

"Come on, man, what do you fed ?’

Againg his mundane judgment, which said any technologica wizardry should be
believed rather than aghost, Ray responded to that argument. None of the
crawling revulson held experienced when facing the enemy lingered now. Instead,
the voice sounded like that of atrusted friend. "Okay, what are you trying to

tell me?’

"Don't you know how to cloak?' When Ray remained slent, the voice said, "The
way Saradid, that night when you saved her."

That remark went along way toward confirming Ray's belief in the spesker. No
living human being besides Mike knew about that event. "No, | don't have powers
and abilities beyond those of mortal men. Compared to Sara, I'm adtrictly a
novice."

"Then I'll show you. It's not hard once you catch on to thetrick.”

Ray thought he saw fog thickening around the car. Not the pale gray of normal
fog, but aluminescent cloud. "What's this?' he said, pumping the brake. "What
good is something that keeps me from seeing out?' Was the ghost an imposter
after dl, luring himinto atrap?

"Open your mind to me," Johnny said. ™Y ou may haveto do this by yourself
sometime. Don't worry, you'll be ableto find your way. It'sakind of instinct.
Later you should be able to maintain the vell without relying on the fog image.”

Ray fought hisfirst impulseto sedl hisbarrier tight. Instead, he visudized

his brain as afortress and imagined lowering the drawbridge, opening the gates,
rasing the portcullis. A rush of warmth surrounded him like a spring breeze
blowing into the car. The pearly, glowing mist around him became trand ucent, so
that the objects surrounding him showed as dark silhouettes. The road unrolled
like ashadowy ribbon ahead of him.

"Accderate” Johnny said. Y ou're safe for the moment.”

As Ray threaded a route through the park, back to 19th Avenue, he found himsalf
guided by a sort of internal compass. He knew the directions of north, south,



east, and west with a confidence that made up for the spectra quality of what
his eyes saw. He couldn't tell whether this directiond sense had welled up from
his own depths or been impased on him by Johnny. Right now the question seemed
irrdevant.

Findly he turned onto 19th and eased into the flow of southbound traffic. Trees
and cars outside the window still resembled wraiths. When Johnny spoke again,
Ray could imagine, if hedidn't turn to look, that the other man sat beside him
intheflesh. "You'redl right now," said the dissmbodied voice. "She's

circling the park, trying to figure out what happened to you." A sensation like
the brush of dry fingerstickled Ray's mind. "Y ou're cloaked from both
paranorma and physical sight. If necessary, you could do one without the other.
Let me show you how it's done--let me imprint the technique on your neurons.”
A shiver went through Ray. He gritted histeeth and ignored it. "Go ahead.” He
visudized flinging open theinner doors of hismental fortress. A curtain of
multicolored light rippled before his eyes. He could amost fed and seethe
electricity legping between his synapses. His foot jammed the brake.

Horns blaring around him jolted him back to norma vison. "Damn!" He jerked the
whed to veer around a car whose bumper loomed in front of him.

A hint of achuckle sounded in Johnny'svoice. " Sorry. My contact with the
materid planeisabit shaky."

"If you can talk thisway," Ray said, not bothering to keep the annoyance out of
hisvoice, "why haven't you been guiding usal aong? And why don't you spesk
to Kate and convince her of the danger she'sin? Better yet, tell her how to get
out of it!"

"| told you, this direct communication takes abundle of energy. | can't do it
often or keep it up for long. And some people are easier to contact than

others." Johnny's tone held a trace of --weariness? Sadness? " Sara's young enough
that she doesn't know it's supposed to be impaossible. Among adults, trained
mediums, those who aren't pure fakes, can sometimes hear. Kate isn't one, and if
I'd tried, she might've thought she was going nuts. At the least, sheld have
beenterrified.”

"l see. You're probably right.” Ray maneuvered through downtown streetsin the
direction of St. Augustine's. Periodic checks of the rear-view mirror convinced
him that he redly had lost the pursuer.

"She needstime to get used to theidea. And too much closeness between us
wouldn't be good anyway. She hasto let go of me." The voice was definitely
growing fainter.

"Y ou must miss her, though. It must be atemptation.” Ray caught himself fedling
amixture of sympathy for their grief and jealousy of the love they hadn't yet
"letgoof.”

"Damn graight.”" Ray blushed, sure Johnny had sensed his emotions. The voice
continued, "But taking care of her and Saraisyour job now. Do it right, you
heer?'

Upon the last word, Johnny departed. Ray felt his absence as palpably asif a
man-shaped vacuum had displaced the air in the passenger sedt. "l hear," Ray
sad to the emptiness. "'l will."

Chapter 10



"Youtold himwhat?' Kate heard the strident tone of her demand but didn't fee!
like gpologizing for it.

Ray's face reddened. " Claiming we're engaged seemed like the best way to get
your bossto trust me. If you don't want to go ahead with this deception, you
cantel him | exaggerated.”

"Exaggerated!" After aglance toward the office doorway to make sure Sara hadn't
decided to wander in, Kate folded her arms and said, "What other stories did you
feed to Ned?' She extended her suspicious glare to Mike, sitting behind the desk
with an expression of detached patience.

Ray perched on the arm of achair, his hands flapping nervoudy as hetaked. "I
said you were hiding because you'd received some threatening cdls.”

"For aguy who hangs out with apriest, you liealot,” said Kate.

"It turns out he actudly has gotten anonymous cdls, asking for you. Some woman
who wouldn't identify hersdlf.”

Mike sat up straight, gripping the edge of the desk. "They suspect they didn't
succeed in getting rid of you, Kate."

Ray nodded. "That'sright. When | |eft Boyl€e's office, awoman was waiting for
me. The same one who took Sara."

Kate pressed a hand to her chest. Shefdt asif her heart hammered againgt the
bone. " She threstened you?"

"Inwordsonly," said Ray. "And she cast an illusion over me. She seemsto be
good at that. | broke out of it. When | drove away, shetried to follow me."

Kate sat down hard, fighting vertigo. She realized a second later, though, that
Ray's calm tone meant the enemy hadn't succeeded.

"How did you lose her?' said Mike.

Ray threw aharried look at Kate, then spoke directly to the priest. "I heard a
man'svoice, guiding me. He identified himself as John Jacobs. Certain
indicationsled meto trust him."

Kate said in ahoarse whisper, " Johnny spoke to you from beyond the grave?
That'sridiculous.”

Mike fixed hiseyeson her. "After everything € se you've experienced?’

"And I'm here, aren't 17" said Ray. "'l don't have any other explanation for my
Sensing his embarrassment, Kate suspected he was suppressing part of the
incident. She had no desire to cross-examine him, sincethe little held said

gave her more than enough to ded with. "Why would Johnny talk to you and not to
me?"

"He said it would have scared you, and you wouldn't have believed iniit."

"Dear God, he'sright. | would've thought | waslosing my mind." Tearswelled up
in her eyes. Sheimpatiently rubbed them away.

Ray stared at the floor. "He also said something about temptation.”

"Contacting you might be the worst move he could make," Mike said quietly.
"Communication between the living and the dead can be asnarefor both. The
living have duties on earth, and the dead need to move on.”

Kate shook her head. "I don't want to think about it." The very ideathat she
was bad for Johnny lacerated her heart. She turned to Ray. "Anonymous phone
cdls, peoplefollowing you... All right, | guess| haveto do what you two



suggested. I'll retreat to Ardath.” The very wordstasted bitter. "I can't risk
Saraanymore. And your other suggestion makes sense, too. I'll tell people, the
few who haveto know I'm dive, that Ray and | are getting married. It'll be
sampler that way, especialy with old friendslike Ned."

Ray blushed, and shefelt her face heating in response. "Mr. Boyle wantsyou to
phone him to confirm that | wasn't lying. And by the way, you probably shouldn't
give the receptionist your name. Once your boss has heard from you, hell be
glad to send you manuscripts to work on, using me asacourier.”

"Makes sense. | shouldn't be recelving any mail in my own name here." Shewas
aready assuming the habit of secrecy; what kind of person would it change her
into?

"| can collect whatever shows up at your apartment,” Ray said, avoiding her
eyes, "and I'll tell Mrs. Pacheco the same story. | think you'll haveto give up

the place, though--what if they investigate and find out you haven't?'

Kate felt astubborn look settling on her face. Mike said, "He'sright. If

you're going through with this, haf measureswould be awaste of effort.”

She covered her eyesfor afew seconds. "Oh, al right. Bresk the lease. Tdll

the manager I'm dead or swear him to secrecy, | don't care."

Miketouched her hand lightly, instantly withdrew. ""Ray, when you confronted
that woman who tried to follow you, did she say anything that might be useful to
U7

"Shedidn't red off afull confession, if that's what you mean. Nor did she

deny what she was after. And the conversation confirmed that Eugene Martlet is
behind her."

Mike visbly perked up. "Wdll, that's something. Any ideawho sheis, what's her
connection with him?"

"Nothing definite. She called him her associate and her superior. That could
mean dmogt anything." With asidelong glance at Kate, asif he didn't want her
to hear the next sentence, he said, " She made one remark that puzzled me,
though, something about Martlet draining my lifein the process of interrogeting
me”

Kate stifled agasp. "Ray, did shetry to--"

"Abduct me or otherwise physically harm me? No, | think al she came prepared
for was reconnaissance. Sheimplied that next time | wouldn't get off so eadily.
Thank God Johnny taught methat cloaking trick.”

"What trick? Y ou mean, like what you claim Saradid for you?"

Ray frowned. "Damn, | didn't mean to let that dip. | don't want to trip your
credulity scaetoo far at one Stting, when you're till trying to assmilate

al this. Y our use of theword ‘clam'’ provesyou ill--"

"Quit trying to shelter mel”

Mike interceded to defuse the conflict. "About your question, Ray--if Martlet is
what we suspect, an entity from Outside wearing a human mask, he would eat
ordinary food only as camouflage. His true nourishment would be life-energy,
preferably human. He wouldn't be able to absorb much from his henchmen without
weskening them beyond the point of usefulness.”

"Then the most nourishing life-force probably wouldn't come from alesser power
likeme" said Ray. "Hed prefer somebody with--" He stopped abruptly, asif
suddenly reglizing what he was saying.

"With specid abilities, like me or Sara, right?’ said Kate. "Don't try to play

coy, Ray. | canfigureit out; I'm not that stupid. Gresat. I'm not only a

target, I'm agourmet snack!”



"Wewon't let that happen,” said Mike. "Once you're back home, at the cabin, you
and Sara should be safe. But you can't rush up there on amoment's notice. There
arethingsto do, especidly shielding the area. Ray and | will take care of

that, when you've made the more mundane arrangements.”

"Shidding?' Her head felt clogged with undigested information bits.

"The same asthishouse," Ray said. "Once Mike and | complete the ceremony,
Ardath should become asinvishleto the enemy as St. Augudtinesis.”

Mike nodded. "But | wouldn't fed safe sending you and Sara away from here
without sometraining. Also, you haveto get your financia affairs straight. If

we want to maintain the fiction of your degth, Ray better handle those matters.
For instance, they might think to check whether your bank account is il

active. Give Ray power of attorney--well, well discussit later.”

"Good." Sheld been nagged by a headache all day, aresult of fragmented deep.
Every night she woke up severd times, wondering why she wasn't at home and
having to orient hersaf before she could settle down again. She had to force
hersdlf to refrain from obsessively checking on Saraeach time.

Mike, pasting on a cheerful expression, emerged from behind the desk. "I've
invited Arlene Grant to drop in for abridge game after dinner. Y ou mentioned
that you used to play.”

Y es, Kate recalled casualy mentioning that fact in one of their conversations.
Shefet hdf-grateful that Mike had remembered, and thought of arranging a
distraction for her, but half-annoyed that he assumed she needed entertaining.
Wéll, she had to admit she did. She'd spent most of the day working on
kindergarten level skillswith Sara, who'd trested the exercise books as an
amusing game. No fear, so far, that she felt pressured by the work. Instead,
Sardslegp into the redm of reading, like afledgling bird flapping itswings,

made Katefed vagudy negligent that she hadn't sarted lessons earlier. Still,

this activity didn't keep the hours from dragging by or completely dam the
undercurrent of fear. She missed her norma routine and productive work.

She managed to thank the priest for arranging the diversion, then sought out a
phone extension in a private nook for her cal to Ned. Though shefdt abit

glly taking the precaution, she announced hersdlf by her maiden name, as"Ms.
Birch." Theredlief in hisvoice, as he thanked the Lord shewasal right, made

her fed alittle better. Her face warmed with self-consciousness when she
explained about her sudden engagement to Ray. Good thing she didn't have to spin
thislinefaceto face, for Ned would certainly redize shewaslying. She
confirmed the fictitious phone threats she'd supposedly received and listened to
what few details Ned was willing to offer about his own set of anonymous calls.
After Kate explained about the forthcoming move to Ardath and arranged for Ray
to act asacourier between her and Ned, she hung up with profound gratitude at
having the ordeal over with. It didn't help that Ned expressed such heartfelt

joy for her fresh start and satisfaction that she'd found anice guy to take

careof her.

Over baked chicken at supper--Kate had inssted on helping, loathing her
non-paying guest status--Sara asked, "Mommy, are you and Dr. Ray getting
married?'

Kate blushed at the enthusiasm in her eyes and voice. Ray turned red, swallowed
iced teathe wrong way, and spluttered into a napkin. Mike looked inquiringly at
Kate; he didn't show the least contrition for hisrolein this awkwardness.

Danit, | should've been more careful talking to Ned. "No, munchkin, you must
have misunderstood something you overheard." Her daughter's expectant gaze told



Kate that evasion wouldn't work. ™Y ou know we have to hidefor awhile?' Sara
nodded. "Dr. Ray isgoing to help us, so we're going to pretend we're getting
married. Just for now." Kate wondered why the pretense bothered her so much. Not
just because of Sara? Oh, Lord, it can't be that I'm attracted to him, can it?

Sara's shoulders drooped. Her obvious disappointment made Kate resent Mike and
Ray for suggesting this scheme. A second later, Sara brightened up. "Maybe when
we stop hiding, you can get married for red.”

Kate's cheeks burned, and Ray's embarrassment mirrored hers. Abruptly the funny
sde struck her, making her giggle. Ray grinned back.

Mike, gpparently taking pity on the two of them, said, "It's not that easy,

Sara If yourefinished egting, why don't you go look for Y asmin?"

After Saraleft the room, Mike excused himself and headed for the front of the
house. They'd eaten in the kitchen again, since the Grand Canyon puzzle il
covered the dining room table. Kate wondered whether Mike ever used it for
meals. He regppeared with the evening paper. "1 thought you should know about
this" He handed her the newspaper, folded open to an inner page.

The relevant headline immediately trapped her gazee MASS MURDER SUSPECT DEAD.
The man who'd perpetrated that daughter on Sunday had died while under guard in
ahospitd intensive care ward. To all appearances, his desth wasn't related to

his saf-inflicted bullet wound. Instead, he had suffered an unexpected and
unexplained heart attack.

Katesfird reaction wasrdief that he couldn't endanger her again. Disgusted

with hersdlf, she quickly skimmed the relevant facts and thrust the paper away.

Ray scanned the article more dowly. ™Y ou don't think it's natural, do you?"'

Mike sad, "Impossibleto tell, but he had no history of cardiac disease. The

enemy could have decided to eliminate him by an undetectable method.”

Kate rubbed her forehead. The headache behind her eyes was coming back. "Why
bother?'

"Maybe they were concerned that he'd remember too much,” Mike said, "or remember
avoice ordering him to am for awoman and alittle girl. Or maybekilling him

was just astandard precaution for them.”

"It's so hard for meto get used to the idea of people--creatures--who have such
powers" Kate said, "or view killing so casudly.”

"If they're not human," said Ray, "human life or death would mean nothing to

them except asrelated to their convenience. And lots of human beings,
unfortunately, devauelife, too."

"I know, | know," said Kate, "but | never met any before."

About the time Saragot into her pgjamas, Arlene arrived for the bridge game.
Thistime she brought a golden cocker spaniel on aleash. Yasmin, who'd been
curled on the living room couch, emitted aresentful hiss and darted under a

chair.

"| thought Saramight like to meet one of my pets,” Arlene said. When Kate

called Sarafrom the bedroom, Arlene introduced the dog as Bilbo. Sarasat on

the rug with the spanie in her lap, fondling hissilky earsand giggling when

the plume of the wagging tail tickled her feet.

"Can you bring your kittiesto vist next time?"

"Catsdon't enjoy car tripsvery much,” Arlene said, "and Y asmin wouldn't like

it. Maybe someday you and your mom can visit my house.”

"Okay," Saraagreed, "after wefinish hiding."”

Tears stung Kate's eyes at the child's casua remark. Will she haveto grow up
thinking that's what the world is like?



Having finished A Wrinklein Time, Kate started reading the first chapter of The
Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe before tucking Sarain. Kate had afaint
memory of reading part of the Narnia seriesin elementary school and abandoning
it. Since sheld run across the entire set in Mike's collection, she decided this
would be agood chance to discover what she'd missed.

Once Sarawas settled, Kate joined the othersfor cardsin the kitchen. She
expected Ray and Mike to update Arlene on the enemy's latest moves. Mike,
though, seemed to take serioudy Arlene's earlier statement that she didn't want
to know the details. Instead, the visitor told anecdotes about pets she had
owned over the years or housed in her shop, like the Siamese cat who loved
watermelon. Kate found hersdlf forgetting about her troublesfor five or ten
minutes at a stretch.

When Arlene and Ray finally |ft together, Kate didn't fed deepy. All evening,
she'd been bracing herself--whenever the conversation and game failed to
distract her--for an experiment she planned to try. Sheld had enough of her own
cowardice; Ray's reported experience had convinced her that she needed to
develop afirm grip on her powers. She hated the ideathat the other side,
whatever they actudly were, could dap her around like aleaf in ahurricane.
What would happen if she took the offensive for a change?

Kate had decided to try that mirror-gazing trick Mike had demongtrated. And this
time sheld work without him. If she could get results done, she would know for
surethat the talent belonged to her, not stimulated by unconscious input from
the priest. She needn't tell him about the attempt unless something noteworthy
emerged fromit.

She strove to ignore the fear that cramped her bowels. She wouldn't necessarily
view someterrible future thistime. What she saw, if anything, might show a
brighter dternative. And just possibly, by demonstrating her opennessto other
dimensions of redity, she might merit contact with Johnny.

Shedidn't know whether she desired or fear that.

As soon as the faint sounds of Mike walking to and fro on the floor above her
ceased, she sat cross-legged on her bed with ahand mirror on her 1ap. Over her
shoulder one bedside lamp glowed, the only light in the room, hitting the mirror
at an angle. Wouldn't acandle work better? She decided not to bother, since
Mike hadn't used any specid pargpherndia.

Breathing dowly and deeply, she focused on the spot of light. She narrowed her
eyes againg the glow. Imitating the process she'd undergone with the priest’'s
guidance, sherelaxed her muscles, from the toes up. As each appendage went
limp, warmth stole through her, and she became lightheaded. Why not enjoy the
floating sensation and forget about crashing the barriers of the unknown?
Thisisno timeto chicken out. Get your mind on the job. Without Mike's help,
how could shetrigger avison?| forgot to ask him for the magic words. She
suppressed agiggle and corrected the breathing rhythm that the mentd 1apse had
disrupted. She squinted, fragmenting the reflected light.

Themirror clouded. At firg, the surface fogged, asif sheld breathed on it too
heavily. Then swirls of mist gathered and thickened ingde the glass. Kate's

eyes ceased to blink. A miniature whirlpool within the cloud spun more and more
rapidly, until it split and widened. Through the gap, she saw apair of human
figuresin aforest.

Two young women, or perhaps teenage girls. They wore ouitfits of green and
autumna brown, in styles reminiscent of the popular image of Peter Pan or Robin
Hood. Each carried an unshesthed sword. Each had light brown hair with



honey-gold highlights, the younger, dimmer girl'salittle darker. Sheworea

long braid, while the other girl's hair was trimmed to shoulder length.

That one, apparently the older, turned and stared over her shoulder, asif she
could see through the glass and meet Kate's eyes. Kate gasped. The scenerippled
and amost dissolved, so that she had to breathe deeper and concentrate to
recover it.

The girl had Sarasface, fourteen to sixteen years older.

Then who'sthe other one? The two girls resumed walking, light-footed and quick,
asif confident of their god. Kate glimpsed the younger onein profile; her

features showed kinship with Sara. Refusing to speculate, Kate blanked her
thoughts and laid herself open to the vision.

At least thisone isn't scary, so far. The forest looked wild but not

immediately dangerous. The young women threaded their way among trees as massive
and tall asthe oldest redwoods of the Northwest. Their shade precluded atangle
of undergrowth; the girls stalked on acarpet of leaves. Incongruoudy, the

lower limbs of the trees drooped with green tendrils like Spanish moss. Lichen
and fungus were layered on their trunks. The scene suggested moisture,

fecundity, and stillness. No sounds came from the girls steps or the waving of
their armsto clear away branches or cobwebs. Kate could have imagined she was
watching aslent movie set in atwilight reslm.

Wheat's the point of this? Nothing's happening. Y et the grown-up Saraand her
companion seemed be heading for a predetermined destination. It occurred to Kate
that this must be asymbolic forest, like the "dark wood" at the beginning of

the Divine Comedy, and the girlswielded alegorica swords. The weapons
foreshadowed danger, which might beredl in this context.

Shortly the two arrived at an outcropping of rock with acleft initsside. Sara
dipped into the gap, followed by the other girl. Kate wanted to scream at them
not to go in there, but her trance paralyzed her voice. Besides, at the back of

her mind she recognized the futility of spesking to figuresinavison.

The scene changed to theingde of a cave. The swords emitted agolden glow that
splashed onto dimy walls. It's everybody's favorite mongter lair, straight from
Hollywood. Recognizing the source of the imagery, though, didn't quell the fear
risng in Kate'sthroat. She knew a genuine danger lurked in the depths of the
cave, whatever form it might wear. Saraand the other girl tiptoed over the
irregular, dippery floor. The passage narrowed until their shoulders brushed

the sides. They traced itstwisting path to an arch that opened into a hollow
chamber whose celling wasinvisiblein the dark overhead. Most of the cavern
floor was covered by apool of oily-looking water.

The two women marched to the verge of the pool. No, don't do that! Kate silently
cried. She knew the monster hid there.

Sara opened her mouth in a shout that made no sound, like everything esein the
vison. A trumpeted chalenge, Kate thought. The water of the tarn began to
bubble. The girlsheld their swords ready. Something erupted from the water.
Kate's eyes couldn't seizeit. She got an impression of tentacles, which writhed

so violently that she couldn't count them. She thought it had one giant orb of

an eye; the next moment, she glimpsed dozens of eyes, faceted like an insect's.

At the creature's heart glittered awhirlpool of light that made her head ache

when shetried to focus. It looked greenish most of the time; when she stared
directly into it, though, the color oscillated from one end of the spectrum to

the other. The web of raysirresistibly drew her to trace its Moebius pattern.
Frustrated though she was, yet she was dso grateful that she couldn't seeit



clearly. The fragmented impressions that reached her made her dizzy with terror,
though she couldn't pin down anything specificaly horrible about the thing's
shape. Some people might even call it beautiful--

The thing surged toward the two figures on the bank. Saraand her companion
thrust their wespons toward it. It stretched out to engulf them--

With a stifled cry, Kate dropped the mirror on the bed. She felt the mattress
sway and vibrate beneath her. For a second she thought an earthquake was
assailing the house. Then sheredlized the sensations were within her. She
clutched the bedspread and breathed deeply to steady herself. Her eyes burned
from garing.

Should | tell Mike about that? She decided there was no point in discussing such
acryptic experience with him. Sheld accomplished her main god of discovering
that the vison came from insde her, that she didn't unconscioudy use Mike's
talent asa crutch. Asfor the content of the vision, it made about as much

sense asthe ravings of the Delphic Oracle, stimulated by breathing poisonous
vaporsfrom acrevicein the earth. And like those ancient prophecies, Kate's
ESP needed an interpreter. | sure can't figure it out on my own, so what good is
it? Sheld gained nothing from what sheld seen except an impression of danger
that only increased her emationd turmoil.

I'll haveto let Miketrain me. Sara, too. No matter how much | detest the idea.
Gritting her teeth on that resolution, she turned off the light and tried to

deep.

* * % %

Mike cleared the following afternoon for testing Sara. Kate spent the morning in
adull fog of combined boredom and impatience. Asde from kindergarten
ingtruction for Sara, which she didn't want to overdo, she lacked useful

occupation. Ray hadn't yet brought any work from Ned. Sponging off Mikeand St.
Augustine's parish made her fed tangled in asticky net of enforced gratitude.

A hired woman camein to clean the rectory once aweek, so Kate couldn't lend
any help that way. She did take over the cooking and dishwashing as much as Mike
would alow, since she knew better than to offer money for her keep. Still, that

left her nothing to do but play with Saramost of the time. Much as Kate loved

her daughter, she feared afew more weeks of the child's nearly exclusive

company would drive her stir-crazy. Especidly when Sarawas dready complaining
about being confined to the house. At least their apartment had anearby park

for outdoor play.

By early afternoon Kate amost welcomed Mike's ESP trids. As soon as hed
changed from his running outfit--she'd discovered he jogged on his lunch bresk
severa days aweek--he invited Kate and Sarainto the office. "Sara, we're

going to start with some card games,” he said. "Buit first | want to help you get

into the right mood. Will you look very closdly at thisfor me?' He reached into

his pocket for alarge cat's-eye marble, which herolled in the pam of his

hand.

"Okay," Saraanswered. "That's pretty.” She sat inasmal chair Mike had

brought into the study especidly for her. Mike leaned in a casud pose on the

edge of the desk, with Kate sitting in the background, watching. She clenched

her fistsin her lap when she redized that Mike intended to hypnotize Sara. |

mustn't project anxiety to her. Shethinksthisisfun; let her keep thinking

0.

Saragazed a the marblein Mike's hand while he counted dowly backwards from
ten. The child's eyes became fixed, her hands limp on her knees. The immediate



response surprised and dismayed Kate. Mike gave her ahalf-smile of attempted
reassurance. "Thisjust means she redly wantsto cooperate. It'sapositive

sgn.” To Sarahe said, "Now were going to try some experiments, just to find
out what you can do. Y ou'll be wide awake but completely relaxed. Everything is
just fine. Y ou're going to do your best and have fun. All right?'

Saranodded. When Mike counted to three, her placid face regained its normal
aertness. "What are we going to do now, Father Mike? May | play with that
marble?’

"Why don't you just hold it in your left hand,” he said, "while we do our
experiments. Do you know which oneisyour left?’

"Sure." She held up the correct arm. Mike gave her the marble, and she closed
her fingersaround it.

"That will help you think," he said. He stepped behind the desk, sat down, and
took out the deck of Rhine cards. "L ook carefully at these and try to remember
what they look like. Can you draw these pictures?' He handed Sara a notepad and
pencil. She frowned in concentration, sketching each of the symbols. Kate stood
up for asecond to look over Saras shoulder. Considering her age, Sara
reproduced the squiggles and circles quite recognizably.

"Now, I'm going to mix up the cards,” Mike said, "and you won't be able to see
them. | won't either. Y ou try to guesswhat order they're stacked in." He
shuffled as he talked. "When you fed ready, start drawing the picturesin the
same order you think they arein the deck. All right, any time now.” Helaid the
cards face down on the desk.

Kate wondered if Sara could actualy understand the instructions. Mike used a
pretty sophisticated vocabulary for apreschooler. Y et the child didn't seem
fazed. After closing her eyesfor aminute, she opened them and began scribbling
on the pad. She hummed the Sesame Street theme under her breath, as she
sometimes did when coloring in her workbooks. A few minutes later, she stopped.
"All done"

Mike reached for the pad. Saralooked unconcerned as she passed it to him. To
Kaesrdief, so far Saradidn't think this exercise was any big deal. Mike
flipped the cards over, checking each against the penciled list. Kate saw
disappointment cloud hisface, though he avoided showing it too obvioudy. So
perhaps Sara didn't have the fantastic powers he expected. After thefirst scan
of the deck, though, the crease smoothed from hisforehead, and he ran through
the cards again. "Well, will you look at thigl™

"Did | doit right?" Saraasked.

"Judt fine" said Mike. "Kate, I've never seen aresult quitelikeit. She

positioned each symbol two cards ahead of whereit actudly isin the deck, but
the order is perfect.” He grinned a Sara. ™Y ou amost had me fooled for a
minute.”

Saragiggled. "Canwedoit agan?"

"Let'stry something different. Kate--" He sorted out ten cards and handed them
to her. " Shuffle them up nice and random. Sara, I'm giving you ten cardswith
the same pictures your Mommy has." He arranged the cards fan-style and placed
them in Saras hands. "When she looks at each card, you put the one just like it
on the desk, starting over here." He touched the desk top at Sara's | ft.

"Do | get to peek?' shesaid.

"No, that's the game; you have to look with your mind. Kate, focus on each
symbol so she can pick it up from your thoughts."

"All right, I'll try." After shuffling her cards, Kate gazed at each onein



order, then turned it face down on the cushion beside her. Even &fter al sheldd
seen shefdt abit slly trying to transmit brain wavesto her daughter. Why

can't this stuff have some practical use, like keeping track of where sheis

when she goes out and calling her for lunch without yelling? The depressing
thought intruded: | wonder when shelll be able to go outside again?

"Let's seewhat we've got." Mike took the cards from Kate and laid them in arow
above the row Sarahad made. Kate stood at his side, watching his every move. If
hewas using deight of hand, it wastoo tricky for her to follow. Anyhow, she
trusted him. And she couldn't deny that al ten cards were accurately paired

with Sara's choices.

"Thisisfantastic,” Mike chortled. "1'd loved to hook up both of you to an EEG
and see what happens to your alphawaves when you do that. Well, maybe some
other time." He put away the cards and produced apair of dice.

Over the next couple of hours, Kate watched Sara make the dice pop up "snake
eyes' twelve throws out of adozen and red off every detail of a photograph
Mikewas looking at out of the child's sight on the other side of the room.

After repeating these performances severd times, Saradidn't seem tired.

Instead, she complained that the games were too easy. Mike placed a Coke bottle
on the desk and handed Sara ared rubber bal too large for the bottle's neck.
Seated two or three yards away, she focused on the ball cupped in her pam. It
vanished--and regppeared in the bottom of the bottle.

Saraturned to face Kate's dumbfounded stare. "It's okay, Mommy. That wasfun.”
She especially enjoyed transforming arow of paper clipsinto aspaghetti-like
tangle, without touching them. At an offhand suggestion from Mike, she made the
meassfloat severd inchesinto the air. She kept it hovering for over aminute
before it collgpsed onto the blotter. "I'm sorry, Father Mike, it wouldn't stay

up anymore.”

"That's perfectly al right, honey, you're doing wonderful," he said. Helooked
dightly shell-shocked himsdlf. Kate was glad that something could surprise him,
and aso obscurdly relieved that Sarastalent had limits. What amonster she
could becomeif she caught on to what she could do with this stuff!

Mike had apparently thought of that possibility, for he saidto Sara, "Thisis

very important. Y ou mustn't try any of these things by yoursdlf. | haveto be

here to help you. Do you understand?’

Saranodded. "Daddy aready told me that. He's glad you're teaching me.”

"Why don't you go play now?" Mike said. "Y ou've worked enough for one day.”
After Saraleft, Kate said, " She il thinks Johnny's speaking to her. It gives

me the shivers every time she comes out with something likethat. | can't help

it

"It doesn't necessarily mean she hears avoice, as Ray did. Morelikely she gets
anoveral impresson of affection, approva, guardianship. Isthat so fearful

to contemplate?’

"l guessnot," Kate said. "Maybe when | have afew minutesto relax, | could
even get usedtoit.”

"It makes sensg, after al. Some of the genes that gave her thistalent must

have come from your husband.”

Kate shook her head. "Johnny never showed any sign of clairvoyance or--or
anything.”

"No?' Mike's quiet voice and steady gaze challenged her. "Not even asa
premonition of his own deeth?'

Kate closed her eyes and mentaly shoved away the image of Johnny's unusually



serious farewd | when held left for that fatd ride. "He couldn't have! If held

sensed it ahead of time, he wouldn't have left the house. He wouldn't have

deserted ugl"

She spent awhile lying down in her bedroom, refusing to let hersdlf yield to

tears. After dl thistime, she ought to be far beyond fits of hysterica grief.

And resentment. Would she ever stop resenting Johnny for dying? It wasa
downright stupid attitude. Maybe | should get therapy. She muffled damp-eyed
giggles Asif | could afford it! And if | started telling a shrink about my

clairvoyant daughter and the mongters chasing us, 1'd find mysdlf inthe

hospitd so fast I'd leave skid marks.

She washed her face and looked for Sarain the TV room. Sara switched off the
st as Kate entered. "I've seen this Sesame Street already. Mommy, | want to

play outside. Can you take me to the park before supper?’

Kate heaved a sigh. Sometimes she had trouble remembering that her daughter was
only afour-year-old, with limited understanding, no matter how bright and

talented. "I've explained why we can't go out. | hope it won't be much longer,

but for now we have to stay outside.”

Saratugged Kate's arm, and awhine sneaked into her voice, which was very
unusud for Sara. "But | did everything right for Father Mike, didn't I? Why

can't | go to the park now?"'

"For heaven's sake, can't you leave me alone for one minute?' Kate grabbed Sara
by the shoulders and gave her avigorous shake.

Saras eyeswidened in darm. Kate's grip went dack, and Sara scrambled
backward out of arm'sreach. "I'm sorry, Mommy!"

Katefell to her knees, her eyes blurred with tears, and gathered Sarainto her

ams. "I'm sorry, too. Everything will be dl right, don't be afraid!” She kept
babbling until Saraeased out of the embrace, her normal composed self.

"Want to read my number work | did today?' Sara asked.

Kate admired the workbook pages from that morning, then retreated as soon as she
could gracefully manage. She hadn't stopped fegling scared by her own outburst.

| might've hit her. | could have given her whiplash just doing what | did!

She found Mike in the kitchen, chopping carrots. Kate drooped into achair and
hid her face in her hands while she muttered the gist of what had happened.

She looked up when she fdlt hishand on her shoulder. "Y ou must have spanked her
sometimesin the past.”

Kate sniffled. " Sure, when she wastoo little to understand anything else. And

I've even yelled at her before. But dwaysfor areason! Never like that!"

"Kate, al parents |ose control sometimes, and you have more reason than most.
Don't let it get you down."

"She'ssick of being cooped up, and so am |. | don't know how much longer we can
stand it." She rubbed her eyes. "Not that | don't appreciate everything you've

done here."

"WEell get you moved to your own home up in the mountains soon. Meanwhile--" He
paused, frowning asif unsure whether to continue. "Well, theresakind of

escape or vacation we could try. It would keep Sara distracted, and it's

something I'd want to experiment with sooner or later anyway." He pulled up a
chair next to her at thetable.

"What are you getting at?" Somehow she knew he didn't mean an excursion on
Amtrak.

"Do you know anything about astral projection?’



Chapter 11

Kate frowned. The words sounded familiar, but she couldn't get agrip on the
meaning. "No, but | haveafeding | will soon.”

"Various cultures and religions have different ideas about the composition of

the human sdf. Some are more complicated than our twofold 'body-soul’ division.
The ancient Egyptians, for ingance--" Mike broke off with aflegting smile. "I
didn't mean to launch into alecture on comparative theology. Mysdif, | suspend
judgment. We don't know the exact truth about these matters, so why pretend we
do? The point is, many people believein an astral body, an ethereal anaogue of
the self that can separate from the physical body and travel a will. For some
people, anyway. Most of us can leave our bodies only in moments of crisis, such
asthe point of death. In afew individuals, the astrd self ismore loosaly

attached to the physica 'shell.”

Wait aminute, this sounds alot more serious than card-guessing! "Y ou believe
this?'

"I've never been able to accomplish it mysdlf, but I've seen what | consider
authentic ingtances.”

Shefdt asif shewere wading into deep currents again. "1s there anything you
haven't seen?’

He leaned forward in hischair. "Y ou and Sara should both attempt this. | think
you're cgpable of learning the technique, and if o, you need to master it. Like
any of these other powers, it could run away from you if you don't know how to
handeit."

"Sara? Y ou want Sarato project her spirit out of her body?' Kate was too
baffled by the notion, at first, to be darmed. "Couldn't it be dangerous?’

"Not with proper safeguards. Thishouse, as| told you, is shielded. | think she
would enjoy the experience. The exercises we tried today don't pose enough
chdlenge." He gazed speculatively into the distance. "I've never met anyone

like her before. Hard to imagine what shelll be capable of as an adult.”

Kate tried to visudize the act he was proposing. It sounded like sheer fantasy.
"Y ou think shed enjoy it?" Sighing, she answered her own question. "Y eah, she
probably would. Shell think it'sagreat new game. She'stoo young to recognize
the impossible when she seesit.”

Mike nodded asif congratulating Kate on getting the right answer on apop quiz.
"That's one big reason why these things come so easily to her. Children are
flexible and imaginative. They learn astra projection much more readily than
adults do, I've been told.”

"I don't know. How can | make decisonslikethat?' Two weeks previoudy, her
heaviest problem had been whether she could afford to get the car tuned without
dipping into the savings account. "'Y ou advise meto let her try?"

Mike thought over the question for aminute. "Yes, | do. | foresee no danger,
and shelll need to understand the phenomenon, even if she seldom has reason to
useit.”

"Y ou've been right so far. Okay, I'll let you try." Kate sensed anagging voice



at the back of her mind that suggested she'd agreed only because, even after dl
that had happened, she didn't redly believe this disembodied travel could be
done.

* * k% %

All the next day, galley proofs dropped off by Ray gave Kate awelcome relief
from the occult, in the form of routine, familiar work. Mike set asdethe
evening, after supper, for the astra-projection exercise. Thistime he chose
Saras bedroom as the site, the part of the house where she would fedl most
secure,

Before they began, he explained to Kate, "The usud method of training this
ability proceedsin stages: Firgt, the subject is made comfortable with the
hypnotic state. Sara has already achieved that, quicker and easier than I've

ever heard of a child doing. Second, you'd be taught to produce sensory
halucinations, if you will, imagine you're going outside your body to observe

it. The third stage sends the subject into more distant places, if only an

adjacent room, to observe and describein detail. Finally, the trained traveler

can actudly visit and communicate with other people on the astra plane. I've
never personaly met anybody who claimed to be able to do that.”

"Thank goodness," Kate muttered. She took her place on astraight-backed chair
near Sara's bed, where she arranged her arms and legsin arelaxed but aert
posture, as Mike directed.

"Please don't interrupt, whatever you witness,” hesaid. "Your roleisto bea
cam presencein the background.”

Cam, yesh, right. She steadied hersalf with the deep-breathing exercises he'd
been teaching her. | shouldn't have given up watching the yogalady on TV; that
stuff would comein handy now.

Mike left the bedroom to bring in Sara, barefoot in a nightgown. "Were going to
try anew game," he said, "anew experiment.”

"Experiment,” she repesated, savoring the multisyllabic word.

Kate wondered how much of Mike's explanations Sara could absorb. He had told her
earlier that Sara probably understood more than either of them suspected. "As
your mother, you tend to forget how gifted sheis. | wouldn't be surprised if
shehad agenius-levd 1Q."

Now hesaid, "I want to help you take alittletrip. It'saspecid kind of

trip, though, one you take with your mind, while you'l be sitting right here.”
Saraseyeslit up at the mention of atrip. "Do | get to go outsde?"

"Only with your mind, not your body. And only asfar asthe front porch, no
farther.”

"Oh, goody, | can look at the yard."

Mike helped her onto the bed and directed her to Sit cross-legged on the quilt.
"Ligten carefully, Sara, thisisvery important. Y ou must never try thisby
yoursdlf, not until | say you're old enough. Y ou need somebody to keep you from
getting logt. Understand?'

The warning gave Kate asudden chill. She hadn't thought of that factor before.
A child wandering out of sight in apark or ashopping center was scary enough;
how could she dedl with achild who might get the notion to leave her body and
flit around in ethereal form? That'stoo far-fetched! Let'sjust seeif this

worksat all, before we start worrying about anything that wild.

Impressed by Mike's solemnity, Sara nodded, wide-eyed. The priest glanced toward
the door. Following his gaze, Kate saw Y asmin padding into the bedroom, plumed
tail held high. Mike extended his hand toward the cat asif held been waiting



for her. He scooped her up and placed her on Saraslap. Instead of jumping off
the bed, as Kate expected, Y asmin curled up with her tail and paws tucked under
her chin.

"Yasminwill help you," Miketold Sara. "Thefirgt thing you'll doisget into

that specia kind of deep, theway you did last time we played.”

"I'm not deepy yet," Sarasaid.

"It wasn't regular deep, remember? We started by counting.”

"Oh, yeah, avake-deep."

Awake-deep, Kate mentally echoed. And nobody even tried to explain hypnosisto
her. Lookslike I'm wasting my time; thiskid should be teaching me.

"Put your hands on Y asmin's back. Fedl how warm and soft sheis” Mikeran his
fingertips down Sara's arms, barely brushing the skin, and finished by stroking
the curve of the cat'stail. "Now you have to make your armsfloppy like
Spaghetti. Long, limp pieces of spaghetti.”

Saragiggled for a second; then her facial muscleswent dack as Mike traced the
linesof her aamsagain. "That'sright," he said. "Long, skinny strands of

spaghetti. Y our fingersfed like wet noodles. Next, imagine you'rewatching TV.
What's your favorite show?"

"Sesame Street.” The words were faint but clearly enunciated.

"Pretend you're watching Sesame Street. What do you see?!

The mundane topic not only relaxed Sara, it o lulled Kate to drop her guard.
Exactly what he hasin mind, I'll bet, she thought. Why was he usng amore
elaborate induction ritua thistime? Did Sara haveto sink into a degper trance
to accomplish this"astrd projection” trick?

"| see Big Bird," Saraanswered.

"What ishe doing?'

"Singing. Dancing with Snuffy."

"Good." Mike lowered hisvoice. "Watch them dance. Watch the picture
ghrinking--getting smaller and smaller--very, very little--so little you can't

even see Big Bird'sface. Just ateeny dot of light in the middie of the screen.
Keep watching that dot of silver light.”

Sara acknowledged the instruction with a dreamy nod.

"Very good,” said Mike. "L et the dot disappear. Now it'stimeto take atrip
with your mind. Are you ready?"

"Okay."

"L ook at the dresser. Imagine you see yourself standing over there. Pretend you
see another Sarastanding in front of the dresser.” After apause, he said, "Do
you seeyou?'

The child nodded again.

"What do you look like?"

"Likeme"

Mike cast a self-deprecating grin at Kate and tried again. "What are you
wearing?'

"My dark green shirt," she murmured, "and my sky-colored shorts. And a green bow
onmy ponytal."

Kate blinked. Sarawas indeed describing the outfit she wore at that moment.
"What are you doing?' Mike said. "Just standing there?"

Sara's mouth quirked in amomentary smile. "Hopping on onefoot."

"Now pretend--" For a second Mike's voice quavered. "Pretend you, thisreal you,
isindde the you standing over there. Can you do that?"

Sarasforehead creased in concentration. "Okay, I'm over there."



Mike emitted an dmost inaudible hiss of breath. Despite his adviceto stay
cam, Kate found hersdf clenching her fistsson her thighs. He said, "Sara, can
you see yourself sitting on the bed?!

"Sure. I'm petting Y asmin. Shelooks adeep. | ook sort of deepy, too."
"Canyou see me?’

"| seethe back of your head in the chair,” she said.

Mike threw Kate an exultant glance. She didn't understand why he looked so
triumphant but was afraid to interrupt with questions. Sensing her puzzlement,
he leaned over to whisper, "She'sliterdly outside herself. No child her age
can imagine that kind of perspective." Then he said to Sara, "Try to move around
now. Walk to the door and into the hall.”

"I don't haveto wak," the child said. "I float. Fedsfunny, likeina

swvimming pool. I've got along blue leash.”

Kate was mydtified by Mike's renewed dation. "Good, that'simportant. Make sure
your leash stays tied to the you on the bed,” hetold Sara. "Areyou inthe
hdl?'

"Yeah. It'skind of dark."

"Go into the room next door, please. Not your mother's bedroom, the other one.
What do you see?’

"Bluerug--big chairs-it's not very light in here, either.”

"Try to go into the kitchen," he said. "Thelights are on there; it'll be more
interesting.”

"Okay, I'mfloating down the hal." Sarasmiled again. "Thisisfun. Like
flying." A pause. "Now I'm in the kitchen. There's abroken plate on the floor.
| bet Y asmin knocked it over.”

"I'll bet shedid,” Mike whispered to Kate. "l wasin ahurry to sart thisand
stacked the dishes without rinsing them." Aloud, he said to Sara, "Do you want
to come back? Are you getting tired?"

"Coursenot. Thisisneat." Senang Saras delight even through the dreamy
monotone, Kate felt better about this"experiment.” So far, it didn't appear
dangerous.

Sarasaid, "Can | go outside now? On the porch?"

"l did promise, didn't I?" the priest muttered. "Very well, Sara, you may open
the door and move onto the back porch. But only the porch.”

"Don't hafta open the door,” shesaid. "I just float out." Her drowsy eyelids
drooped farther, until her eyes became mere dits. "It feels good out here. |
see the parking lot and the fence way back there. | smell the flowers around the
porch.”

"Roses," Mikesad.

"l want to seetherosesin the front yard, too. I'm flying around the house.”
"Becareful,” Mikesad. "Stay very closeto thewalls.”

"I'm okay." Sardsplacid tone didn't vary. "l till have my leash. Now I'm on
the front porch. Theroses and the grass sméll nice.”

"It'stimeto comeinsde now." Kate heard tension in the priet'svoice. "Float
in through the front door."

"Not yet. | want to play in the grass, please.”

"Sara, wait--"

"I'min thefront yard now. The grassis wet--tickles." Her forehead crinkled.
"My leash looks thinner."

"Y ou'd better come back." Hisvoice sounded tight, asif herestrained hisfear
with asrangling grip.



Kate pressed her knuckles against her mouth to keep from endangering his
concentration by crying out.

"l likeit out here," Sarareplied, though uncertainty crept into her tone. "'l
likethewind--"

"Sara, comeingdel" Mike's voice whipcracked with urgency. "Come back here at
oncel"

"It's getting dark!" Saramoaned. "Where'sthe house? And | can't see my leash
anymore! The Dark--Mommy, Father Mike--the Dark'sin front of the house!"
Kate twisted the hem of her shirt in both hands. Terror choked her.

Mike clasped Sara's shoulders. "Listen to me. Come back to me as quick asyou
can. Follow my voice. I'll hold the end of your leash. The Dark can't stop you
from coming back.”

Her face contorted with fear, Sara cried over and over, "Father Mike--Father
Mike--" Her handsflalledintheair.

The priest captured them in both of his. "Cometo us, Sara. Bring the two parts
of you back together."

The child only continued her writhing. " She doesn't hear or fed me," Mike
whispered. "Kate, I'm afraid you'll have to go after her and guide her in."

"What! How can |?'

He momentarily looked away from Sarato impale Kate with akeen stare. "Y ou've
done it before, you know. Those two near-death experiences.”

"Y ou mean that was--" A rush of anger blinded her. If shed known that was an
ingtance of astra travel, she never would have dlowed him to coach Sarainto

it! Kate trampled the emotion underfoot and forced her attention to the present
crigs. "Fine, what do | haveto do?'

"Give meyour hand." He guided her to the bedside, where she kndlt so that he
could place her hand on Y asmin in Saraslap. "Close your eyes and count to ten
with me. When you reach ten, you will bein trance, as you were the other
times"

Taming her breath to asteady rhythm, Kate did as he ordered. By now, she knew
how to dip automaticdly into alight hypnotic sate. When shefelt the

detached, drifting sensations envelop her, Mike said, "Now you must reach for
Sara. Step out of your body and search for her. Meanwhile, anchor yourself on
the sound of my voice. Y ou must remain tied to your physica sdf.”

A spasm of fear pardlyzed Kate. She had to fling hersdlf into the void that hed
amost swallowed her twice in the past. | have no choice--Saras out there! Her
whole being surged outward in quest of her daughter. Abruptly, without any sense
of change or mation, shefound herself hovering in midair. Gazing down, she saw
Sara cross-legged on the bed with Y asmin in her lap, the priest leaning forward
in hischair, hiseyesfixed in concentration, and hersdf knedling motionless
onthefloor. A glowing blue ribbon trailed from her ethereal abdomen to her
body below.

"Yes, I'm attached to my body," she said. She noticed the lips of her physica
body moving as she spoke.

"It'svery important that you preservethat link," Mike said. "Can you find

Sara?!

Kate heard Saras crieswith more than her physical ears. If anything, the cdll
sounded clearer inthisform. Moreover, Kate felt hersdlf tugged asif by a
magnet toward the front of the house. She flowed unimpeded through doors and
wadls. She emerged on the front porch. The house and yard looked recognizably
themsdlves, yet ghostly, not solid.



When sherotated to orient herself on Sara, ablack wall sprang up in her path.
She knew this piece of Dark intended to bar Sarafrom the house and keep her
from saving her daughter. Kate yelled awordless challenge of anger and
frustration. She beat againgt the blackness but felt no change.

Sards thoughts touched hers, thought. "Mommy, you're here, makeit go away!" So
at least Sara could feel her presence.

"Sara, I'm trying to get to you! Hold out your hand. Can you reach me?"

"Can't fed anything--the Dark--"

Stll hammering againgt the barrier, Kate glimpsed from the corner of her eyea
tentacle oozing out of the mass. The pseudopod elongated in her direction. It's
trying to sever my ribbon, she thought. It'll cut off my astrdl leash, likeit

did Sara's. Or wasthe bregking of thelink an illuson meant to terrify them

into getting lost? Either way, Kate didn't know how to reverse the effect.
"Help ugl" she cried. "Somebody, for God's sake, help ud” She felt awarm
clasp, like the touch of Mike's hand back in the bedroom, light-years distant.
Shemight aswell have been adrift in interstellar space, for al the concrete

help he could lend, yet the gesture did tame her panic.

At that ingtant, aflash of blue-white light shattered the wall of darkness. She
glimpsed Sarasfacein the afterglow. A glittering strand of blue coruscated
from Sara's chest to aman's hand. Kate's vision was too dazzled to make out
anything but the hand, which thrust the ribbon at her.

She grasped it and tugged. Sarafloated toward her. Mikes voice faintly called,
"Now, Kate! Bring her in, quick!"

With afirm grip on Saraslifdine, Kate backtracked her own leash to the
porch. Once there, shefdt the house's shield close around her like atangible
fortresswall. Still, shelost no timein rushing to the bedroom, with her

daughter in tow.

A stunning jolt knocked out Kate's breath For a second, blacknessfilled her
eyes, and nausea hit her in the pit of the ssomach. It passed immediatdly,
though, leaving her free to open her eyes. Sara, till holding the cat,

shivered. Thegirl'sface settled into itsfamiliar lineslike a picture jarred

into focus.

Mike said, "Sara, you're back."

"Yes, I'mherenow," shesaid inatiny voice.

"I'll count back from three," he said, "and you can wake up. Everything isdl
right now. Three--two--one."

Saranudged Y asmin off her 1ap and reached for Kate, who wrapped her arms around
the child and squeezed so hard that Sarasnuffled in protest. "I'm okay now,
Mommy. Daddy helped you find me."

Of courseit had to be him--why didn't | redize? Kate thought. She glowered
over Sarashead at Mike.

"Well tak about it," he said quietly. "Better put her to degp now." He patted
Saraon the back.

"Y ou wereright, Fether Mike," said the child. "I'll never, ever go out again
unlessyou say s0."

He bent to kiss the top of her head. " Someday, when you're grown, you'll know
what's safe, and you'll be strong enough to do anything you want.”

"Yes. G'night." She seemed calm dready, as she watched him |eave the room.
After Kate read to Sara, helped her change for bed, and tucked her in, she
stormed down the hdl in search of Father Mike. Shefound himintheliving
room, leaning back in an armchair, his eyes closed, with a Bach cassette playing



softly on the stereo.

She snapped off the music. "Damn it, how could you do that? How could you risk
my littlegirl thet way?"

Mike gazed up at her with red-rimmed eyes. "Believe me, you can't be much more
shocked than | am. | never expected she would do so remarkably thefirst time,
much less-" He visibly shuddered.

"Sure, you can talk, you didn't have to see and touch that dark thing." Her
somach lurched.

"Please, Kate, St down.”

Sheflung hersdlf into achair. "Damn you, Father, you claimed this house was
sl

"It is. The house and its periphery are shielded. Sarawandered outside the
boundary."

"It'snot safe anymore.” Kate turned cold asthis thought struck her. "They know
where we are now."

Mike shook hishead. "I don't think so. By dl indications, they're just

groping. They probably have their antennae out for you and Saradl thetime.
Once she drifted outside the protected areg, they fastened onto her. But that
shouldn't mean they can place her physically. Now that both of you are back
inddethe shidd, the enemy isblind to you again.”

"l don't get it. Why can't they get afix on our physica location?"

"As| understand it, the world as visible to occult Sght--inner sight, as many
people often call it--doesn't superimpose like aroad map on the everyday world.
The most they could've gained would be agenerd sense of your location, your
distance and direction from them. That you're somewhere in downtown San
Francisco, for example." He leaned over, wearily resting his head on his hands.
"Nevertheless, | think the sooner we get you two out of here, the better. Lots

of preparationsto finish, like giving Ray that power of attorney so he can

cover your tracks. Thisweekend, he and | will have to drive up to Ardath and

get the whole town shielded.”

And I'm supposed to have confidencein that, after what just happened? Y et Kate
sensed that Mike, at least, sincerely believed they were safe for the moment and
that he could make Ardath a secure haven. In spite of her rebellion againgt this
whole business, it seemed her psychic talent--her intuition, at least--was
expanding and making itself useful.

* * k% %

That Friday, Arlene came over for another bridge evening. While Kate appreciated
the gesture, the attempt at distraction didn't work too well because her worries
about the imminent changesin her life kept her from concentrating on cards.
Awarenessthat Ray and Mike planned to spend Saturday fortifying her mountain
home preyed on her mind. So it was just aswell that a headache forced Arleneto
go home early.

Ray didn't leave; he was spending the night at the rectory to get an early Start

with the priest. When Mike muttered something about paperwork and withdrew into
his study, K ate suspected a set-up. On the other hand, why would he make a point
of leaving her done with Ray? Matchmaking?-don't be silly. She blushed asshe
wondered what had put that ideainto her head. Y ou'd think I'd been considering
it mysdlf, which I havent. I've got enough to worry abouit!

Never mind, she did enjoy having achanceto relax with Ray. Hed proved himsdlf
agood friend. Sheld discovered that very day how much shed cometo trust him,
when she signed multiple copies of agenera power of attorney without aquam.



Mike had witnessed them; he turned out to be a notary public, too. Ray would
close out her checking account, break the lease on her apartment, store her
household goods, and pay off her utility bills, and she felt not a second's
hesitation over trusting him with al those vital details He could strip me of

al my assets and throw me out into the street. But she knew the chance of that
was zero.

Now she sat with him, afew feet gpart on the couch, in the dim living room.
They'd turned off the lightsin order to open the curtains and windows for fresh
ar, with minimal danger of Kate's being seen from outside. The floodlights of
the church parking lot shed faint illumination into the room.

"You look pretty down," he said. "Not that | could blame you.”

Kate nodded. "Did Miketell you about hislatest experiment?’

"The astrd projection? Y eah. He said it turned out textbook classic, the
glowing blue umbilica cord and everything.”

Kate narrowed her eyesin distaste. "Now you sound like him. That'swhat he was
S0 excited about before it started going wrong. Hedid tell you al of it,

didn't he?'

"Yes. Kate, you know he would never have gotten you and Saraiinto that if hed
suspected danger.”

"I think I know," she said. "'l think that'swhat he thinks, anyway. But
sometimes he sounds like some horror-movie mad scientist, not considering
anything but this brave new world he's uncovering.”

"No, Kate!" Ray sounded hurt on hisfriend's behdf. "I've known Mike along
time. People comefirst with him, lways. Sure, he can get carried away. |
would've gotten pretty excited if 1'd been there, myself--even more so, maybe,
because | have next to no talent of my own.” He cleared histhroat. "Actudly, |
envy you. I'd like to be able to explore that brave new world."

"Well, | wish | could giveit to you!" Angry tears sung her eyes. She brushed
them away. I'm turning into amarshmallow lately! I've got to stop dl this
weepy stuff! "1 never asked for it! Why me, anyway? | don't want to be Wonder
Woman, and | never expected my daughter to be Supergirl.”

Ray leaned toward her and lightly touched her fingertips. "Would you want Sara
to be different from what sheis? Lessintelligent, less gifted, not the same
child?'

That angle on the question hit Kate between the eyes. "Well, when you put it
that way-- Of course | want her to be everything she was meant to be, whatever
will make her lifefulfilled. But | don't want her threstened!" She covered her
eyesfor amoment.

"Y ou couldn't have kept her safe for the rest of her life, anyway." Ray'stone
held ahint of amusement.

"I know, but | wasthinking more of threatslike wild boyfriendswith fast

cars"" She gared at the dim outline of hisface. "How much longer can welive
thisway, without it changing her? Changing both of us? She'stired of being
cooped up, and I'm getting sick of it, too! It's like being under siege; heck,
that'swhat it is And who wantsto livein afortress, even acomfortable one
likethis?'

"Ardath should be different,” Ray said softly.

"Except well still be restricted, in hiding. And you and Mike can't giveme a
clue how long wéll haveto say that way." Feding her nailsdig into her

pams, she ddiberately unclenched her figts. "The wolf is at the gate--now I've
seenit for mysalf. How long will | haveto livein fear of it huffing and



puffing and blowing the walls down?'

She heard asmilein Ray's voice. " Quit worrying. Were going to build you a
house of bricksor dietrying."

That final thoughtless cliché gave her an unwel come shiver, which shetried to
blot out with humor. "It can't comein, not by the hair on my chinny-chin-chin.”

"That'sthe spirit." His hand tightened on her shoulder, then ingtantly

withdrew. "L et me show you something to make you fed lessredtricted.”

He stood up, and shefollowed hislead. "Like what?'

"Have you had a chance to climb up the tower?'

"No, | didn't want to poke around without Mike. Seemed like trespassing.”
"Comeon, then." Hetook her hand. Sheinvoluntarily flinched, hoping he didn't
notice. Not that she found his touch unpleasant, just the opposite. And the
pleasure of the warm contact took her unawares.

Ray escorted her up to the third floor. At the end of a corridor, he opened a
door that reveded a steep, narrow flight of stairs. A flick of a switch turned

on abare bulb that shed alow-wattage light on them. Ascending, Kate had to
trail behind Ray, their hands il linked. "1 would've expected thisto lead to
theattic," shesaid.

"That's the other end of the house." He steadied her with alight grip on her
elbow as she stepped into the tower room. In the dark he was only a silhouette.
The visud limitation seemed to enhance her other senses, making her acutely
conscious of hisdightly labored bresthing and the lime scent of his

after-shave. Shetold hersdf that she bresthed heavily only because of the

steep dairs. She heard Ray fumbling along the wall, and another dim overhead
light flickered to life. For asecond she thought the bulb was about to burn

OU.

"Thewiring up here could use some atention,” said Ray. "Well, how do you like
it?"

Kate sneezed. Obvioudy the cleaning woman didn't visit the tower too often. It
comprised ahexagona room about eight feet in diameter, furnished only with
cushioned benches dl around. Each projecting alcove held atall, narrow,
multi-paned window. " Oriel windows," she murmured, remembering the term from
what little she'd read of Victorian architecture. She moved to one of the window
seatsand kndlt init. Thelight behind her stirred no fear. Even on the remote
chance that any passer-by glanced up, she would appear a human-shaped blur from
the ground. This staying out of Sight businessistoo extreme, anyway. Good
grief, Mikés got me acting asif the enemy is some kind of omnipresent,
al-seeing daity. They can't be watching every building in the city al the

time

She dismissed the worry from her mind and focused on the view. The fog hadn't
thickened enough to vell the city'slights. They sparkled below her for miles.

In the distance, moonlight splashed on the surface of the bay, and the outline

of the Golden Gate Bridge rose like an otherworldly artifact preparing to soar

to the stars. Tears splintered the lightsinto myriad fragments. Thistime she

let the drops spill over. Inspired by joy instead of rage or fear, they

cleansed.

She became aware that Ray was Sitting beside her. Hisarm encircled her, and she
buried her facein his shirt front. When she stopped weeping and |ooked up at
him, he said, "The world doesn't look quite so terrible up here, doesit?!
Shewaved in the generd direction of downtown. "Therésaheck of alot of



sorrow and violence behind those lights, though.”

"Granted, but that doesn't invalidate the beauty." His free hand cupped her

chin. Shefdt the pulsein her neck race under hisfingertips. "Ah, Kate, |

wish | could fix it dl for you."

Wedged into the window seat with him, sheleaned on the solid bulk of his chest,
akind of shelter she hadn't known for too long. She became conscious of the
pressure of hisrib cage againgt her breasts. Her nipples peaked and tingled.

Wait aminute, what's this? Ray's mouth descended upon hers. He brushed her
lips, tasting, waiting for her reaction. The rush of heat she felt scared her.

But the momentary panic didn't stop her lips from parting.

His mouth tasted like coffee. As histongue teased hers, Kate felt asharp,
throbbing ache that she thought had gone dormant forever. Since Johnny's degth,
no man had stirred her. On the rare occasions when her body wasn't too tired to
protest the deprivation, she'd had no trouble relieving the tenson on her own.
Now she remembered how much better it waswith alive manin her arms.

What am | thinking about? | hardly know him! Honesty compelled her, though, to
admit that wasn't true. However short atime since shed met Ray, in that time
sheld become closer to him than to any other adult in her life. After dl, weve
been through alot in afew weeks. Thisisn't just an ordinary friendship.

Nor could it be love, not yet. Not when the extraordinary situation had her
emotionsin such turmoil that she couldn't be sure how shefelt. She might be
succumbing to londliness, fear, the need for security, the craving to be cared

for. Or plain old lugt, for that matter!

Asif senang her doubts, Ray broke off the kiss. "I won't rush you, Kate. If

you want to forget this ever happened, that's okay. | don't want anything to

spail our friendship.”

Trembling, she got to her feet. "It won't. | don't need to forget it.”

* * k% %

Saturday morning, setting out from St. Augustine's at dawn in Mike's car, Ray
felt dazed, and not only because he was till half adeep. Kate had responded to
his unplanned advances better than he would've dared hope. He knew he had to
move dowly. I'd be alouseto try hustling her into bed just when she's
vulnerable. So he wouldn't pressure her, not until this crisswas settled.

Doesn't mean | can't think about it. Thinking caused atightnessin hisgroin

that could prove embarrassing. He rolled down the side window to let a cool
breeze blow in hisface.

He had plenty of immediate problemsto occupy his mind, mainly the ceremony he
and Mike were going to performin Ardath. Ray had never participated in such a
rite before. As Mike had outlined it to him, the ceremony itsdf shouldn't pose
aproblem. No bizarre occult rituasinvolved. Ray knew that neo-pagan
organizations, who practiced what they caled Wicca, had specid liturgies and
implements for warding or shielding people and places. Mike had decided against
across-cultura legp into that realm. Instead, he planned to use the familiar

Grest Litany from the Book of Common Prayer. The shielding power would arise
from his own talent, poured into the words. Nebulous though the plan sounded, it
had obviously worked for St. Augustine's.

Still, Ray was nervous enough that the breakfast sandwichesthey snatched at a
drive-through on the way out of the city lay heavily in his ssomach. He

expressed hismisgivingsto Mike.

"We should have ahead start with Ardath," Mike said. "As| told Kate, | know a
couple who live there, and from what I've heard from them, the town has



spontaneoudy become a place of peace and refuge. Theright kind of people seem
to gravitate there, and the others stay away. | suspect decades of unconscious
warding have been going on."

"It'sredly mysdf I'mworried about,” Ray said. "What use can | be, with my
congpicuous lack of psychic power? I'm afraid | might even end up being adrag
onyou."

"All I'm expecting from you is your spiritua strength, lent to reinforce mine.
Anybody can furnish that; al it takesis sincere goodwill. Besides, you're not
totaly ungifted; you mastered that cloaking trick, didn't you?"

"The Obi-Wan Kenobi gambit?' His own joke reminded Ray of hisintention to take
Kate and Sarato see Star Wars God willing, it would soon be safe to do so.
"Only after the ghost of John Jacobs-God, | still have trouble believing that
happened to me!--showed me how. But, as a matter of fact, I've been practicing.”
He made this admisson with atrace of embarrassment.

Mike gave him an approving and apparently unsurprised look. "Did it work?"
"Yes. It'sasif thefirst experience, with Johnny's help, imprinted the

technique on my brain. All I've had to do isrefine my control. | guessall

along I've had more power than | redized. I've even reached the point where my
vison of the outsde world doesn't blur." Instead, he now saw afaint nimbus
around himsdlf and, if hewas driving, his car, which assured him of success.

"I'm impressed,” said Mike. "l can't do that."

"I'm not too comfortable with it, though. To tell thetruth, it kind of scares

me." Ray fidgeted in his seat and stared down at the bay; they were crossing the
Golden Gate Bridge, amid dense but fast-moving traffic. "If | makethe car
invisble while driving, what's to stop those other driverswho can't see me

from hitting me? It hasn't happened yet, but | don't like not knowing whether it
could."

Mike thought a minute before answering. "I don't think it works that way. Y ou
can't beliterdly invisble; | don't believe menta power could distort the

path of light rays. Cloaking, as| understand it, makes you unnoticeable. On a
subconscious level, the people around you know you're there. They just don't
register or remember it."

"That'sardief." Hefound he was able to relax abit; the priest had seldom
steered him wrong on these matters.

They spokelittle for the next hour. Ray wasin no mood to discussthe main
concern on hismind, hisfedings for Kate, and anyway both he and Mike were
gl lessthan fully awake. Mikefilled the silence with aHandd cassette on

the car's tape deck. They were climbing into the mountains when Ray began to
sense an intrusive e ement creeping around and under the music.

The back of hisneck itched. He fought the urge to look over his shoulder. When
he finally succumbed, the road behind was empty. Y et the prickly sensations
didn't fade. Imagination? Or were they being watched?

"Mike, could somebody have picked up our trail?"

"Why? Do you sense something?' He spared Ray a quick glance, then returned to
negotiating acurve.

"Maybe"

"After your run-in with Martlet's confederate, they have your 'scent,’ so to
gpesk, and they might very well make random sweeps, checking up on you. If they
sense you're moving out of the metro area, which isn't your norma pattern--"
Mikeraised his head asif listening. His eyes went blank for a second, and the
car drifted toward the shoulder. With ayelp of alarm, he swung the whedl back



to the left.

"I believeyoureright,” Mike said. "We are being tracked. It's stronger now,
can't you fed that?"

Ray opened hismind and felt asif agiant bird of prey swooped overhead,
trapping the car in the shadow of itswings.

Chapter 12

"Raise your shield, for God's sake! Now!"

Mike's shout broke into Ray's fear-induced paralysis. Gathering his energies

like scattered threads, he wove the protective cloak he had practiced many times
in the past week. To hisrdief, the drills had implanted areflex that enabled

him to shield the car ingtantly. He saw afaint shimmer outlining the metdl. The
threatening shadow he'd sensed receded. He thought he fdlt it circling above his
head, casting probes like shotsin the dark at its suddenly invisible quarry.

"Well done," Mike said. "Y ou'll haveto keep it up until we get to Ardath, I'm
afrad.”

"No problem.” Ray's pdmsfet clammy. He was glad that maintaining the cloak
didn't require much energy. He just had to devote a corner of hismind to
visudizing it. Hed never doneit for more than afew minutes, though.

Descending adight grade, the car began to vibrate. "Mike, what's wrong? Engine
trouble?

"l don't think s0." Mike dowed down, but the shudder intensified. >From the
rocky embankment next to the road, pebbles clattered onto the pavement.

Ray clutched hisarmrest. Asif that's going to help! More productively, he

forced himsdlf to keep atight grasp on the shidld that hid them from sight. He
nervoudy eyed the larger stones that suddenly appeared so precarioudy rooted
in the earth. He noticed Mike's hands white-knuckled on the steering whed.
Seconds later, a scenic turn-off appeared on theright. The priest braked and
edged toward it. Thetires and brakes squeded as the car bumped over asolid
object and swerved. Wrestling the whedl back under control, Mike cameto astop
beside the low stone wall. The shaking ceased.

Ray's eyesran over the car's hood. The bubble of psychic invisibility remained
intact.

Mikelet out his breath. "Looks like it upset them when we disappeared off the
radar."

"Y ou don't redly think any human agency could start an earthquake?”

"I'm suspending judgment on that. But if they wanted to wreck our concentreation,
maybe damage us physically enough to make us abandon whatever were up to, they
couldn't have invented a better way--without the dightest risk of their being
identified asthe cause.”

"Well, they didn't damage us.”

"I'm not so sure,” said Mike. "Think I'd better check thetires.”

He stepped out of the car. Ray did the same, ssumbling for a second and
steadying himsalf on the fender. Mike pointed to the left front whedl. "What'd |



tdl you?'

Ray waked around the hood and contemplated the flat tire. "Broken glass. Damn."
He gestured at the shards of a Coke bottle afew yards away.

"Partly my fault,” Mike said. "They don't have much tread | eft, and I've put off
replacing them. Foolish economizing." He went to open the trunk.

A distant rumble derted Ray just before the ground Started to vibrate again. He
braced himsdf on the car. Mike emitted a cry of pain. Scrabbling hisway aong
the side of the car like agiant land crab, Ray hurried to the priest's side,
meanwhile clinging with amenta death-grip to the threads of power that wove
the bubble around their vehicle and themsalves.

Mike crouched on the ground, clutching the bumper. Hed sscumbled and banged his
head. A cut on his brow streamed blood into hisleft eye.

Abruptly, the clear ky turned thundercloud gray. Ray felt pressure on the
protective sphere, asif amonstrousfist clenched around it. Hislungs

congtricted. He had to fight to breathe. Mike, on his knees, gulped for air.
Forcing the words past his nearly paralyzed throat, Ray whispered, "Good Lord,
help us now."

He knelt beside Mike and draped an arm around his shoulders. They leaned on the
bumper until the quake ceased, the suffocating pressure vanished, and the sky
cleared.

Easing himsalf upright, Ray helped Mike to hisfeet. With his handkerchief, he
blotted the priest's forehead until the blood started to clot. The beginning of
alump swelled under the skin. "Damniit, if they're going to play thisrough, or
evenif it's coincidence, you shouldn't--"

"If you're about to suggest turning back, forget it."

"But you--"

"Who's the senior partner here, anyway?' Mikeforced agrin. ™Y ou know what
scap wounds are like. Looksworsethan it is. Thisjob hasto get done, and you
can't doit without me."

"Y ou aren't experiencing any dizziness? Double vision? And what about your
heart?'

"It'sasimple bump on the head, and there's nothing wrong with my heart. Let's
get busy changing thetire.”

"Uh-uh. Let me changethetire, whileyou rest." Mike grumbled good-naturedly as
Ray helped him into the shade of atree near thewall. "Sit tight and pray we're
finished with the tremorsfor awhile”

"Next you'll betdling meI'm an old man," Mike chuckled, sitting on the ground
with his back braced against the tree trunk.

Ray caught his hands shaking as he extracted the tools and the spare from the
trunk. He could too vividly imagine an aftershock rattling the jack loose and
dropping thewhed on hisfoot. Fortunately, no further quakes erupted while he
changed thetire. Stowing away the equipment, he said, "Wdll, we'refit to drive

if youthink it'ssafe.”

Mike hoisted himsdlf to hisfeet. "I can't see how turning back would be any
safer.

"Y eah, you have apoint there." Ray blocked Mike from entering the driver's
sde. "I'mdriving. | dont trust your self-diagnosis even if you were doctoring
sdlorswhen | wasin kindergarten.” He cautioudy pulled out of the turnoff.
Nothing untoward happened during the next few miles, except that a pickup truck
honked in protest against their dow pace and passed them on a curve. Ray edged
up to normal speed. "Was that quake coincidence or not?"



Mike shrugged. "WEell never know. If the enemy did causeit, | suspect they're
only groping in the fog, so to speak. The way the attack stopped after such a
brief attempt supports that theory. Shaking possibly hundreds or thousands of
acres of land wouldn't be the most efficient way to swat a couple of flieslike

us. Since you rescued Sara, dl their attacks have had that hit-or-miss

qudity.”

"Comforting, | guess."

"Of course. If they could pinpoint us accurately, they wouldn't waste energy

with doppy methods like this. What are the chances even amgjor quake would
kill or injureaparticular individua? They just got lucky."

"True." Between Mikeslogic and their intact psychic bubble, Ray felt abit

more optimigtic. "Maybe they were trying to scare us. Sure worked on me.”
"You're not done." Mike gave ashaky laugh, discarded Ray's bloodstained
handkerchief, and dabbed at the wound with his own clean one. "But scared enough
to turn back isa different matter.”

Near noon, they passed the Ardath town limit. Mike directed Ray to the Suttons
genera store. As soon asthey pulled onto the main street of the village, Ray

felt the vague uneasiness held been fighting melt away. An oppressive sensation,
like a heavy object leaning againgt his barriers, smply evaporated. Though he
didn't et his persona shidd dissolve, he relaxed histeeth-gritting

concentretion onit.

Inthe gravel lot in front of the store, Mike went inside, leaving Ray to pump

gas. A minute later the priest emerged with athin, petite woman whose deek cap
of gray hair still contained traces of faded brown. She offered Ray a
sun-bronzed hand. " Jane Sutton--good to meet you. Father Miketellsmeyourea
friend of Kate's, too. Small world, like they say, her getting to know him that
way. I'm thrilled to hear she's moving back for awhile. It isn't the same with

that house empty most of the year, snce Johnny passed.” Shewaved in the
generd direction of thefar end of town. "Well. How about a bite of lunch

before you go up to check on the cabin? And you should do something about that
lump, Father."

"It'snothing." Mike pulled out hiswallet to pay for the gas. "We can't stay

right now. Maybe well stop for lunch on our way down.”

Back inthe car, he explained, "It's better to do thiskind of thing on an empty
stomach. | told her we were looking over the cabin for Kate. It'sagood thing
she's watching the store alone today and couldn't come with us. I'd have trouble
explaining why we're doing something that might look like witcheraft to her."
Guided by Kate's directions, they drove through the center of town and out the
other end, then up the mountainside to the cabin. Basking in the pine scent and
the cool air, Ray found danger hard to believe in. When he saw the house,
though, doneinitsclearing at the end of an unpaved road, atwinge of anxiety
pricked him.

"Areyou sure Kate and Sarawill be okay here? It's so isolated.” He cut the
engine and scanned the broad front porch of the locked cabin.

"It's not mundane hazards we're worried about,” Mike said, "and if wewere, this
placeisalot safer than downtown San Francisco. Asfor the other kind of
danger, can't you fed that thisareais safe?’

"| dofed that way," Ray admitted. "That's what worries me. Like something
wants meto drop my guard, and | shouldn't givein."

Mike chuckled. "Y ou've been hanging around metoo long. Ardath isagood place,
and once we'refinished, it will beimpregnable.” He stepped out of the car,



prayer book in hand, and strode to the door with the key lent to him by Kate.
Ray dmost expected his footsteps to echo in the empty house. They didn't, of
course; the rooms weren't large enough, besides being furnished. Y et he did fed
aghostly sense of the cabin's desertion, with its unnatural neatness,

ubiquitous patinaof dust, and dust-motes drifting in the sunbeams from the
picture window. The awareness that Kate had lived here with John Jacobs caused
Ray atwinge of jedousy he resolved to ignore. He followed Mike on aquick tour
of thefew rooms.

"Now | can truthfully tell Mrs. Sutton we checked the house," Mike said, "and
compliment her on her custodia care." He opened his Book of Common Prayer to a
section near the back and said, "For the interior, well adapt one of these
prayersinto ahouse blessing. All you haveto do issay Amen at appropriate
points and focus. That's your most important role--focus your energy on
extending that invisible shield over the entire house and yard.”

Ray drew a series of degp breaths and strove to empty his mind of everything
except the atmosphere of serenity and safety they hoped to generate. Mike began
praying asthey walked ceremonioudy from room to room: "Almighty God, Father of
our Lord Jesus Chrig..."

Theshidding riteitsaf proved dmost anticlimactic. No fire-bresthing dragon

of Evil battered againgt their mentd fortress as they conducted the ceremony.
Hée'sright, thought Ray. Thisplaceisaready hdfway fortified. Were only
strengthening it. After they covered the interior, they marched outside and
circumnavigated the cabin, ill chanting. Then they locked up and got back into
the car. Ray drove, while the priest flipped pagesto the Grest Litany. Ray
visudized a protective web velling the house and tralling after themina

glowing strand as they descended the mountainside.

He concentrated on remembering the correct responses to the different sections
of the Litany. "Good Lord, deliver us... We beseech thee to hear us, Good
Lord... Have mercy upon us." Mike recited the catalogue of petitions. "From
lightning and tempest; from earthquake, fire, and flood..." Now, that's an
appropriate prayer, Ray thought. ""From al oppression, conspiracy, and

rebellion; from violence, battle, and murder; and from dying suddenly and
unprepared... By thine Agony and Bloody Swest; by thy Crossand Passion... In
al timeof our tribulation; in dl time of our prosperity; in the hour of

desth, and in the day of judgment...”

The notion of needing deliverance in the hour of prosperity gave Ray a sudden
chill. The petition served asagrim reminder that in any circumstances, no

matter how apparently secure, disaster could fall upon them "suddenly and
unprepared.” Get your mind on the job, he ordered himsdlf. If you pay attention
the way you're supposed to, you won't be unprepared He blanked his mind of
everything except pouring his strength into the responses he chanted, while he
drove down the main street of Ardath and around the town's perimeter according
to Mike's prior instructions.

Findly Mikeled himin alast repetition of the Lord's Prayer and told him to

park in front of the Suttons store. "We said we'd stop for lunch,” said the

priest, "and | think we deserveit.”

Relieved of the strain of concentration, Ray became aware of his ssomach's
complaints. "Greet idea" They visited the men's room, bought soft drinks and
submarine sandwiches from Mrs. Sutton, and settled down to eat at apicnic table
behind the store. Mike didn't seem inclined to talk about what they'd just done,
and Ray had no desireto prod him into discussingit.



After they'd said their goodbyesto Mrs. Sutton and started the drive homeward,
though, he had to ask. "Wdll, did it work?"

"What do you think?' said Mike, who'd ingsted on taking the whedl again. "L ook
for yoursdf."

Ray twisted in his seat to gaze back up the steep road. For a couple of seconds,
he saw a shimmering canopy that arched over the entire town. When he blinked,
the scene faded to normal, a cluster of houses surrounded by woods and drenched
in afternoon sunlight. Y et the aura of safety remained.

"At therisk of sounding like one of those pop psychologists,” Mike said, "trust
your fedlings. It worked. Didn't you sensethat?

"l guess| did. But that'safar cry from the scientific method they drummed

into usa med school.” Nevertheless, he dlotted amoment to refocusing his
energy, spreading the shidld of invisbility over himsdf, his companion, and

the car. No matter if his colleagues at the clinic and hospital would consider

him nuts, he ft that shield deflecting the enemy's probes.

Mike chuckled. "Bdieve me, | know what you mean. I'm not doing much more than
groping inthe dark, mysdf. About al | can do istrust my fedlings of

rightness. They don't teach these techniquesin seminary, the Navy, or medica
schoal.”

God help us, that doesn't sound like much to stake Kate and Saraslife on! For

an ingtant, Ray thought he sensed dark wings once more flapping againgt his
insubstantia barrier.

* * % %

Kate paced the rectory, nibbling her knuckles, until Mike and Ray got home
Saturday evening. Until Sarahad gone to bed, shed maintained afacade of cam.
After that, sheld seen no reason to bother. Sure, she knew how the length of the
drive from San Francisco to Ardath; she knew the men'strip there and back would
take dl day. That knowledge didn't keep her from worrying, not to mention
inwardly fuming at them for putting themselvesin danger and her in suspense.
They'rerisking themsaves for me--again. Another debt to hang over my head.
Didnt "gratitude" trandate, in some languages, as synonymous with

"resentment”? Irrationa asthe feding was, she couldn't squelch it atogether.

A full day aonein the house with Sara hadn't helped Kate's mood. She had run
out of proofreading work to distract her from Sara's complaints about staying
ingde. Complaints?--more like whining, amisdemeanor Sarahad never committed
before except when sick. Intelligent enough aswell as frightened enough, after

that astrd flight, to understand why she couldn't go out, the child till

didn't like the situation. How can | blame her, when | hate it myself? One

aspect that bothered Kate was the disruption of her harmonious relationship with
Sara. Never imagined | could get Sick of spending time with her. Shefdt guilty

at the mere thought. Moving back to Ardath would solve the problem of
confinement, anyway.

Sheld played eeven games of checkerswith Sara, who had actualy besten her the
last time. Then shed dumped anew jigsaw puzzle on the dining table, cleared of
the Grand Canyon landscape Mike had finished the night before. The new puzzle, a
500-piece picture of kittensin abasket, ddighted Sara. Helping her daughter

sort the fragmentsinto piles by color, Kate was amazed at how quickly Sara
found connections and formed linkages. Five hundred pieces-maybe sheisa
geniud

Notwithstanding, Kate was glad her child genius was adegp when Mike and Ray
arrived. She wanted to talk to the men undisturbed. Asde from inssting that



the hamburgers they'd eaten on the way would do for supper and admitting that
they could use acouple of cold beers, they didn't seem disposed to talk. The
first detail she noticed was agash on Mike's forehead.

"What happened to you?' she asked as she popped the tops on the beer cans.
"Nothing. We had ablowout, and | got abump on the head trying to change the
tire"

She frowned at him over the kitchen table. "L ooks like more than abump to me."
"I've certified him fit," said Ray. "Don't worry."

"How did you manage to hurt your head changing atire?' Whether women's
intuition or the growth of her supposed ESP, something hinted to her that the
men weren't telling her everything.

"Well, weran into an earth tremor," Ray said, bracing his chair againgt the

wall and wearily leaning his head back. "Just asmal one. No problem.”
Sheglared a him, then at Mike, who blandly gazed back at her. "That'sdll
you're going to say? No problem?”

"Everything'sfine" Mike said, in asoothing tone that made her grit her teeth

with impatience.

"What happened in Ardath?

"Not much." Ray took agulp of beer, then pressed the cold can to hisforehead.
"Mikeintroduced meto your friend, Mrs. Sutton. She's ddlighted to hear you and
Saraare coming back. We sort of blanketed the areawith Mike'sritud, and it
seems to have worked.”

"It did work," Mike said. "Y ou'll be safe there, more so than here. And youll
have the entire town, not just asingle house. Y ou'll be glad of that, | know."

Kate studied him suspicioudy but sensed no deception, only reserve. "Sarawill,
that'sfor sure." Her own distress at the prospect of spending weeks or months
in aplace so saturated with Johnny's spirit didn't matter, compared with her
daughter's safety and happiness. "When do you suggest we make the move?”
"As soon asyou can get yoursalvestogether,” Mike said, "and Ray and | can take
the time off to escort you there."

"Both of you?' While adouble escort hardly seemed necessary, she had to admit
shewould be grateful for the company of both men.

Shortly Ray dragged himself off to his borrowed bed, rather than drive home
after dl day on theroad. Mike asked Kateto join himin his study before
retiring.

She accepted the comfortably worn armchair in front of the desk, wondering why
he wanted this conference when he was obvioudy so tired. How old ishe,
exactly?It's hard to tell, with the white hair and the black eyebrows. But all

this uproar can't be good for him. She watched him unlock a desk drawer.

"I've been meaning to give you this" he said, "and now seemsagood time. Weve
guarded your home, to the best of our ability. | want to guard you, persondly,
too." He held up asix-inch cross of unpainted, nut-brown wood, smooth from
countless years of handling, etched with agrapevine pattern.

"Wood from the olive groves around Bethlehem,” he said. "And seethiscrysta in
the center?"

Kate peered at the smdl sphere at the juncture of the cross. The transparent

orb captured ascintillaof light. At its heart a speck of something dark was
embedded.

"Thisis supposed to contain afragment of the True Cross," Mike said.
Sheleaned forward to brush the aged wood with her fingertips. "Do you redly
think it does?' What little she knew of the authenticity of holy relics made her



skeptical.

"Who knows? Whether | believeit or not really doesn't matter. It'safact that
thisartifact has been blessed by a Pope, however. It certainly dates back to
the High Middle Ages, at least. Another fact isthat hundreds of people, over
the intervening centuries, have believed in its genuineness.”

Therdic, on aleather cord, dangled invitingly from his hand. Kate closed her
fingersaround it. "Are you saying that their faith sticksto it, or something?'

He smiled. "Something like that. Physical objects can carry acharge, soto
speak, whether poditive or negative." He didn't seem offended by her
reservations. "'If you can accept that this house, or the whole village of

Ardath, can store psychic energy, why not this cross?*

"Y eah, wdll, when you put it that way, it sounds more reasonable than plenty of
other thingsyou'vetold me."

Mike laughed outright at that. Turning serious again, he said, "1 want you to
keepit."

"What? Oh, | couldnt! It must be valuable.”

"ltsgreatest vaueliesin its protective power," he said, "which you and Sara
need more than anybody else | know. Go ahead, takeit."

She accepted the cross and clasped it in both hands. She did fed awarmth
radiating from the wood into her muscles and bones. If thisaurawas an
illusion, it was acomforting one. Whispering her thanks, she hung therelic
around her neck.

"This reminds me of something I've been thinking about, the past couple of
days." She stared down at the cross on her bosom. She felt embarrassed at what
she planned to ask. "Would you think it's, well, superstitious for me to want
Sarabaptized? | mean, because I'm not a churchgoer. Would it be exploiting the
church?'

Mikerelaxed in his chair and steepled hisfingers. "Depends. What's your
reason? Protection?"

Kate twisted the leather strand. " Sort of. But | don't want you to think I'm
looking at baptism as some kind of magic charm. At least, I'm pretty surethat's
not it."

"If you're asking for the rite as an expression of trugt, it's not

uperdtitious.”

"l think so. But my faith isn't what you'd exactly cdl robust. Ever since

Johnny died--" The old resentment welled up to choke her.

"You'reangry with God for dlowingit.”

Kate stared at him in surprise. "How did you--Oh. | guessyou've heard it dll
before.”

"Pretty nearly.” He thoughtfully swiveled his chair, then continued. "What would
you have expected Him to do?"

"Stop it from happening, of course! Strike down whoever worked the spell, or
whatever it was, that made the horse throw my husband.”

"If he'd been killed by amugger on the street, would you have expected God to
intervenein thet, too?"

"Why not?' Smmering anger tinged her voice. "Why doesn't He stop dl the
terrible things people do to each other?"

"All?" Father Mike gave her aleve dare. "Including every bit of cruel gossp
and petty dishonesty in the world? What would happen to free will?"

"Well, when you put it that way--"



"Then where would you have Him draw theling?"

Kate shook her head. "I don't know. | never thought of it that way. I'm
confused.”

Heamiled gently. "Wedl are, sometimes.”

"Okay, I'll think it over. And | do want Sarabaptized. It'snot that | don't
believe therésa God. I'm just not sure what to believe about Him."

"What you vow in baptismisto bring up your child in thefaith to the best of
your ability. Can you promisethat?"

I'll promise anything to get on theright sidein thiswar! "To the best of my
ability?Yes, | can.”

"All right, then." With aweary smile, he stood up. "Ordinarily, weeks of
ingtruction are required, and we'd perform therite on one of the regularly
appointed Sundays, in front of the congregation. But in these circumstances, |
think tomorrow afternoon would suit.”

Shelet out a pent-up breath. "Thank you."

"One more thing before we get some deep, what about godparents?

"Ray?' Kate said. "I'm not redlly closeto anyone elsethat | could ask now,
anyway."

"Fine. Thereésno officia upper or lower limit on the number of godparents, and
I'm sure helll be honored.”

Fdling adeep, Kate mulled over how she would explain this development to Sara.
Am | being supergtitious, | wonder? Whether she was or not, she felt more at
peace dready. I'll honestly try to keep the vows, and it certainly can't hurt.

Kate a so decided to ask Arlene Grant, who happily agreed to stand up as
godmother on short notice. Asfor Ray, Kate thought she glimpsed moisturein his
eyes when she made the request of him. Father Mike explained to Sarathat the
gplash of water and dab of consecrated oil would mean shewas "joining God's
family," which Sara seemed to accept, at |least for the present. After lunch they
all trooped across to the church through the covered walkway, prayer booksin
hand. Following the abbreviated service, Mike provided refreshments of coffee,
rose wine, and a bakery cake he'd somehow found time to pick up.

Arlene, claiming aheadache, | eft after atoken diver of cake. Every time shed
dropped in at the rectory lately, the woman had seemed droopy and
uncommunicetive asif she wasfighting some low-grade virus. Kate knew Sara
missed Arlenesusud lively taes of her pets antics. Ray distracted the

little girl by spending the afternoon working on the kitten puzzle. The Drake

the Dragon puppet made Sara giggle with jokes about the picture. Kate wasn't
sure whether to be relieved or sorry when Ray didn't try to get her done.
Monday night, she and Sara spent their first full evening in the rectory without
Mike. The priest had to attend an al-day diocesan conference, which included a
dinner that extended long past dark. Kate rejected Ray's offer of company with
mock indignation. "Y ou'd think we couldn't take care of ourselves! | haven't
needed a babysdtter in years." In truth, she did fed atad nervous about

rattling around alone in the huge Victorian house after Saras bedtime, but she
didn't want to let irrationd fear get agrip on her. I'm going to nip this
sllinessin the bud! she assured hersdlf. When we moveto Ardath in a couple of
days, I'd darn well better be able to spend evenings aone! Besides, she wasn't
ready to dedl with Ray in the absence of another adult as a buffer. Her own
desirefor him frightened her. Would she fed the same responseto any likable
man who made advancesto her? | hope I'm not that needy, but how can | tell?



She read hersdlf hoarse, lulling Sarato deep with one of the Narnia books.
Afterward, unnerved by the silent house, Kate flicked through the TV channds.
None of the programs held her attention. She retreated to the back sitting room,
the one with thefireplace, and played the sound track of South Pacific. A nice,
sample pleasure, she thought, dternately funny and sentimentd. She
supplemented it with The Nine Tailors, since Mike had emphatically recommended
Dorothy Sayersto remedy what he saw as Kate's literary deficiencies. As soon as
South Pacific ended, she replaced it with another Broadway musica tape. She
didn't want to hear the random creaks of the house.

Part-way into My Fair Lady, she heard arumble that suggested a storm cregping
toward her. Asrare as thunderstorms were around here, why did one have to
choose tonight to swoop down upon the Bay area? When lightning began to flash
behind the curtains, Kate grumbled to hersdlf that sheredlly would have
preferred aminor earthquake.

Shetiptoed down the hdl to check on Sarawho, surprisingly, remained adeep.
See, she's braver than you are, even dead to the world, Kate chided herself. She
returned to the music and The Nine Tailors, wondering whether a story that
involved floods was the best choice for tonight's reading.

A few minutes later, the phone rang. Mike dwaystold her not to answer it:
"That'swhat the machineisfor." Kate had trouble overcoming lifdong habits

and usudly sat inimpatient slence until the answering machine cut off the

ringing. Thistime, she heard Arlene's voice hestantly inquiring whether

anybody was listening. The woman sounded stressed.

Deciding Arlenewas certainly an exception to the no-communication rule, Kate
hurried to the kitchen and lifted the receiver of the wal phone.

"I wasjust thinking about you, when the sorm started,” Arlene said. Kate
wondered whether the stiffnessin her voice proceeded from fear or from that
vagueillness sheldd been exhibiting lately. "1 thought you might not want to be
alonein the house. How about if | come over and keep you company?'

Arlene sounded more anxious than cordial, Kate thought. Maybe sheredly is
afraid of thunder and lightning. "I wouldn't ask you to drivein this."

"It'snot raining hard yet," Arlene said, "and I'd like the companionship,

mysdf. I'm coming over." She hung up.

Kate dowly replaced the phone. That abruptness didn't sound like Arlenesusual
sdf. Nervous, that's dl, Kate thought. Like me The ideaof company sounded
attractive to her, too. She prowled the house, her arms folded against imaginary
chills. Though shewinced at every ped of distant thunder, the noise didn't

seem to disturb Sara.

About fifteen minutes after the phone call, the doorbell rang. Kate hesitated

with her hand on the knob before dowly turning it to open the door a crack,
with the chain fastened. "Arlene, isthat you?'

"It'sme." Her voice sounded tired. When Kate unhooked the chain, Arlene stepped
insde and stood on the Persian-style throw rug, clasping her purseto her

chest. Rain plastered her pixie-cut blonde hair to her head and trickled down

her face. She looked around vaguely, asif unsure why she wasin the room.
"Thanksfor coming,” Kate said. "Let's go into the kitchen and make sometea.”
"Okay." Arlene's apathetic tone worried Kate.

"Y ou probably shouldn't be out tonight. Y ou look like you're coming down with
something.”

"I'mdl right." Arlenésfeet dmogt literally dragged as shetrailed after

Kateto the kitchen.



Reaching up into a cabinet for the teakettle, Kate felt aprickling on the back

of her neck. Arlenesinert presence made her feel more anxious than secure.
What was wrong with the woman? She certainly didn't act in the mood for
"company.”

The scuff of Arlené's shoes on the linoleum made Kate glance over her shoulder.
Arlengs|eft arm whipped around her waist. Dropping the kettle, Kate froze. In
the first second, she was too confused to be afraid. What'sthis, her ideaof a
joke?

Then Arlenesright hand diced up from behind. Kate kicked backward, squirmed,
and struck out with both arms before she conscioudy noticed the gleam of the
blade. The knife dashed her forearm instead of the soft flesh benesth her
breastbone. Shefdt aburning sensation, easily ignored. The grip holding her
immobilized againgt Arlene's pillowy chest was more important.

She gouged Arlene'sarm with her fingernails. The atacker emitted a hiss of

pain but didn't et go. Grappling with Arlengsright wrist, Kate struggled to

keep the knife away from itstarget. She ssomped as hard as she could on
Arlene's sneaker-clad foot--not hard enough, wearing only dippers herself.
Arlene made no sound except labored breathing, and Kate had the presence of mind
not to scream. Nobody would hear except Sara, exactly what Kate didn't want.
Adeep, the child might be safe.

Kate's hand, curled around Arleng's wegpon arm, was growing dick with sweet.
She didn't think she had the strength to disarm awoman who spent her days
hustling animas from cage to cage. Producing amoan that she hoped sounded
redigtic, she went limp. Startled, Arlenerelaxed for an ingtant. Kate

dithered to the floor and rolled away.

The other woman gave awordless ydl and dove at her. Kate flung out oneleg,
which connected with Arlene's calf and tripped her. Arlene tumbled on top of
Kate, dropping the knife. Her hands closed on Kate's neck.

Kate thrashed from side to sde and thrust her kneesinto Arleng's midriff.

Asde from an occasiona grunt of shock, her opponent didn't seem to notice. She
raked her nails down the woman's arms, with no better result. Choking, Kate
fought for breath, her vision obscured by black spots.

Suddenly the pressure eased. Opening her eyes, she saw Arlene thrown across the
room--by Ray. Kate scrambled to her feet. Arlenelay in acorner, stunned.
After aquick glance a Kate, Ray kndlt over Arlene, fumbling with her clothes.
Kate rubbed her sore throat and watched in bewilderment.

Ray searched frantically for aminute. Hisfrown cleared as he groped in the
pocket of the woman's jeans. He pulled out a small object. Arlene opened her
eyes and raised hersalf on her elbows. She stared blankly. Her mouth dropped
open, and she collapsed on the linoleum.

Kate clutched achair for support. "What's that?' she croaked at Ray. For the
first time, she had a breath's space to wonder why Arlene had tried to kill her.

Ray's mouth twisted in disgust. He held out his open hand, which contained a
crumpled piece of paper. Fastidioudy using the fingertips of his other hand, he
unfolded the scrap.

Kate peered at it. The symboals, in black pen, meant nothing to her, yet she felt
aqueasiness smilar to that reflected on Ray'sface. She lightly poked the
paper.

Animage legped into her mind--an austere-looking woman seated in a
straight-backed chair, her eyes closed in concentration and her hands folded on



her 1ap. The woman whose picture Arlene had drawn, the one who had threatened
Ray. Kate snatched her hand back.

"What isit?' Ray whispered. "What do you see?'

Katetold him.

He helped her into achair. "That explains Arlene's behavior. She must have been
hypnotized, put under amental compulsion stronger than ordinary hypnosis. This
writing must be acharm of some kind, the woman'slink with Arlene, to maintain
control."

"Thenit'salink with us, with thisplace. They'll find us"

Ray had aready dropped the paper into a saucer and taken matches out of a
drawer. "Not for long, it isn't." He struck the match, st fire to the paper,

and watched asit burned. He then rinsed the ash down the sink. "Now we don't
have to worry about that, at least. Mike should be here any minute. | called the
conference and left him amessage--told them it was urgent.”

"Wait aminute, what made you do that? And come here?"

Hefolded hisjacket and tucked it under the unconscious woman's head. "'l just
knew you needed help.”

"Another of thosefedings, huh? Well, I'm thankful for it, whatever it is"

Ray gave her asheegpish smile. "I had to break the chain on the front door. Good
thing you forgot the deadbolt thistime." The groan of the door rising, followed

by motor noises, sounded from the garage. "Oh, good, there's Mike."

At the same moment, Kate heard Sara calling her. She rushed into the bedroom,
anxiousto calm the child before she decided to investigate the disturbance.

Kate didn't want Sarato see Arlenein this condition. Explaining that Arlene

had been visiting and had allittle accident, Kate persuaded Sarato stay in bed.

Returning to the kitchen, Kate found Ray explaining the circumstancesto Mike,

"I have to assume they saw mewith Arlene at some point. That'sthe only way
they could've known Arleneis connected with Kate."

Mike said, "If they questioned her under hypnosis, they must know Kate and Sara
aredive. Thank God Arlene doesn't know about Ardath.” He turned to Kate. "It's
not safe for you to stay here any longer. They can't find the house with that

charm destroyed, but | don't feel good about your being anywherein San
Francisco. Fortunately your homeisready. Y ou have to go thereimmediatdy.”
Kate brushed her hair out of her eyes. "Go to the cabin? Tonight?'

Ray said, "That does seem best." His gaze shifted to the unconscious woman on
thefloor. "What about her? Why hasn't she cometo yet?'

Mike knelt to examine Arlene with adoctor's brisk efficiency. "The blow to the
head from thefdl looksinsignificant. Must be the shock of breaking thetie

with her controller." He stood up. "I'll take her to the emergency room and
concoct some believable story to account for her condition. Y ou drive Kate and
Sarato Ardath.”

"Right." Ray's hand briefly rested on Kate's shoulder. "Get Saraready and pack
asfast asyou can. | agree with Mike, | want you out of here!™ His anxious
expression shifted to afrown. "Good Lord, you're hurt!"

Bending her left arm, Kate studied the knife-cut. Reminded of it, she became
aware of the sting she'd been ignoring. The blood oozed rather than dripped.

"I'm okay."

"The hell you are!" Hisjaw clenched in suppressed anger, Ray dampened a paper
towel and dabbed at the wound.

Mikejoined him. "She'sright, it's superficia. Disinfect and bandageit. |



haveto get Arleneto the hospitd "

Kate stared a her unconscious friend. Contemplating Arlene's actions deflected
her attention from the discomfort of the cut. "They--the enemy--took over her
mind, the way you think they did those two men?"

"Appears 0," Mike said. "Except that they fined-tuned their gpproach alittle
more thistime. Went to the trouble of finding someone with adirect connection
to you, then planted that charm on her to ensure control. After al, she knows
you personaly. She would've fought the command, given the chance.”

I'm sure shewould. But will | ever see her the sameway, after this? A gray
mist thickened before Kate's eyes, and her ssomach felt hollow. Hands grasped
her shoulders and pushed her onto a chair. Ray's voice ordered her to lay her
head down, as he prodded the back of her neck.

She obediently rested her head on the table. Within seconds, the faintness
receded. Someone pressed a glass of water into her hand. Shetook asip and
looked up a Mike. "I'm leaving now," he said. "Ray will take care of you, and
I'll drive up to Ardath to check onyou in afew days." He bent over to give
Kate ahug. Awkwardly wrapping her arms around his neck, she lightly kissed his
cheek.

"Thanksfor everything,”" she murmured.

He stared hard at her neck. ™Y ou aren't wearing the cross.”

Kate blushed. "Well, no, it'sin my bedroom.”

"Wear it." He gave her hand afind squeeze.

She watched him pick up Arlene and disappear into the garage. Ray stood at her
elbow with disinfectant spray and bandages. Kate submitted to first aid, while
her thoughts churned between the terror of the recent past and the practical
problems of packing up a a moment's notice.

Finished dressing her cut, Ray said, "How about if | wake Sarawhile you get
everything e seready?'

Kate thankfully agreed. Fortunately, she didn't have to lighten her baggage for
thisflight. The boxes, suitcases, and overnight bags that held the possessions
they'd scrounged from the apartment would easly fit into Ray's car. Just a
couple of refugees, that's us. Of course, their Situation wasn't asbad as all

that, sherealized. They'd lose accessto the rest of their property, which Ray
would store for them, only temporarily. Until the heet's off, she ruefully
reminded hersdlf. Instead of refugees, make that "hunted fugitives.”

Chapter 13

Ray moved his car into the garage and helped Kate load her stuff. Sara, drooping
deepily at the kitchen table in jeans and a sweatshirt, watched him carry her

box of toysout. She clutched Tigger to her midriff. "Dr. Ray sayswere going

to our house in the mountains. Isthat our real home?'

Kate swallowed hard. "Yes, | guessitisnow."

"Can | go outsde there?'

"Sure, munchkin. We'd better get in the car now."



Saraclasped Kate's hand and stood up. "Mommy, what happened to your arm?”
"Just alittle accident. It doesn't hurt." By now, that was dmost true.

Saraglanced around the room. "Y ou said Miss Arlene was here. Where'd she go?"
"Shefdl and got alittle bump on the head." Kate swallowed again to stop her
voice from quivering. "Father Mike took her to the hospitd. Shelll befine”
"Okay," sad the child. "Let'sgo."

Kate tucked her in the back of Ray's car with aquilt and pillow from her
bedroom. Mike had a surplus of such itemsand could pick them up when hevisited
Ardath. The potted herbs rested on the floor behind the driver's seat.

"When we get away from the rectory,” said Ray as he started the motor, "I'll

have to shield the car so we won't be noticed.” He clenched and unclenched his
hands on the steering whed. " Sara, can you help make usinvisible?!

"Okay," camethe drowsy voice from the back seet.

"Kate, I'd fed better if you'd help too. Just focus on lending us your

grength.”

"All right, I'll try."

They pulled out of the garage onto the street, veiled by fog now that therain

had stopped. Kate had to take Ray and Sara'sword for the effectiveness of their
menta barrier. She hersdf could fed nothing, though she stroveto visudize
pouring energy into Ray for him to channel as he wished. For support, she
tightened her fingers around the cross that now hung at her breast.

A few milesaway from the church, Sara said, " Somebody's |ooking for us."

"I know," Ray said. Asthey passed a street lamp, Kate noticed his face was taut
with grain. "l fed it, like a battering ram pounding on agate. Help me, both

of you."

Kate shut her eyes, the better to concentrate. While she till couldn't sense
Ray'sshidd, shefdt him reaching for her mentaly, felt the energy she

generated being funneled into his reservoir. She sensed a desperate urgency in
theway he sphoned up everything she offered.

"I don't think we can hold it," he whispered. "They know they dmost had you and
they're throwing the heavy atillery a usthistime.”

Katefelt asif Ray and Saragroped for her and clasped her hands, though she
knew they hadn't moved physically. A hot current flowed between her and Ray.
Linked with him, she did start to fedl some of what he percelved. Pressure,
vibration, deasfening noise, asif she were nailed into abox that someone was
pounding on, or holding adoor shut againgt an inrushing tidal wave.

Suddenly the barrier burst. A tide, not of water but of foul-smelling darkness,
flooded her mind. Saras cry yanked her back from a precipice of panic: "Mommy,
Dr. Ray, don't et them get us! Fight!"

Ray momentarily removed one hand from the whed, giving Kate a physical touch to
reinforce the mental bond. " So they know we're here," he said through gritted
teeth. "That doesn't mean they've got us."

But the sense of hostile eyeswas horrible enough. For aminute Kate visudized
the enemy's surveillance in terms of old horror moviesfrom late-night TV. King
Kong's huge paw about to grab them and lift them to his gaping mouth. Godzilla's
taloned foot preparing to scomp down and pulverize the car.

Now, cut that out! Even if these people do worship some kind of superhuman
mongters, the mongters wouldn't bother with us. We're fighting human beings,
with mortal limitations. Kate didn't gain much comfort from her self-imposed pep
talk.

Echoing her thoughts, Ray said, "They haveto send redl people after us, in



ordinary vehicles on public roads. Well outrun them and make them lose the
trall."

A few minuteslater, Sarasaid, "What's that car behind us, Dr. Ray? It feels
When Ray checked the rear-view mirror, the expression on hisface grew il
more desperate, if possible. "It doeslook awfully familiar.”

Before Kate could ask him to explain, Sarasaid, "It'sthe bad lady's car. And
there's somebody else, too. Not a person, amonster.”

"In the car with her?' Ray's hoarse whisper deepened Kate's fear. Hewas
supposed to serve astheir rock, with an answer to every problem.

Damn you, Ray Benson, you're supposed to protect us! Kate put alid on her
irrationa anger and tried to channd the emotion into psychic defense.

"Not inthecar, 'zactly," Sarasaid. "With her in her head. Looking out her

eyes. It'swatching us, and it's hungry.”

Ray cast aquick look over his shoulder. "Sara, lie down on the seat! Kate, get
down asfar asyou can, too."

She complied, after checking Saras position. "Do you think that'll make any
difference?'

"Can't hurt--in case they decide to use mundane weapons." Heran ayelow light
and accelerated. "Until we can catch aminute to rebuild the shield, it'll be

hell trying to shake her. Y ou and Saramust shine like an airport beacon.”
"Herewe are, drop the bomb?" Kate mumbled, scrunching down below the window
leve. "Or maybe more like piranha swarming to the smell of blood." Theingtant
she made that remark, she regretted it, peeking over the seat back to gauge
Sarasreaction. Thelittle girl, though, didn't seem darmed by the analogy.

She probably grasps the danger better than | do.

"Damn, sheran thered light behind usd" said Ray. "Wher€'s a cop when you need
one?' He dowed at the corner of aone-way street, looked right and | eft, and
turned the wrong way. At the first intersection thereafter, he cut acrossto the
next block.

From the back seat came the quiet statement, "The bad lady is ill after us.”
Sure enough, a couple of minutes later the pursuing car, ablue sedan,

regppeared half ablock behind.

Ray growled a curse and put on speed.

"Good thing for usthe cops aren't around,” said Kate. "Can't you and Sara at
least try to raise that barrier again?'

"WEell haveto," Ray said. Again Katefelt him "reach” for her. Now that shed
learned how to open her mind and let her energy flow, she felt the power as

pal pably asthe breath sighing in and out of her lungs. Sheinhded and exhaded
deeply and dowly, willing her heart to beat with steady confidence, the way
Mike had just begun to teach her. She recalled acomment the priest had made,
which she hadn't given much credence at thetime: "Kate, | think you have a
naturd talent for biofeedback, controlling your own body's autonomic processes.
Besides your paranormal perception, your other great strength may be a
bottomlesswell of energy that you can channd at will."

Now she comprehended his meaning, as shefelt her heart and lungs obey her
mentd directions. She visudized afountain of power centered somewhere around
her digphragm, pouring its essence dong the nerve-paths that bound her to Ray.
Behind her closed lids, she could dmost see the polychromatic hao Sara
perceived around every living person at all times, which Kate had barely
glimpsed the night she and Sara had traveled; now, however, her own auramelted



around and into those of Ray and Sara, merging the three of them together.
Temporarily part of this network, Kate saw phenomena she normaly couldn't
perceive. The web or bubble generated by Ray and Sara became clear to her. It
glowed like stop-motion heat lightning around the body of the car. A rush of
warmth expanded outward from the center of Kate's being. For an instant shefelt
asif she and Ray interpenetrated each other, so deeply did he draw upon her
power for his creetion.

A thunderclap reverberated in her head. The bubble they were shaping vanished
like adrop of water on ared-hot griddle. A brutd fist dammed into Kate's
stomach. She doubled over, hugging herself and gasping from cramps. A quick
glance showed her Sara till huddled on the floor behind the front seet.

Kate heard the screech of brakes and fdlt the car swerve. Almost immediately,
the pain stopped. Not physical at al, she understood, but her body's
transmutation of a psychic attack. She redlized her head lay on Ray'slap. She
gtarted to move but changed her mind. In this position, she wasn't visible from
outsde the car, and the intimate contact might enhance their defensive bond.
Shefdt him straightening the car, so they obvioudy hadn't hit anything.

"Sara, areyou dl right?' he said hoarsdly.

"Yes, Dr. Ray. They hit us, they broke our wall."

"Yeah." He squeezed Kate's shoulder, then returned both hands to the whedl. "And
that woman is il right behind us." He continued working hisway back and
forth aong sde Streets, running stop signsand yellow lights at every

opportunity. Lying on the seat, Kate had a skewed vantage through the
windshield. Alternating light and darkness assaulted her eyes, with fractured
glimpsesof traffic Sgnas, neon displays, and high-rises. The nausesting
presence of the enemy overshadowed everything.

After awhile Ray sad, "Werein the middle of adum. Lucky if some gang
doesn't decide my car looks like a choice item--she might have her work done for
her. Damn it, if we could just get the shield up! She must be tracking us by

ESP, s0 every time we get out of Sight, she catches up again.”

"At least she hasn't arted shooting at us," Kate said.

"No, she probably doesn't want to attract attention. Even here."

"So what are we going to do?"

He shook his head. "'I'm open to suggestions.”

Sara, who had been silent for several minutes, spoke up. "Dr. Ray, maybe we
could fool the bad lady. We could make her see something that isn't redl.”
Katefelt the increased tenson in Ray's thigh muscles. "Could we? Or, rather,
could you?' Kate heard atrace of humor in hisvoice. "I'm grictly in the

amateur class compared to you."

"l candoit if you and Mommy help." Saras fragile-sounding soprano contrasted
oddly with the matter-of-fact competence she projected.

My daughter, Wonder Girl. The concept still seemed surredl to Kate.

"l wish Yasmin was here. She could help, too. Mommy, Dr. Ray, we haveto hold
hands. Not red hands--you know." Her toneimplied frustration with her limited
vocabulary.

Kate drew along breath and concentrated on reinforcing her bond with Ray and
Sara. Shefdt hersdf and Ray flowing together, their streams of power becoming
asingleriver that fed into Sara. The joining stirred whirlpools of sensation

inthe pit of Kate's abdomen. Despite their desperate straits, cresting the wave
with Ray sent aflood of pleasure through her.

Don't loseyour grip, don't let it distract you, she commanded her throbbing



nerves. Focus, focus!

Something hard struck the car. "Good God, they're throwing rocks at usl" Ray
muttered.

Without loosening the mentd tie, Kate sneaked afast ook out the side window.
Two teenage boysin cut-off T-shirtswere pitching chunks of brick at the car.
Kate glanced back and saw the blue sedan afew hundred yards behind. Deciding
she'd seen enough, she dove for Ray'slap and renewed her concentration.

Ray floored the accelerator, whipping around a sports car just ahead. Itshorn
blared asthey passed. "Now, Saral The sooner the better!”

Kate sensed the oppressive shadow of dark wings over them. At the sametime, a
vison of the car following them unreded insde her head. She saw the
middle-aged woman, her fixed glare incongruous aong with her sculpted hair and
finey penciled makeup, accelerating after them.

Abruptly Kate discovered that a split-off piece of her consciousnessfloated
above the vehicle, joined to her body by the shining ribbon she'd seen when she
"traveled.” She gazed down upon the chase that careened through the narrow
streets. A giant bulk charged out of an aley and loomed between Ray's car and
thewoman's. It looked and sounded like atruck, a massve eighteen-whedler.
Horns blared and brakes screeched in a chaos of headlights, engine noises, and
shattering glass.

It took Kate aminute to redlize that the truck wasn't redl, but aniillusion
generated by Sara, fueled by energy from Ray and Kate. In that minute, the
pursuing car swerved, spun in ahalf-circle, and crashed into alamppost. Water
poured fromitsradiator. A compact taillgating it dammed into it broadside.

Kate sensed Ray flinging awordless query at Sara. Amid astarburst of power, a
spectral double of Ray's car attempted aturn and collided with the jackknifed
rear end of theillusory truck. In afind flourish, the duplicat€s engine

burgt into flames.

Kate sank back into her body. Freed from the pressure of the evil woman's
attack, Sara gathered and shaped the scattered energiesto re-form the mental
shield. The barrier closed around the car, seamless as an eggshell.

Thefina surge of effort jarred Kate into ordinary consciousness. Her tieswith
Ray and Sara snagpped. Opening her eyes, she noticed her head till lay on his
lap. Her face heated as she sat up. Other parts of her body tingled in the
aftermath of their shared exertion. That's Strange. It was al mental, wasn't

it?

"We should be safe for awhile," Ray said. "Our opponent will be busy sorting
out that mess. Great work, Sara."

"Great work, yoursdlf," Katetold him, letting out along sigh of relief. The
car'smotor and the norma night sounds of the city seemed eerily quiet to her,

in contrast to the paranormal cacophony of the past few minutes. She twisted
around to look at Sara, who hugged her stuffed anima with no other outward sign
of distress.

They didn't tak for the next few miles; there didn't seem anything adequate to
say. Once they had driven well past the Golden Gate Bridge, Ray stopped at an
al-night gas gation. Whilefilling the tank, he scowled & the dentsin the

fender from the brick fragmentsthat had hit their target. "Could beworse," he
said. "At least they didn't break any windows." All three of them stoked up on
granolabars and pop-top cans of juice. Kate was surprised at how hungry she
suddenly fdlt. Mike must be right about psychic exercise usng red energy, she
decided.



As soon asthey got on the road again, Sarafell adeep. Kate fought the same
urge, until Ray told her, "Get somerest. | can hold the barrier firm by myself.
Asfar as| cantdl, Madame X has given up for the night."

Conceding that the world wouldn't disintegrate if she weren't awake to stabilize
it, Kate yielded to exhaustion. Sometime in the predawn hours, they stopped
again, and she coaxed Ray into letting her drive. With yet another halt, to buy
afast-food bregkfast, the horizon was sarting to turn gray by the time they
pulled into Ardath. Asthey passed the Suttons store, Kate said, "It's too

early even for them. Well go straight up to the house.”

She would have preferred to do that anyway, like plunging headfirst into the
coldest part of apool. Driving up the dim, silent main street, she became aware
of aserenity she hadn't experienced in far too long. Thefeding madelittle

sense, after the night of panicked flight. Echoing her thoughts, Ray said, "It

fedls safe here, doesn't it? We don't have to maintain the persona shield.” He
glanced into the back seat. "Do we, Sara?"

"No," camethe deepy reply. "Nothing can get us here.”

Kate heard Ray exhdein grateful relaxation. She felt ateeth-gritting tension
melt away from her. At last shéld reached a place where she didn't haveto stay
on guard. Funny, basing that decision on Sara'sword. It'salot to expect of a
four-year-old.

When she got her first glimpse of the cabin, another welcome redlization cameto
her. It didn't hurt as much as previousvists. Am | findly getting mysdif

together and moving on? Or am | just too emotiondly battered to react?

She switched off theenginein the gravel driveway, and they sat in sllencefor
acouple of minutes. Findly Sarawiggled into astting position and said, "Are
we home?'

"Yep, | guesswe are." Maybe here, Kate hoped, she could forget about the threat
that loomed over them. In this sheltered haven, the enemy couldn't impinge on
their lives. At least, | can forget aslong as| don't let mysalf remember that

we can't leave here. She shook off that thought. After al, she hadn't |eft

Ardath during the entire period of her marriage to Johnny, except for afew
tripsto the county seat, and she hadn't felt confined. It's not time to think

about him, either. She dug the house key out of her purse. "Let'sgoin.”

Ray produced aflashlight from the glove compartment. He joined her on the
porch, with Saraclinging to his hand and hugging Tigger with her freearm. Kate
opened the front door and inhaed the clean, but dusty scent of her unused
house. With Ray shining the light for her, she unlatched windowsto admit fresh
air. Sarascurried from room to room, her eyes brightening asthe deep wore
off. "Mommy, where's my bedroom?"

"We came herelast summer," Kate said. "Do you remember anything about it?"
Standing in the middle of the living-room rug, Sara scrunched up her face. "'l
remember the porch. And my window tree."

"Window tree?" Kate couldn't make immediate sense of thét.

"Comeon, let'sseeif it'sill there!™ Saragrabbed her hand and pulled her
toward the stairs. Ray followed close at Kate's back, making the flashlight beam
dance on thewalls ahead of her.

Kate guided Sarato the room at the right of the master bedroom. "Thisiswhere
you dept.” The bed was neatly made up with apatchwork quilt, just as Kate had
arranged it the previous summer. Apparently the Suttons made sure none of the
few tenantswho'd inhabited the house in the past year had left amark onit.
Kate raised the window. Outside, the branches of atall pine brushed the screen.



"Thereitis" Saracried, skipping to the window, "my tree!"

Kate savored the evergreen fragrance. Imagine Sara's recalling this one detail,

the giant tree that shaded two of the three upstairs rooms. The memory of lying
besde Johnny on winter nights, listening to that tree rattle against their own
bedroom window, stabbed Kate. Instead of rgecting it, she embraced the memory.
| might aswell get theworst out of the way. After theinitia pang, it hardly

hurt at dl. A momentary thought that, by remembering without pain, she was

being didoyd to Johnny, made her smile a her own foolishness.

Thusfortified, she moved to the doorway of the center bedroom. The double bed
loomed before her, covered in awhite quilt. On her previous vigts, she had

dept in the left-most room, the guest room. No more! Coward! Thistime, she
would use her own bed. She marched to the window and opened it, then picked up
the telephone receiver. She heard adia tone. Jane Sutton, religble asaways,

must have reactivated the account upon hearing of Kate's plans.

Ray hovered at the door, careful not to intrude. Pasting on asmile, Kate said,
"Wed better fire up the generator.”

While she and Ray wrestled with the mysteries of eectric power, Saradashed
outsde in the pale sunrise light. When Ray had the machine under control, Kate
stepped out the back door, wiping her hands with arag. Sarawas running circles
around the huge pine. | don't have to order her to comein and hide, Kate

thought with relief. She's safe.

K ate tested water faucets and the toilet, al of which functioned after

producing initid groansand gurgles. Finding canned juice and instant oatmesl

in the kitchen cabinets, she served a second breskfast. Afterward, sheinsisted

that Ray and Saranap until areasonable hour for driving down to the store.

Sara seemed delighted to curl up with Tigger and stare at the "window tree." Ray
accepted the guest bed, giving Kate a dubious frown when she promised she would
rest, too.

Shedidn't fed ready for the master bedroom, not just yet. Shereclined on the
couch, trying to tame her restlessness, but achieved only afitful doze.
Sometimelater, Ray came downdtairs, his clotheswrinkled from lying down. He
gazed acrossthe room at Kate, asif hesitant about approaching too close. "How
doyou fed?"

"Better." She stretched her arms above her head. "Better than | expected to

fed. I'll get Saraup so we can go to the store.”

When the three of them walked into the generd store, Mrs. Sutton stared at Kate
from behind the counter, first in surprise, then with agrin of ddight. Her

aged golden retriever, lying like afloor mat in the aide, lurched to his feet

and tentatively wagged agreeting. "Kate! | thought you wouldn't be coming for

at least another week! And look at you, Sara. Y ou've grown so much.” She hugged
each of them and shook hands with Ray. "Nice to see you again, Doctor. Well, you
al will need to stock up on supplies, and you'll want to phone the oil company

and step up thefud ddiveries.

Sherambled on as she hel ped Kate load the counter with canned food, dairy
products, and other itemsfor the house. Kate appreciated the woman's vivacious
conversation, sinceit saved Kate hersdlf from having to talk. Exactly why shed
rushed here from San Francisco a a moment's notice would have been hard to
explan.

"Imagine you knowing Father Emeric," said Mrs. Sutton as she packed groceries.
"It was wonderful seeing him here the other day. He kept me from falling apart



when my mother died of cancer, years ago. He's good people.”

"He told me the same about you," said Kate.

Ray, leaning on the counter and passing cans over to the women, said, "I'm glad
you're afriend of Father Mike's. It makes me fedl better about Kate and Sara,
knowing that they'll have somebody nearby to take care of them.”

Blushing, Kate said, "Y ou make it sound like I'm achild mysdlf.” While
overprotective behavior from him made her uncomfortable, a the sametime she
felt touched by his caring. When he patted her hand, though, she quickly pulled
back, embarrassed by the store owner's curious gaze.

After ringing up the purchases, Mrs. Sutton ingsted on serving them coffee at
one of the two cafe tables by the window. She sat with them, chatting about
repairs the cottage might need. Sara played out front with the dog. Just as Kate
and Ray got ready to collect her and drive back to the house, the store's bell
jingled, and Dr. Thom walked in.

"Kate! | heard you were coming up for awhile, but | didn't expect you today."
He clasped one of her handsin both of hisand vigoroudy pumped it. "Isit true
that you're planning to stay longer thistime?"

"Yes" sheadmitted, "but | can't say how long. I've taken an indefinite leave

of absence." That described her circumstances, more or less, in lieu of the
wholetruth.

"Good. Y ou've been working too hard. | can seethesigns." He glanced out the
plate-glasswindow a Sara, chasing the dog. "Incredible, the changein her in
just ayear. I'm glad you've brought her back, Kate. She needs to experience her
roots." He cleared histhroat. "If it'sany of my business, which youll

probably say it isnt.”

Blushing, Kate introduced Ray. Thom surveyed him and said, "Another overworked
city doctor."

Ray laughed. "So it'sthat obvious?"

Taking a sedt at the second table, Thom said, "A pot of coffee, Jane, and do you
have any more of that blueberry bread from yesterday?* As Mrs. Sutton poured him
acup, hesaid, "I stop herefor asnack every morning. One of the many
advantages of living in semi-retirement milesfrom civilization.”

"Comeon, Thom," said Mrs. Sutton, "you're the one who aways saystheresa
difference between civilization and indudtridization.”

Ray said, "So you're civilized but not--what? Technologized?'

"That's one way to put it." Thom cut adice of blueberry bread and passed the
loaf to the other table.

"Get him to show you hissymbolic pam tree," Kate said. "He keepsit in apot

in hisliving room to remind him how much he doesnt missLos Angdes”
Quizzicaly arching hisbrows, Ray said, "I don't know about L.A., but this

place does seem to besat the hell out of the clinic in downtown San Francisco.”
Histhoughtful tone made Kate wonder. Would Ray actualy consider...? Now, where
did you get that notion from? Thom hasn't even offered, and why would Ray want
to hide himsdlf up herein the wilderness? There was only one reason that her
unruly imagination would devise that scenario, and she had aready decided to
sguash any romantic ideas about Ray. It'stoo soon, and my lifeistoo confused.

After Thom admired Saraand received polite repliesto the usua bana
adult-to-child questions, Ray drove Kate and Sara back to the cabin. Kate
reflected that she would soon have to deal with the problem of transportation.
Maybe on their next visit, Ray and Mike could bring her car from the city. While



Sarahelped Ray stow the supplies they'd bought, Kate started sweeping and
dusting. She never would have expected to get so much pleasure from just mopping
her own floors. When she tested the washer-dryer, its hot-water connection
leaked, asit dwaysdid after Sitting unused for awhile. The familiar problem
made her feel even more at home. Getting the tools out of the shed to fix the
water hookup, she thought, | can't believe messing around with awrench looks
likefun! I've stayed away too long--1 should have taken the plunge ages ago.

Her previous week-long visits hadn't seemed like coming home, for she had
deliberately behaved like a vacationer, not ahomeowner, leaving dl practical
detailsto the Suttons.

A littlelater shefound Ray and Saramaking acircuit of theyard and
contemplating the view of the valey out back. "Too bad it'stoo late for a
vegetable garden,” Kate said. "Maybe | should plant some more bulbs for spring.”

Ray gave her atentative look, asif ng her emotiona state. Before he
could spesk, if heintended to, Sarasaid, "Bulbs? Like light bulbs?'

Kate suppressed agiggle. "No, munchkin, flower bulbs. They'reround like
onions. Well put them in the ground, and next spring--you know, around
Easter--flowerswill grow.”

"Okay." Sara scanned the edge of the woods, then pointed. "L ook, what's that?*
At firgt glance Kate could digtinguish only the movement of alargish animal.
The shadows of the trees interfered with vision. A raccoon, maybe? She sarted
to warn Saranot to get close. Then the creature stalked into the sunlit

clearing.

"Look, Mommy, Dr. Ray, it'sakitty."

"Oh, yeah?' Ray said, squinting into the sunlight. "1'd say the jury'sout on

that point.”

The anima wasthe biggest cat Kate had ever seen. With its plumed tail straight
up, it padded over the grass and weeds toward them. "Maybeit's part bobcat,"
said Kate.

"I'm not sure that's possible. But looking at that specimen, I'm ready to
bdieveit."

Kate latched onto Sara, who was about to swoop down on the cat. A feline that
size looked scarcely less darming than araccoon or ared bobcat. The anima
had a blocky, muscular shape and thick, smoky-gray fur. Ear tufts and a ruff
around the jowls accentuated the wild appearance. "Be careful, Sara, you know
the rule about touching strange animals.”

"He's not strange. He likesme." Sara crouched on the ground, waiting for the
cat. To Kate's surprise and dight dismay, the creature walked straight up to
thelittlegirl, sat down, and stared into her face asif evauating her. Sara

held her right hand, pam up, under the cat's nose. He sniffed her fingers. He
then reared onto his hind legs, rested hisfront paws on Sara's knees, and

butted her chin with the top of his head.

Giggling, Sararubbed behind hisears. " See, he likesme. He cameto live with
us”

"I've never seen aferd cat behave that way,” Ray muttered. "It'salmost

"Then he can't beferd,” said Kate. "Sara, the kitty must belong to somebody
who livesaround here. Y ou can't keegp him."

"Hebdongsto me." Saradidn't whine or protest, but smply made the statement
in that salf-evident tone Kate found so disconcerting.



"If he'snot apet,” Kate said, "he probably has fleas and who knows what €lse,
not to mention no shots."

Ray hunkered down in the weeds and offered his hand to the cat. Instead of
taking abite out of afinger, as Kate sill haf expected, the beast sniffed

and then sat docilely, while Ray stroked him. Picking up the cat, who flattened
hisearsbut didn't struggle, Ray made a cursory examination. "A few fleas, but
nothing we couldn't eradicate with alittle spray and powder. His eyes and nose
look hedlthy, and he sureisn't malnourished. If you do decide to keep him, |
could run himto the vet for immunizations.”

Kate ran her fingersthrough her wind-touded hair. "Are you two ganging up on
me or what?'

"Please, Mommy, | know he's sposed to live with us. Daddy sent him to me."
Kate's ears buzzed, and the ground abruptly seemed ten feet away. "Sara, please
dont..."

Shefet Ray'sarm around her waist. "Easy, Kate, it'sal right. Lean on me.”
The lightheadedness receded. Acutely aware of the heat of Ray's body, she
disengaged hersdlf and settled carefully onto the nearest tree sump. "Okay, you
win. On one condition. As soon as possible, well ask around town about his
owners and put up a'found' notice at the store. If nobody claimsthe cat, |
guess he'syours." Sheforced asmile. "At that sSze, he might make agood
watchdog.”

Ray joined her in watching Sara pet the cat, who rolled on his back to expose
hisbelly for the child's stroking. "Just abig harmlessteddy bear," said Ray.
"You could cdll him Fog."

Kate'slipstwitched with unwilling humor. "Because he's gray and walkson
little cat feet? Y eah, sure, except those are big cat feet.”

Saralooked up. "Isthat his name? Fog?'

"Do youwant it to be?' Ray said.

"It'sanice name. Helikesit, too." She plopped onto her bottom, and the cat
crawled into her lap, or rather as much of him aswould fit. ""Fog needs food,
and dishesto eat out of, and toys, and other cat stuff. Right, Mommy?'

"Other stuff," said Kate dryly. "Like acarrying cage to take him to the vet,

and alitter box so we don't have to open the door every two minutes al winter,
and probably alot of things| can't think of at the moment." She confronted Ray
with an exaggerated sigh. " See what you've gotten meinto?"

After the house wastidied and in full working order, Ray made asolitary
excursgon into town for cat food and litter. A large plastic dishpan served asa
litter box; other itemswould haveto wait until hisreturn visit with Father

Mike on the coming weekend. Even after they'd prepared and eaten alate lunch,
Ray lingered, thinking of |ast-minute cautionary remarks.

Kate sood on the porch with him, piqued by his protective hovering, yet
reluctant to say goodbye. | can't become dependent on him. He has other things
to do besides hang around me and keep the goblins away!

Having dready said goodbye to Sara, who was entertaining Fog with a piece of
gring in theliving room, Ray clasped both of Kate'shandsin his. They leaned
on the porch rail together, avoiding each other'seyes. "I'll drive your car up
thisweekend, and I'll try to bring you some more work from Mr. Boyle. And toys
for Fog--can't forget that." He laughed softly. "Now, you have my phone number,
and Mike's, if you need anything.”

"Oh, Ray, quit fussing. Were perfectly safe here. Y ou said so yoursdlf.”

"Yeah, | know. You redly think | should listen to me?' One of his hands curled



around the back of her neck. "I'm going to missyou."

"Me, too. You." Shefet hersdf blushing. "Ligtento us, it'sonly afew days.
Saraand | will befine. We have awatch-cat." Shelowered her voice. "You

better be careful, yoursalf. Keep up that bubble, or shield, or whatever you

cdl it

"I will." He squeezed her hand hard. "'l won't take the dightest risk of leading

them here or to the rectory.”

"It'snot that, dummy, | don't want them tracking you down, ether!"

"All right, I'll be careful.” With ahdf-smile, heraised her hand to hislips.

Before she could recover enough to respond, he turned and walked to his car. She
waited until it disappeared around the bend before going inside the suddenly
emptier house.

Unpacking clothes, finding niches for Sarals few toys, and making lists of

things to buy and do filled the afternoon. Supper, dishes, baths, and read-aloud
time disposed of the evening. Findly, however, Saralay adeep, with Fog on the
foot of her bed. Kate had lost that skirmish with scarcely a shot fired. Now she
hersaf had little choice but to go to bed.

Shelay awaketoo long listening to the Sigh of thewind in the giant pine. She
attributed her insomniato the quiet. How was she supposed to settle down

without the familiar rhythm of traffic outside her window?I'll get used to it.

| got used to it quick enough five years ago, with-- Sherolled over, punched

her pillow, and ordered the memoriesto shut up.

When she dept, she dreamed that Johnny opened the bedroom door and walked in.
Thistime Kate knew she was dreaming, remembered that her husband was dead. In
the surreal manner of dreams, though, she didn't fed incredulous or frightened

a viewing him"in hishabit ashelived," plad shirt, beard, and dl. He

carried Fog cradled in hisarms.

"I'm glad you've come back, Kate. Thisiswhere you and Sarabelong.” He sat on
the edge of the bed. She felt the mattress sag and scented hiswoodsy fragrance.

"Wedo? Hiding for the rest of our lives?'

"Y ouwon't haveto hideforever. It will turn out dl right, | promise.”

Tears of frugtration gathered in Kate's eyes. "That's not enough. | need to know
more-- who'strying to hurt us, how to get rid of them and protect Sara.”

"l don't belong here anymore," Johnny said. "There'sonly so much | can do to
hdp.”

"If you hadn't gone and gotten yoursdlf killed--" She clapped ahand over her
mouth, horrified at her own words.

Instead of counterattacking with anger, Johnny gave her asad smile. "1 know how
youfed. | wish | could bewith you. But | did send Fog." Helaid the cat on

the bed and stood up. "Goodnight, Kate."

She waan't sure whether she saw him vanish or just fdl into oblivion with his
eyes il fixed on hers. The next thing she knew, she was awake, and her watch,
on the nightstand, read 3:17. The cat lay curled next to her feet. |
subconscioudy felt him there and dreamed Johnny brought him. "Go away,” she
mumbled, prodding Fog with her toes. "Go back to Sara."

Somehow she felt more serene as she sank back to deep, confident that her old
home welcomed her, that by coming here sheld done the right thing.



Chapter 14

"Daddy'shere. | saw him last night.”

Kate's spoon rattled against her cereal bowl. She dowly put it down and gripped
the edge of the table. "Munchkin, you know Daddy can't be here, don't you? He's
with God."

"lsn't God everywhere? So Daddy can be with God and be here too.”

Now, how do | refutelogic likethat?"Y our father isherein spirit.”

"Then | saw his spirit. He told me Fog will take care of us." Saratook aswig

of orangejuice, her gppetite obvioudy unhindered by the content of the
conversation.

"Y ou dreamed that he talked to you. That'sonly naturd, herein hishome."
Sarashrugged. "I guess he visitsin dreams'causeit's quieter then. Or ‘cause

he can find me easier when I'min bed.”

At alossfor further argument, Kate sei zed upon the distraction of the cat, who
crouched at the back door screen emitting araspy chirp of ameow. "Why don't
you let Fog out? He's not used to staying inside.”

As Saragot up to open the door, Kate thought, 1've got to stop making an issue
of this"talking to Daddy" business. It doesn't bother her a bit, so why upset

her about it? Kate decided she hersalf was especidly disturbed about the topic
this morning because of her own dream. If not supernaturd, it was something of
acoincidence. No, itisn't. Asl just said, it'sonly natura to dream about

Johnny here. Itl stop when we get settled.

"Eat up, Sara," she said. "We haveto start digging the flower garden." She
would phone the store to ask about bulbs and inquire whether the Suttons would
deliver; they used to. While shewas at it, she might ask for a selection of

yarn. She could take up crocheting again, and later quilting aswell. Along with
reading for Ned Boyle and coaching Sarawith kindergarten work, those activities
should keep her busy.

* k% k% %

Even though she crawled into bed pleasantly tired, Kate dreamed again.
Strangely, she didn't have a second's doubt that she was dreaming, yet she also
spoke to Johnny asif she believed he wasredlly present. Heinvited her to get

up and walk outside with him. When she tossed back the covers, he reached out as
if to help her rise. For an ingtant she thought their fingers brushed, but she

felt no touch of flesh, only acrackle of dectricity. Of course| can't fedl

him; thisisnt redl.

Shefollowed him downgtairs, unbolted the front door, and stepped onto the
porch. Fog padded past her to it on the steps. Kate felt the boards cold under
her bare feet, and the night breeze made her shiver. Inconvenient dream, letting
mefed just the parts| could do without. "What do you want now, Johnny? Why
can't you either tell me straight out what you're doing here, or leave us

done?'

Her words and tone shocked her. Did she really want Johnny--even adream-wraith
of him--to go away? Y es, she decided, shedid, if the most she could have was
thisfrudtrating, evasvevison.

"You'reright," hesaid. "l should leave you adone. But | cantignorethe



danger you and Saraarein. | fed drawn to watch over you. It'slike
magnetism.” His hand stretched out to graze her unbound hair. Again shefdt a
gark, likestaticin cold, dry air. Looking oddly self-conscious, he kndlt to
stroke the cat. "Besides, it's hard to break away from you, even when | know |
can't have you anymore. It's sort of like phantom pain in an amputated limb.
Even without a body, the emotions associated with the body aren't completely
dead.”

Tearswelled in Kate's eyes. She leaned over, trying to touch him, but he glided
out of her reach. "Walk with me," he said.

Shetried to ignore the pebbles and dry pine needlesin the grass, while
following himin acircle around the cabin. At the back of the house he spread
hisarms, asif drawing her attention to the view of the valey. "My boundaries
enclose a pleasant land; indeed, | have agoodly heritage.”

Kate thought the verse sounded familiar but couldn't placeit. Turning to her
with ashy smile, Johnny said, "Psalm 16:6."

He'd never been one to quote Scripture before. Well, maybe dying changed a
person's perspective. Gazing out over the dark sea of trees, relieved only by a
few glimmersof light, shefolded her arms across her chest. Her lightweight
flanndl nightgown provided little protection from thewind. "I tried to tell
Sarayou can't be here because you're in Heaven. So why aren't you there instead
of here?IsthereaHeaven a al?'

"Oh, yes" His smile became remote, as he gazed acrossthe valey. "But you
till need me, so I've been dlowed to linger here awhile, for the same reason
you and Sara have been given the powers you need to fight the evil that's
pursuing you. Y ou do have protection, Kate. Never doubt that.”

Turning to her, he wrapped his arms around her. Warmth and serenity she hadn't
feltin longer than she could remember suffused her body and mind. Protection.
Divine protection.

Johnny strolled the rest of the way around the house. The cat met him at the
porch steps, rubbing against hisankles. "Y ou should let Fog stay out most of
the night. He's here for your safety.”

"That'swhat Sara--" Kate began. But blackness congedled before her eyes, and
she remembered nothing else.

* k% k% %

By thetime Mike and Ray arrived for their visit Friday evening, the novelty of
Ardath hadn't yet worn off for Sara. The only complaint she'd voiced related to
thelack of aTV. "Ray will bring your Sesame Street records,”" Kate said, "so
you don't have to missit completely.”

"CanthebringusaTV, too?'

Kate explained that TV didn't work in Ardath, because of the mountains and the
distance from the nearest city. Saragave her adubious ook, asif suspecting
Kate of inventing a spurious excuse, but didn't fuss.

The two men arrived in aminiature caravan, both Mike's car and Kate's, loaded
with Kate and Saras clothes, books, toys, and other personal items. Sara,
devoid of inhibitions, hugged the men, while Kate thanked them and goggled. "I
never expected you to go to this much trouble.”

Amid their proteststhat it was no trouble, she reflected, This provesit, we
redlly have moved back here. | might aswell admit it, thisis no temporary
hideout, thisishome.

Thelabor of unloading and stowing boxes overrode her salf-consciousness about
seeing Ray again. Twilight merged into full dark by the time they finished the



task. Since dl three of the adults agreed they were about to faint from hunger,
Kate immediately dished up homemade bread and the soup she'd been smmering dl
day.

"How do you do it, Kate?' Mike said after awhile, as he got up to refill his

bowl. "Create amed likethisout of the limited ingredientsthey're able to

keep in stock at the genera store, | mean?"

"Mrs. Sutton'sreally hel pful about specia-ordering stuff she doesn't have on

hand. All she needsisacouple of days notice."

"S0 you can get everything you need without worrying about leaving town. That's
good," said the priest.

" Speaking of leaving town," Ray said, "I've made an appointment for the cat with
avet about thirty miles away, tomorrow at eeven. I'll take him and bring him
home, no problem.”

Kate repeated the thanks that seemed more inadequate each time.

"Why isFog going to the doctor?' Sara asked.

Whilethey cleared thetable, Ray explained to Sara about immunizations.
Meanwhile, Mike maneuvered Kate outside for awalk under the trees. "Ray and |
discovered something Sara doesn't need to hear about." At Kate'sindrawn breeath,
he patted her arm and said, " Sorry, it's nothing darming, just background
information. We know who that woman is, the one who confronted Ray and tried to
follow you." He took afolded paper out of apocket.

Opening it, Kate saw that the page was a Xerox of a newspaper article dated a
few monthsearlier. A photo showed Eugene Martlet with the woman Kate recogni zed
astheir pursuer. The caption identified her as Marlet's wife, executive

secretary of the Nationa Ingtitute for Research in Nontraditional Cosmology.

The brief article described alecture series being offered to the public. "His

wife?’Y our mongter in human shapeis married?"

"Why not? It'sagood cover, another way of appearing ordinary.” Mike took the
page, refolded it, and tucked it away. "I've decided to hire a detective agency

to do afew hours of investigation on the Ingtitute. Couldn't hurt to find out

what they've been up to."

Kate sat with him on the low stone wall that separated the back yard from the
steeper mountainside dope. Stars were coming out, crystal-hard, a countless
throng compared to the few visble from her city gpartment. "I've been wondering
about Arlene, but | didn't want to ask in front of Sara. | figured you would've

told meif--"

"Shell befine. No measurabl e aftereffects, except that she can't remember
anything that happened at the rectory that night. She saysshefelt an

irresstible urge to be with you during the storm. After that, it'sdl ablank,

until she woke up in the emergency room."

Kate shivered. "Sounds like those other people. | guess we have to be thankful
Arlengsdill dive

"The hospita put her through a battery of neurological tests, but of course

they didn't find any abnormalities. Her doctor had to writeit off asamystery

and let her go."

"Youdidn't tell her?'

"What she did to you? Certainly not. She thinks she walked into the rectory and
collgpsed in the kitchen while hel ping you fix refreshments.”

"Good." The condriction in Kate's chest loosened. Still, shewasglad Arlene
wasin San Francisco and didn't know the location of the cabin. How could anyone
guarantee the enemy wouldn't try to use her again?



After aninterval of comfortable slence, Mike said, "Kate, are you happy here?"

"Happier than | expected. | built it up in my head to an unrediticaly high
hurdle. The gpartment was only a--awaiting room, the past three and a half
years. | think we were meant to come back here dl aong. One thing, though--"
Shetrailed off, not sure whether she wanted to discuss her dreams.

"Yes?' Histone was open but undemanding.

"Sarakeepsingsting Johnny ishere. And she clams he sent usthe cat.” Kate
forced alight laugh. "I've dreamed about him mysdlf, too."

"How do you fed about that?"

She plucked a handful of weeds and started twisting them into abraid. "It's not
scary, theway | would have imagined it would be. And it doesn't depress me,
@ther. In the dreams he behaves so matter-of-fact, like acasud vigt. It
seemssored.”

"And you want to know if it could be an authentic communication.”

Shenodded. "If it iswhy doesn't hetdl me anything useful, instead of

dropping cryptic hints?'

"Maybe he can't. Could be he doesn't know, himsdlf. Why should death instantly
make someone omniscient?"

"Then why doesn't he go ahead and move to ahigher plane, or whatever he's
supposed to be doing?' While she wanted to believe God had assigned Johnny to
watch over them, in her waking hours she still had doubts about the things her
dream visitor had told her. She shredded her grass braid and tossed it into the
ravine. "The marriage service says 'until death do us part,’ but we're not
completely parted yet."

"Y ou'reright, you and Johnny aren't husband and wife anymore. But that doesn't
dissolve al bonds between you. Y ou've got ashared history, which will never
change. Asapractical problem, this doesn't come up too often.” Inthe
moonlight she could see thefaint smile on hislips. "Jesus did comment oniit,
though.”

"Huh?" It had been along time since Kate had read the Bible, much lesslistened
to asermon.

"A group of Sadducees--they were the party that didn't believeinthe
afterlife--told him a hypothetica story about awoman who was married to, and
widowed by, seven brothersin succession. They asked Jesus whose wife she would
bein Heaven."

"Yourekidding!" Kate giggled.

"It'sright there in the Gospels."

"Sowhat did he say?"

"That in the Resurrection therés'neither marrying nor giving in marriage.™
"Bighdp!"

Mikelaughed at her indignant response. "That's probably what the Sadducees
sad, too. | think the point is, life after deeth is so different from this

world that we can't understand it until we get there--and anyway, asthey say in
government circles, we have no 'need to know.™

"So | should mind my own business?' Kate stood up, staring across the back yard
at the house, where Fog dithered through the grass. "Hard to do, if Johnny
keeps doing things like sending us cats. Isthat possible?’

Mike answered only with anoncommittal shrug. "Doesit matter? Thecat is

hel ping Sara adjust to the move, isn't he?!

Inside, the three of them shared afind glass of wine. Kate's nerves twitched



whenever she met Ray's eyes or "accidentaly™ touched his hand. She remained
attuned to hislocation, like heat rays on the back of her neck, even when he
was out of sight. She recognized the symptoms, despite the many years since
sheld last suffered them. Definitely, | have acrush on Ray, or isit more? She
felt both glad and regretful that the men weren't spending the night in the

cabin. They had aroom at Ardath's one bed-and-breskfast, the village's only
public accommodation for the few tourists who found their way herein spring and
ummer.

Before leaving for the night, Ray gave her two documents: the receipt from the
storage of her apartment furniture, and a certified check for the balance of her
San Francisco bank account. "'I'm not sure what you can do with it, though. If
you haveto take therisk of opening anew account--"

"l don't. I've kept one active at a branch bank in Canterville, the next town
over."

"Good." Thenote of relief in his voice emphasized the danger lurking outside
the town limits. Kate wished he and Mike wouldn't remind her of it so often. But
he had another question to clear up. "Have you thought about what to do with
your mail?'

"Not redly. | guess the few people who might want to writeto mecant doitin
care of you forever." She noticed that Mike had dready dipped into the
driver'sside of hiscar, leaving Ray on the porch with her.

"I could rent apost office box for you, in the same town where you have the
checking account,” Ray said. "With me picking up your mail, nobody could find
you that way."

"Okay, doit. I'm just Sick of thinking about it."

He clasped her hand, running his thumb over her knuckles. "I know," he
whispered. "I wish | could make it go away." He leaned over to give her alight,
quick kiss. Shedidn't have timeto part her lipsin welcome before he drew
back.

He glanced over hisshoulder at the car. "1 fed like akid on afirst date.

Dad's waiting to drive me home. See you tomorrow morning."

Thefollowing day, while Ray escorted Fog to the vet and back, Mike drilled Kate
and Sarain the psychic exercises they'd begun at the rectory. After what had
happened during their flight from the city, Kate wasn't surprised that Saras
powers seemed to have taken aleap to a higher phase. Kate was surprised and a
bit dismayed, though, that her own ability seemed enhanced. | thought Sarawas
doing dl that flamboyant stuff, with alittle help from Ray. | wasjust dong

for theride.

Mike expressed hisdelight at her progress. "Y ou see, as| told you, you just
needed to gain confidencein your talent.”

Confident, me? Y eah, right. She fdlt about as confident as Bambi diding around
on the frozen pond with Thumper. Any minute, theice might crack under her fedt,
and she wasn't sure she could swim.

* * k% %

Johnny and Sara--four-year-old Sara, in her jeans and Cookie Monster
sweatshirt--sat on the ssonewall overlooking the valley. It was acrisp, sunny
fal day, the same kind of day Kate had just lived through. She watched Sara
tickling Fog's chin with apine needle.

At first Kate observed the scene from above, apair of disembodied eyes. Then
shefound hersdf standing by the back door. Johnny called and beckoned to her.
She floated toward him and sank down onto the grass.



Johnny said, "Sara, go take Fog for awalk." Sarajumped up and trotted around
the house, with the cat staking after her. Johnny's vivid blue eyestrandfixed

Kate. "Theforces of chaos are constantly shadowing Ray. He's strong, but he
can't maintain that shield at uniform strength his every waking moment. They may
yet break through at the wrong time. He must be even more careful.”

Kate's body coadesced into solidity. She clenched her fidts, feding the nails
gouge her pams. "What's that supposed to mean? He's dways careful. What are
you telling me that we don't dready know?"

"I'd be more definiteif | could. | see them breaking his shell--1 seean

attack--but I don't know where or when. Please, Kate." He reached for her, and
shethought their fingers actualy brushed. A szzle of satic eectricity

flared between them. "Try to persuade him to stay here. The frequent traveling
back and forth he plansis dangerous.”

"Stay here?' Her face heated. Can somebody blush in adream? " That's ridicul ous.
The only way hed want to make that move would be if we were married.”
Sadness darkened Johnny's eyes. "I no longer have aclaim on you. That might be
best for everybody concerned.”

Kate sprang up and ran away from him. She woke in the dark bedroom, with the
wind sghing through the pinetree.

Thiswas Thursday night--literally Friday morning, by now--the sixth night since
Ray and Mike'svigt. Sheldd dreamed of her late husband four times. Reluctance
to let go of the memories? Guilt, because I'm attracted to Ray? Or real messages
from beyond? If these were real messages, she thought again, they weren't much
use. She had to find away either to stop the dream-harassment or extract some
concreteinformation fromit.

At breskfast Sararemarked, "Last night Daddy came here to play with Fog and me.
Except it was daytime. We sat on the rock fencein the back yard.”

Kate froze with her hand on the refrigerator door. Usudly she paid little

attention to Sara's comments about "seeing Daddy," hoping to discourage the
obsession with ashow of indifference. Nor did she want to hear the details,
which only fueled her own anxiety. Y et she couldn't ignore the fact that Sarals
vigt sounded remarkably like last night's dream.

Kate sat opposite Saraand gazed at her until thelittle girl lifted her head

from her ceread bowl to stare back. "Sara, if Daddy talksto you at night, could
he talk to you during the day, too?"

"l don't know. | never asked him."

"Wadll, later today, maybe we should ask." Sarasreceptivity gave Kate theidea
of trying to contact Johnny through the child. If Johnny wasredly lingering
nearby, he wouldn't hurt his daughter. Wide awake, Kate and Saramight actudly
be ableto get some straight answers. Or, if nothing else, Kate might ask him to
leave. At firgt sheld thought the half-real communication was better than

nothing, but the frustration was building to an unacceptable level. And | don't
want Saraindefinitely fixated on aghog, ether.

On the other hand, if Johnny didn't respond to their invitation, no harm would

be done.

Kate threw her energy into scrubbing the house and baking bread for Ray's
upcoming weekend visit, while putting off the experiment until late afternoon.
Saraaccepted the project of contacting her father as perfectly norma; she

might have been anticipating along-distance phone cal. Kate, however, felt
nervous about the prospect.

Recdling astray remark from Mike about an overstuffed ssomach impeding psychic



work, she decided to make the attempt right before dinner. With a casserole
waiting inawarm oven, she kindled afirein the living room. The afternoon was
cool enough to make the warmth pleasant, and Kate thought the flames would
provide afocusfor concentration.

I've never done any of this stuff alone before, except that businesswith the
mirror, she thought, watching the fire spread from rolled newspapersto the

logs. Maybe | should wait and talk to Mike first? No, I've had enough of this
haunting, even if it's meant well. | want answers!

She asked Sarato Sit cross-legged on a cushion facing the hearth. Kate sat
beside her, a an angle, to watch her eyes. "Remember how Father Mike made you
relax and helped you reach out with your mind?’

"Sure”

"Do you think you can do that now, without him? Can you make yoursdlf relax and
get deepy?’

"That's easy." Sarafolded her handsloosdly in her lap.

"Fine" Kate swallowed, trying to stifle the nervousness that might creep into

her voice. "Look at the fire. Watch it legping and dancing. See how bright it

is. Focuson thelight." Wasthisroutine working? Sheld never had training in
hypnosis. What else did Mike do? Oh, yes. "Count to ten with me, Sara. One,
two..." Kate dowly intoned the numbers. Sara's soft voice echoed them.

The huge gray cat padded into the living room. He crossed the braid rug to lie
infront of Sara, his head on her knee. She dreamily moved one hand to rest on
his back. Her eyes were fixed on thefire.

Katefelt her own muscles|loosening; her head grew light as she focused on Sara
and the periphery of the room became ablur. "Now, Sara, is Daddy here?’
"Hesadways here

"Y es, but can you talk to him, and will he answver?"

"I'll try. Fog will help me call him." Sarasfingers curled behind the cat's
neck-ruff.

Observing how easily the child did into trance, Kate felt achill in the pit of

her ssomach. She redlized this process was becoming routine to her, too, like
their read-aloud ritual with C. S. Lewis or Maddleine L'Engle at bedtime. Kate
didiked watching herself grow accustomed to the impossible, even though it made
her task easier. She touched Saras hand, which felt cool in contrast to the

cat's warm coat.

"Cadll Daddy," said Kate, her dry throat making her voice rasp.

Saras eyelids drooped. In contact with her, Kate shared the ingtant when the
child extended her sensesinto the non-physica ream. To Kate, the moment felt
like stepping into adimension asclear, airy, and fragrant, compared to the

firdlit living room, as the mountaing de was compared to afoggy morningin
downtown San Francisco. She expanded and blossomed along with Sara. Lord help
me, | could get to like this! She saw on two levds, the living-room wals and
furniture on one level, and superimposed on them avision of thelife-aura
glowing around hersdlf, Sara, the cat, even the spider plant hanging in the

corner, and overarching them dl, aprotective layer of rosy cloud. She couldn't
make her senses decide whether the cloud hovered below the ceiling, or outside,
enveloping the house and yard. Ismy spirit really so loosely anchored to my
body, rattling around and ready to jump out at the dightest jolt?

The awareness that Sara was speaking drew Kate's attention away from these
misgivings. "Okay, heshere" Sarasaid. "What do you want meto say to him?"
"Ask himif Ray isin trouble when he drives back and forth from San Francisco.”



A moment of slence, asif Sarawere actualy asking aquestion and waiting for
areply. "He says hetried to tell you about that aready. Dr. Ray should stay
herewhereit's safe.”

"What if that's just not possible?’ Kate curbed her impatience and spoke more
quietly. "No, don't ask him that. Ask when and where the danger will strike.”
"He doesn't know."

"Sounds like a cop-out to me, like those scenesin mysteries where the detective
sets up amesting with somebody who gets killed before they can pass on the
vital clue. Look, what if Ray just sops vigting here, stays avay from us?'

After amoment'sreflection, Sarasaid, "That wouldn't help. Daddy says the bad
thingswill keep looking for Ray, maybe try to hurt him and make him tell about
us. They'll find him even--even--eventudly.” She enunciated the word with
exaggerated care, then emitted afaint sgh. "Daddy wantsto talk to you
himself." She cleared her throat and spoke in a degper tone--her own voice,
gill mediated through alittle girl'slarynx, yet not the same. "Kate, | tried

to explain dl thisthe other night. Now, listen up, we don't have much time. |
can't tell you anything definite because | don't know mysdf."

Kate's heart Suttered. She swallowed the phantom ice cubein her throat and
sad, "Johnny? That'sredly you, isnt it?'

"Widl, you did ask for me, didn't you?" The voice conveyed an echo of his
once-familiar humor. "Cliché or not, timeislike astream, and the rapids
overlap and mix when one stream flows into another. | seethings, but hdf the
timel can't tell present from future, or potentia from certain. The state |

exist in now, outside the body, doesn't have firm rootsin time and space. | see
another attack on Ray, psychic or physica or both. | don't know when or where."

"How can | give him awarning like that? It would upset him worse without doing
abit of good."

"Get him to move up here, where hélll be sheltered with you under the shidld.”
Saras body gave an oddly adult shrug. "That's the only way you can dl be sife,
until you get rid of the enemy.”

"Martlet? Can we destroy him? If we had to kill him, could we?' Kate had trouble
imagining hersdlf killing any person. On the other hand, if Mike'stheory was
sound, Martlet wasn't a person.

Johnny confirmed that supposition. "He's not human, so you can't kill him. But

you could banish him, perhaps drive him out of his manlike form and back where
he belongs." Histone, transmuted through Sara's voice, became stern. "Now, what
in the world possessed you to try thisflea-brained stunt?"

"What?' Kate stared at the little girl's expressionless face, searching for
Johnny'sfeatureswithin or behind it.

"Using Saraas amedium? Good God, | thought Father Mike was supposed to be
teaching you!"

"Hedidn't say--"

"He probably thought you'd have better sense than to try it without asking!"
Sarasfree hand waved at the celling, drawing Kate€'sinward eye to the psychic
cloud cover with itsroseate glow. "This barrier isonly as good as your will to

be protected by it."

"Of course | want protection!" Kate took refuge from fear in defensive anger.
"Protection from what? Y ou're certainly not going to hurt Saraor me!™

"I'm not talking about me," the child-adult voice said with exaggerated



patience. "When you invite mein, you leave the way open for other things that
might decideto follow. Thelonger | Say, theworseit gets. | can fed them

right now, clawing at the barrier, nosing around for aweak spot--" Sards eyes
drifted open, rolled up toward the roof.

Kate saw ajagged tear in the cloud cover. As she watched, paralyzed, therift
widened. Terror coursed up her limbslike anice-water V.

Saras delicate, cool hands grasped hers. With asurge of vertigo, Kate leaped
out of her body. That wastoo easy, too quick. What if someday | can't get back
in? But she had no time to worry about that danger now. She saw dark smoke
00zing through therip in the clouds.

The smoke had an unwholesome iridescence, like the colors shining on a puddle of
dirty oil. It congedled into the shape of a creature with wings, agiant bat or
perhaps a pterodactyl. Mindless fear propelled Kate backward. Sarasimmaterial
touch stopped her. "Mommy, fight! Make it go away!"

How, for God's sake? K ate glanced down at her body, aong the trailing ribbon of
blue light. The cross Mike had given her rested on her bosom. She freed one hand
to raise the crossin chalenge. Get out of here, you damned thing!

The smoke comprising the dark wings swirled in patterns that made her somach
churn. But the creature didn't flee. Instead, its visage melted from a bat's

head into the muzzle and fangs of a saber-toothed wolf. Nice going, we madeit
angry!

Out of nowhere, Johnny'simage flashed before her eyes, abright blur except for
his golden-brown hair, and vaulted up toward the attacker. He dammed afist
into the creature, which emitted ahowl that seemed to cleave Kate's skull from
insde out. The jaws snapped at Johnny, who flowed out of their reach. Can it
hurt him? Kate wondered. Existing on the same non-physica plane, presumably it
could.

She sensed movement from Sara. Thelittle girl seemed to be lifting the cat. Not
the cat's body, but the essential self that corresponded to Kate and Saras

adral form. Fog launched himsdf from Sards armsin ashape asinsubgtantial
ashisname, misty gray. The spirit-cat expanded like smoke on the wind,
solidifying instead of becoming more tenuousin the process. In seconds his
adra form matched the winged wolf-thingin size.

"Mommy, Daddy," Saracdled, "hep Fog!"

Kate poured her energy into the cat. Shefdlt, like blood racing through her own
veins, the pulsating vitality of Saraand Johnny doing the same. The clawsand
teeth of the feline shape fastened on the dark thing's throat. The beast raked
itstaons at the cat and thrashed itswings. The cat maintained his clutch on

the enemy. In hisagtrd form, Fog had eyes of green flame, and sparks shot from
his canines and claw-tips when he pierced the dark thing's armor. Clots of black
smoke dribbled from the wounds.

Johnny charged the creature's flank. Kate couldn't be sure whether he stabbed it
with alight-spear formed of their shared energy or ripped it open with hisbare
hands. Perhgpsit didn't matter, snce dl they experienced on this plane must

be metaphorical, an image of the unimaginable to help them function outside
their bodies.

The dark thing gave aroar that reverberated through her bones. Fog relaxed his
bite. The creature collapsed into an amorphous clump of blackness and funneled
back through the gap in the clouds.

Kate could no longer see Johnny. His voice--his own, not Sara's speaking for
him--sounded from adistance: "Remember what | said. Never, never try this



again. And warn Ray. Hisjob isto take care of you, and he can't doit if he's

not here."

Then she felt his absence, an unmistakable hollow space.

Therip inthe barrier eddied like materia cloudsin awindstorm. Sara

sretched out ongated astral fingers to draw the sides of the tear together

like someone feathering the edges of atorn page to mend them. As Kate began the
dizzying fal back into her body, her vision changed. She saw her daughter,
incongruoudly, as an opa escent spider reweaving atorn web with dainty legsand
pinnerets.

Kate's flesh closed around her, both shelter and prison.

She must have been unconscious for awhile, she decided when she opened her
eyes. Her perception certainly had agap in it after Sararepaired the barrier.
Now she lay on her back on the rug, with Sara's head on her outflung arm. Before
Kate had time to worry about the child's welfare, Sara sat up and rubbed her
eyes. Kate pushed hersdf to a dtting position, too, her arms aching. The

flames on the hearth had died down to glowing logs and embers. The room was dark
otherwise.

Fog lay on hisside, eyes shut. For a second Kate thought, with asick

emptiness, that he was dead. But when Sara stroked him, he responded with a
feeble mew.

"He'stired,” Sarasaid. "HEl be okay."

"I'll take your word for it." Kate rubbed her forehead. "The barrier--theripin

the cloud?'

"| fixed it. They can't get back in, and Daddy saysthey can't find us that way

if we don't open the gate again.”

"Guess| blew it that time, didn't 1?7 1'm s0 sorry, sweetheart.” For thefirst

time, Kate had leisure to think of what she'd done. Now that she could absorb
Johnny'swarning, her heart lurched. God only knows what might've happened to
Saral

Before she could plunge too deep into sdlf-flagellation, Sarasaid, "I'm

hungry."

"Me, t00." Though her stomach ought to be too knotted for appetite, shefelt
ravenous. "L et's get supper, and well pour some milk for Fog as soon as he's
ready. He deservesit." Super-Cat, she thought. He actualy was sent to help us.

Just as shewas pulling Sarato her feet, someone pounded on the door. Kate's
pulse shifted into overdrive. Her fingers dug into Sarasarm. She drew adeep
breath that made her ribs ache.

"Dont be afraid, Mommy, it'sal right."

At the same time, the hammering on the door wasjoined by shouting. "Damn it,
Kate, areyou in there or not?'

"Ray!" She staggered to the door, unlocked it, and flung it open. When Ray
stepped in, she shamdesdy wrapped her arms around him and leaned on him.
"What the h--" He glanced at Sara. "What's going on? |'ve knocked at both doors
acouple of times. Didn't you hear me?' He fumbled behind him to lock out the
chill night air.

"Not until just now," Kate said. Ray's fingers massaged the base of her skulll;
she wished she could sag against him and enjoy the sensation for hours.
Hetook alonger look at Sara, Sitting on the rug next to the cat, inert except
for an occasond flicker of atail-tip. " Something'swrong, isn't it? What

happened?'



Katesfatigue and hunger madeit hard for her to form an intelligible answer.
"Wetried to speak to Johnny. Sara contacted him for me."

"Youwhat?' Ray'sarm muscleswent rigid. His voice shook with the effort of
keeping it low. "And something got at you, right?' Again he gazed over Kate's
shoulder & the child. "Sara, areyou dl right?'

"Sure. Fog saved us."

Ray unlocked the door again, shoved it open, and yanked Kate onto the porch. She
glared up a him, while his hands gripped her upper arms painfully hard. "What's
the matter with you?' He made the words a harsh whisper. Jerking the door shut,
he continued with the same suppressed wrath, "Didn't it occur to you that if you
lay Sarawide open that way, anything might come in and take possession of her?"'

Possession? That would have been infinitely worse than the attack they'd

repelled. Kate's fear made her lash out. "Where do you get off, barging in here
and--"

He shook her until her head thumped the wood behind her. Not hard enough to
hurt, but hard enough, apparently, to sartle Ray into restraining himsdlf.

"lsn't it enough that | haveto do my job, day after day, congtantly worrying

about whether I'm being watched or followed? Do | have to worry about you, too?
Up here where you're supposed to be safe, for God's sake!”

"Wel, who asked you to worry? Why don't you stay away and forget about me? Or
you could stay here where you belong instead of leaving us-" Theridiculous
accusation burst out before she redlized what she was saying. Biting it off in
mid-breath, she collgpsed againgt his shoulder and buried her facein hisjacket

to tifle her sobs, inthe faint hope that Sarawouldn't hear.

Chapter 15

When shefinally raised her head to look at Ray, he wore a stunned expression,
asif hed been hit with a blunt instrument but couldn't remember how to fall
down. She rubbed her eyes, sniffled, and said, "That came out wrong. | didn't
mean to say that."

His hands rubbed mechanically up and down her back. "If you did mean to say it,
my answer would bethat I'd love to stay here, but | haven't exactly been
invited."

Kate took refuge in an outside authority. " That's what Johnny told me, that you
belong in Ardath, that neither of uswill be safe aslong asyou keep traveling
back and forth."

"Did heredly?' Ray had collected himsalf enough to spesk in hisusud cam,
directive way. "Sit down and tell me about it." He guided her to the sagging
porch swing, draping an arm lightly around her shoulders asthey sat.

Shetold him everything. By the time shefinished, he was shaking hisheed, his
mouth setinatight line.

Heinhaled deeply before speaking, asif he wanted to explode at her again. "l
guess you couldn't have known. Mike didn't have timeto explain many detailsto



you. But Kate, a séancel”

She pressed her knuckles againgt her mouth. "1 never thought of it asthat! If |
hed..."

"I know." He patted her shoulder. "Never mind, it'sdl water under the bridge
after the horseis stolen. I'm sorry | gave you such ahard time, after what
you've been through.” Hislips skimmed the top of her head. His breath ruffling
her hair made her tremble,

The door cracked afew inches, and Sara peeked out. "Are you okay?'

"Sure”

"Whenis supper?'

Kate answered with aweepy smile, " Soon. How about setting the table for three
people?’ | hope the casseroleisn't dried to afossil. Too bad that's not the
worst of our troubles. After Sara closed the door, Kate said, "'l just wanted to
know. All this psychic stuff is so frudtrating, like trying to catch shadows.

And | 4ill don't know much of anything.”

"From all I've heard, that's how it is, more often than not. Let's just thank

God nothing got in.”

"Amento that." With the crisis over, she felt salf-conscious about hisarm
around her. She eased out of hisloose embrace and stood up. "Come on, well
treat you to desiccated noodles, tastefully accessorized with asdlad.”

After tucking Sarainto bed, Kate sat with Ray on the living-room couch, in
front of the replenished fire. The evening wastoo chilly for the porch to be
comfortable. Gazing at the hearth in the otherwise darkened room, Kate fought
the impulse to move closer to Ray.

They didn't look at each other. Eventudly he broke a prolonged silence with,
"I'd better driveinto town, if | want to get aroom before the bed and

breakfast locks up for the night.”

"Isn't that kind of Slly?* shesaid. "Y ou're welcometo stay here. Therésonly
one of you, and we have one extraroom." Would he read her offer of shelter as
another kind of invitation? And how would she react if he suggested sharing her
room? She decided that even if she wanted that outcome, she would haveto
refuse. Sara's presence posed an obstacle. It wouldn't be fair to her. How could
| explain Ray in my bedroom tomorrow morning?

The pressure of his gaze made her turn her head toward him. ™Y ou know where |
redly want to deep,” he said. Thefirelight reveded ashy smileon hislips.

"But you fed inhibited with Sarain the house, don't you?"

The echo of her own thoughts made Kate's pulse stutter. "I'm afraid so. I'd be
expecting her to wake up every minute."

Ray reached across the gap between them to capture her hand. "'l want to spend
the night anyway. | want to guard you, both of you.” Hisfingers squeezed hers
to the point of numbness. "Y ou've got to stop scaring me like that! My heart
cant tekeit!"

"Y eah, decrepit old man, that'syou.”

"None of your sass, woman, I'm at least three or four years your elder.” But he
wouldn't dlow her to distract him with teasing for long. He did along the

couch and imprisoned her in his arms before she could retreat. "Oh, Kate, |
couldn't stand to lose you!™

Hemeansit, heredly cares, | didnt imagineit! Then his mouth on hers
obliterated coherent thought. The kiss began as hard, possessive, but softened
into atender exploration of lips and tongues. Her head spun; the afterimage of



thefire seared her closed eydids. Hisfingers skimmed her breasts, rousing her
nipplesto instant erection. She moaned doud at the painless cramp in her lower
abdomen and thetingling hesat lower ill.

She yearned to ease the ache by pressing her body to the full length of his.

Their 9de-by-gde postion frustrated her. But when shetried to crawl into his
lap, he held her off.

Breathless, she stared into hiseyes. "Please, Ray."

"Don't do that!" The words came out ragged and hoarse. "If we don't
stop--soon--well forget we aren't aone!™

"I know," she whispered. Y et she couldn't stop herself from raising her lipsto
hisone moretime.

With one arm wrapped around her shoulders, he eased his free hand from her
breast downward. Her muscles contracted fiercely when he reached the cleft
between her thighs. Catching her bregth in agasp, she arched her back.
Continuoudly teasing her lips with histongue, he stroked her through the smooth
fabric of her pants. In only seconds, she spiraed out of control, to an
explosiverelease.

Limp inhisarms, sheleaned on his shoulder until she could bregthe again.
"What about you?" She touched the front of hisdacks.

He grabbed her hand. "No, you don't!"

"BUt-"

Both hands on her shoulders, he enforced a separation of afoot or so between
them. "Not yet. | don't want to take advantage of you. Well, maybe| do, but I'd
hate mysdlf in themorning." His smilelooked strained. "Kate, marry me.”

"Huh? Why?" Great answer, you'l belucky if he doesn't get up and walk out!
"What do you mean, why?' He shook her gently. "For the usual reason. Because |
loveyou, youidiot!"

| think | loveyou, too. | wish | could be sure. "It's not because of that baby
Mike talked about?'

"What?' Hisblank stare gave way to renewed exasperation. "Good grief, | haven't
thought of that in weekd If anything, Mike's supposed prophecy would discourage
me. It'sacomplication, and | don't like theidea of being apawn of unknown
forces any more than you do. Kate, it'syou | want."

"And | want you, too. But--" Wasit only sexua deprivation that drew her to
him? No, she did have deep fedings for Ray. But the kind and degree of love he
deserved?

Hisimpatience faded to solemn tenderness. "If you can't, that'll be the end of

it. | promise | won't harassyou."

"Oh, Ray." Shethrew her arms around his neck. "I do want to marry you! I'm just
afraid that | don't have as much to give you as | should--emotionaly, | mean.”
"Because you love Johnny?" Ray stroked her hair, hisvoice calm and firm. " Of
course you do. | wouldn't expect you to forget about him. Sure, I'm alittle
jealous. But that's my problem. Our love for each other doesn't negate what you
shared with him in the past. Heck, if it weren't for Johnny, you wouldn't have
Sara, and I'm crazy about her, too."

"l know you are." Ray's fondnessfor her daughter counted for alot, and Kate
did want him; she couldn't imagineliving without him after al they'd

experienced together. But how can | make alife with Ray if Johnny keeps
haunting me? She cast aside her doubts; after dl, if the "haunting” had any
redlity, Johnny had as good as given hisblessing to her union with Ray. "Yes,

I'll marry you. When?"'



"How about next weekend, if Mike can sparethetime? | don't want to wait.”
"Me, neither. It'snot asif we need abig formal wedding. I'll check into

getting the use of the church in Ardath next Saturday. What about the license?!
"I'll take care of that. Thom can probably do our blood tests tomorrow."
"Areyou sure you're ready for snowed-in wintersand no TV?" She posed the
question lightly, but from her own winter in Ardath she knew the change would
require adjustment.

"If that's the highest price | haveto pay for you, it's no contest. Anyway, we
can trade in one of the cars on afour-whed drive.”

Kate'sracing heart sumbled in mid-beat as she remembered the main practica
hitch in their plans. "But, Ray, what about your job? | don't want acommuter
marriage, and you won't be safe until you stop running back and forth to San
Francisco. At least, that's what our resident oracle says." Sheforced agrin.
Sometimes she il found clairvoyance and precognition hard to take serioudy;
despite al sheld suffered recently, the daily routine of cleaning, cooking,
gardening, and paperwork made the occult seem unredl.

"Don't worry, I'll work something out. | ran into Thom in town last weekend, and
he dropped some hints...well, well see" He kissed her forehead lightly, asif
afraid of restarting more than he could handle. "Now, I'd better get going. See
you inthe morning."

She stood up, her fingerstwined with his, reluctant to let him go. "Come up
herefor breskfast?"

"Sure" A quick kisson thelips, and heretreated to hiscar.

Kate glided upstairs, feding as buoyant as Nurse Nellie in South Pecific,
cavorting on the beach. "I'min love with awonderful guy,” she hummed, under
her breath to avoid waking Sara. In bed, sheran her pamsover her tight,
aching breasts. Only one more week, that's not long to wait. Sherolled on her
sde, hugging the extra pillow. Sweet of Ray to insst on preserving her

technical virtue. She drifted to deep in astate of deeper contentment than she
had known since Johnny's desth.

She woke to find Johnny standing beside her bed, illuminated by more than
moonlight. That vison told her she wasn't awake, after all. Y et her cold nose
and the sound of wind in the pinetreefelt redl.

"What are you doing here?' she said, Stting up with the covers clutched across
her chest. "Y ou're only adream.”

"Y ou know it's more than adream.” The mattress creaked when he sat on the edge
of it.

"Maybe." She eyed the closed bedroom door, then the window where the tree tapped
the screen. "So if you're real, what do you want? | passed your warning to Ray,
and he believesit. We--I'm going to marry him."

"I know." Johnny's deep blue eyes, visble by the glow of the aurathat
surrounded him, showed affection tinged with sadness. "That's the best possible
thing for you and Sara."

"You're not jedous?' Thisisweird; | discussed the samething with Ray afew
hours ago, from the opposite side.

A dow shake of Johnny's head. "'l don't have aright to you anymore. It'samost
time for meto move on. | won't interfere with your relationship to Ray. Y ou and
Sarawon't see me again until--"

"No!" Kate sarted to grab his deeve, remembering just in time that her hand
would probably passright through him. She didn't think she would enjoy that
experience. Why was she protesting, when this afternoon she'd been half wishing



he would vanish forever?

"Not until your moment of greatest danger,” Johnny said. "I'm dlowed that
much--to ensure your safety before | take the next step.”

"Next step? Where?!

"I'm not dlowed to tell you." A flegting smile. "Evenif | knew much, which |
don't. At thispoint, | still see'through aglassdarkly.™ His hand floated

toward her, cupped asif to stroke her hair. Shefdt agtirring like a summer
breeze above her head. "I've come to say goodbye. | didn't have time that day."
The day the horse had thrown him. The old bitternesswelled up in Kate. "Y ou
knew! Y ou knew you were going to die when you went riding!"

"Not exactly. | had astrange fedling, like something of greet significance was
hanging over us. But that didn't seem like reason enough to stay home. After

al, back then | didn't believe in premonitions either.”

"Neither did I. But | saw you lying dead..." A memory she had buried sprang up.
"And maybe Saradid, too. At that very moment, she started crying. So she had
powers, even then?' Kate shivered. Lying back on the bed, she pulled the
bedspread up to her chin.

Johnny leaned over her. Hishandslingered above her breasts before sweeping
down the length of her body. A wave of heat followed them. Kate didn't catch the
motion that folded the covers down to expose her to the night air and his
luminous gaze, she couldn't tell whether he actudly picked up the cloth or just
willed it to move. Though shewore aflannel gown, long-deeved and buttoned up
to the neck, she felt denuded. Again he stroked the air inches above her body, a
sngle smooth caress from neck to thighs. Energy rippled through her.

"Onelast time," he whispered. Somehow held undressed, or smply willed his
clothesto disappear. Why not? she thought. His whole appearance is probably
some kind of mental construct anyway, clothesand dl. Y et hislean, muscular
chest looked solid, asdid his erection. She melted at the sight, quivering with
aternate spasms of cold and hest.

He stretched on top of her. She didn't fedl the pressure of flesh and bone or

the softness of aliving mouth. Instead, a starburst of prismatic lights blinded

her. Silvery chimes echoed with piercing sweetness through her head. Electric
currents suffused every pore of her skin. The pleasure wasn't inside her; she
wasinddeit, drowninginit, shuddering in ecstasy over and over. She plunged
deeper and deeper until it submerged her senses and consciousness in ecstatic
sdf-abandon. Thisisonly avison, she assured hersdlf as the moment faded

into oblivion. Or adream. Just adream.

On the Saturday morning he wasto marry Kate, Ray joined Mikefor breakfast in
the dining room of the local inn where they'd both spent the previous night.

They were the only guests, and their host and hostess had already eaten. Mike
filled Ray's plate with scrambled eggs from a chafing dish on the sideboard.
"Come on, the condemned man should have a hearty medl."

Bleary from anear-deepless night, Ray said, "Do | actualy look like that?"
"Traditiond for bridegrooms, isn't it?' He poured Ray acup of coffee. "Cheer
up, itll be over in afew hours."

Glancing at the door to make sure they were done, Ray said, "I'm not sure I'm
doing theright thing. | love her, but do | havetheright to take her when she

isn't one hundred percent certain?"

"If your doubts don't mean you should back out, why should her doubts have that
effect?’



Ray blinked, deciding he wasn't awake enough to make sense out of that remark.
"What do you expect meto say at this point, turn around and forget the whole
thing?' Mike st hisloaded plate on the table and filled his own cup. "Anyway,

if you see me as some kind of prophet who can tell you how to run your life,
think again."

"I know. All I want ismora support, | guess. I'm sure not about to back out.”

He stabbed a sausage link and stared moodily at it. "At least Sara doesn't have
any doubts. She'sthrilled. But | sometimeswonder if I'm bringing more danger
upon them. If I'd broken the link and stayed away dtogether..."

Mike snorted into his coffee. "Asif Kate would let you."

Ray lowered hisvoice. "I've received severd phone cdlsat the clinic.
Anonymous, but I know damn well who they're from."

"What arethey saying?'

"Nothing definite. Low on content, high on cryptic threats. They'retrying to

wear me down, | think." For his own sake, Ray found the war of nerves more
annoying than frightening. Hisfearswerefor Kate and Sara. "'l sensethem
following me every day when | leave work. Sometimes| even catch aglimpse of
Mrs. Martlet's car. So far, I've dways been able to cloak mysdlf and lose

them.”

"You're afrad they'll eventudly crack your shied.”

Ray nodded. "That's what Johnny predicted, according to Kate." He'd recounted
the séance incident to Mike, who had been equally appalled at the risk Kate had
taken. "1 haven't told her about these phone calls, and | don't plan to. No use
scaring her for nothing; the threats don't tell us anything we don't aready

know."

"Shewould probably be afraid that you'rein danger,” Mike said, "and | agree,
there's no point in upsetting her."

"Am |?' Ray asked. Not that he felt much personal fear; worry that he might lead
the enemy to Ardath preoccupied him to the exclusion of other concerns.

"I don't think so. How would it benefit them to attack you? | suspect Mrs.
Martlet's threats were intended mainly to shake you up. They want you intact and
freeto lead them here.”

"Exactly what I'm afraid of." Ray bit into an English muffin, which tasted like
cardboard in his present mood. "Kate and Sarawon't be safe until I'm settled
here, too."

"Shouldn't be too long, should it?"

AsRay had told Mike in the car on the way from San Francisco the night before,
Dr. Thom Hetcher had decided to switch from semi-retirement to amost total
retirement. He claimed held been considering that step for months, and Ray had
popped up & the fortuitous moment. While Ray didn't know how much of this story
to believe, he was grateful for the opportunity. It wastime for him to take the
gep from the clinic into private practice, anyway. Thom wasn't asking alarge
buy-in sum; after adown payment out of hissavings, Ray would be |eft with only
modest monthly ingtalmentsto carry. True, moving from the clinic to Ardath
would reduce hisincome. On the other hand, his expenseswould drop drastically,
too, and Kate had amodest income of her own aslong as she continued freelance
work for her old boss. "I've given notice a the clinic,” he said to Mike, "and

after that I'll have to spend a couple of days aweek in San Francisco, in
trangition mode, you might say. | should be completely moved up here by
December.”

Mike asked a question similar to Kate's: "Don't think you'll have any trouble



adjusting to smdl town life? Not to mention Rocky Mountain winters?*

"With thewoman | love? It can't come soon enough for me."

Kate stood on the doorstep of the little Congregational church,
interdenominational in practice, where Father Mike had just married her to Ray
Benson. Dr. Thom and Jane Sutton had served astheir attendants, with Sara
marching up the aidein an improvised flower-girl outfit. Now Mrs. Sutton's
husband was taking pictures. Lightheaded with relief at getting through the
ceremony, Kate clutched Ray's arm and smiled at the camera, while an October
breeze swirled dry leaves over the brick-paved sdewalk.

After the photo session, the twenty or so guests adjourned to the church social
hall for the reception. The Suttons had arranged delivery of acake from an
out-of-town bakery, and hors-d'oeuvres catered by them with the help of afew
neighbors complemented the champagne punch. Sara skipped along the sidewalk,
bubbly as the champagne, ddighted with theideaof Dr. Ray moving into her
house. | wish | could forget my worries and have fun that easily, Kate thought.
After nibbling acarrot stick and forcing down afew sausagerolls, she posed

for the obligatory pictures of cutting the cake and feeding piecesto Ray.

"Stick it out, it won't belong now," he stage-whispered while holding adiver

of caketo her lips. She giggled, grateful to him for easing the tension.

Findly she and Ray drove up to the cabin, with Sarariding in Mike's car behind
them. Jane Sutton had insisted on providing adinner casserole, which shed
deposited in the oven at the house sometime during the afternoon. Kate had
invited Miketo stay for dinner before driving back to San Francisco. After dl,
Sarawould be with them, so why not the priest, too?

While Ray set the table with Saras help, Kate changed out of the ivory-toned
slk suit in which she'd been married. Before supper, Mike steered her outdoors.
She could tell by his manner that what he wanted to discuss wasn't pleasant.
"Ray told mewhat you did last Friday, with Sara."

Kate swallowed alump of tension. "He called it a séance. That never occurred to
me. Y ou said contacting the dead was dangerous, but this was Johnny. | thought
if he could speak to usin dreams, why not more directly?’

Mike sighed. "It isn't the same thing. Using Saraas agateway...well, | won't
scold you. Ray probably did plenty of that. It'slargely my fault, leaving you
haf-trained. | should have explained mattersin more detail. | let you think
anything goes, so to speak.”

"I know better now. Maybe | wasright to be afraid to touch this stuff."

"Not that! The solution to lack of knowledge is more knowledge, not a retreat
into ignorance."

"l didn't get alot of knowledge from Johnny." She blushed and stared at the
ground, where bare dirt marked the spot that would blossom with daffodilsin the
spring. "'l saw him one moretime, after Ray proposed to me. Johnny said we
wouldn't see him again. Not until our grestest need.”

"Have you mentioned thisto Ray?"

Her face grew hotter. "No, | wasn't sure how to bring it up. But | think if you
could tel him, it would make him fed better.” Asfor therest, that explosion

of passion, she knew she would never confessit to anyone. "Ray reminded me of
something I'd put out of my mind, what you said about my having another baby."
"y e

"I wasn't planning to use any birth control. Not that | especidly want it to
happen, but it took me so long to become pregnant with Sara--1'd about decided |



wasinfertile." She shook her head. "I'm al mixed up. Somehow | fed asif

using contraception would be interfering with my detiny.”

"Try not to worry about it,” said Mike. ™Y our natura talent for biofeedback
makes me suspect that you can control your body's autonomic functions, without
redizingit.

"What are you talking about?"

"Y ou told me you became pregnant with Sarajudt at the time Johnny was planning
to propose marriage.” He turned to face her, cupping her chinto raise her eyes
to his. "I believe you have the ability--unconscious, of course--to ovulate at

will. When thetimeisright for the baby, you'll concelve.

"That's not much more comforting than inexorable destiny.” Turning toward the
house, she managed aquivery smile. "I'm more than haf scared about the whole
ideaof another baby. | told you about the delivery, Mike. | dmost died.”

"Now, that we can exert some control over. Biofeedback, remember? Y ou can learn
to control the course of your labor. I'll help you practice.”

"Onemoreitem onthelist of things| haveto learn.”

Mike held the front door for her. The scent of cheese from the casserolefilled
the house. "Y ou and Sara, too. Asfor your training, I'll visit and help you as
often aswe can arrangeit. Provided,” helaughed, "1 don't wear out my
welcome.”

At dinner Sara spontaneoudy told Mike her version of the séance. "We can't talk
to Daddy that way anymore," she said, "because the Echthroi are trying to get
us”

"Thewhat?' Ray sad.

"l believeit comesfrom Maddeine L'Engle,” said Mike.

Kate glanced at Sara, who was scooping up peas with an appetite unimpeded by
fear. | wish | could file and forget things the way she can. "That'sright. |

recently started reading her A Wind in the Door."

"Having aname for those entities seemsto help her," Mike said. He asked Sara,
"Doesit bother you, not being ableto talk to your father?*

Sarashook her head. "He was going to stop visiting us anyway. He hasto go to
Heaven pretty soon, so he told me Fog and Dr. Ray have to take care of us now."
Ray laughed. "Wdl, I'm glad I'm somewhere on that list.”

When Kate started to clear the table, Ray nudged her back into her chair and
took over thejob, dong with Mike and Sara. He poured Kate a fresh glass of
wine, which she sipped while her brain raced like ahamster in awhed. She
couldn't get over Saral's matter-of-fact references to the supernatura. She

talks about the creatures of the dark asif they're in the same category with
burglars, spiders, and earthquakes. And she repeats conversations with her
father's ghost the way sheld tell me what happened at day care.

At twilight Mike l€ft, taking Sarawith him. The Suttons had invited her to

gpend the night at their home, until lunchtime the next day. Since their
five-year-old grandson and his parents were spending the weekend, Sarawould
have a playmate to entertain her. Before getting into Mike's car, Sararan

around to the back yard and looked up at the branches of thetall pine.
"Goodnight, tree, I'll see you tomorrow.” She then scurried to the front of the
cabin, squatted beside the flower bed, and patted the soil where the bulbs had
been planted. "Seep tight, flowers.”

"She doesthat every night,” Saraexplained to Ray, "ever sncel mentioned to
her about some people talking to plants.”

Saraturned to the porch, where Fog sat with histail curled around his



forepaws. "I'm deeping over at Mrs. Sutton's house, Fog. Take care of Mommy and
Dr. Ray." Skipping over to the priest's car, she hugged Ray and Kate, then said,
"Okay, Father Mike, now we can go."

Mikethrew her asdute. "Aye, aye, Maam." Waving to Kate, he got into the
driver's seet, fastened Sarals belt, and drove off.

After the car disappeared around the bend, Ray rubbed his hands together and
leered at Kate. "At last | have you in my power!"

Kate's giggle changed to ashriek as he swept her up in hisarms. Dizzily she
clung to his neck while he carried her into the house. The cat, evading the
man'sfeet, darted through the door just beforeit closed and lay at full length
infront of the hearth. On the way to the couch Ray switched off the lamp,
leaving thefire asthe only light in the dim living room. He plopped down on

the couch, cradling Kate on hislap. "There," he said, panting. "Threshold
crossing accomplished.”

"And now for your next trick?"

Her grin faded under the intengity of his gaze. He lifted her right hand to his

lips, firgt kissing the knuckles, one by one, nuzzling the palm with light

flickers of histongue. She closed her eyes and drooped against his shoulder,
luxuriating in the sensud pleasure he gave. When he released her hand, she
opened her eyes, disappointed. He reached for abottlein an ice bucket on the
end table. She knew he'd bought the champagne but hadn't noticed him setting it
up. Popping the cork with a deft touch, he poured aglass.

"Only one?' said Kate.

Hetook asip, then raised the goblet to her lips. "Don't mind sharing, do you?'

After haf aglass, her head was dready spinning. "I don't need that. I'm drunk
enough without it!"

"Hey, that sounds like acompliment.” He set the goblet back on the table.
"Well, thefeding's very mutud."

He kissed her until she wanted to arch her back and purr. She pulled away only
when she felt on the verge of fainting from lack of air. With hisfingers

tangled in her hair, he gazed into her eyes. "Are you happy?' he whispered.
"Yes," she breathed. Extending her freshly trained perceptions beyond the
alcoholic and eratic fog, she probed the shield that overarched the house. It
fdtintact. Sinking down into her body, vibrating with awareness of Ray, she
hid her facein his neck. " Can we be happy? Do we have the right? Isit safe?”
He sllenced her with hungry kisses. Findly, between oxygen-starved gasps, he
sad, "Tonight | won't let anything hurt or frighten you, nothing in the past or
present or future, not prophecies or memories. I'm going to make love to you
until thereé's no room left in your mind for anything but me."

Nestled in his embrace, she opened to his passion without fear or regret,
unshackled by any remnants of the past, whether memories or dreams.

Chapter 16



Sara paused between forkfuls of mashed potatoesto stareintently at Kate. "When
will my sster get here?'

Ray froze, letting adollop of cranberry sauce dide off hisfork. Kate set the
turkey platter down with athump. "Sara, what are you talking about?' Fedling
her cheeks glow with self-consciousness, she evaded Ray's amused |0ok.

"My baby sster,” Sarasaid with atrace of impatience. Y ou know, when will she
come out of your tummy?'

After alittle over amonth of marriage, Kate hadn't begun to consider that
possibility. She'd filed Mike's prophecy for future reference--a distant future,
when they might be free of the enemy's pursuit. He said | would conceive at the
"right time." This sure doesn't fit my concept of right. Mike wasn't here to

answer achallenge on the topic, since Thanksgiving services and the parish
dinner for the needy kept him in San Francisco. Kate, Ray, and Sarawere sharing
aholiday dinner for just the three of them, plus Fog with his scraps of turkey
skin and boiled giblets. "Munchkin, we aren't even sure therés going to be a
baby. And if we had one, we wouldn't know whether it'sagirl or boy until it
getshere”

"Therésababy," Sarasaid with her usud ar of certainty. "A baby sdter.”

That question decided, she reached for another biscuit.

"Guessthat sdttlesit,” said Ray. "Passthe gravy, please.”

Sticking her tongue out at him, Kate complied.

After themeal, Saratook the cat out front to play with astrand of twine. The
two adults, who'd stuffed themselves with less restraint, leaned on the kitchen
counter scraping and stacking plates. "Now that Sara'sbusy,” Ray said, "what's
this about a baby? I've noticed you haven't had a period since we got married.”
"That doesn't necessarily mean anything,”" said Kate. "My system could be upset
from al these recent changes." Y et her breasts had become over-sensitive

lately, and within the past week she'd awakened queasy in the mornings. Nothing
definite, but adgavu pattern she could no longer ignore. With awashclothin
one hand and a spoon in the other, she closed her eyes and turned inward. Yes,
at her degpest center she touched ascintilla of life-force that wasn't part of

her own essence. Opening her eyes, she faced Ray'sintent scrutiny. "Y es, Saras
right.”

He put hisarms around her waist and kissed the top of her head. "Then maybe
she'sright about the baby's sex, too."

Kate shook her head. "I'm willing to accept that she somehow felt the baby's
presence, but the sex? How could anyone know that this early, even by
clairvoyance? | bet it'swishful thinking."

"Could be," said Ray. "Maybe she doesn't want an icky little brother.”

Laughing, Kate rested againgt his shoulder for aminute before freeing hersalf

and picking up the next plate.

"If it'sagirl," sad Ray, "she ought to have afemade warrior name, to fit

Mike's prophecy. Something like Deborah Joan, for the prophetess Deborah in the
Bible and Joan of Arc."

Though he spoke lightly, Kate's chest tightened in resistance. "I don't want any
child of mineto beawarrior.” She picked up aBrillo pad and began vigoroudy
scouring apan. "Much as| love babies, and even though | wouldn't want the two
kidstoo far gpart in age, | wish thishad held off. If not until the
whole--conflict--isfinished, a least until you can stay in Ardath full time."

He rubbed her back. "I know."

Ray'swork at the clinic had declined to two days per week, while he oriented



his successor and at the same time adjusted to Thom's practice in Ardath. By
mid-December, he wouldn't have to make the regular trip to San Francisco
anymore. Hed be traveling outsde the town limits only to pick up mail. Though
the Suttons accommodated a post office branch at the store, Ray and Kate had
decided neither of them should receive mail in Ardath, at least for thetime
being.

Kate knew what a strain he must endure, maintaining a psychic shied every
minute he spent outside the village. For his sake aswell as her own, she wanted
the trangition finished. He hadn't mentioned the enemy in severa weeks, and she
hadn't asked. If he'd glimpsed Mrs. Martlet's car attempting to shadow him near
the clinic, she didn't want to know. For that matter, absence of evidence wasn't
evidence of absence; the cult might have assigned anew follower. So Kate
preferred not to speculate on thingsthat couldn't be remedied anyway.

"How do you fed about ababy? Redly?' She couldn't ignore the fact that Ray
had undergone mgjor didocationsin hislife and plunged into potentidly lethal
dangers, all because of her.

"Dearest, I'm scared silly," he grinned, "and aso thrilled to degth.”

When the dishes were wiped and ready for washing, the leftovers refrigerated,
Ray persuaded her to take a break. Just asthey waddled into the living room and
sank onto the couch, Sara, in her swesat suit, boots, and parka, dashed inside.
"Mommy, Dr. Ray, comelook!"

They followed her onto the porch. Plump snowflakes drifted from the gray sky.
Bouncing up and down, Sarasaid, "Isthat redly snow?' Sheld never seen it
except in books, aside from distant views of white-topped mountain peaks.
"Sureis," said Ray. "If therés enough, well make a snowman later, okay?"
"Coal!"

Katefolded her arms, wishing for a coat, and said with agiggle that was half
shiver, "Energetic, aren't you?' She nudged Ray intheribs.

"It'sagood way to work off the turkey and make room for the pie."

For aminute they stood side by side, arms around each other'swaists, before
going in to don coats and gloves. Sara skipped in circles around Fog, who sat
lashing histail and batting at the flakes. "1t looks so peaceful," Kate

whispered.

Ray nuzzled her hair. "Well make sure it saysthisway."

Monday night, Kate paced the living room, waiting for Ray. Asusud, shelet
Sara stay awake to say goodnight to him, but Kate had run out of energy for
reading. An extra chapter of the current Narniainstallment had made her hoarse,
anyway. Ingtead, she'd turned on a Peter, Paul, and Mary tape to distract the
child.

Ray had caled to warn Kate he would be half an hour late or more getting home.
He'd said he had run into trouble, but nothing serious. Since he refused to
explain over the phone, her anxiety wasn't much relieved. Saras eyes followed
her back and forth across the rug. After awhile, Sarayawned and said, "Let's
play something. I'mtired of just listening.”

Kate started to snap at her but caught hersdlf intime. "Y ou look deepy. Why
don't you go to bed? Ray will come up to your room when he gets home."

Sara shook her head. "Don't want to Seep.”

Kate suppressed asigh. Maybe agame would be preferable to pacing, after al.
"Okay, how about Scrabble?’

She set up the board between glances at the window. Since Sara's reading kil



had jumped to what Mike estimated at second-grade level, thelittle girl could
usualy assemble enough words to keep the game moving. They didn't keep score,
and if Saragot stuck, Kate helped her find viable combinations on her |etter
rack.

Kate flinched, gtartled, when Ray's key snicked in thelock. She sprang up to
face him. "About time you got here! How dare you not tell me what--"

He sllenced her with akiss. "I told you, I'mfine"

Pulling back, she looked him over and found no visible damage. Ray disengaged
from the embrace and kndlt to hug Sara. "Thanks for waiting up for me,
sweetheart. Y ou'd better scoot to bed now. I'll bet Fog and Tigger and Drake the
Dragon are deepy." He scooped her up, evoking an outburst of giggles, and
carried her up the sairs.

While waiting, Kate occupied hersdf with boxing the Scrabble pieces. She
whirled to face Ray when she heard his step behind her. "Okay, Saras not
listening now," she said in aharsh whisper. "What's going on?"

"Likel sad, it'snothing, redly." He flopped onto the couch. Having lft his
overcodt, gloves, jacket, and tie upstairs, he looked weary in arumpled shirt
unbuttoned at the neck. "My wallet got stolen.” He held up a hand to forestall
Kate's exclamation. "Asyou can see, | didn't get hurt.”

Kate sat beside him, calmer now that she'd heard the worst. True, he seemed
intact. "How did it happen?'

"Hewaswaiting in the parking lot when | l&ft the clinic. Funny, you expect

this stuff in dark aleys, not broad daylight.” A sheepish smile. "Maybe after
dark I'd have been on guard. On the other hand, he had agun.”

She squeezed hishand. "1 do not want you fighting with any gun-dinging
muggers”

"I'll make anote of that. Anyhow, he popped up from the other side of the car,
pointed the wegpon at me, and demanded my wallet. Nondescript young man with
shaggy black hair and adenim jacket. It happened so fast, | probably wouldn't
recognize himin aline-up. Not that | expect him to get caught.”

"So that explainswhy you were running late.”

He nodded. "Reporting to the police, for dl that's worth. It'sno big dedl,

just aheck of anuisance. Credit cardsto cal in, and I'll haveto get my
driver'slicense replaced tomorrow. | lost only about thirty dollarsin cash.”

He put hisarm around her shoulders.

Yidding to theinvitation, she snuggled to hisside, feding hisembrace

tighten reassuringly. The solidity of his chest and the thumping of his heart
comforted her. "Aslong asyou're okay. Want something to egt?"

"No need, | grabbed a couple of burgers.”

"Asusud," said Kate with mock severity. "Y ou'd better hurry up and stop these
regular trips, if only to save your cholesterol from crashing through the roof.”

"Y es, Doctor."

A thought struck her that made her tighten with gpprehension. "Ray, could this
have anything to do with, well, you know?' Sheld acquired a superstitious
reluctance to name the dark powerstoo explicitly, for fear of summoning the
forces behind the names.

Shefdt Ray tense for amoment, then ddliberately relax. "1 don't see how.
Let's not get paranoid; bad luck does happen. How doesit go again?'Onceis
chance, twiceis coincidence, threetimesis enemy action.' But sometimesitis
coincidence.”



Determined to accept his reassurance instead of wrecking her nerveswith
speculation, Kate said, "Okay, but you still owe me for making me worry mysdlf
sick about you! Areyou prepared to pay?'

Grinning, hetilted her chin to look into her eyes. "What price are you asking?'

"Fird, | haveto say goodnight to Sara, if she'snot aready adeep. Then I'll

run you ahot bath. After that, well see” She collected her firgt instalment
inalingering kiss that reduced her to incoherence, lightheaded and

week-limbed. Ther intimacy was till new enough that it took no morethan this
to set her &fire. A ddicioustingle spread from her breasts downward.

The fresh redization of how much she needed him laced her passion with anger.
"And next time, be more careful, damn it! How dare you get yoursdlf into a
stuation likethat!" She burst into tears, and he wrapped hisarms around her

and cuddled her againgt his chest.

"l know, love, | know."

Thefollowing Monday evening, Saralay in wait for Ray on the front porch
instead of hovering in the kitchen, nagging for snacks while dinner cooked. Her
atypica nervousness worried Kate. Sarasintuition had proved reliable too many
times.

When Ray's car crunched onto the gravel driveway, Kate released a haf-conscious
interna clenching and allowed hersdf to breathe fredly. Sara caught Ray's hand
and tugged him into the house. "Dr. Ray, Fog saysthe bad lady saw you at the
post office alittle while ago!”

Reclaiming his hand, Ray shuffled off his coat to hang it on the coet tree by

the door. As he shed gloves, hat, and boots, he said, "Take it easy, Sara, I'm
ligening." Hisreassuring smile didn't fool Kate,

After giving him aquick hug, Kate said with more sharpness than she'd intended,
"What are you talking about? What lady?"

Saragrimaced at her mother's deliberate obtuseness. ™Y ou know. She chased usin
the car when we ran away from Father Mike's house. The bad lady who stole me.”
"Y ou're claming the cat told you--"

Ray interrupted Kate with a cautioning glance and knelt to face Sara a eye

levd. "Canyoutdl usanything ese?'

Sarasforehead wrinkled in concentration. "Fog didn't seemuch. Thelady sat in
her car waiting until you came. Then shetried to follow you, but you put up the
bubble, so she couldn't see where you went. That'sall.”

"Very good, Sara." Ray patted her shoulder. "If | lost the woman, she can't know
where | was headed. Soit'll be okay. Don't worry."

Kate had the urge to chalenge that facile assumption but suppressed it. She
knew Ray was pretending confidence for Sara's sake.

Later that night, after putting Sarato bed, they did discussthe warning. As

they strolled around the yard, bundled in winter coats, Kate said, " She could be
wrong thistime, couldn't she? I've heard..." She didn't want to distress Ray by
mentioning Johnny. "1 mean, isn' it true that clairvoyance and premonitions

aren't dwaysreliable? If the present and future are in constant flux, Sara--or

Fog, for goodness sake! --might have seen a potentia event, not area one."
"Could be. Either way, | don't know what more precautions we could take than we
aready do." Hetightened hisarm around her wais.

Kate laughed nervoudy, watching Fog, next to the low stone wal in the back
yard, mincing over the crust of the snow. "I can't believe mysdlf, getting dl



upset about a psychic message from acat.”

"Whether the cat amplifies Sara's own perception in some quantifiable way, or
attributing her visonsto Fog helps her keep them at acomfortable distance,”

Ray sad, "it seems harmless, so why argue with it?"

"Oh, | won't," said Kate. "It's better than an imaginary friend, | guess. At

least the cat is visible and touchable." And better than carrying on

conversations with her father's ghost, she thought. " Since she said that, about

Mrs. Martlet, I've been wondering; was there anything in your wallet that could
giveusaway?'

"Of course not! Do you think I'm stupid enough to carry your address around?' He
stopped so abruptly Kate amost tripped. "Damn!™ He picked up arock and pitched
itinto theravine. "l did have onething, your phone number, as an emergency
contact. No name, just ‘wife," but they could figure out who it referred to

essly enough.”

"Could that actudly give them our location?"

Ray looked worried. "Unfortunately. They could use areverse directory. Business
and residential addresses are cross-listed by tel ephone number. Those sorts of
references are available to the public at their locdl libraries, | believe.”

"Oh." Kate grappled with the fear risng in her throat. "But I'm unlisted.”

"Let's hope they don't manage to get around that with a bribe to the telephone
company,” he said. "Not that they'd need to, probably, considering the psychic
power we know that woman has and not to mention other members of the
organization we don't know about." He clasped her hand and started toward the
back door. "Come on, you're starting to shiver." He glanced at the sky, from
which fine snowflakes began to fall.

Kate spoke what Ray had avoided mentioning. "How about Martlet himself?'
"Let's hope he | eft the investigation to hisunderlings. So far, the woman seems

to be acting done, for al weve observed. If what Mike believes about Martl et
istrue..."

Katewasjust as glad he didn't finish the sentence. She could fill in the blank

on her own. What chance would we have confronting an inhuman entity face to
face?

A snake with gleaming, grass-green scales dithered acrossthe yard to the

porch. The gray cat perched on the steps, his back arched and hair bristling.
Venom dripped from the reptiles fangs to szzle in the snow. The knowledge that
snakes shouldn't be able to function on a subfreezing mountain night only
aggravated Kate'sfear. Could Fog defeat this unnatura cresture?

A screech ripped her out of the nightmare.

Her bresth stuck in her throat, asif ablow to the chest had paralyzed her

lungs. She gulped air and sat up, shaking Ray.

"Huh?' Ralling over, heblinked & her.

The shriek sounded again, merging into a series of yowls.

Ray threw off the covers. "My God, that's Fog!"

Both of them scrambled out of bed and hurried downstairs. At the door, Kate
heard Sara's bare feet behind her and spun on her hed to block thelittle girl.

"Y ou stay inside, understand? Fog probably found araccoon.” She prayed that was
true. "Sit on the couch and wait."

Wide-eyed, Sara backed to the couch and lowered herself onto it. Meanwhile, Ray
unbolted the door. "Kate, you better stay with--"

She cut him off. "Don't even think it." She was dready shuffling into her boots



and shrugging on her coat. The cat's screaming diced through her skull.
Smilarly haf-dressed, Ray flung open the door. At the sametime, he flicked on
the porch light.

He and Kate took one step onto the porch. At the bottom of the steps, Fog stood
guard. His puffed-up coat made him look twice his sze; the expanded tall
quivered with rage. His ear-piercing cries poured out in a continuous stream.
The Martlet woman stood at the edge of the splash of light. With her
professionally coiffed head bare, she wore atweed coat, unbuttoned, and a pair
of dark gloves. She gave no sign of noticing the snow that swirled around her.
Both hands gripped the pistol she pointed at the cat.

"Can't you make that filthy beast shut up?' Her voice carried, though she didn't
actudly shout.

"What do you want?' Ray sad.

A cold smile. "Y ou know. Don't waste my time. Y ou till have achancetollive,
Dr. Benson. Not your wife, of course. That can't be helped, but | can give her a
quick death, much easier than sheld get from my superior. Your lifein exchange
for thelittle girl, plus an easy exit for the woman."

Ray'sfists clenched a hisside. "Go to hell." Kate's own rage roared inside

her head, almost blotting out their voices.

"My superior ishungry for that child's power. He has usesfor her. If she
cooperates, shélll have along, sheltered existence.”

"Get out of here. | don't want to haveto kill you."

Hearing Ray put the unthinkable into words made Kate's somach churn. At this
moment, though, she did fed capable of killing.

"I know your weakness." The woman gave atiny shrug that didn't disturb her am.
"I, on the other hand, wouldn't mind killing you intheleast." Fog'scries

shifted toward something more like asnarl. The pistol twitched. "'Because of
you, heis displeased with me. When my agent obtained your wallet for me, |
findly had achanceto repair my failures. Did you redly think that amateurish
shield of yours could hide you forever? Once | knew whereto look, smplelogic
led meto the nearest post office. Sighting you confirmed what the contents of
your wallet told me, and once | got up hereit didn't take long to find your
car--parked in plain sight. So herel am. And the sooner | leave with what |
camefor, the better." A ghost of ashiver. "The amosphereinthisplaceis
suffocating.”

Kate edged closer to Ray, praying Sarawould stay inside. Fog inched toward the
woman, plumed tail lashing. With agrimace of apparent distaste, shefired.
Insde, Sara screamed. The cat skidded sideways and lay till. Sara dashed out
the door. Kate reached back to grab her arm, just in time to keep her from
charging the woman.

Mrs. Martlet smiled again. "Good, this savestrouble. A shattered leg or
collarbone won't decrease the child's value. It might even make her more
plidble”

Before Kate'sinner eye svam adow-motion vison of the pistol barrd lifting,
turning toward Sara, the bullet emerging with a puff of smoke and floating
through the snow-clogged air to burrow into Sara's chest. The thunder in Kate's
ears rang counterpoint to the woman'svoice. Involuntarily Kate took one step
down from the porch, feding Ray move at her sde.

"Stop!" Mrs. Martlet ordered. "If you get near me, | will shoot her. If you turn
her over to me as| asked, shell be physicaly unharmed.”

Yes, aslong asMartlet hasausefor her. Then his hunger will use her up.



Numb, Kate stared across the driveway.

"Hurry, make up your mind," the woman said.

A flare of power flashed like lightning behind Kate's eyes. Sara. The lightning
arced from the child to the red-stained body of the cat. Fog leaped up from the
ground--no, not the cat, an illuson, Kate realized. She saw the animal spring
toward Mrs. Martlet, claws extended, fangs bared, hissing defiance. Likea
double exposure, she dso saw the small body till inert on the snow.

Mrs. Martlet gpparently didn't recognize theilluson as such. She sumbled
backward, her weapon hand faltering. Simultaneoudly, a baseball-size rock
launched itself off the ground and flew straight at the woman. It collided with

her wrist, knocking the gun out of her grip. Shefdl to her knees, groping for

the pistol. Another rock hurtled through the air and hit her shoulder. Theimage

of the cat vanished.

Is Saradoing this? Glancing at Ray, Kate saw that he was equally surprised. He
gathered hiswits and charged toward Mrs. Martlet. As soon as he stepped off the
porch steps onto the ground, the surface under him changed. To Kate's eyes, the
snow and the dirt under it melted. Ray'sfeet sank into it asif into quicksand.

The earth sucked at his ankles. He waded across the driveway like aman fighting
hisway through shin-degp mud.

The very air thickened around him. When Kate tried to follow, the aamosphere
congedled, for her, too, into a spongy barrier she had to dig through inch by

inch.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Martlet scrabbled for the gun. Another stone struck her arm. She
rolled away from the next missle and lunged for the wespon. The pistol

skittered out of her reach. Why does she need the gun? Kate wondered. Maybe
illusions are the worst she can do?

Mrs. Martlet glared at Ray, who doubled over, clutching his abdomen and gasping
inpan. Isshe afraid to assault Saradirectly? thought Kate. Good! That
knowledge didn't make Ray's pain less agonizing to watch, though. Despiteit, he
lurched forward asfast asthe quicksand allowed.

The woman'sfingers closed on the gun just asasmall stone glanced off her
forehead. Shelet out a scream and flinched but didn't drop the weapon. Blood
oozed above her |eft eyebrow. With shaking hands, she aimed at Ray.

"No!" Kate cried. Arms outstretched, she stumbled toward Ray. Her feet seemed to
gnk into the earth, which shackled her with its suction. She dragged hersdlf

closer, inch by inch, her somach knotted with frustration.

The gun discharged again. At the same moment, aloosetree limb flew into the
woman's face. The bullet went wild--or so Kate assumed, when Ray didn't fall.
She saw the woman readying the pistol again. Unable to move physicaly, Kate
reached with her mind. She felt Sara behind her, pushing. With apsychic
tentacle, she squeezed the woman'swrist. Mrs. Martlet dropped the gun with a
howl of combined anger and pain. Kate momentarily saw abracelet of fire
encircling the assallant'sforearm.

A burgt of energy from Sara. The gun jumped off the ground and sailed into the
woods. The woman raised both hands above her head, not in surrender but in
threat.

What's she going to do, cast alightning bolt? Though Kate had no idea whether
this enemy had that power, she didn't wait to find out. With asurge of effort,

she closed the gap enough to clutch Ray's hand. "Help me," she whispered. Again
shereached for the woman. Thistime, Kate gpplied pressure to her enemy's neck
and chest. She squeezed.



Choking, the woman crumpled to the ground again. Kate drew power from Ray and
continued squeezing. Terror wouldn't alow her to let up. If shereleased Mrs.
Martlet, who knew what the woman might try next? Whatever deadly energies she
hed in reserve, she mustn't be allowed to summon them.

The blood pounded in Kate's head. She pressed down until her own chest burned
with the strain. Rage-fueled energy poured out of her like bailing lava.

Suddenly shefdt chilled fingers on the back of her neck. Her wrath rushed out

of her likeagust of wind, leaving her empty. She redlized Ray was touching

her. "That's enough, you've finished her," he said. " Shes not fighting

anymore.”

Theroaring in Kate's skull ceased, and her vision snapped back to normal. She
sagged into Ray's embrace. A few yards away, Mrs. Martlet lay face down on the
driveway. Snow fdl thickly, swirling in eddies of wind; for the past few

minutes, Kate hadn't even been aware of it.

With achoked cry, Sararan off the porch to where Fog lay. She kndlt beside the
cat, softly sobbing. Ray's armstightened around Kate. "Damn the woman to
everlasting hell! Fog doneisworth athousand of her!"

He released Kate and stumbled over to Mrs. Martlet. " She's dead.”

"You mean |...7" Kate staggered to his sde and rested ahand on his shoulder to
keep from collapsing.

"We," said Ray. "l wasright there with you. Looks like we stopped her heart."
"But | didn't meanto! | only wanted to keep her from hurting us." Nauseaweled
up in Kate'sthroat. She swallowed it, averting her eyes from the corpse until

it subsided.

Ray hauled himself to hisfeet and grasped Kate'sarm. He led her acrossthe
yard to Sara, who still crouched over the cat.

Thelittle girl lifted her tear-stresked face to him. "Dr. Ray, isFog dead?"

Bending over the furry shape, Ray papated the neck, torso, and limbs. "No," he
sadinatone of quiet amazement. "He has abadly broken leg, but | think hell
live" When Sara spread her arms, he stopped her. "Careful, don't touch! Kate,
find aflat board or something. We dl need to get insde."”

Kate fetched the first suitable object she came across, aflattened corrugated
cardboard box. Together she and Ray did the unconscious anima onto the dab of
cardboard and carried him into the living room, where she replenished the
smoldering embersin the fireplace. While Sarawatched, Kate helped Ray splint
theinjured hind leg. With the crisis over, awvareness of her chilled flesh

surfaced. Thefirés heat stung her fingers and toes. Noticing Sara shivering,

Kate wrapped a quilt around her.

"Concussion and fracture," said Ray as hefinished up. "Thisisonelucky cat.
Thank God, it must've been alow-caliber bullet. Hit the bone and ricocheted

off."

"There, Fog isgoing to bedl right," Kate said. " Sara, you haveto go to deep

"I want Fog to deep with me.”

"Not agood idea," said Ray. "Hell be better off down here, where he won't get
cold."

Sarathought over the recommendation. " Okay. Isthe bad lady dead?!

Ray exchanged aslent glance with Kate before answering, "Yes, sheis.”

"Good, then we can go to deep.” She kissed Ray and alowed Kate to escort her
to bed.

When Kate came downgtairs, she found Ray stting on the couch, hishead on his



hands. She lightly touched his shoulder. "What about Mrs. Martlet? Her body, |
mean?'

Ray heaved along, shuddering sigh. "l was just trying to work up the nerveto
take care of it. We can't report it to the sheriff. Last thing wewant is

publicty.”

Anicicle stabbed Kate between the eyes. "But it's murder.”

"Sdf-defense. And not even that, to outward appearances. She had a heart
attack. That's all anyone would see.”

"What are we going to do?"

Ray wearily stood up. "She must have driven here. I'll find her car, put her in

it, and rel ocate it someplace down the valey. On one of those unpaved side
roads between here and Ardath. Shelll be found--not too soon, with luck--dead of
natural causesin thedriver's seat.”

"I'd better follow you to drive you home. Y ou can't walk that far in this."

He shook hishead. "I'll haveto. We can't leave Sara, and | sure don't want to
wake her and bring her dong.”

Kate had to agree; Sara had suffered enough tonight and certainly didn't need to
witness the disposal of abody. Thank Heaven, she wasn't linked with uswhen we
did whatever we did. She's not tainted by the killing. "All right, but don't go

any farther than you have to." Something else occurred to her. "What about the
gun?'

Pulling his boots back on, he said, "I'll haveto find that and take it with me.

Bury it, | guess, dong with her gloves." At Kate'squizzica sare, he said,
"Gunpowder traces. We can't leave any evidence to complicate the heart attack
theory."

Kate donned her own wrapsto help him search for the pistol. Fortunately, Sara's
power hadn't flung it far, and the snow hadn't quite hidden it yet. Within afew
minutes, Ray's flashlight gleamed on the metd. He picked up thegunin his
gloved hand. Together they walked severa hundred yards down the road. Mrs.
Martlet's car was parked just out of sight around the bend. Ray played the
flashlight over thetires. "Radids. With luck, I'll actualy be ableto get the

thing on the road. But we have to be thankful for the snow, it'll cover the
tracksinnotime.”

Kate glanced around uneasily; the flakes showed no sign of thinning.

"Don't worry, it'snot exactly ablizzard yet." He gave her ahug. "Go back to

the house and lock the doors. | won't belong.”

Hewalked with her asfar asthe yard, where he hefted Mrs. Martlet's body over
his shoulder and headed for the car. Kate retreated into the cabin, one thought
revolving in her numbed brain, I've killed awoman. I'm akiller.

Chapter 17

Kate's hands and feet stayed numb despite the fire. She added another log and
remained knedling on the rug, too drained to bother getting up. Fog opened his
eyes and emitted an agonized mew.



Thankful for this sign that he would indeed live, she stroked his spine over and
over, trying to soothe him into slence. But he wouldn't stop crying. She prayed
the noise wouldn't wake Sara.

Maybe Ray could administer some sort of painkiller, with the human dosage
reduced to match the cat'sweight. Thinking of Ray awakened her anxiety about
him. He doesn't have that far to walk, she reminded hersalf. He can't get buried
in snowdrifts and die of hypothermia. Hell be back in no time. He had to be.
After thisnight's orded, she redlized couldn't stand the thought of facing the

rest of thisnight without him, much lesslosing him adtogether. Her mind veered
onto adifferent track: Would Mrs. Martlet's body be found and connected with
them?

Rationally, Kate knew it probably wouldn't. Not on the narrow dirt Side road Ray
planned to use. Asinfrequently asany car but their own and Mike's drove up
here, by the time someone stumbled across the woman, westher would have blurred
any evidence. And to al appearances, she'd died anatura death.

But it wasn't natural! We did it; somehow we stopped her heart.

Having experienced so many preternatural phenomenain her training with Mike,
not to mention the attacks mounted upon her, Kate didn't entertain the thought
that Mrs. Martlet's desth might be coincidental. No, just as Kate was learning

to control the automatic functions of her own body, she had, with Ray's help,
ingnuated her power into the other woman's chest cavity and squeezed the heart
muscleto desth.

Kate swallowed a surge of nausea at the graphic image. Wrapping her arms around
hersdlf, sherocked on her knees, moaning softly through parted lips.

After awhile she heard akey in thelock. Jumping, she cried hoarsdly, "Ray?1s
that you?'

His voice replied. She got up to meet him, her legs shaky after being bent under
her. Shethrew her arms around him, and he enfolded her in afirm hug. His heart
pounded under her ear, and she caught afaint whiff of Old Spice. "Oh, Ray,
thank God you're back." She wiped sudden tearsfrom her eyes. "I loveyou."
He gave her agentle kissand let go of her, swaying with obvious exhaugtion. He
dropped onto the couch, hishead in hishands. "I need adrink,” he muttered.
Kate fetched the brandy bottle and two glasses from the kitchen. When she
re-entered the living room, Ray had tossed his coat, gloves, and boots & the
coat tree and was checking on the cat.

Pouring Ray a shot of brandy, she said, " Can you give him something for the
pain?| can't stand to hear him go on like that."

Ray gulped down hisdrink. "I should have some drug that would work safdly.” He
got hismedica bag out of the corner closat and rummaged in it, coming up with
apacket of capsules. "Better hide thisin food. He's not used to taking
medication.”

Kate opened acan of cat food for Ray, who halved a capsule and sprinkled part
of the contentsinto aglob of the tuna. Herolled thisinto aball and popped

it into Fog's mouth. The cat swallowed the offering without seeming to notice
thetrick.

"Tomorrow I'll drive him to the vet,” Ray said, "for amore suitable painkiller,
plus antibiotics. If the doctor recognizes the fracture as a bullet wound, I'll

play dumb and say it must've been a cardess hunter.”

After acouple of minutes, Fog stopped mewing and closed his eyes. Kate and Ray
settled on the couch, each of them with aglass of brandy. "What about that
woman?' said Kate. "Iseverything...?'



"l didwhat | planned and didn't run into any problems. The car isn't visible
from the main road, and it's snowing hard enough to hide any traces of what
happened here.”

"Y ou know what did happen? We murdered her."

Ray shook hishead. " Sdf-defense.”

"I know you don't feel one bit better about it than | do!"

He heaved a deep sigh and sipped his drink. "No, but I'm trying hard to see it
rationaly. | took an oath to do no harm, but that appliesto medical practice.

It has nothing to do with defending my family. When she started shooting, if
you'd had agun in your hand, wouldn't you have shot back? To protect Sara?"
"Of course, but--"

"Logicaly, how isthisdifferent?' Histone didn't carry conviction. He Sared

at the floor, one hand dangling while the other loosdly gripped the liquor

glass.

"You know it'sdifferent!" Kate took a hefty swallow of her drink, looking for
comfort in thefiery sensation. "We--1 invaded her body! | hate being ableto do
that! Ray, what if it happens again, and next timeit's not self-defense? What

if | get carried away with anger and accidentaly hurt somebody who doesn't
deserveit?'

"I don't see much chance of that. Y ou're not aviolent person by nature.”

"How do you know?" She gared a himin theflickering light. "How do you redly
know?What if | told you that at the second we overpowered her, | felt the most
incredible rush." A lump clogged Kate'sthroat. She swallowed it with another
dose of brandy.

"Isthat 0 strange? An adrendine surge feels good. That's how the human body
isdesigned. That doesn't make you evil."

She wasn't convinced. His bleak tone stripped the words of credibility. "You're
not afraid to be near me now?"

"Why should | be?1 did it dong with you."

After amoment of tense silence, she sagged againgt him. He put an arm around
her. "I dreamed about Johnny afew days before our wedding," she said, gazing
into thefireto keep her eyesfrom betraying her, "and he said he would return
at our time of greatest need. Seemsto me we could have used some help tonight.”

"Wedid pretty well on our own, didn't we?' Ray's tone was unexpectedly sharp.
"Wedidn't need aghost to defest that evil creature.”

The hurt in hisvoice stung her. "Oh, Ray, | didn't mean you weren't capabl e of
protecting us."

He hugged her tighter. "I know," he whispered.

"It'sjust that, if tonight wasn't our moment of greatest need,” shesaid, "'l

hate to think what will bel"

Ray surprised her with aweak chuckle. "Y ou do have apoint there, lovel" He
rested his chin on the top of her head. "Y ou can't tell which of those dreams

are genuine visons, and which are just dreams. Could've been your own wishes
taking."

Since Kate couldn't explain why that particular dream had felt so vivid, she
didn't pursue thetopic. "A time of greater danger than this could happen, if
getting rid of that woman doesn't discourage them. | wish we knew whether she
communicated with Martlet before she tracked us down.”

"Didn't sound likeit, from thelittle shesaid.”

"But we don't know! Wewon't have any way of knowing until he comes after us.



All we can doiswait like hel pless sheep.” Sheredlized her fingerswere

digging into the couch cushion. She flexed them and forced her breathing to dow
down.

He rubbed the back of her neck until her tension eased. "Too bad we didn't get a
chance to question her before she died.”

"Asif shed havetold the truth!”

"If | had Mikesability," Ray said, "1 could have hypnotized her. Wdll, well

find out what hethinks of al this. Right now, we need deep.”

Kate glanced at the dark ceiling, asif she expected to see avisible canopy

over them. "Your barrier, isit ill there? Did sherip it open?'

Ray bowed his head to concentrate. "It'sintact. Nobody can perceive our
life-essence without entering the shielded region, the way Mrs. Martlet did.” He
stood up and tugged on Kate's hand. "Come on, we have to rest. Fog will befine
theway heis"

They shared ahot shower and fell into bed. Hours later, Kate lay awake
listening for a hostile presence on the wind long after Ray succumbed to
exhaugtion.

* k% k% %

A couple of dayslater, Mike traveled up from San Francisco to consult with
them. "So everything's been quiet since then?' he said after held heard their
story. They were gathered in the living room after supper, with Saraupstairs
listening to anew set of audio books on her portable tape player, asurprise

gift from Mike.

"Sofar," Katesaid. "It'sdriving me crazy, waiting for their next move."

Ray bent over to pet Fog, who lay in abox beside the couch. "And | keep
reminding her we don't know they'll make one."

"Your shidd isdtill operating,” said Mike. "That'sagood Sgn, at leadt. It
seemsto be as strong and permanent as the one around . Augustines.” He
opened the briefcase held brought with him. "Remember, | told you | planned to
hire a private investigator to check on Martlet's organization. Well, I've
received some interesting facts." He took out amanilafolder. "I've made a copy
of thefilefor you. For onething, Eugene Martlet has no past.”

Ray accepted the folder and leafed through it. "Do tell.”

"Oh, the detective found a convincing recordstral a first," Mike sad. "But
further digging reveded that it was fabricated. The Eugene Martlet whose birth
certificate thisman uses died in lllinaisfifty-three years ago at the age of

five months™

Kate leaned over to peek at thefilein Ray's|ap. "Can peopleredly do that?'
Her fear, displaced by curiosity, receded into the background for the first time
snce Mrs. Martlet'sinvasion.

Mike said, "It'sthe most common way to establish afadse identity. Anybody can
order acopy of anyone's birth certificate. There are no safeguards.”

"If Martlet isnt Martlet,” said Ray, "who ishe?"

"My guessishesnobody. | originaly suspected, from Kate'svision of him,

that he was a nonhuman entity in masquerade. This information supports that
theory."

Kate's chest congtricted at the memory of her vision, the man-shaped darkness
she had seen right before the hit-and-run "accident.”

"Asyoull noticeinthefile," Mike said, "there's more. The cult--or nonprofit
research indtitute, asthey cal it--has been implicated in drug dedlings, but

the rumors have never resulted in enough evidence to justify making an arrest.



Also, afew of the members have died in suspicious circumstances. Again, rumors
but no solid evidence. No charges have been filed against Martlet or his
associates.”

"What about Mrs. Martlet?' Kate asked.

"Nothing much. Sheworked for an insurance company before becoming apaid
employee of theingditute. Seems she left that job and her first husband to take
up with Martlet. Her only previous odd association was with asort of neo-pagan
religious group, the Children of Perpetud Light, whose philosophy centers
around reincarnation and amishmash of adapted Orientd mysticism. They were
suspected of using halucinogensin thelr rites, but that was never proven,

ather.”

Kate's shoulders twitched with impatience. " Then we don't realy know anything
useful.”

"One other interesting fact. The indtitute hasits main office in downtown San
Francisco.”

Ray said, "That must've made it easy for them to keep an eye on Kate." He set
the folder on the coffeetable.

Kate felt queasy a the image of those people keeping an eye on her. "It'll make
it eeser for usto find them, too," she said. "What do we do about dl this?'

Ray froze, then dowly turned in her direction. "Do? What did you have in mind?"

"We should go after them! I'm sick of sitting around like ashooting gdlery
duck!™

"Don't even think it!" Ray said. "Not you, it'stoo dangerous. Y ou're the one
they want."

Mike patted one of her clenched fidts. "I agree. Remember your baby."
Folding her arms, Kate shot arebelliouslook a Ray. "I don't want to hear one
word about dangerous and then have you riding off to battle and getting
stomped.”

Mike said, "Enough of that. | advise both of you to St tight and hold a
defensive posture, at least until the baby isborn. After dl, we don't want to
becomelikethething werefighting againgt.”

Catching Ray's eye, Kate redlized that he, too, was still shadowed by their
destruction of Mrs. Martlet. No, she didn't want to plunge into asituation
where sheld have to go through that again. And yet-- "I hear you. We haveto
play by therules, and they can do any darn thing they please, isthat it?"

Mike sighed. "It looks that way sometimes, doesn't it? But that's not the whole
picture. Chaos dwayslosesin thelong run."

"Not from what little science | 've read. Doesn't modern cosmology State that
chaosawayswins?' said Kate.

Ray nodded. "In asense. Entropy.”

"If one acceptsthat the physica universeisdl thereis" Mikesad. "Weve

all seen evidence to the contrary, haven't we?' He rubbed his hands together and
re-opened the briefcase. "Now, I've brought alittle present for you two, aso,
anew Cdtic harp tape. How about we ligten to it?"

"Haven't you read through that blasted file enough times?"

At Ray's harsh whisper, Kate glanced up from the kitchen table. She had the
Xerox copy of Mike's detective report on Martlet spread out before her. "I lost
track of time," shesaid, "but don't worry, dinner'sin the oven."

He bent over to give her amechanical kisson the cheek, hislipstill cold



from outdoors. "I'm not talking about dinner; I'm talking about you obsessing
over that stuff. If we can't do anything about it right now--and we agreed we
can't--you should try to forget about it."

"Maybe you can forget!" She swept the papersinto the folder and snapped it
shut, trying to "shout” in awhisper. "Maybe you can forget that something

could creep up here any night and destroy usdll. | can't.”

"Well, you could at least try." He pulled achair to the table with athump and

sat down. "It would be niceto liveanormd lifeinstead of congtantly watching
out for phantoms.”

"Normadl life? What do you think | want, for God's sake? And you didn't have to
get involved in my abnormad life. It was your own ideal”

He stared at her, stricken. She gasped at the redlization of what she'd said.

"Ray, I'm sorry. You know | didn't mean that."

Hisvoice, echoing her apology, overlapped hers. He leaned across the table, put
hisarm around her shoulders, and kissed the side of her neck. "Were under a
terrible strain. But we have to try not to let it control us. For Saraand the

baby, if nothing else.”

"I know." But dthough she agreed with him in principle, she wasn't convinced
that ignoring the hazard was the proper way to handle it. Sara's footsteps
clattering down the stairsto greet Ray cut off the discussion.

Thefollowing morning, after Ray left for hisday'swork with Dr. Thom, Kate
cdled Sarainto the kitchen for their usud daily reading and math practice.
Thistime, however, the table was bare of workbooks and crayons. Sara scanned
the empty surface. "' Are we going to do something new today?'

"New for me, but not you," Kate said. She'd conceived a plan, one Ray wouldn't
approve of, and this morning marked the first step. After Mrs. Martlet's attack,
Kate had realized that she'd counted too heavily on the security of this place.
Shed haf-conscioudy thought of her late husband as some kind of guardian
angel who would repd any danger. When Johnny hadn't magicaly intervened on
that night, Kate's confidence had crumbled. A false confidence, she decided,
relying on aforce outside herself. She needed to learn self-defense. Suppose
next time she had to face the enemy alone? She couldn't use Ray and Saras power
asacrutch, any more than she could lean on Johnny's spirit. "I want you to

teach me something," shetold Sara.

Saras eyeswidened. "Me teach you, Mommy? What?'

"How to form ashield, like you and Ray are so good &t."

"Y ou mean abubble? Okay, that's easy." Her forehead crinkled. "Why?"
"Sometimes you and Ray might not be around.” Katetried to speak lightly. "I
might need to take care of mysdlf." Sitting across from Sara, she cupped the
child's petite handsin her own. "Show me how you do it."

"Should | get Fog to help you?' Sarathought for a second and answered her own
question. "No, he still doesn't fed good.”

"That'sright. Anyway, | can't talk to Fog the way you do.” I've come along
way, baby, Kate reflected, discussing girl-to-cat communication without turning
ahar.

"Y ou have to make yoursalf see, so | can show you. Not redlly see, but..."” Sara
grimaced in frudration.

"Y es, munchkin. Father Mike cdlsit thethird eye.”

Saragiggled. "Y eah, hetold me to 'magine another eye up here." She touched her
forehead. "That would look funny.”

"Let'sbothimagineit." Again they clagped hands. Kate concentrated, looking at



her daughter in what she thought of asasidewaysdirection. A corner-of-the-eye
glimpse that made Saras auravisible. When Kate's vison adjusted to the rosy
nimbus that envel oped the child, she further visudized a silver-blue ribbon

linking her own aurato Saras.

Quietly Saratold her, "Now you haveto think with me, insde my head. | can't

tell you how to make the bubble in words.”

Kate opened her mind, imagining her consciousness flowing to meet Sara's through
the mental gateway. The child's thoughtstickled the insde of her skull like
feathers or butterfly wings. Sarastiny fingers, interlaced with hers, seemed

to weave patterns like a spider web. Or did only the fingers of their astra

bodies move? Kate danced into the pattern and spun a cat's-cradle of shining
filaments, until they shaped acanopy over hersdf and Sara.

When she opened her eyes, shefdt asif sheld been adeep in the chair. She
blinked in the glare reflected into the kitchen window from the snow. Sara
bounced in her chair. "That was cool, Mommy! Do you know how to do it by
yoursdlf now?'

Probing within her own mind, Kate found the skill tucked away like apearl ina
jewel box. "Yes, now | do. Thanks."

"Arewe going to work on school stuff?”

Kate dmogt said yes, then glanced out the window. "What the heck, let's make a
snow fort instead." Mastering the new skill gave her aserenity she wanted to
enjoy before her fears came flocking back.

* * % %

On the next occasion that Ray was scheduled to vidit theclinicin San

Francisco, Kate made her move. Shefelt anow-or-never urgency, for hed amost
finished histrangtion period and wouldn't be making al-day trips out of town
very oftenin thefuture. The night before, shefdt him watching her, asif he

could read her mind. Shelay rigid beside him in bed, imagining thet if she

softened too much, he would be able to absorb her intentions through her skin.

In the morning, she got dressed as soon as the wake-up nausea passed, thankful
that it was never severe or long-lasting. "What are you so bright and early

for?' said Ray in the kitchen, watching her dice grapefruit.

"Why not?' Theknife grazed her finger. Gritting her teeth, she wrapped atissue
around thetiny cut and gouged at the grapefruit seeds with the knifetip.

"Y ou know you don't haveto get up and fix breskfast.”

"Wdll, maybe | want tol" She grabbed a mug from the cup tree by the sink to pour
hersdlf coffee. Saratrotted into the kitchen, wearing flannel pgamas and fuzzy
dippers. Kate's hand shook, and she dropped the mug into the sink.

"Hi, Mommy. What'swrong?'

"Nothing!" Luckily the cup hadn't broken. Picking it up, Kate noted asmall

chip, on the side away from the drinking surface. "' Pregnant women are alowed to
be cranky. Ian't that right, Doc?"

"Sure" Ray said. "If you say s0."

Kate avoided his eyes and Saras as she fumbled through bregkfast. If anyone
could hear her thoughts, she feared, it would be her daughter. Good Lord, | hope
not! That would give a child way too much advantage over a parent.

Once Ray left, she phoned Mrs. Sutton to ask her to watch Sarafor the day. "l
need to do some shopping out of town. Y ou know, the holidaysand al.” Kate was
relieved when the storekeeper readily agreed. She would have called the previous
day, except that sheld feared Mrs. Sutton might have run into Ray and mentioned
the request to him.



AsKate bundled Sarainto her wraps, thelittle girl said with asuspiciousair,
"Where are you going?'

"Shopping, just like | told Mrs. Sutton. Y ou enjoy going to her house, don't

you?’

Saradidn't alow hersdlf to be Sdetracked. " Shopping where?!

"That'sa secret.” She knows something is up, Kate thought as she maneuvered the
car down the winding road. Thank goodness, the pavement and the sky were both
clear today. But she doesn't know what--she can't quite read my mind.

Mrs. Sutton welcomed Sarawith hot chocolate. The woman would probably assume
Kate meant to shop at the mal in the county seet, an idea Kate didn't

contradict. She stifled pangs of guilt as Mrs. Sutton and Sarawaved goodbye
from the front of the store. Shed left anote for Ray, in the unlikely event he

got home before her. If she returned firg, asintended, she would destroy it

and break the news of her mission more gently.

Out of sight of the store, she pulled over to calm hersdf with the relaxation

and bregthing exercise, amost aform of light self-hypnoss, that she'd learned
from Mike. She visudized the mental shield codescing around her. It felt as
naturd asafresh layer of skin; she didn't expect to have any trouble

maintaining it and driving a the sametime.

She would need it, for she meant to travel to San Francisco and confront Eugene
Martlet. She had the address from Mikesfile. If she found Martlet at the
ingitute's downtown office, she counted on hisnot risking violencein an urban
high-rise. His organization surely waan't the only tenant of the building, and

even within theingitute, many of the employees probably had no inkling of the
cult for which the group fronted.

Andwhat if he's not there? Big, fat, anticlimax. Kate wasn't sure whether she
would berdieved at being let off the hook or frustrated at postponing the
confrontation. I'm sick and tired of hiding like arabbit in aburrow. | want to
ettle this, which does not have to make me as bad as them!

Ray would befurious, of course. And when Father Mike found out, he'd react much
the same way. Kate hoped the results of the visit would justify therisk and

defuse their outrage. She had considered either asking Ray to accompany her or
appeding to Mike for help. She'd quickly dismissed theidea, knowing both would
refuse and try their best to stop her.

If Martlet was everything Mike suspected, he might strike her down at first

sght with asingle bolt of lightning. But he wants Sara. | don't think held zap

me aslong asthere's achance | might let dip aclueto her whereabouts. HEd
rather get dl of usat once. Martlet's wife had shown willingness to negotiate,

or at least pretend to negotiate. Maybe the man would do the same, long enough
for Kateto get him at adisadvantage, anyway.

Wonder what I'm figuring on doing to him? Last time | saw thisman, | was o
terrified | ranin front of acar. But she had learned so much since then. She

had powers she hadn't imagined severa months ago, powers strong enough to make
her atarget--strong enough, she hoped, to rattle Martlet. Or whoever heredly

is.

When she merged onto the freeway, the traffic made her nerves twang with
apprehension. Good grief, it hasn't been that long since I've driven on a

highway. Had the isolation of the mountains changed her so quickly? Once she
adjusted to the high speed, sheredlized her problem wasn't the traffic. She was
disturbed by al the people pressing so close around her. So many mindsthat she
couldn't touch and evaluate. How many of them might be hostile? At be<t, they



were indifferent; she could run off abridge and die, and most of them would
respond with no more than curiogty.

Wheat's the matter with me, getting morbid? Not to mention paranoid? She groped
for her silken canopy of protection and found it intact. She relaxed into atiny
smile. Asthe man says, just because you're paranoid doesn't mean they aren't
redlly following you. She assigned acorner of her brain to holding the shield

firm. Her grand notion of invading the enemy'slair would end in disaster if

they spotted her firgt.

In San Francisco, shefelt eyes crawling like ants on the back of her neck. She
had to keep reminding hersaf over and over that most of these people were
honest citizens, and none of them had any interest in her. Concentrating on the
map unfolded on the passenger seat kept her focused on her goa and minimized
the nervousness,

Findly she found the office building where Martlet'singtitute was housed. It

had a parking garage, and she amiled to hersdlf at the incongruity of pausing at

the gate to accept her ticket in the midst of planning an assault on amonster

in human shape. Wonder if Martlet will vaidate it for me? Before or after |

flatten him?

Brave words. Was she rushing into a situation whose scope she had no concept of ?
Her training had only begun, after all.

A conversation with Johnny, which she hadn't thought of in weeks, cameto mind.
He'd assured her that the powers of good watched over her. She had more than her
own talentsto draw upon. Cupping Father Mike's olive-wood crossin her hands,
she whispered the Lord's Prayer. For an instant, a pearly glow radiated from the
crysta at its center. I'm not alone. Thank you, God.

Not that the moment of comfort made her any lessterrified, she wryly admitted

to hersdlf. Well, I'm not about to turn around and drive back to Ardath now. She
locked the car, tucked the keysin her purse, and marched to the eevator.

Chapter 18

After astop at the ladies room, necessary enough that she couldn't accuse
hersdf of purposeful dday, Kate hunted for the indtitute's suite. Shortly she
found the door, labeled with gilded |etters: National Ingtitute for Researchiin
Nontraditiona Cosmology. Resisting an impulse to knock, she opened it and
stepped insde.

A spacious reception room, carpeted in moss green, with severa doorsleading to
offices. Ferns, spider plants, and ahanging model of the solar system. A large
print of amedieval map of the world, dragons and cherubim adorning its four
corners. A pamphlet rack near the chairs. Desk of polished wood, with phone,
intercom, electric typewriter, and a svelte, mahogany-skinned woman wearing
gold-rimmed glasses.

Kate stalked up to the desk with long strides that she hoped projected
confidence. "l want to see Mr. Martlet."

"Do you have an gppointment?’



"No, but hell seseme. Just tell him Kathryn Jacobsis here.”

The receptionist arched her eyebrows, gpparently in polite amusement rather than
recognition. "Mr. Martlet has an extremely tight schedule, malam.”

"I'll wait." Kate sat down on aleather-covered love segt, her purse clutched in
her lap. Here's my chance to back out and go home. No, for her daughter's
safety, she had to follow through. If she stayed hidden behind psychic fortress
walls, the way Mike recommended, the next attack might end in Sara's death.
Severad minutes passed. Kate leafed through a booklet about mysterious rains of
frogs, fish, and other fauna; the author theorized that these phenomena might
arise from erratic space-time warps. Shelooked up to notice the receptionist
coolly examining her. "Y ou haven't announced meto Mr. Martlet,” said Kate.

"| assure you, you're wasting your time here. He doesn't have an opening today.
Y ou'd better call for an gppointment.”

Kate felt more amused than irritated. After the battle with Martlet'swife, an
officious secretary didn't pose much of athreat. Considering adirect assault

on the inner offices, Kate decided againgt it. She didn't know which door

bel onged to the director, and sheld likely get thrown out the moment she started
looking.

Of course, Martlet might not even be here at present. Now, wouldn't that be a
let-down! Kate thought of away to find out, aswell as notifying the enemy of
her presence without the receptionist's cooperation. Fear paralyzed her for an
ingtant. What she contemplated felt like diving into the degp end of anicy

pool. Don't be silly, she commanded herself, meeting him faceto face will bea
bigger risk, and I'm committed to that. She dropped her shield.

Only for asecond--long enough to perform amenta radar sweep through the
auite. Long enough to probe aclot of darknessthat stung her inreturn like a
frozen needle through her forehead. She withdrew into her own skull and gathered
the threads of her psychic cloak, wrapping it around her like asecurity

blanket. She clasped the cross she wore, the relic with the supposed splinter of
the True Cross, to reinforce her protection.

The intercom on the desk buzzed. When the secretary answered, aman'svoice
said, "Send in Ms. Jacobs. And were not to be interrupted for any reason.”

The woman gave Kate a confused look. "Very well, go ahead.” She waved toward an
acove at her left.

Miming aserene nod, locking her knees against athrestened tremor, Kate walked
intheindicated direction. The opening led to ashort corridor that ended at a
door bearing Martlet's name. She turned the knob, half expecting it to scorch
her flesh.

It consisted of ordinary brass, of course. Whatever Martlet might be, he wore
the facade of amiddle-aged man and occupied an ordinary executive suite. She
felt plush carpet under her shoes and smelled the fragrance of leather from the
armchairs and the expensve books that filled a bookcase on one sde of the
room. A large aquarium was built into the oppositewall. A door standing gar in
one corner revealed awashroom with what |ooked like amarble sink. Thewide
desk--cherrywood, she thought--sat in front of a picture window. A man stood
behind the desk.

Kate closed the door behind her and pressed her back to it like a cornered
animal. She saw ahumanoid silhouette etched in darkness. Not ordinary dark, but
anonreflecting depth that devoured any light falling upon it. The vison cast

her back to that night of terror and hel plessness. She hyperventilated, her

heart racing.



No! Not thistime, damnyou! | won't let you do that to me again! How could she
overcomeit if she couldn't even stand to look at it? But she could; shewasno
longer an ignorant victim. She drew caming breeths, the way she'd been taught.
She forced hersef to withdraw from theimmediacy of the vison and seethe
mask, the way the entity presented itself to the world. Gradually the darkness
evaporated. She faced adender man of average height, with iron-gray hair
receding from the high forehead. Short sideburns and athin moustache, asin the
photo shed seen in the ingtitute's brochure. His skin was deeply lined at the
corners of mouth and eyes but not wrinkled overal. A dignified but not
grikingly impressiveimage. Probably he wouldn't want to stand out too vividly
inacrowd.

"Ms. Jacobs. Sit, please.” The voice of aman who might speak competently in
public but wouldn't project as adynamic orator. A languid wave of ahand
gestured toward the chairs. Icy chill prickled up her arms when she noticed that
al hisfingers were the same length, asif he had not cared, or been unable, to
adjudt that smal detail.

She started to insst on standing but decided that pose would be pointless. If
capable of zapping her, he could do it in any position, and she wouldn't improve
her chances by tiring out her leg muscles. Shetook a seat in one of the
leather-upholstered chairs. Martlet walked around to the front of his desk and
sat on the edge.

Viewing his human mask rather than histrue essence hel ped to subdue her fear.
Y et sheredlized that knowing him for what he was gave her an advantage she
hadn't considered before; she wouldn't underestimate him, and she would have no
scruples about destroying him if she could. "So," she said, proud of the
steadiness of her voice, "this must be where you say, ‘'Now | have you in my
power."

Heflashed ahumorless amile. "No, it'swhere | say, 'Ah, at last we meet!”

Y ou've caused me more trouble than | expected.”

"Good. I'm hereto cause more." She swalowed hard. "Y ou leave me and my family
aone. If you promise--and I'll know if you're sincere--I'll leave you done.
Otherwise--"

"Why, Kathryn, are you threatening me?"

She reminded hersdf not to let his show of amusement goad her into arash
outburst. "We handled your wife--or whatever she was--pretty thoroughly.”
Martlet frowned. " So that's what became of Lucille. | should have known, when |
couldn't make contact with her."

"You didn't know--" Kate gnawed her lip, angry with hersdf for blurting out

that comment. So he didn't know until this moment that she was dead!

"l must admit you surpriseme. Yes, Lucille vanished from my mental sight about
aweek ago, somewherein the Serras. Sheld hinted that she was on your trail
but hadn't given me any details. | didn't press her, assuming her confidence was
mostly bravado. When she disappeared, | suspected she was smply ashamed or
afraid to face me with another failure. She'd been less than competent so far. |
wasthinking of assgning othersto the task."

"She knew that, | guess" Kate said, thinking aloud. "Shewasjust dying towin
your approva, heaven knowswhat for. And shedid die”

"Damned fool femalel" Martlet quickly suppressed hisbrief show of wrath. Kate
sensed that he didn't want to display weaknessin the form of emotion. "'l
shouldn't have given her so much rope; | should have forced her to tell me what
shewas up to. | had quite alot invested in that woman."



"Thenisnt it timeto cut your losses?'

"Hardly." He picked up ageode from the desk and turned it in his hands. "Her
desth gives me another motive for your destruction. Shewasavauable
associae.”

He didn't bother to maintain a strong menta barrier--showing contempt for
Kate's power, maybe--and she caught aflash of an emotion other than anger. "Y ou
cared about her!"

"Dont beridiculoud" Thewindow behind him rattled. The geode flew out of his
grip and crashed into awall. A vase on the desk vibrated, tottered, and tipped
over onto the blotter. Kate grasped the arms of her chair, bracing hersdf as

the room swayed.

The agitation ceased within seconds. The intercom buzzed. Martlet thumbed it and
sad, "Everything isfine leave meaone." He glanced & the vase, which stood
itself upright; the water that had spilled flowed into it like afilm running
backwards, and the single rose reclaimed the petasthat had falen off. "Excuse
me," he murmured. "Merely anatura reaction to your absurd remark. To care
about human toolswould betotaly outside my character.”

"I don't think you have any character,” Kate said, pursuing an inspiration that
struck her even as he spoke. "Only what you've had to put on to appear human.
And acting human, you'rein danger of becoming it. Y ou must hate that!"

While hedidn't visibly flinch, she sensed him choking down asurge of
indignation. | wasright, she thought. An dien intelligence from another
dimension shouldn't fed any human emotions, not even anger.

Martlet said, "Thistheorizing isawaste of time. Y ou've stated your demands;
now listen to mine. I'd like to hold onto you, for the sake of what you carry in
your body. Seven months from now, that fetus could become very useful to us. But
| can't take therisk; you'd be too unmanageable.”

Kate leaned forward on the edge of her chair, struggling with her burgeoning
anger. "Damn right | would!"

He held up ahand for silence. "Please. I'm not finished. Heréswhat | offer: A
quick death for you. Immunity for that doctor you appear so attached to--yes,
Lucilleinformed me of that much. The best of lifdong care for your daughter.
Thanksto her combined inheritance from you and her father, she'sfar stronger
and more enticing than you. She's not too old to be converted, and shéll live
inluxury aslong as she uses her powers at my command.”

"Go back to hell where you belong!™ She kept her voice low, though it quivered
with leashed rage.

"Hell isahuman concept. Have you rationaly consdered the dternative? Y ou
can't hide forever, and what do you think will hgppen to thelittle girl if you

don't surrender her to me?"

"I don't believe sheéld livelongif | did." Kate forced her breathing and

heartbeat to dow down. "And | happen to believe thereredlly are fatesworse
than death.”

"Oh? Maybe because you haven't seen much death." He touched one fingertip to the
rosein the vase. Kate sensed thirst emanating from him, psychic thirst that
sucked avidly at the blossom. The petal s drooped, withered, dropped off, like a
flower in atime-lapse movie. The bare ssem crumbled to dry flakes.

Kate beat back the fear that threatened to swamp her. "Parlor tricks. | could do
that, t0o." Resisting the panic camed her enough to let her redize that this

show of force was ahopeful Sgn. He wouldn't bother with intimidation if he

felt totaly confident of defeating her. Yes, | actudly could kill aplant that



way. Could I annihilate Martlet the way wekilled hiswife, if | had to? She
decided she could. This creature wasin no way human and intended her
degtruction; destroying him would entail no guilt.

"Perhapsit didn't have the emotional impact | intended,” he said. "I tend to
forget how you people make artificid distinctions of vaue between lower and
higher formsof life"" He strolled over to the aquarium. "Come here, | wouldn't
want you to miss any of the details.”

Kate joined him, cringing at the thought of the physical proximity. That was
irrationa. Martlet could hurt her just as badly from acrossthe room, if he
wanted to. She focused on the catfish he pointed at.

"It'squite Smple, merely an acceleration of entropy,” he said in alecturing
tone. He tapped on the glass where the catfish floated a ong the bottom of the
tank. Again Kate fdt the tentacles of hunger/thirst uncoiling from within him.
She envisioned anature film sheld once seen, astarfish extruding itsinnards

to scrape and suck its prey's vita organs. Or fliesin aspider web, reduced to
ghriveled husks.

The catfish dropped to the gravel bed. Itsflesh instantaneoudly rotted to
shreds. The remnants dissolved into the water and vanished. The skeleton lay on
the floor of the aguarium.

Martlet wasright, damn him; this demondtration did affect her worse than the
withering of the rose. Her disgust a being manipulated overshadowed the fear.
"All right, I've seen enough.”

He returned to the desk and stood behind it. "Any life-essence feeds me, but
less complex forms such asthat aren't very nourishing. Human life servesme
better, and a highly organized intelligence with talent like your daughter'sis
best of dl.”

Kate restrained herself from lashing out a him. No doubt he wanted her to do
that.

"If you turn her over voluntarily, | wouldn't haveto drink her in one gulp, as

it were--not like that." He gestured toward the fish tank. "I would sip
ddicately and make her last for years, keeping her power at alevel where she
could work for me." He folded hisarms, staring at Kate. "Y ou'll make a gourmet
medl yoursdlf. | could take you right now."

No, you couldn't, she thought. Not through my shield. Y ou'd have to shatter it
first. Shefdt confident of that conclusion, becauseif he could do what he
claimed, he would be acting, not threatening.

"Bereasonable" hesad. "I'll know the location of your refuge within afew
hours. All | haveto do is establish communication with Lucilles astral
self--what you'd call the spirit. Now that | know she's dead, that isthe
obvious course of action.”

The pulse pounded in Kate's head. She didn't doubt he could do that, and what
chance would they have once he located Ardath? "I s that the only reason you want
to contact her?' she said. "Maybe you have another motive for summoning her
Spirit. Maybe you miss her."

The desk rattled again. The overhead lamp flickered.

"Makesyou mad, doesit? Y ou don't enjoy hearing the truth?* Kate stood up.
[llogica or not, shefdt stronger on her feet. "'Y ou got attached to your wife,
didn't you? Poor woman, | wonder what possessed her to fdl in love with
something like you?!

"Stop this nonsense! She wouldn't have been such afool.” The room rocked like
the deck of aship.



Kate clutched the back of achair. "Liar! Y ou knew shefelt that way. Y ou must
have used it to control her. But you didn't count on getting trapped in feeble
human emotionsyourself, did you?'

The intercom buzzed. Martlet squashed the button and shouted, "Go away!" The
intercom burgt into flame. A wave-front of energy swept past Kate, sealing the
door.

Though adarmed by this display of power, she fet shewason theright track in
taunting him. Disrupting his concentration could only work to her advantage.

"Did you go to bed with her? Did you enjoy sex?| bet that made you sick, al

that messy, animdigtic pawing and humping. | bet you liked it!"

A roar burst from Martlet's gaping mouth.

Shetook astride toward him. "And | bet it weakens you. How can you keep hold
of your full power when you're buried in dl that sinking flesh?"

The overhead light bulb shattered in ashower of sparks. An offhand gesture from
Martlet deflected the shards of glass away from him. A few of the fragments
stung Kate's cheek, but she barely noticed. The aguarium glass sprung a hairline
crack, and water began to leak. Can | take him? How can | imagine what he might
be capable of ?

Electric sparks fountained from an outlet near the desk. Katefiled it asa

minor distraction, too far away to harm her. She focused on Martlet. A cloud of
sooty smoke oozed from his open mouth. It rolled toward her. Little as she knew
about his nature and abilities, she knew she couldn't let that cloud engulf her.

It spawned ameboid pseudopods, groping for her. She backed up, knowing the door
was sealed, and in seconds the tendrils would reach her.

| can't run anyway. Thisiswhat | camefor! Father Mike had said no one could
literally annihilate Martlet; he could only be sent back where he belonged. But

| don't know how! Destroy his human shape--but how?

Panicked ingtinct rather than thought guided her hand to the cross at her

breast. God, help me now! Springing forward instead of retreating, sheraised it
to catch the sunlight from the picture window. A beam struck the crysta inthe
center of the cross. Isthat anatural ray of sunlight? Or something more,

attracted by my will? Whatever the light was, she captured it with the crystal.

She angled the cross toward the predatory cloud. A silver-white, laser-fineray
diced to the core of the cloud.

The cloud melted to a puddle, then vanished. Martlet howled. Kate felt the floor
drop from under her feet. She wasfdling, hurtling down abottomless shaft into
ablack vaid. It'sanilluson! I'm till in the office! She breathed a prayer,

and the darkness receded, restoring the room to normal. Martlet surged toward
her. She poured al her terror and rage into the crystal and aimed at his chest.
Thedtiletto of light pierced him. When it penetrated hisflesh, hisimage

blurred like areflection on water. Shadowy tentacles shimmered around him. A
bolt of eectricity blinded Kate.

A second later, through dark spots swirling before her eyes, she saw Martlet's
human body lying on the floor. She risked aquick probe and sensed no lifein
him. The room rocked. In the far corner by the electrica outlet, blue flames
licked the carpet. She smelled smoldering wood and redlized the intercom had set
the desk afire. Sprinklersin the ceiling began to shower the room. Over the
pounding in her head, she heard fists hammering on the door. A cramp wrenched
her abdomen. Grayness obscured her vision. An aftershock made her knees buckle,
and she blacked out.

* * % %



Unlocking hiscar inthedinic's parking lot, Ray reflected with satisfaction

that he would have to make thistrip only once more; then his obligationsto his
old job would be cleared, and the transition complete. Every hour away from
Ardath troubled him, though rationaly he knew that Kate, sheltered in the
mountain village, was safer than he was. Today hed managed an early-afternoon
departure, so he should reach home before dark. Pure superdtition, to imagine
that the enemy could function only at night like amovie vampire, but he il

hated to leave Kate and Sara alone after sunset.

Ashefastened his seat belt, a hot needle stabbed him between the eyes. He
clenched histeeth to convert his scream of agony into agroan Even before the
pain faded, he knew it wasn't his own. Crying for help would do no good. He had
to rush to the source--K ate.

Thanking Heaven for the bond that enabled him to sense when she was endangered,
he reinforced his psychic shield and fumbled for the thread of connection that
had dipped from hisfingers. Whereis she, for God's sake? That felt awfully
close. He scanned the nodes of life-force thronging the city the way he would

pa pate a patient's flesh in search of an anomalous mass. Within minutes he
sensed the glow of his beloved's presence.

She'snot at home. She's here, right in downtown San Francisco! He was already
pulling onto the street. Despite the clear, windy December wesether, he drovein
afog. Ingtinct, providential guidance, or sheer luck alowed him to squeak
through severa near-collisons. Once heran ared light and didn't redlize hed
done so until achorus of horns blared after him.

At the next stop he fdlt the car's body vibrating. Earthquake! Since he didn't
notice any buildings collapsing, heignored it and resumed speed as soon asan
opening appeared in traffic. He couldn't discern Kate's exact condition or what
she was doing. He sensed only her location and a pervasive murk of fear and
rage.

Just as he turned onto the block where he knew he would find her, astronger
quake hit. He screeched to astop at the first open meter and clutched the wheel
until the shaking stopped. He jumped out of the car and, without pausing to feed
the meter, dashed up the street toward the high-rise where he sensed Kate.
Srrenswailed. Ignoring them, Ray hurried into the building'slobby and

staggered to the elevators, where he leaned againgt the wall gasping. Unableto
control hisautonomic functions as Mike had taught Kate, he did the best he
could by dowing hisrespiration to long, deep breaths. Within aminute he felt

his heartbeat decelerate. He surveyed the building's directory. The name of
Martlet'singditute gave him ajolt, though he reaized he shouldn't be

surprised. Why ese would Kate risk leaving Ardath? Crazy idiot, so that's what
shewas up to! What in God's name got into her?

Ray ducked into adoor labeled "Stairs' and clattered upward. Theintervening
floors swept past in ablur. His chest heaved with exertion by thetime he
reached the correct story. He shoved the fire door open and ran down the
corridor to theinditute's suite.

The door stood gjar. Paramedics wheeled out a stretcher, with an IV connected to
theinert form of amiddle-aged man. It had to be Martlet. Ray perceived the
resemblance between the gray-skinned mask and the photo hed seeninthe
ingtitute's promotional leaflet. What happened to him? Whatever it was, | hope

it hurt like hell' Lacking Kate and Saras fine-tuned ESP, Ray couldnt tell
whether the man would survive, and he had more vital concerns right now.
When hetried to push hisway into the office, one of the EM Tsblocked him. "My



wifeisinthere” Ray said. "I'm adoctor.” He fumbled for hiswallet and

thrust his1D into the young man'sface.

The paramedic studied the ID card for amoment. "Okay. Were tresting awoman in
the director's office. Y ou can comein and seeif it'syour wife."

Odors of scorched wood and electrical fixtures permesated theinner office. A
woman from the emergency team trained afire extinguisher on the desk and the
areaaround it. A fish tank embedded in one wall leaked onto the carpet. Kate
lay on agtretcher, moaning weak protests at the paramedic's ministrations.

Her eyes snapped wide open when Ray strode up to her. "What the hell isthe
matter with you?' He spoke through clenched jaws, trying not to shout. "What
possessed you to run off without telling me, leaving Sara-?" He broke off,
seeing tearstrickle from her eyes. He clasped her right hand, careful not to
touch theleft am with the IV.

"Oh, Ray," Kate whispered, "'I'm bleeding!"

His heart lurched. He kissed her hand. "It will bedl right. Where's Sara?"

"With the Suttons. They think I'm out Christmas shopping.”

The paramedic interrupted. "We have to trangport her now.” He gave Ray the name
of the hospital.

After akisson the forehead, Ray left Kate with the ambul ance attendants and
hurried to his car. Pocketing the parking ticket on the windshield, he droveto
the hospitd.

Once he'd finished Kate's admission forms, he phoned Ardath to check on Sara,
telling Mrs. Sutton only that Kate had a threatened miscarriage. He then called
Mike. After that he paced for an endlesstime, fighting the grief and fear he
couldn't indulge aslong as Kate needed him. Findly the ER staff allowed him
into Kate'sassigned cubicle.

After he closed the curtain around them, she grabbed his hands and dug her nails
in. "Ray, I'm so scared!"

He leaned over to kiss her damp cheeks. "We haveto pray for the best.”

"They gave me ashot, but I'm going to lose the baby, | know it!" She gul ped.
"That's Martlet'srevenge.”

"Donttak likethat!" Startled by the harshness of hisown voice, Ray

swalowed hisanger and said more quietly, "Wewon't let themwin."

"Y eah? How do we stop them? Even if heé's dead, he did thisto mefirst!”

Before she asked, Ray had been speaking only to comfort her, with no idea of how
to stop what was happening. All hismedical training left him helpless, only
cursing him with amore vivid awareness of the danger. But now apossibility
flashed into hishead. "Y ou can reverse it, stop the bleeding. Isn't that what
Mike's been training you for?"

Hefdt Kate'shandstremble. "1 used it to kill, remember?' she whispered. "I'm
afraid of it. Thetaste of it makesme sick.”

"No, that's not how it's supposed to be. Mike taught you the skill for

beneficial purposes. What we did to that woman wasto save dl our lives"

"I'm scared.” Her voice quavered. "It might twist on me."

"I'm here." He clagped her handsto his chest. "Draw on my strength, however
much | haveto give. I'll be your anchor; | won't let it go the wrong way."
Hesitantly Kate nodded.

They synchronized their bresthing. He sank into her consciousness asinto awarm
whirlpool. Together they mapped the web of her neurons and circulatory system.
They traced the energy pathwaysto thetiny pulse of life that was the growing
fetus. Ray sensed blood and vitdity flowing out of her womb. He visudized his



handslaid over Kate's, guiding them to dam the flood and reverse its course.
Threads of slver light repaired the microscopic injuries, reinforced the weak
pointsin Kate'stissues. Together he and Kate enfolded the dimming spark of
lifeand fed it their heat until it flared clear and bright.

Ray floated up to normd awareness. A weary smile played on Kate'slips. "Thank
God," shewhisgpered. "I know He'swith us now. And thank you, too. Oh, Ray, |
loveyou. | couldn't make it without you." Her eyes drifted shut. Her words made
his heart congtrict with yearning. Drained, heleaned his head againg the wall

and smply held her hand.

Sometimelater anurse camein to check Kate. "Y our clergymanisin thewaiting
room. At least, | assumethat'swho heis. A Father Emeric?'

"Can hecomein?' Ray sad.

The nurse nodded. A minute later, Mike stepped around the curtain. After bending
over to kissKate's brow in greeting, he said, "The baby?"

Kate glanced at Ray and said, "It'll bedl right now."

"Thank God for that!" Since Ray had the only chair, Mike leaned against the wall
at the head of the gurney. "I have good news for you--qualified good news,
anyway. Martlet isin acomaon full life support. Fromwhat | could get out of
the st&ff, if helives, heisn't expected to recover any higher brain

functions”

"What do they assume caused it?" Ray asked.

"They'recaling it astroke." Mike squeezed Kate's shoulder. "Y ou may be
questioned about the messin the office, but nobody will connect you with
Martlet's collgpse. Y ou can claim he had some kind of fear-induced seizure asa
result of the earthquake.”

Ray fdt more secure, listening to Mike's firm recommendations. "Y es, that
should work. They won't expect her to recall many details. Perception and memory
are notorioudy unreliable in moments of stress. Y ou won't get blamed, love.”
"But we know," said Kate, her face shadowed.

Mike said, "Y ou did what was necessary."

Ray's anger reawakened. "Necessary! Damn it, Kate, couldn't you trust me enough
to talk it over with me before you went charging out to risk your life?

She closed her eyes. ™Y ou would have told me not to go.”

"You know it!"

Mike laid ahand on Ray'sforearm. "Thisis no timefor that. Everything turned
out for the best. What's past isover.”

Suddenly aware of clenching hisfistson hislap, Ray forced them to relax. "'l
guessyou'reright. Darling, promise you won't keep anything like thisfrom me
ever again." If sheld been killed, and we hadn't been able to say goodbye... He
had to stop thinking in that direction, or he'd break down. Not that he

cons dered tears something to be ashamed of--but not in public!

Kate nodded, raising a hand to wipe her eyes. "Oh, Saramust be wondering where
wearel"

Ray reassured her that held aready phoned. The nurse reappeared, murmuring in
pleased surprise a the improvement in Kate. No wonder, Ray reflected,
considering that the labor-suppressing drugs usudly didn't work nearly so fat.
When the three of them were |€eft in peace again, Ray said, "Mike, do you
honestly think we'rerid of Martlet?!

"| see no reason to doulbt it, in view of the current Stuation. After all,

whatever heis, he depends on his human shdll to functionin our world."

"If heisnt human at dl," Kate said, "how did he get abody in thefirst



place?'

Mike smoothed his bird's-nest hair. "'I'm not exactly an expert.”

Ray smiled despite hisfatigue. "Y ou're the closest facsmile we've got. Speak,

O venerable sage.”

"| think he congtructed it from raw eementsin the environment. Y ou know the

bit about how the human body can be reduced to afew dollars worth of
chemicals, pluswater. He could have assembled the necessary ingredients from an
uninhabited areawhere they would never have been missed.”

Ray fet Kate's hand tremble. "1magine something so unred causing so much
devagtation," she said.

"Don' think about it anymore. It's over now." He prayed they could trust Mike's
assurance on that point. "The hospital wants to keep you overnight for
observation. Tomorrow well take you home."

"Hometo Sara." Kat€'s lids drooped with weariness. "Where welll have our baby."

Chapter 19

Throughout her pregnancy, Kate devoted herself to enjoying her home, her
husband, and her daughter. Nothing except the ordinary friction of daily life,
which shewelcomed for its mundaneness, marred her contentment. At least, not
after the fourth month, when Dr. Thom declared the danger of miscarriage past
and authorized her to resume normal activities. Theseincluded sex, and Kate
often recalled Ray's rueful smile when held heard the news. "Wonderful--aside
from the usua motive, | can't get used to seeing myself as St. Joseph. Y ou may
be carrying amiracle baby, but I'm glad that doesn't have to mean a celibate
marriage.”

Kate had responded in mingled hilarity and shock, "Cut it out, that's either
stupid or downright blasphemous!” Y et sheld sensed an undercurrent of
seriousness behind the unfunny joke. Did heredlly fear that she saw him asan
outsder in the family, an gppendage to herself and Sara, useful only to protect
them? Did he resent, on someleve, faling into this abnorma stuation? Surely
by now he knew Kate loved him for himself.

He gave no further indication of such afeding, though, and Katesworries
about the topic faded a ong with the vividness of her memories of battling
Lucille and Eugene Martlet. The confrontations melted into asurreditic blur

in her mind. She and Ray till maintained psychic shildswhen they |eft the
Ardath town limits, asamatter of precautionary habit. And she continued to
practice biofeedback with Mike's help. Achieving control over her own body
minimized the fear that this delivery would overwhelm her theway Sarasbirth
had. With the nearest hospita so far away, they planned ahome delivery, just
aswith her first pregnancy. They would have two doctors on hand, Ray and Dr.
Thom, and she trusted that Ray could meld his power with hersto ensure anormal
labor, the same way they had worked together to prevent the miscarriage.
Sometimes Kate thought about aremark Mike had made soon after Martlet's defeat:



"Evil dwaysunderminesitsdlf inthelong run, and theirony of your Stuation
isaperfect example. If they hadn't attacked you, you would never have met Ray
or conceived this baby. Their interference caused the very thing they were
trying to stop."

Whenever this comment occurred to her, she impatiently pushed it to the back of
her mind. She didn't like thinking of hersalf and her loved ones as pawns of
some grand destiny. She wanted her children to have routinely happy lives, and
now that the enemy was eliminated, they could. Sheintended to lead along,
humdrum life with Ray, who would retire as avenerated country doctor and livea
peaceful lifewith her right herein Ardath. With the grandkids visiting every
Thanksgiving and Christmas, so there! That afternoon when held stormed into
Martlet's office searching for her, shedd fully realized how much sheloved and
needed Ray.

Mike continued to vigt frequently. In July, when Kate was eight months
pregnant, amonth before Saras fifth birthday, K ate gave him a second tour of
the vegetable patch, after dinner, as an excuse to speak privatey. "Do you
think we should send Sarato kindergarten thisfall? Isit wise, or, well,

safe?'

He squatted down and plucked aweed from a zucchini mound. "I wouldn't want to
say it'snot safe. Y ou haven't been disturbed al these months. On the other
hand, | liketo err on the side of caution.”

With an exasperated sigh, Kate rubbed the small of her back. "So what exactly
doesthat mean?'

He stood up, brushing dirt from his hands. " She's doing fine with informal
lessons at home, way ahead of what her peerswould be studying in public school.
Why not let her wait another year? When sheturns six, | suggest youtry a
private, ungraded school | know of, not far away. Cdlsitself Arcadia runby a
Dr. Frances Crane. She's agood woman."

"Sure, I'vedriven past it lots of times." She retained a pleasant image of the
two-story neoclassic building in the neighboring town of Canterville, surrounded
by tdl trees and boasting what |ooked like € aborate playground equipment. "It
must be expensive.”

"There are scholarships. It's geared to gifted children, which Sara certainly
qudifiesas. And you know I'll help with aloan if necessary.”

Embarrassed, Kate murmured, "Well manage. I've got to think about it." They
returned to the kitchen to help Ray and Sara, who'd aready begun scraping
dishesfor washing.

"Not you, Kate," Ray said when shewaddled to the sink. "I keep telling you to
day off your feet."

"Yeah, | guess| should just turn into aqueen bee." She lowered hersdlf into a
chair.

"Enjoy it whileyou can," hesaid.

"Too bad we can't levitate the dishes into the sink and make the scrub brush
work by itsdlf, like the broomsin Fantasia," Kate said. "Then we could al goof
off."

"Y es, and you remember what happened to Mickey in that film,” said Ray.
Sarahanded him apair of dirty cups. "What's Fantasa?"

Ray st the cupsin the sink and ruffled her hair. "A cartoon movie. Well take
you to see it someday.”

She didn't pursue the subject, well aware that "someday” meant "not today or
tomorrow."



Mike joined them at the sink with adishtowe over onearm. "Mickey had it
coming. That falsunder the category of using power for sdfish or frivolous
purposes. Not alowed.”

"What, you mean we can't have any fun with it?' said Ray in mock disappointment.

"l don't care," Kate said, "aslong aswe never haveto useit serioudy again.”

Ray endorsed the sentiment with an " Amen to that!"

Later, after Mike had worked a jigsaw puzzle with Sara on the coffee table, and
Ray enlisted Drake the Dragon to read her a bedtime story, the three adults
relaxed on the porch with a second bottle of wine. "I've got some news about the
Ingtitute for Nontraditional et cetera,” Mike said. "Y ou remember my mentioning
they were under investigetion?”'

"Sure" said Ray, "tax fraud.”

Kate remembered Mike's earlier discussion of the events but had mentally filed
them under "'no longer important.”

The priest Spped hiswine, then set down the goblet, linking his hands behind
hishead. "The organization isin ruins, their assetsimpounded. So far it looks
like the staff will be exonerated, though. Apparently Mr. and Mrs. Martlet were
solely responsiblefor the diversion of funds and tax evasion, and they didn't

let anybody elsein onthe gravy.”

"What about the drug connection you said was suspected?’ Ray asked.

"No proof," Mike said, "and there probably won't be any. Same with the
relationship to various cults, which isn't acrime anyway, asde from the
diversion-of-funds mess. That tie was drictly Martlet's confidentia concern, |
As uncomfortable as the topic made her, Kate forced herself to contemplateit
for aminute. "Y ou're saying he probably didn't |leave anyone behind to carry on
hiswork?'

"Hiswork being the service of the Ancient Ones and, consequently, persecuting
you?' said Mike. "Yes, that'stheway | seeit. The employees of theingtitute
were only innocent dupes.”

Ray rotated his glass between his pams. "What about the cult or cults he was
fronting for, though?'

Mike picked up hiswine and drank, gazing thoughtfully into the distance for a
moment. "I doubt you have anything to worry about. If they knew of your
exigence, they'd have made amove by now."

"That makes sense,” Kate said. "Y ou know, this does make me fedl better. Thanks
fortdlingus”

To her reief, the conversation turned to pleasanter subjects, such asthe

exotic world of prime-time TV, inaccessiblein Ardath without a satdllite dish,
and which new movies she and Ray should catch when they screened in anearby
town. Later, as Mike headed upstairs to the guest room, he said, "Maybe next
time | seeyou, I'll get to meet that baby girl.”

Kate laughed. "There you go again, both of you are so sure Sara has the sex
right. Won't you dl be surprised if it'saboy?’

"Whichever itis" Mike said, "let me know as soon asit happens, day or night.”

Kate grimaced at akick from the baby. "Can't be too soon for me."

* k * %

Five days |ater, Ray received acdl from Dr. Thom just before midnight. Kate



propped herself on one elbow in bed to listen to Ray's half of the conversation.

It congisted only of monaosyllabic responses.

Simultaneoudy hanging up and flinging back the covers, Ray said, "Thomisat
the Gindllis house. He says Mrs. Gindli's ddivery looks rough, and he wants

my help. Sorry to haveto leave." He switched on hisbedside lamp, tugged on a
pair of jeans, and leaned over to kissKate.

"No problem." She squinted, yawned, and lay back on the pillow. "Wonder why he
isn't having her trangported to the hospita 7"

Ray pulled a sweatshirt over his head. "Maybe labor's too far advanced, given
the driving disgtanceinvolved. | guess héll tell methe detallswhen | get

there. Therewas aheck of alot of static on theline; | could hardly hear

him."

A faint growl of thunder punctuate the statement.

"Hope that doesn't move any closer,” Ray said, putting on socks and shoes. "Are
you sureyoull bedl right?*

"Now, don't start that. Y ou have ajob to do, and how were you planning to
protect me from mean old thunder anyway?' She kept her nervousness about the
possible storm to hersdlf.

Laughing, he grabbed hiskeys and turned off thelight. "Highly logicdl. I'll be
back assoon as | can.”

Kate squirmed into the sheets, in afutile quest for comfort. Her back ached.

Her abdomen rippled as the baby stretched. A second later, she heard the dam of
the front door, followed by Ray's car starting. Straining her ears, she heard no
gtir from Sara's room. Good. Sherolled on her side. Her back still hurt.

Fog, who'd ected to stay insde tonight, padded into the master bedroom and
leaped onto the bed. He placed one paw on Kate's belly and sniffed, asif
disdaining the obstruction.

"Y ou should be used to it by now," Kate said, nudging him away. "Why aren't you
in Saras bed?' After afew more minutes curled on her sde, she heaved asigh
and trudged downstairs to use the bathroom. Why did whoever designed this place
gtick it down there, anyway? If we ever get rich, or even semi-rich, a second
bath will go at the top of thelist. No matter how much space they had to carve
out of the guest room. Thunder rumbled again. She prayed for the storm to drift
in the opposite direction; she hated to think of Ray on the winding, unlit road

in aheavy rain. We get maybe one of these ayear, and it hasto hit when he's
gone.

Hafway up the steps, the cramp in her lower back expanded to constrict her
stomeach. Breathing deeply through her mouth, she leaned ontherail. Shefdta
trickle of wetness between her thighs. Oh, no, not that! She scurried back
downstairs, making it back to the bathroom before the rest of the fluid gushed
OUL.

Not now! Wait for Ray to get home, please! No fresh cramps followed. With luck
she might have hours of labor yet. Kate took aquick shower, pausing to bresthe
through two light contractionsin the process, then dipped on aclean nightgown
and returned to her room. She got the ddlivery kit out of the closet, deciding

not to put the sterile sheet on the bed yet.

Cdl Ray, she thought. Digging theloca phone directory from under the bed, she
searched for the number of the patient Thom and Ray were atending. Just as she
started to pick up the receiver, Sara appeared in the doorway.

"How come you're awake, Mommy? Where's Ray ?'

"Ray had to go help Dr. Thom." Sarawas aready used to after-hours cdls. Kate



wondered whether to explain about the baby and decided that postponing the
announcement for an hour or two didn't make sense. Especidly if it accelerates
al of asudden, likelast time. "I'm still awake becauseit's time for the baby

to be born. Y ou take Fog and go back to bed. I'll call you if | need you."
Saralooked dubious about being dismissed but obeyed. Before Kate had time to
dia the phone, it rang. "Kate, thisisMike." Static Szzled in the background.
"I'm sorry to bother you o late, but thisisimportant.”

"That'sdl right, | wasawake." She didn't see any point in worrying him by
mentioning the cause.

"Bad news. Martlet regained consciousness today. Out of the blue, no apparent
reason."

Kate's heart raced. "Is he il in the hospital ?*

"No. | just now learned--" A burst of atic. "--this afternoon. He left against
medica advice, just vanished."

"Oh, dear God." A contraction squeezed her abdomen.

"IsRay there?'

She gulped a breath. "Out on an emergency cal.”

"Be careful--" A piercing dectronic whine. "--care of yoursdlf."

"Yes, Mike. Mike, what--" The phone went dead.

Katerattled the cradle, the usud futile gesture in such cases. She hung up the
recelver and flipped the directory to the Ginellis number before trying the
phone again. She had to reach Ray, had to get him home.

Thelinewas dill slent. Asif in mockery, lightning flashed. A couple of

minutes |ater, thunder followed, and Kate heard the first raindrops drumming on
the roof.

She tifled amoan. She mustn't frighten Sara. Ray will get back soon, he has
to. A sharper pain assailed Kate, forcing her to resort to the faster breathing
pattern. Maybe she had less time than she'd expected.

She changed the sheets, bending over to pant when necessary. Then she reclined,
propped againgt the pillows, and struggled to remember every stage described in
the Lamaze manud.

Aninvisble visetightened around her middle. An involuntary scream burst from
her. The pressure grew, choking off her breath. Her vision went gray. Please,
God, not again!

A man'svoicerang insde her head. "Kate, don't let it best you. Contral it,
channd it, the way Mike taught you." Johnny's voice.

The pressure eased. She felt asif warm hands cupped her belly. She drew along,
cleansing breath and released it. " Johnny?' she whispered. Shefelt the wave of
pain cresting again.

"You can handleit,” hisvoice said. Invisble fingers traced the contours of

her taut muscles,

Visualizing the network of fibers, nerves, and blood vessdls, she displaced the
pain to a bearable distance, whereit could do itswork without drowning her
conscious will. She sensed the baby's heartbeat, more rapid than her own, and
the smd| head poised at the fully dilated cervix.

When the contraction receded to give her afew seconds lull, she became aware
of the rain hammering on the roof, the erratic lightning and thunder, thewind
lashing the tree outsde the window, and Sara hesitating in the doorway, dimly
illuminated by the bedside lamp.

"Mommy, you sound hurt. I'm scared!”

"It1l beall right,” Kate gasped. " Go back to your room."



Saratook a step closer. "I don't want to. | want to help.”

Kate panted through another contraction, taming the pressurein her lower body.
"Then St down over there," she said. | didn't mean for her to seethis, she's

too young no matter how gifted sheis.

Again Johnny spokeingde her mind: "Sarawill bedl right. Now, Kate, push!”
One tremendous surge--yes, it waslike thefirst time, but now she knew how to
guideit. She clung to awareness and felt the baby dide out. She sensed

tendrils of power ddicately exploring her uterus, sealing off sources of
hemorrhage one by one. Another cramp, expelling the afterbirth. The release of
pressure made her fed aslight asahdium balloon.

Through abuzz in her ears, she heard Sardsvoice. "Oh! Isthat my sster?”

Kate curled onto her side and reached for the baby. With awkward movements she
got agrip on the dippery body and lifted the newborn onto her ssomach. She
caught hersaf smiling as she got her first clear look. "Yes, it sureis. Sara,

you can help now. Give me that washcloth.”

From the nightstand Sara handed K ate the cloth, which she used to wipe the baby
girl'sface and mouth. The baby squirmed and let out acry. Thank God for that,
anyway! For amoment Kate soared into an ecstasy more intense than the pain it
replaced.

Johnny's mental voice, sounding more distant thistime, said, "Deborah Joan."

The name had been settled on by default months ago. Somehow, Kate and Ray had
never come up with another that they preferred. She echoed doud, "Yes. Hdllo,
Deborah Joan." Warmth glowed in her chest. She turned to Sara, who stood on
tiptoe staring &t the red, wiggling shape. "Now you can give me the twine and

the scissors.” Ray had rehearsed Kate in the procedure a dozen times, in case of
just thisevent. Shetied off the cord at two points and cut it midway between.
With Saras help, she then cleaned, dressed, and wrapped the baby. " Can you
bring the cradle over here?!

Saradragged the cradle to the bed. After nursing Deborah for a couple of
minutes, Kate laid her down. The baby seemed to be faling adeep. Kate changed
her bed linens and nightgown, trying to hide her fear from Sara. Where's Ray? If
only | could have gotten through to him!

Of course, the ddlivery he was attending might take hours. But if she could have
contacted him by phone, he would have come home, surdly. Unless hésin trouble
on the road.

Limp with fatigue, she lay down. Sara stretched out on the rug beside the bed
with her pillow and quilt. Fog camein, now that the commotion had ended, and
nestled beside her.

| shouldn't deep, Kate thought. There's some reason | have to stay awake until
Ray gets back. Her brain wastoo fuzzy to let her remember why. She drifted into
alight doze. Aches and twinges, rising to the surface now that the

post-ddivery euphoriawas spent, kept her from true deep.

The bed felt like a sailboat rocking on alakein agentle breeze. The room spun
theway it would if shedd just dismounted from acarousdl. Sheimagined she

heard Saramurmuring to the baby, but thought she might be dreaming.

Johnny's shout reverberated in Kate's ears. "Wake up! He's at the door!”

Kate snapped awake and sat up, suppressing agroan. "Who is? Ray?" At once she
knew better. Anicy, psychic wind buffeted the house.

Sarascrambled to her feet. "Daddy?

"You heard him too?' Kate said.

"Yes. He's here, and the Dark is here, too."



The cat arched his back and hissed. Johnny said, "Beloved, you have to go down
there and meet him."

"l can't!" Tearstrickled from her eyes. "I can barely stand up!”

"You don't haveto doit done." A flood of energy poured into her. It heated

her vitals and surged through her limbs. Before she redized what she was doing,
she stood upright next to the bed. No weakness, no discomfort; she might aswell
be perfectly fit after asound night'srest. This strength isn't mine. How long

will it last?

She gave Saraaquick hug. "I'm going to the living room. Y ou stay here and
guard Deborah, understand? And thistime | mean ay."

Saranodded. "I can fight from here. Me and Fog and my sister, t0o." She sat
cross-legged on the bed with the cat in her 1ap.

Kateflegtingly wished she had agun. After Mrs. Martlet's attack, that would
have seemed a reasonable precaution. But neither she nor Ray believed in
firearms around the house for protection. Especidly not with aclever

preschooler on the premises Probably wouldn't be abit of use againgt that
Cresture, anyway.

She marched down to confront the enemy.

When Ray arrived at the Gindllis housein town, he was surprised to find it

dark except for the porch light. Furthermore, Thom's car was conspicuously
absent. Perhaps the doctor had called an ambulance and accompanied the family to
the county hospital? Mentdly caculating thetime, Ray didn't think an

emergency vehicle could have reached here that soon after the phone
conversation.

Herang the doorbell severa times before adrowsy man answered. When Pete
Gindli informed Ray that hiswife wasn't even in labor, Ray began toworry in
earnest.

He drove to Thom's home. Lights burned on the sSde of the house where the office
was located. Ray hurried around to the patients entrance, which he found
unlocked. Nobody in the waiting room. Nobody in the examining rooms.
Intheinner office, Thom sat in hisswive chair, hishead and shoulders

dumped on the desk.

Ray hurried to the doctor's Sde and did hisfingers under the collar of the

man's bathrobe. No pulse. Putting an arm around Thom's shoulder, Ray leaned the
doctor's head back. The eyes stared wide open; the facia skin aready felt

cooler than normal. Too late for CPR, too late for anything.

They'll diagnose cardiac arrest or cerebrovascular accident--no way to prove
anything ese! He bridled hisrage over hisfriend's murder. He had to get to

Kate at once.

He rushed to his car and roared up the empty streets. Extending his extrasensory
vison, he scanned for Kate. His probe hit alayer of darknessand got lost in

the murk. 1t's blocking me! He throttled his panic and concentrated on driving.
When held passed the edge of town, the thunder he'd heard in the distance burst
directly overhead. In an ingtant, adeluge of rain assaulted him. He had to dow

to a creep, the windshield wipers whipping back and forth at the fastest

setting. He could till seelittle more than a sheet of water. Thewind droveit
draight a him.

Thisisthe other attack Johnny predicted. Our time of greatest need.

Thetires skidded on the dick road. His hands ached from fighting the steering
whedl. His eyes distinguished nothing but rain and blackness. The third time he



lost control of the steering, the car spun into the low rock wall at the side of

the road. Bouncing off it, he pumped the brakes.

He clutched the whedl, panting from exertion and terror. Good thing | wasn't
going any faster! Enough of this. He could proceed safer and just as quickly on
foot. He got out and began dogging uphill, trying not to dip on the wet

grave.

* * k% %

The front door flew open just as Kate reached the bottom of the stairs. She
strode to the middle of the living room, choosing her ground.

Martlet, dripping wet, stepped ingde. He looked gaunt and gray, asif his human
facade were deteriorating. His dark hair faded nearly to white, lengthened to

his shoulders, and finaly reverted to a sparse sprinkling of black hairs.

"Y ou're more trouble than you're worth, woman." Though he didn't shout, she had
no trouble hearing him over the thunder. "Y ou've killed my ass stant, wrecked my
enterprise. | find my way back to this plane and there's nothing | eft. Thanksto
you, I'll haveto start dl over.”

"Don't worry about it. Y ou won't get the chance.” Kate fumbled at her bosom. No
cross--sheld left it in her jewelry box. Panic swelled in her breast.

Johnny spoke in her mind. "Remember, it doesn't hold the power; it'sonly a
focus. The power livesin you."

That'sright! Props help, but | can do without them. Our union, that's the redl
power! Shefdt Johnny's ethered hand clasping hers, while his other onelinked
her up through the house to Sara, who rested her free hand on Deborah's head as
theinfant lay quietly aertin the cradle. The cat crouched on Sara's knees,

his head high, ears pricked. Kate felt Johnny wrapping an immeateria cloak,
sparkling with energy, around her. She heard therise and fall of her own voice
and redlized she was mechanically chanting Psalm 23: "Y ea, though | walk through
the valey of the shadow--"

Martlet glared at her across the room. "The moment | regained possession of this
shell and got free of that hospita, | summoned Lucillés spirit. Unfortunately,
shed deteriorated quite a bit aready. But she did manage to give me the name

of thistown and the fact that you'd married Dr. Benson With that information,

it was no trouble finding the old doctor's office and initiating a conversation

with him." Hishair vanished atogether, leaving his head as tarkly bareasa
skull. A third eye appeared on his forehead. Hisfingers e ongated and squirmed
likethetentacles of ajelyfish.

"Dr. Thom?Wheat did you do to him?' Her voice turned shrill with anger. She
sensed Johnny's caming touch.

"Extracted your telephone number from hismind, of course. In view of hisage,
the process proved rather stressful. To my annoyance, he gave me only avague
idea of your location before he was used up. Otherwise, | would have been here
earlier. So sorry to keep you waiting." He offered asmadll, ironic bow. The

third eye disappeared. A fanged mouth split the Side of hisneck.

"Then that phone cal wasafake." Ray wastricked! Whereis he now? Dear God,
ishedtill dive?Kate glanced at the surface of Martlet's mind and glimpsed

Thom collapsed at his desk. Dead, she knew at once. Martlet's surface thoughts
held no information about Ray. Thank goodness, he must be safe! She dared a
quick mental sortie in search of him. Nothing. An impenetrable psychic fog
shrouded the house.

"The storm | diverted here should keep your husband occupied. Heisn't my main
concern. Now, once more, I'll give you achance to avoid violence. Y ou can't



hope to defeat mein direct combat a second time.”

"I'm not listening. No dedls." So Martlet would il rather not fight. | must

be tougher than | thought.

"Hear me out. Now that the infant isborn, | don't need to kill you. Give methe
two children, and I'll let you survive."

"Goto hel!" Her paranormal armor crackled like the lightning overhead.

"So melodramatic.” Pursing hislips, he shook hishead. "1'd hoped you would be
more rational. Doesn't it make sense to choose life for yourself instead of
certain deeth for dl three?' The second mouth moved in mimicry of the words.
"Sorry, | don't seethingsyour way. It's my feeble human intellect, | guess™
Strangely, she no longer feared him. The fierceness of her anger blotted out
fear. Theworst he can doiskill me. | won't let him get close enough to do
anything else. And now | know that desth isn't the end.

Of course, if she could destroy him and avoid dying, shed choose that option.
But if the case looked hopeless, shefdt certain she could annihilate himina
kamikaze attack.

"You can,” Johnny told her, "but let's hope you won't need to. Hit him, Kate,
now!"

Gathering threads of power from Johnny, Sara, Deborah, and Fog, Kate braided
them into a coruscating whip and lashed out a Martlet. It rebounded from his
shield in ashower of sparks.

His hands reverted to normd. Thethird eye reappeared, thistime faceted like a
fly's. With asnarl, heflung ajavelin of greenfireat her. It dissolved into

her energy-cloak amid rainbow-hued ripples.

Again she struck him with her whip. He launched another bolt. Over and over they
traded blows. Kate felt no pain or weakness, but neither did the enemy appear
wounded. | must have beaten him last time because he underestimated me. This
time he came prepared.

What reserves of extradimensiona power could he draw upon? She was only mortd,
and her borrowed vitality couldn't last forever. When it drained away, the
postpartum fatigue would leave her hel pless. And then this thing would devour
her children.

No, that won't happen. There's dways the kamikaze option. Mutua annihilation.
She fdt Johnny'sarms around her wais, his energy flowing through her. Heard
hisvoice urging her not to yield. Then shefelt another presence, loving hands
reaching for her.

Behind Martlet, afigure burst through the door.

"Ray!" Kate garted to lunge toward him.

Johnny's mental warning stopped her. " Steady, don't break your concentration!”
With ahowl of anger, Ray grabbed Martlet by the shoulders. Ray's eyes met
Kates. "Run!" he shouted. "Take Saraand get out while you can!™

"Ray, no!" Kateflung her power at Martlet, asurging blow to the face.
Thistime the enemy actualy flinched. But instead of striking back, heturned

in Ray'sdirection. A tranducent shield formed around Ray's head and che<t,
while he grappled with Martlet. "Please, Kate," he gasped. "I can't hold him off
for long."

"I'm not leaving you!" Drawing back her hand asif cagting adart, she threw
another bolt of energy at the enemy, now only acrude facsamile of ahuman
shape. He brushed it aside and shredded Ray's armor with asingle swipe of a
grotesquely clawed gppendage.

A pseudopod swung out, dmost casualy, to land ablow on the Sde of Ray's



head. His neck snapped back amid an explosion of violet flames. He collgpsed to
thefloor.

Rage boiled within Kate like ageyser about to erupt. Martlet no longer
resembled aman, except in blurred outline. His body was a dark silhouette, his
face ablack sphere punctuated by random patterns of multicolored light.

A roar like atornado filled Kate's ears. Through it she heard Johnny whisper,
"Now, beloved. Thisway."

Before her adoor opened in the air. She stepped through into the void. What had
been Martlet followed.

Thunder, wind, and lightning ceased. Kate found hersdf standing upon ahigh
cliff. Theworld contained nothing but the rocky mesawhere she stood, a
pearl-gray sky that stretched forever, and the bottomless expanse that began
wherethe dliff ended.

Infront of her hovered a patch of nothingness, relieved only by the dizzying
multicolored flashes. The shape of its outline shifted congtantly. On either

Sdeof Kate stood two young women in gleaming silver chain-mail. Both had
brilliant blue eyes. Each had hair of honey-brown, the denderer girl'salittle
darker. Kate knew she was looking at Sara and Deborah.

Smultaneoudy the two girls cast lightning-shafts at the enemy. The entity
shimmered and fragmented, then coaesced again. Itsform narrowed, solidified,
and sprouted wings. A huge, black bat. It launched itself at Kate and the young
women.

Each of the girls clagped one of her hands. Fedling her flesh melt, Kate seized
control of the process. An instant later, she, Sara, and Deborah soared into the
ar asgiant eagles.

The enemy retreated, flapping until he caught an updraft. The three birds closed
upon the mongter. 1t hung suspended in the void beyond the cliff. Glancing down,
Kate saw far below, farther than she'd ever seen from the window of an airplane,
arevolving mass of darkness. A cyclone or whirlpool. She couldn't contemplate
it for more than a second. The nothingness at its center loomed even more
terrible than the nothingness that had been Martlet.

Black hole, she thought. The void before Crestion.

In unison, talons outstretched, she and the two eagle-maidens dove at the enemy.
Their claws pinioned the giant bat and pierced it to the heart. No blood flowed,
only agaseous effusion. It screamed as their beaks cracked its wing-bones and
pecked out its eyes. Together they flung the mutilated body out of their grasp.
Banish him back to where he came from, Kate ordered with grim finality.

The dark shape plunged into the whirlpool and vanished.

Kate was crouched on hands and knees on the living room floor. The rainstorm had
subsided into aresonant silence. The body of Martlet lay on its back acouple

of yards away. While she watched, it began to shrivel. What |ooked like steam
rose from the crumpled flesh. Within seconds, it withered to a scattering of

dust. A few dollars worth of chemicals, she recalled.

Ray waslying on his side near the open door. Kate crawled over to him, every
inch agtruggle againgt aching fatigue. She touched his neck, then his chest,
begging every Power in the universe for some sign of life. Still warm, but no
heartbeat. "No," she whispered. "No!" Tears blurred her vision and seared down
her cheeks.

Small footsteps drew her attention to the stairs. Hesitantly Saramade her way
down, one step at atime, the baby clasped to her breast. Fog proceeded her into
the room and sat beside Kate.



Kate rose to her kneesto take Deborah from Sara. Tears splintered their image
into sparkling fragments. " Sweethearts, I'm so proud of you, both of you!” The
baby waved her fists and cried softly. When Kate hugged her, she turned her head
inaroating reflex

Sarasat on the floor and placed her palm on Ray's forehead. ""Can we bring him
back?' Her voice trembled.

Closing her eyes, Kate linked hands with Sara. Questing for Ray's presence, she
sensed alarge house, its many rooms eegantly furnished, warmly carpeted and
lit, but with high ceilings that echoed the visitors stepsand calls of

greeting. The owner had set everything in order and stepped out. Nobody would
answer their cdls.

"No. He'sdead,” Sarawhispered.

Sobs ripped from Kate's throat. She rocked on the floor, hugging the baby to her
chest. Sara, weeping slently, leaned againgt her.

She would have been surprised to hear Johnny speak, if sheld had room for any
emotion but sorrow. "Kate, you know thisisn't all thereis.”

He echoed her earlier thought, but her own death would have been far easier to
accept. "l know." Her voice rasped. Shefelt so exhausted that she might not
move from thisspot dl night.

"I've accomplished what | stayed hereto do. Y ou're safe now." His voice seemed
to withdraw down atunnel, receding into the distance. " Sara, Deborah, grow
strong. Goodbye, my beloved.”

Then he vanished. And Kate knew beyond question that thistime he would never
return.

"Daddy'sgone,” Sarasaid. She wiped her eyes on the deeve of her nightgown.
"SoisRay."

"Yes, they are." Moving ashort distance to brace her back againgt the wall,

Kate drew Saras head into her lap. When her strength revived, she would call
Mike. Not yet, though. "But you're both here, and we're dl together. We belong
to each other--always."

My babies, my family. They'redl | have.

Tomorrow she would have to face aworld without Ray. But not alone.
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