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DEDICATION
For Dad and Pauline

Axe-time, sword-time —
Every shield shattered.
Wind-time, wolf-time—
Then the world is wrecked.

—fromThe Voluspa(Sigfod Oski's translation)

PROLOGUE

April. A Tyr's Day.
The tractor backed, roaring, and the log chain went taut.

Old Jack Tysness opened the throttle of the rust-orange Allis Chalmers and clenched his teeth. The oak
had been tough, but he had her now. He'd felled her with the chainsaw and grubbed her roots with spade
and axe, and now the stump would come like a tooth. He always pulled his own teeth.

Men with machines could be hired to clear land, but that would have been the easy way, and a waste of
money. He'd had that lesson from his father, who'd had it from his own father: first you get the work
done, then you can look to your comfort.

Jack's great-grandfather had built the barn that still stood on the farm; raised it while his wife and baby
muffled one another with love in a lean-to. The baby had died that winter, but there'd be other babies,
and where would they be if they lost the cows?

So Jack in his turn had looked to the stock, looked to the fields, from year to year. It would have been
nice to have finished high school, but dangerously comfortable and a temptation to get above himself. The
house was lonely and run-down — it needed paint and a woman's hand, but there had always been
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another job to do; the time for comforts was always next fall or next spring.

And now he was old and alone, shunned even by neighbors, and neighbors in the country were farther
between than in the old days. The Twentieth Century had decamped with the small farm in its baggage.
Jack's sole heir was a niece somewhere out in California, who would certainly sell the 160 acres to an
agribusiness when the time came, and that would be that.

Jack still hated his father, but did not see the irony.

The stump cracked, groaned and moved. Snapping she came free, and the tractor raced back a few
yards. Jack flipped in the throttle and cut the engine.

He walked to the stump and spoke to it. "That's it then," he said, and spat. "I been grubbin' the trees
along this row for thirty years, and you're the last. You shoulda growed across the fence there, in Troll
Valley. That's woods — this is farm. I don't suppose you coulda knowed that a hundred years back,
when you was an acorn, but that's how it turned out. Anyway, what kick you got? I'll never see a
hundred.

"What's this here?" The corner of a flat, squared stone stuck up from the dirt and roots. Jack hadn't seen
its like in his fields before. He bent closer and brushed with hard fingers.

"By God, there's writing here!"
The sun was going and Jack's eyes weren't what they'd been. He got his ax and chopped at the roots.

He'd nearly severed the thickest root when his ax slipped. It struck the stone, spitting sparks, and there
was a sharp crack. The stone fell in two pieces, one on either side.

Jack cursed. A carved stone could be valuable, and he might have spoiled it. He was kneeling to look at
the damage, dreaming of a Florida vacation, when he heard footsteps in the grass.

He peered up to see the craziest man he'd ever set eyes on, except for some of the college kids in town.
The man wore a wide, floppy hat and some kind of dark blanket. He had a long gray beard, and in one
hand he carried a stick taller than himself. He stopped a few feet away and fixed Jack with one bright
eye. He swung his stick up and held it chest high and horizontal, as if offering it for inspection.

"I don't take no tramps here," Jack said, getting heavily to his feet.

The crazy man smiled, his teeth very long and white. Jack saw that his stick was wildly carved with
snakes and crawling things, and weighted with iron. The crazy man spun the stick like a baton twirler, but
with both hands. He flipped it around his back, danced it from hand to hand. He threw it high in the air.

Jack watched, fascinated, as it soared and spun and fell.

It was the last thing he saw.

ODIN'S DAY
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CHAPTERI

Carl Martell was frightened.

He locked his office door, creaked down the hallway, down the steps and out through the lobby of the
Old Main building. The student essays on his desk would wait. Most of them would have to be scored
on VQ's anyway, and grading them under the present conditions seemed a little unsporting. Not to
mention futile.

He wondered if he should grow a beard.

It was almost 6:00 p.m. The committee had told him to come back by six and they'd probably have a
decision for him.

It was October, cool and clear, with a fresh breeze. Martell stopped a moment to see if Cerafsky's
Comet was visible yet, but it was too early. He'd taken a personal interest in the latest comet, feeling
somehow that it had a message for him, like the Star of Bethelehem. He wouldn't have admitted this to
anyone of course. Unless they'd asked him.

Martell headed down the sidewalk, dark under the shade of tall firs despite the moonlight and street
lamps. He decided to take an alley shortcut to the Campus Center and turned between the library and a
storage building.

He'd gotten about fifty feet when sudden footsteps pounded up behind him.

Martell looked over his shoulder and ran from bulky shadows, his chest tight, his mouth open.

Hands clutched him from behind. An arm went around his neck. Another pinned his right wrist. He
smelled sweat and aftershave.

"Don't make any noise," said a big young man, only a shape in the dark, who came around in front of
him, holding up a hunting knife which caught a gleam of moonlight. "I'm a friend of Julie Anderson's. I

want to have a little talk with you in private."

"I didn't do anything," Martell said, between gasps. His voice sounded thin to him, almost squeaky. He'd
always wondered how he'd react to violence. It was as bad as he'd feared.

"That's what you keep saying, Carl-baby. But you know you're lying and we know you're lying."
"I'm not lying."

"I'm gonna get the truth out of you, Carl-baby. Maybe those fat-butts on the committee can't get it out of
you, but I will. Give me the hand, Billy."

The man holding Martell stretched out the arm that gripped his wrist, proferring Martell's hand as if for
inspection. He was strong as a back-hoe.

The young man placed the knife edge against Martell's palm. "Now you're gonna tell the truth or I'm
gonna cut you. You forced Julie to sleep with you, didn't you? You promised her you'd pass her in
History if she put out, right?"
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The knife edge was a slice of supercooled interstellar vacuum against Martell's flesh. He floundered in his
mind for words, but the only one he found was, "No."

The shock of the slash took his breath. He mouthed, "Oh, God," and the young man struck him twice
across the face with an open hand, so that stars flashed under his eyelids.

Then the blade was against his cheek, and he could feel the warm blood. "I don't want to kill you,
Carl-baby," the young man said, "but I'm gonna get the truth from you."

"It is the truth, I swear!"

"You're asking for this! Don't make me cut your face!"

"I never — I never touched the girl."

"Then lie! Just give me the satisfaction! I need to hear you say it!"
"Nothing happened." Martell clenched his eyes shut.

CRACK! Something burst above them, exploding in bright light and shouts. The knife blade was gone,
and the hands that held him were gone, and Martell toppled to the sidewalk, striking his head. He was
out for a moment, and when he came to he pushed himself up to a sitting position and found that the two
young men were now lying on either side of him. He feared for a moment they were dead, then heard
them breathing. Something like a movement at the edge of his vision made him turn his head, which got
him woozy again, but when his vision cleared he thought he saw, running away towards the street, a man
in a long, dark coat and wide hat, carrying some kind of stick.

A sharp pain in his hand reminded him of his wound, and he fished a handkerchief out of his trousers
with his left hand to wrap around it. Only then he remembered what they'd wanted of him....

"I couldn't lie," he murmured. "I couldn't lie to save my life."

He went on his knees in the grass and vomited. Then he lost consciousness again.
k ok ok

If I grew a beard, Martell thought, maybe things would be all right. He'd always thought he would
one day, but his came out red, and it contrasted so with his white-blond hair and pale skin that he
knew people would stare. Besides, if you grew a beard people wondered if you were covering a
weak chin. Martell was rather proud of his chin.

He could hear Elaine, teasing him, saying, "You know, people wonder if you're an albino. Or a

half-albino, if there is such a thing. The skin around your eyes is as white as paper.” And he had
answered, "My beard grows red."

Flashing red and blue lights. Voices. Muffled, distant. "I ran for a pay phone and called 911 as
soon as I found him."

"Did you move him?"
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"Didn't touch him."

"Well, let's get him on the cart. That collar secure...?"”

"Of course we have every confidence in you, Carl," the Dean of Instruction had said to him. "You
can count on a completely objective and open-minded hearing."

Martell would have recognized that speech as the Kiss of Death even if he hadn't sensed she was
lying. He felt the lie as a kind of double vision of the mind, a vertigo. It made his stomach queasy.
The Dean had said, "You know we're on your side, don't you, Carl?"

And Martell had stood there and looked at her, white-faced, unable to make the politic response.

Someone was shining a bright light in his eye. A voice said, "No sign of concussion, but let's run a
couple tests...."

"How long have you been teaching here at Christiania, Carl?" the Dean of Women had asked.
"About eight years."

"And you've been happy here?"

"Yes."

"You came here from the University, didn't you?"

"Yes."”

"Why did you leave there?"

He had said, "Because I was afraid of a man," and everyone had looked away or cleared their
throats, embarrassed by the naked candor. A mistake. One he couldn't avoid.

Maybe he should grow a mustache. No. He wasn't the mustache type. Either a full beard or
nothing.

"You've never married, have you, Carl?" the Dean of Men had asked.
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HNO n

"And you don't live with anyone?"

IINO 1

"How often do you date?"

"I never date."

"You have a number of attractive young women in your classes, don't you, Carl?"
"YeS, n

"Isn't it true that you had a live-in relationship with one of your students at the University, a
woman considerably younger than yourself?"

"I've talked it over with Sally," Roy Corson of the English Department had said, sitting on a
corner of the desk in Martell's office, plump and bulky in his uniform tweed jacket with elbow
patches, stroking his little beard and looking serious. "She says she'll play along. All you've got to
do is say you spent that evening at our place. We'll say we played Trivial Pursuit or Strip Poker or
something."

"[ don't think I can do that,” he had answered.

"Come on, Carl — you didn't do the deed, did you?"

"Of course not."”

"Don't you see? I might have. Anybody else on the faculty might have — those who could and
those who swing that way. You're the only man I know 1'd trust with my virgin sister, if there is
such a thing anymore. That's why we've got to get you off. It's the grossest possible miscarriage —
another show trial for the Sexual Harassment gestapo. Sometimes you've got to give justice a
little nudge."”

"I'm sorry, but there are reasons. I just can't."”

"OK, have it your way. But Jesus isn't gonna come down on his Harley and pull your butt out of
this."”

" don't believe in Jesus."

"Sure.”

Maybe he should grow a half-beard like Roy's. No. Tall, thin men with half-beards look like Don
Quixote.
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"You make enemies, Carl," Elaine had said once, over breakfast. "You think it's your
responsibility to right all the wrong in the world and correct everybody's mistakes, as if
humankind was your History 101 class. People aren't bad just because they're wrong. And they're
not always wrong."

"Carl, is it true that on the 18th of September last, you interrupted a student's report in class by
shouting, 'Lies, lies, lies!' threw a chalk eraser at him, and ran to the Men's Room?"

"Yes."
"Why did you do that?"

"[ didn't want to be sick in the classroom."

"WEEP News, Sid Edelman reporting for Huset Motors. Unless you've been in labor for thirty-six
hours, you've probably heard that Epsom is expecting a celebrity. Sigfod Oski, winner of the
Nobel Prize for Literature, announced on arrival at Twin Cities International Airport this morning
that, instead of making his expected visit to the University of Minnesota, he has decided to come
immediately to Epsom where, he said, he will make his first public statements at a meeting
scheduled for Thursday. President Saemund Lygre of Christiania College told WEEP News:"

"Yes, we have known about Mr. Oski's plans for a couple days now. But he made it very clear
that he didn't want any announcements made before his arrival, and of course we were eager to
cooperate with him in every way."

"We were able to contact a spokesperson for the University, who asked to remain anonymous,
for the administration's reaction. All he was able to say was that they weren't very happy about
it.

"Turning to national news, the Supreme Court is set to hear a challenge by the One Nation
Under God Foundation to the Definition of Religion Act. A spokesman for ONUG described the
new law as 'a frontal assault on the First Amendment,’ while a spokesman for the Justice
Department stated that 'We're trying to get the American people to understand that not only is
DRA not a threat to freedom of religion, it's the greatest boon this country has ever seen to true
religious conviction.'

"And now a word from Huset Motors. Tired of the high prices and runaround you get from those
big city dealers? Ted Huset says — "

The Reverend Harold Gunderson of Nidaros Lutheran Church, a heavy, red-faced man with tangled,
thinning hair and a gift for getting the wrong button into any buttonhole, pulled his Oldsmobile into the
parking lot of the Epsom Area Medical Center and flipped the radio off. He was excited by the news
about Sigfod Oski, and slightly disturbed by the entire DRA business (although the bishop had assured
them at the last convention that there was nothing to worry about) but he had work to do. He turned the
key off and opened the door to get out, dragging his prosthetic right leg.

The lighted brick front of the building illuminated graffiti that shouted (all graffiti is a shout),”"MICROBE
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MURDERERS — SPESIESISM SUCKS!"and "NO MOR BREEDERS!" But, like everyone else,
Harry hardly noticed graffiti anymore.

He never limped into the cramped, 80's style lobby of the Medical Center without a twinge of
remembrance. He'd left a limb here, and something infinitely more precious.

"It's my cross," he said silently. "Help me to bear it for You. By Your grace we'll make good of this."

He was surprised to find Carl Martell at the front desk, his overcoat over his arm, a gauze bandage on
his forehead, signing out awkwardly with a bandaged hand.

"Six stitches in it," Martell told him when he'd finished his story. ""About my head they're not sure yet, but
then what else is new? They'll want me to come back for more tests."

"It's appalling," said the pastor. "You've talked to the police, of course?"

"Sure — they deserve a laugh like anybody else. Whoever attacked me was gone by the time they got
there. 'Did you recognize either of your attackers?' 'No.' "Were their voices familiar?' 'No."'Is it possible
that they were your students?' 'I suppose so.' 'Anything else you remember?' 'Well, there was this

mysterious rescuer with a stick...' They liked that part a lot. Am I an absent-minded professor, Harry? I
didn't think I was bright enough."

"They hear stranger stories every day. Believe me — I hear some of them too."
"That's right, you're like Father Brown. The underworld has no secrets from you."
Harry's face went grave. "Any word from the disciplinary committee?"

Martell gasped. "My God. I forgot all about it. I was on my way to find out when all this happened.
Where's a phone? I've got to call the Dean."

Harry followed him to a pay phone and picked his pocket for him when he couldn't get at his wallet for
his credit card. Martell pushed the buttons slowly, reciting each digit as he did. "You'll have to forgive me
if I'm a little vague, Harry. They gave me some kind of pain-killer and I feel like I've been flogged with
shaving cream."

He reached the Dean at home and made his explanation. Harry could hear a voice from the receiver,
and then Martell said thank you and hung up, his face whiter than usual.

"Well?" Harry asked.

"It's been dropped. Julie withdrew the accusation."

"That's wonderful!"

Martell shook his head, then winced. "It's over. All the fear. All the sleepless nights. Over. Just like that.
And I still don't know why. I don't know why it started, and I don't know why it stopped. I've never felt

so powerless in my life."

"I was sure you'd be vindicated, Carl. And now I think what you need most is a good night's sleep. Go
home and go to bed. Then you'll be fresh and rested for the reception tomorrow."
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"Reception?"

"For Sigfod Oski. I assume you've got a ticket, as a faculty member."

"Of course. I got a pair of them this morning, but I hadn't thought much about them with all that's been
going on. Which just shows you how far out of things I've been — I mean, Oski after all. I've dreamed of
meeting him for years."

"Do you know who you're taking with you?" Harry was fishing, but he often had to, with Carl.

"Taking with me? Oh, the second ticket. No, I hadn't thought about it..." He turned to walk away, then
turned back. "You want to come to the reception?"

Harry beamed. He'd caught his fish. "Why thank you, Carl, how thoughtful. I'd be delighted."

"T'll pick you up at 6:00 then."

"Splendid. Will I see you at church Sunday?"

"When my time comes you'll be the first to know." Martell struggled with his overcoat, and Harry helped
him get it on and watched him drift towards the doors. The pastor watched him go. A fine looking, tall
man, he thought, but strangled inside by some private worm.

He went to the desk and asked for the printout of Lutheran patients. As usual it was a long one, but only
about half of them were his responsibility. The Lutherans of Epsom, in the proud Norwegian-American
tradition, believed there was no such thing as too many, or too small, Lutheran churches. But like the

Good Shepherd Harry Gunderson knew his own. He noted the Nidaros church members.

He called on a new mother, an old woman dying of cancer, a farmer with a broken hip and three
STD's.

On his way out he found Livingston Berge, the church custodian, signing out just where Carl Martell had
been, and having the same trouble.

"How in thunder's a fella supposed to sign out with a bandage like this?" he was demanding of the nurse.
"These kid doctors don't know nothin' about finishing a job!"

"Stoney!" the pastor said. "What happened to you?"

"I was attacked by a vicious beast," said Stoney in the voice of a soul purified by suffering.

"He was bitten by a mouse," said the desk nurse.

Stoney gave her a "he jests at scars" look, which she ignored. He was a round-headed,
stoop-shouldered man in his sixties. He spoke in an immigrant's brogue although he had never been in
Norway in his life — he was the last of a breed.

Harry tried to look concerned.

"You know those new humane mouse traps the government made us buy?" Stoney said. "Well  had a
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plastic bucket with a lid I was keepin' the little buggers in, so I could take 'em out and release 'em in the
country all at once —"

"That's against the law, you know," said the desk nurse, who didn't seem to have a lot of work to do at
the moment. "You could be charged for cruelty under the Animal Rights Act. You're supposed to release
them within six hours."

"I don't recall sayin' how many I had or how long I'd had 'em. For your information our church is
infested with mice, like every other place in America, includin' this hospital." The nurse looked sulky and
turned away.

Stoney held his hand up. "Mouse bite is just like rat bite, they say. And everybody knows rat bite is as
bad as rattlesnake. They wanted to keep me overnight for observation, especially after all these plague
scares, but I wouldn't stay. Got too much work to do. I could be dead tomorrow though. You could be
preachin' my funeral Saturday."

"I suppose my text could be,'l fought wild beasts at Ephesus.""

Stoney looked as if he was thinking that one over. They moved towards the brown, ovoid vinyl chairs in
the waiting area.

"I saw a bandage just like yours on another friend of mine right in this lobby, about an hour ago," Harry
said. "Carl Martell from the college."

Stoney snorted. "I don't see why you hang around with that perfessor. All them college teachers is
atheists and acrostics."

"Carl's not exactly an atheist."

"I remember a day when they hired Christians to teach at church schools. But nothin's been the same
since they shot all that hardware up on the moon."

"Nothing ever stays the same, Stoney."

"Ain't that the truth? You know what the problem is? I think I worked it out yesterday afternoon while I
was rakin' the leaves.

"Meat. We don't eat enough meat anymore. All those animal rights nuts got us eatin' salads and beans
and silage, and it's messed up our heads. They won't admit it, but there's a vitamin in meat helps you think
straight. Never was a vegetarian in the history of the world could use his brain.

"No, you think about it. You know what Hitler was? He was a vegetarian. I seen it on TV. He didn't die
in the war, you know. He lived on for years in Argentina, or Venezuela, or one of them places. My friend
Ellsworth swears he saw him when he was on a package tour to Rio D. Whatever. It was Hitler started
all that vegetarian propaganda, you know. It was revenge was what it was, for us beatin' him in the war."

Harry narrowed his eyes and looked at him closely. "But Stoney," he whispered, "how do you know it
hasn't affected you? Maybe it's not the vegetables at all. Maybe it's - pizza!" Stoney squinted at him.
"Yes! Pizza from Mussolini's Italy! Whoever ate pizza in America before World War 117"

Stoney pulled himself up straight in his chair. "Now you're laughin' at me," he said.
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Harry shook his head. "I'm sorry, Stoney. Maybe it's the vegetables after all."

"An' green fire plugs! Ain't nothin' been the same since they started paintin' the fireplugs green."

Later, swinging his unmatched legs into his Olds, awkwardly lifting the plastic one over the center
console so he could control the gas and brake with the left, Harry felt the wave of panic he sometimes
still experienced in an automobile. It took all his control to put the key in the ignition.

If I had started out ten minutes earlier, or ten minutes later that night.

If I had driven slower. Or faster.

If the truck driver hadn't been eighteen hours without sleep, propped up with pills. If [ had let
Joanna drive, then I would have been the one thrown through the window and under the wheels.
She could have managed without me a lot better than I can without her.

And underneath, the nagging fear that, if really given the choice, he might have grabbed for his own life.

Useless thoughts. He pushed them down. "It's my cross. Help me to bear it for You. By Your grace
we'll make good of this." And he said a prayer for the driver of the truck, four years in a wheelchair.

Driving home he turned on the radio and listened to Rory Buchan.

CHAPTER I

MEMORANDUM

FROM: A. Carnegie Hall, Station Mgr.
TO:WEEP Announcers

RE:Pay raises.

I am unhappily saddened to here that there has been a continual of discussion re: pay raises for
announcing personels.

WEEP has been very outgoing and generes, I think, in it's tradition of raising salaries whenever the
Minimimum Wage goes up. Apparently some consider this sufficiency not enough.

I trust you all realise and understand that we would really truely love to increase the remuniation and pay
to all our personnels. But, economical conditions being what prevail, there's only so much money to go
around. Also, resent expences encurred in the renevation of our Executive Offices have proved more
prohibtive than expected.

I might remind you, however, that if everyone would only put out a little more dillingence, sales people
selling more time, announcers do better shows to increase our market share, making posible a small
encrease some time.

Remember, your hear to work for the Lord, so you've got to work very hard.

But, you're working for the Lord, so you can't expect much money.
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Rory Buchan read the memo twice while he waited for the pre-recorded program to finish. It was a few
minutes before 6:00 p.m., when his shift would begin, but he'd told the afternoon man to go home.
There'd be nothing to say on the air before the station ID at the top of the hour.

At least two memoranda a week showed up tacked to the studio's walls. Mr. Hall felt strongly about
memos, and no one was allowed to take them down but he. And since he never visited the studio (some
of the announcers had never met him at all), the slips of paper had pretty nearly crowded out the
acoustical panels. How they got posted in the first place was a Sacred Mystery.

Rory cued up his first two CD's and pulled his commercial carts for the next hour. He went into the news
room (news closet, really) and cleared the wire service machine, pegging the stories, and waited for the
weather forecast, which was due any minute.

Predictably, the forecast started printing about two minutes before air time. Rory rather enjoyed the
suspense of standing over the old black machine, tensed to rip and run, while the printer clacked its
leisurely lines out.

He made it to the mike with three seconds to spare. He pulled on the earphones and said, "The
Righteousness Abounding Hour has been brought to you as a public service by WEEP Radio. It's six
o'clock, and you're tuned to WEEP, AM and FM, Inspiration and Country Music for southeastern
Minnesota. America can still be saved, and we're here to help. I'm Rory Buchan, and I'll be with you till
midnight, keeping you company on a Wednesday night. Stay tuned for more music on the Country side,
but first the weather.

"The National Weather Service reports a strong cold front moving south from Manitoba. We can expect
temperatures to drop during the next few days, with increasing winds. Freezing temperatures and snow
are also possible by the weekend, so you farmers will want to get those combines out and bring in what's
left of your corn. This is Minnesota, folks, the Theater of Seasons. And as fast as they're bringing winter
on, fall's boxoffice must have been really lousy.

"Look for northwesterly winds tonight, around eight miles per hour, increasing tomorrow. Temperatures
tonight will be in the upper 30's to low 40's, tomorrow's highs in the upper 50's. Chance of precipitation
20% tonight, 30% tomorrow.

"Currently in Epsom, we're looking at winds from the northwest at eleven miles per hour, and our
temperature an ominous 46°. No wind chill factor, but it won't be long.

"And that's the weather, brought to you by WEEP, the voice of decency in southeastern Minnesota. I'm
Rory Buchan. Coming up, Sally Crocker with, "You Cheat On Me, I Cheat On You.'

"But first a WEEP public service message: "There'll be a special prayer meeting on the steps of the
Minnesota Capital in Paul City — which we still like to call St. Paul, no matter what the courts say — to
pray that God will guide the Supreme Court in Washington to overturn the Definition of Religion Act."
He gave a telephone number for people who wanted to arrange for a ride.

He started the CD and took his earphones off. The red telephone light was flashing, but the line hummed
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when he picked the receiver up. Many callers thought the time to telephone an announcer was while
nothing important was going on — while he was announcing.

"God bless you anyway," said Rory.

He loaded his carts for the next break.

Rory was a tall, beefy young man with a lot of curly brown hair and a Buffalo Bill beard. A short upper
lip gave him a pleasantly rabbity look. He wore blue jeans and a flannel shirt with cowboy boots, and a
bronze cross hung from a thong around his neck. He was that fiercest form of Country Music fan, the
converted Rocker.

The phone light blinked again, and he picked up the receiver.

"Hi, Rory, this is old Pontoon. How you doing?"

"Just fine, Pontoon. How's yourself?"

"Not too bad, not too bad, except for the arthritis. Couldn't hardly get out of bed this morning."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"Well, be glad you're young."

"I enjoy it."

"Hey Rory, I sure do like that Righteous Rebounding Hour. That's a real good show. I listen to it every
week, except when [ miss it."

"Glad you like it, Pontoon."

"And I sure do like that music you folks play. Can't stand that Rock and Roll junk. Dirty, immoral
Satonic music that Rock and Roll is."

"That's a fact, Pontoon; that's why I got away from it."
"Hell yes. Can you play 'Wakin' Up With Someone Even Uglier Than You'?"
"[ think I can do that for you, Pontoon."

The first number was fading out. Rory potted it down and started the second, then ejected the first and
turned to search the CD rack, the receiver tucked between his shoulder and ear.

"I sure appreciate it, Rory. You're a good guy. I listen to you all the time. I likegood music, none of that
nigger Rock and Roll."

Rory hung the phone up, but he continued looking for Pontoon's song. He'd promised.
The phone lit up again.

"Listen, Rory, you're a good kid, but you've got no idea what's goin' on in this country. Satonic powers
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is at work, and it all comes from those — BLACK — savages —"

Rory hung up again.

The phone rang again.

"I don't take any offense, Rory, because I know you young folks all got brainwashed by the schools, but
where do you think all this Satan worship is coming from? Cows mutilated, right here in our own county,
and their owners is too scared to tell the cops, scared the hoodoos'll come and take their kids next.

"And what about old Jack Tysness, him whose farm that W.O.W. cult owns now? They say wild dogs
ate him. Well I ask you — whoever heard of a body ate up that bad in one day? People saw him alive in
town that same morning. And I never heard of no wild dogs killing no man, anyhow."

"Look, Pontoon—"

"This used to be a decent, God-fearing town, Rory. That was before the college started bringing in them
—BLACKS — on football scholarships —"

Rory hung up. The phone didn't ring again, and Rory took a moment to say a prayer for Pontoon. Then
he broke for commercials and started the request. When he was done the phone light was blinking again.

"WEEP. God loves you."

"Hello, Rory," said a woman's voice. "Do you know who this is?"

"How are you, Violet?"

"Can you play, "You Cheat On Me, I Cheat On You,' for me Rory, dear?"
"I just played that one, Violet."

"I know, Rory, but I'd really like to hear it again. It has special meaning for me."
"I'm sorry, that's against the rules. You know that."

"Well then, you know what my favorite song is, don't you?"

"I'm sorry, we don't have 'My Shy Violet.! We only play Country."
"Couldn't you get it? If you asked the manager?"

"We only play Country, Violet. I'm sorry."

"Well, play something by the Beaurivoir Brothers for me, won't you, Rory?"
"Yes, I can do that, Violet."

"Thank you, dear."

"You're welcome."Click .
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Rory was always happy to play something by the Beaurivoir Brothers. They were his favorite group.
Once they had been a Gospel group, and Rory was convinced that they had only pretended to cross
over to mainstream Country. He knew in his heart that there was a secret message in the Beaurivoirs'
songs. He was sure he could figure it out if he listened to them enough. Then he'd find his own Calling.
For Rory, the line between this world and the next was a very thin one.

Rory's shift ended at midnight. As he was clearing the teletype in the newsroom the phone rang. In that
room it rang audibly.

"WEEP. God loves you." Rory hoped it wasn't anything that would keep him late.
"Is this Rory Buchan?" a man's voice asked, and Rory said it was.

"TI've been told you're somebody who's concerned over what's happening to destroy our country
today."

"I sure am. Lots of people are."
"That's right. But you know and I know that most people aren't really serious. Are you serious, Rory?"

"If you'd seen what I saw back in California— if you'd been through what I've been through — you'd
know I am."

"Were you a drug user?"

Rory took a breath. "I was a drug user, and a drug runner, and a thief and a mugger and every other
kind of bad thing. Praise God, He delivered me from it all."

"They said you'd say something like that. That's good. It means you understand — you're not just talk.
Do you know the Vinland Motel?"

"Out on Highway 60."

"There'll be a meeting there at 12:30 tonight. Some people who see the danger and are willing to be
counted for the Lord. We'd like you to be there."

"A meeting? Who are you?"
"Just sinners saved by grace."

"How do I know you're not some kind of crazies? There's lots of crazies around. Just saying, 'Lord,
Lord,' doesn't make you right with Jesus."

"Matthew 7:21. Come and see. That's what Philip said to Nathanael. John 1:46."
"Well you know your Bible. OK, I'll be there, but I'm not making any promises."

"That's fine. Come to Room 12 and knock."
%k %k %k
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When Carl Martell left the medical center he walked back to his office. It wasn't far. He felt disoriented
by the pain killer, but he'd decided not to take the next day off. He'd let things slide the last few weeks,
and it was time he took control again. He didn't have an early class on Thursdays, so he'd be able to
sleep in. And maybe he could grade papers with his left hand.

He climbed the worn cement steps of Old Main, between the wooden pillars of the portico, painted
white in homage to marble. He turned his key, awkwardly, in the heavy lock. Old Main had been built in
Victorian grandeur as a hotel before 1900. Failing, it had been acquired by an association of Norwegian
farmers who wanted a place where their children could learn business skills and the Word of God. It was
still possible to learn business skills there.

In the dark, high-ceilinged lobby he paused for a moment to clear his head. Even in the dark, he almost
felt the stares of the college's founders, Oskar Frette and Haldor Bendikson (affectionately known as
Moral and Hardy to the students) from their gilt-framed portraits on the wall. Then, creaking across the
hardwood floor, he made his way to the stairway that led to the second floor, where the History
Department lived. He took the steps with deliberation — his balance was off, and it was dark. It hadn't
occurred to him to turn a light on. He struggled to unlock his office door for a full minute.

Inside he fumbled to the desk and switched the lamp on. The light stabbed his eyes, and he switched it
off again. He sat a few minutes with his left hand over his eyes, feeling just as the doctor had told him he'd
feel now and then. Maybe working tomorrow wasn't such a good idea.

He lost track of time. Footsteps in the hallway roused him. The old boards creaked, and somebody was
giggling. There were voices, a boy's and a girl's (Correction, he told himself, Young Man and Young
Woman. 'Boy' and 'Girl' are pejorative terms which infringe on basic human dignity . This was a
universal truth, set forth in a memo from the President's office. The fact that Christiania College no longer
taught the infallibility of Scripture did not mean it had abandoned the concept of infallibility. Nowadays
infallibility didn't have the shelf life it once enjoyed, but it wasex cathedra while it lasted).

"Can we use one of the rooms?" the Young Man said.

"I don't know," said the Young Woman, "whose offices are these? Henrich, Fosse — here's Carl
Martell, the sexual harasser."

"T hear they let him off on the Julie Anderson thing."
"Well sure, they protect their own. The man's a known sexist."

""Yeah, but be fair. He's also known not to sleep with students. How many profs under sixty can say
that?"

"So he's gay."

"Gay profs sleep with students."
"Then he's a closet gay. A hypocrite."
The Young Man began to recite:

"I do not love thee, Carl Martell;
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The reason why I cannot — uh..."

The Young woman laughed, ""You can't use 'tell'!"
"On the reason why I cannot dwell!"

"Oh, God."

"But only this I know full well:

1 do not love thee, Carl Martell."

The footsteps moved further down the hall. "Here," said the Young Man. "This door's warped. I think I
can get it open with a credit card."

"You think we'll get in trouble, breaking and entering?"
"Don't worry about it. I've got a suitcase full of VQ points."

A door opened and closed. Martell smiled, oddly moved. It wasn't often one got epigrammatized in the
modern college. And the young people's bigotry had been sincere, as the bigotry of the young always is.

There was no question of interrupting them. If, as the Young Man had said, he had plenty of VQ points,
he was essentially immune from prosecution for anything less than a gross misdemeanor before the law,
and for anything less than murder within the school.

A law passed a couple years back had required each U.S. citizen to fill out a questionnaire, under
penalty of perjury, along with his or her annual income tax return. The answers to the questions on this
form (What is your ethnic background? Have you ever been sexually molested? What was your
parents' estimated annual income?) formed the basis for the awarding of Victimization Quotient points.
These points were used to increase or decrease welfare benefits and adjust tax obligations, and were
taken into consideration in judicial sentencing.

Anyway, the kids were probably just looking for a place to have sex, and thought it would be kinky to
do it in a teacher's office. If you wanted to get into real trouble with civil rights lawyers, you couldn't do
better than trying to prevent a teenage couple from copulating.

He tried to remember what he'd come up to the office to do.

Finally he left, moving as quietly as possible so as not to disturb the young burglars. Martell had a nice
sense of personal honor, and to let them know he'd heard them insult him would have smirched it.

His feet knew their way home. His apartment wasn't far (nothing was in Epsom), but he wasn't usually
medicated when he made the walk. There was such a thing as a taxi in town, but the driver would be long
asleep by now.

Some people were awake though. Here and there, on lawns and rooftops, comet-watchers sat out in
parkas and stocking caps, peering through telescopes and binoculars. It was the best time of night to see
Cerafsky. Martell looked up too. After all, he had a message coming.
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The comet shone bright as a neighbor's TV set seen through a window at night, a straight, white blade in
the southwest, stretching between the constellations Pisces and Pegasus.

"A ball of space garbage, "some science writer in a magazine had called it, as if that ended the matter.
"Justly less famous than Halley's, though admittedly more spectacular this time around. Judging
from the records, most of its passes seem to have escaped all notice.”

Phooey. There was more to a comet — to anything — than could be learned by analyzing its
composition. We have only five senses, after all, Martell reasoned (it was amazing how clearly he was
thinking tonight). Suppose we had six or seven? What would we learn that would seem fabulous to us
now? Think about that, astronomers and journalists! Think about that, Professor Forsythe!

No, best not to think about Professor Forsythe.

"Hey, Carl!" Martell lowered his face to see Roy Corson walking toward him. Although Roy belonged
to the English Department, his office was along the same hall as Martell's. He'd lost a game of musical
offices, he liked to explain, and History had had a room available. Martell thought that the two Young

Persons could be doing unspeakable acts in Roy's office even now.

"Out kind of late, aren't you, Carl? Celebrating your vindication? Good for you. But how come you
didn't invite me along? What's with the band-aid?"

"I had — I got hurt. Stitches." Martell held his hand up. "You'll have to excuse me — the doctor put
something pretty heady in my veins and I don't think I'm tracking real well."

"You'd better get home and rest."

"My very plan."

"You want a lift?"

"No. It's not far now."

"You sure?"

"T'll be all right. Thanks."

"They give you pills?"

"Yeah. They're here somewhere." Martell patted at his pockets.

"Don't bother. Just make sure you take them. You should take drugs whenever you can, Carl. Good for
the character."

He strolled away, a '70's revolutionary trapped in history as in amber. Martell wondered what he was
doing out walking at midnight. One? 1:07 by his watch.

His apartment building stood on a corner. He paused at the intersection and studied it as if he'd never
seen it before. There was his building, and a handsome clump of firs on another corner, masking a house,
and a parking lot, and another house.
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He'd never noticed before how large a space an intersection took up. But there it was, bathed in brave
halogen light from a street lamp. You could teach a class in that space. Or hold a dance. Christiania had
once (it was hard to believe) had a rule against dancing. Some in the community still pointed to its
abolition as the beginning of the downbhill slide.

Martell stepped out into the intersection, thinking itwasteful to let so much paved space go unused. He
walked around in it, like a man in a new house. There was no traffic, yet he felt bold standing in dead
center, temporary occupying force in Automobile Territory.

The pain killer was affecting him. No question.

And it must have been the pain killer that made him think he heard a rumbling overhead. Thunder? No. It
was a fair night — perfect for comet watching.

The rumbling grew louder, and he looked wildly about him for its source. In sudden panic he started for
his apartment.

Glancing over his shoulder just as he reached the door, he thought he saw a line of clouded shapes in the
sky, not quite blotting out the stars. They looked like those Ghost Riders In the Sky Vaughn Monroe had
sung about once upon a time. There seemed to be hundreds of them, on horse-shapes, riding an unseen
terrain high above the town; fading in, fading out, defying focus like cheap film stock. Black they were,
and their horses were black, and at their head a gigantic black figure rode, who screamed and waved a
spear, and his black cloak flapped like ravens' wings.

"Bed. Bed is the thing," said Carl Martell as he poked his key at the lock with his left hand. He felt
naked at the back.

k %k ok

In her little house, once a country schoolhouse, the witch laid her cards out on the kitchen table, one at a
time.

She didn't look like most people's idea of a witch. She wore her brown hair in a pleasant shag, and her
shirt and jeans came from L.L. Bean.

The witch was a charlatan, but not merely a charlatan. Most of her business was carnival tricks, and it
kept the customer satisfied. But now and then the Patterns appeared, as they had ever since she was a
little girl. From time to time, unbidden. Exciting, when it happened, like fast driving. And frightening in the
same way.

She sipped a cup of herb tea, still buzzing from the joint she'd smoked to calm her nerves. The Patterns
were back tonight. The strongest ever. No matter how she shuffled the deck, the message came out the
same.

Death. Violence. Fire.
The witch was troubled. She was not a woman of ill will. She considered herself a White Practitioner.
She had never poisoned a well, or stolen a child, or gone about invisible to pinch her neighbors. Or

wanted to.

Death. Violence. Fire.The faces of the cards looked past her with the idiot depravity of Eighteenth
Century woodcuts. The witch did not wish these things for herself, and she did not wish them for others.
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The knowledge had been growing in her for weeks. The leaves spoke of it as the trees shed them, and
the cold breeze out of the north was full of it. Something was coming, for good or ill, and it was not
something she could control.

"I'm out of my league here," she whispered.

It was the secret fear of all her Order — that the forces, unseen and inscrutible, which obeyed her (she
knew) by whim would turn, like goaded bulls, to crush her. She had cultivated her gifts, knowing the risk,
in the hope of doing good.

Now, as the turning approached (what sort of turning?) she wondered about that long-ago choice.
Could it be that Good was not, as she had been taught, an elastic, gauzy thing you groped for in the dark,
but something hard as iron, big as a planet, something you ignored at your peril, like clean air and healthy
food?

No. That was what the Puritans had thought, and the Puritans had been vicious burners.

The Patterns were clear. Some kind of turning was coming.

The witch felt very alone.

CHAPTER 111

Rory Buchan swung his rusty green VW Golf into the motel parking lot, the pink neon of the
ship-shaped sign reflecting in his windshield. There were plenty of places to park, and he found Room 12
easily. He knocked. He was wearing a fringed suede jacket and a cowboy hat because of the chill, but
the fresh air smelled good to him after hours in the studio.

The door was opened by a man wearing a sweatshirt, jeans and a ski mask, who put a hand on his
shoulder and pulled him in. Rory almost pulled away. He didn't like the ski mask. The room was stufty, a
lot like the studio.

"You're Rory Buchan?" the man asked when the door was shut. He was about Rory's height, but leaner.
He looked like he worked out. His mask was black with red stitching.

He gestured to three other men, also in ski masks, who sat on the bed and two of the three chairs.

"I wish I could introduce you, Brother Rory," he said, "because you're never going to meet a finer bunch
of Christian guys than these right here. But we're keeping our identities secret for your protection. We do
special work under special conditions, and our work depends on absolute secrecy. Maybe you'll decide

to join us, and then we'll get acquainted.

"But I can tell you who we are as a group. We're the Hands of God. That's the name of our
organization. I'm the spokesman. You can call me Thumb."

"Thumb?" Rory wanted to laugh, but was afraid to.

"Thumb." There was a smile in the voice.
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Rory thought the Hands of God looked a little silly, not to mention uncomfortable, in the overheated
room. One of them, in a bright red mask, had a finger up under his ear, scratching hard. They all looked
fit though.

"Sit down, Rory, so we can talk." Thumb pointed to the empty chair, and Rory sat in it. Thumb sat
facing him, on the foot of the bed.

"First of all, let's pray."

Thumb folded his hands, lowered his face and prayed aloud, a prayer rich in "thees" and "thines." Rory
noted approvingly that he knew how to use the "-eth" and "-est" suffixes properly. That had been a rare
skill for some time.

Voices said, "Amen," and "Yes, Lord."

"Brother Rory," said Thumb when they looked up again, "we have a story to tell you, but first of all we
need to hear your own witness. You told me a little on the phone, but it's important that we hear the
whole story."

"I'm always glad to tell it," said Rory. "But it's not a nice one."
"We've heard ugly stories before, Brother Rory. And we've seen ugly things."

Rory slipped out of his jacket and put his hat down on the floor. "I come from outside Chicago, but I ran
away to Los Angeles pretty young. Its name was still Los Angeles back then, not just L.A. I was a street
kid. I hustled, I mugged old ladies and broke into cars and apartments. I was hungry, I was dirty, I was
scared all the time, and I was stoned most of the time. It's amazing I still have a brain left, or that I'm alive
at all. Most of the kids I knew back then aren't. At one time I thought seriously about male prostitution. If
I'd done that I'd be an AIDS statistic today."

Thumb asked, "What about your folks?"

"They looked for me. They registered me with some national Search service. Once I saw my picture on
a milk carton, while I was sleeping in a dumpster."

"Why did you run away?"

Rory frowned. "My folks were really conscientious. It was painful to watch them, they were so
conscientious. Sometimes when I'd been bad, I'd hear them talking on and on, trying to figure out what
kind of discipline wouldn't leave me emotionally scarred. I think the tension of listening to those
discussions scarred me emotionally.

"And of course they both had their careers, so they were big on Quality Time. You know what I think of
Quality Time?"

"What?"

"I think if you really believe it doesn't matter how much time you spend with your kids, just so long as it's
quality time, then you shouldn't worry about letting them stay up past midnight every night either — just
as long as the sleep they do get is quality sleep."
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The Hands of God laughed.

"Then there was the marching. My folks were very sincere environmental activists. And one day they
had me marching along with them carrying a little sign they'd made for me that said, 'l Want To Grow
Up,' and suddenly I realized what that sign meant, and the next day I hopped a bus to California."

"Then you came to yourself in the far country, like the Prodigal Son?"

"Not exactly." The fellow in the red mask was bothering Rory. He was scratching harder than ever.
Watching him made Rory want to scratch too.

"No, the fact is I kind of liked it on the street. It was like skating near the edge. I cast no thought upon
the morrow.

"No, what happened first was that I met a girl. She was older than me — about eighteen, I guess. It's
hard to tell in that world. She used cocaine, but she was young and pretty enough to turn tricks for good
money, and somehow she managed to keep independent. She took me into her apartment — a little bitty
place in a building that went back a couple earthquakes. She probably saved my life, because if it hadn't
been for her I probably would have gone into prostitution myself. Her name was Heather, or at least
that's what she told me. She was always glad to see me when she came home, and she fed me — her
idea of a meal might be jellybeans on a taco shell or peanut butter and cabbage sandwiches — and I
loved her. She didn't make demands. It's funny, because if you asked me what she was like I couldn't tell
you. She never gave an opinion about anything that I can remember. I wish I knew what had happened
to her in her past. I wish I could have told her what I know now."

Rory paused and glanced at the scratcher. The man looked frantic, and Rory wished he'd take the mask
off or leave the room or something before blood started coming.

Who were these guys anyway? Ski masks, for pete's sake. They could be first cousins to the Klan, or
frat boys down from the Cities to embarrass a fanatic.

"You want a soda or something?" Thumb asked. Rory said thanks, and felt a little more comfortable. He
now knew that Thumb was not a Minnesotan. Minnesotans say "pop" — a soda to them is a fountain

drink with ice cream. Somebody got a cola from a cooler and handed it to him. He said thanks again and
drank.

"So what happened?" Thumb asked.

"When I say I loved Heather, I don't mean we were regular lovers. OK, she took me to bed sometimes,
but more like a stuffed animal than a man.

"But Rowan ended that.

"In that world, there's a whole different power structure. It's not exactly organized crime, although some
of them are into that too. But they might just as easily be city councilmen or postgrad students in the
straight world. On the Street, though, they're the System.

"There was a guy called Rowan. I never heard him called anything else. He had a lot of juice. He owned
some of the police, and he smuggled drugs and ran prostitutes. He scared people — bad. They'd look
around before mentioning his name. Some people said he was a warlock. And not the kind who mixes
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herbal potions and chants to Mother Earth. I mean the kind you hear about in stories — the kind who
sticks pins in dolls, or turns into a wolf, or eats babies. Rowan got lots of respect.

"I remember when a little Puerto Rican kid I knew just stopped showing up one day. I asked around
and they said, 'He got Rowan mad.' End of story.

"Anyway, somehow Rowan met Heather, and he liked her, and that was it for her independence.

"That's anarchy. I ran into some prof from the college once, and he told me he was an anarchist, and I
said, 'Brother, you don't know what you're talking about. You know what anarchy is? That's where the
meanest, baddest headbuster gets whatever he wants. You know who were two of the all-time great
anarchists? Hitler and Stalin.

"I'm getting off the story. One day Heather came back to the apartment with two bodybuilders in
warmup suits. She looked at me and said, 'Sorry, Sweetface, the ride's over,' and she packed her
toothbrush and they left. She had the saddest look on her face."

"What did you do?"

"What do you do when you're fourteen years old and in love for the first time? You make a fool of
yourself and get people hurt.

"A junky who was too far gone to know what he was saying told me where Rowan's ranch was. |
cleaned up the best I could and hitched up the Coastal Highway. I lived for a week in the woods on the
ranch, watching the house. I was used to scrounging. The garbage was good.

"It was quite a place. Stables, vineyards, swimming pool, tennis courts, a private marina. The house was
a big redwood thing, poking out over the ocean, hundreds of feet up — the kind of place that slides into
the sea when the rains get heavy.

"I watched what went on. During the day there was lots of business, with heavy hitters in big cars coming
and going, and Rowan's bodybuilders patroling with guns. At night they held ceremonies. I suppose that
was the witchcraft part, but it looked like plain orgies to me. Sometimes I spotted Heather through the
windows. I couldn't come up with a plan to get her out of there. It was the first time I'd been clean in
months, and I spent a lot of time just shivering.

"One night a couple of the bodybuilders caught me going through the garbage. They pulled automatic
pistols and locked me in a weight room for the night.

"Next morning they marched me out to the sun deck where Rowan was having his breakfast. He was
sitting at an umbrella table in a bathrobe, and there were lots of men and women at tables all around,
mostly wearing swimsuits. Heather was at his table, in a bikini, and she acted like she didn't see me. It
was a beautiful morning. You could see for miles and miles out on the ocean.

"I can't say how old Rowan was. He looked like he'd reached forty, then stopped, maybe a hundred
years ago. He had black eyes, colder than rain in March.

"He said, 'I believe this is your pet, Heather.' She just nodded, not looking at him or me or anybody. Her
face was white as cocaine.

"He said to me, "Y ou've invaded my sanctuary, little urchin. That's not permitted.
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""Y ou understand what I'm saying, little urchin? Y ou understand who I am?

""Heather, stand up.' She did. She looked beautiful in that morning light, with her blonde hair moving a
little in the breeze, and the sky and sea beyond, but it was like a horror movie. Rowan stood up and
slapped her face. Then he pointed out to sea.

"Heather walked to the railing, and climbed over, and jumped.

"I screamed and struggled, but the musclemen held me.

"Rowan came close to me and held my face with one hand and shook it back and forth until I stopped
crying. He said, "You go back to your gutter, little urchin, and you tell them what you saw. You tell them
that Rowan is the Devil — Satan himself — and that you play like I say or you don't play at all.
Remember to be afraid.' Then he let me go, and the musclemen carried me off and stuffed me in the trunk

of a car, and a few hours later they dumped me on a sidewalk in L.A.

"I remembered to be afraid. I snatched a purse and got enough money for a bus ticket to Fort Worth. A
soup kitchen preacher led me to Jesus, and I never looked back. Or wanted to."

"What a terrible thing for a kid to have to go through," said Thumb.

"I can't stand it!" the red ski mask cried, and he bolted for the bathroom. Thumb got up to follow him
inside.

Rory heard a voice saying, "I told you I'm allergic to wool!"
"I told the guy polyester," Thumb's voice said.
"Look at my face! I look like a piece of steak!"

"Well try splashing some water on it. We'll pray about it later." Thumb came out and looked at Rory. "I
guess the masks weren't such a good idea."

"You really need them?" Rory asked.
Thumb sat down. "We're not from around here," he said.
"[ figured that."

Thumb took a deep breath. "What would you say if somebody asked you, 'Why doesn't God come
down and stop all the bad things in the world?"'

"T don't know. You can't have miracles going all the time. It would be... a kind of anarchy."

Thumb nodded. "That's pretty good. But there's another answer. Godis in the world, and He's working
all the time. Through His Body. You know what His Body 1s?"

"The church.”

"That's right. All real Christians.'Now ye are the body of Christ, and members in particular.” 1
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Corinthians 12:27. The Bible says we're all parts of Christ's Body —eyes, ears, feet — and hands —
and Christ is the Head."

"And you're the hands?"

"We are. Not the only hands He's got, of course. There's all kinds of hands — comforting hands, healing
hands, building hands. We're the hands that bear the sword."

"I thought Caesar bore the sword."

"Christ also said that he who has no sword should sell his cloak and buy one. Besides, our Caesar's no
help.

"Do you believe in Evil, Rory? Not just sad, mistaken people, but foul, hellish wickedness in the world
that's got to be stamped out?"

"Yeah, I do. I've seen it."

"That's our calling. We stamp it out. We fight Evil head on. It's not fun, and it can be pretty ugly, and a
lot of people just wouldn't understand. That's why we have to work in secret. Someday everything done
in secret will be shouted from the rooftops, Luke 12:3, and then everybody'll understand, but for now
we've got to keep our light under a bushel."

"And what is it you do, exactly?"”

"I'm not sure you're ready for that knowledge, Brother Rory."

"Well, what brought you to Epsom?"

"Things are beginning to happen here. We've had a Word of Knowledge on it, and we know it to be
true. You know what a Word of Knowledge is?"

"I guess so."
"You've heard of the Way of the Old Wisdom?"
"That group on the old Tysness farm, out by TrollValley. The girl who inherited it gave it to her cult."

"Right. Well W.O.W. is nothing but a witch cult. They're Satan worshipers, although they probably
wouldn't admit it. Now who's gonna protect this community from the infection of these people?"

"You?"
"That's right."
"But you won't say how."

"We can give you a demonstration."

There were no ugly smells in the wolf's world.
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There were bad smells — smells of things that mustn't be eaten — and danger smells, like bear and man.
Especially man. But there were nougly smells. Smells brought precious information, keeping the wolf
healthy, keeping it far from danger, deep in the northern woods where the hunting was best and the men
fewest.

Its world was an ecstatic symphony of smells, fluent of news — around on the breeze, down from the
sky, up from the earth. The wolf could see, but paid little attention to sight. Vision was too colorless.

The wolf barely knew it was hungry, for hunger is a wolf's way of life. It had forgotten losing its place as
head of the pack, bloodied and run off, yipping, by a young rival. It felt vaguely its loneliness, an

incomprehensible thing without a smell.

But hunting alone was hard. And the wolf was slower than it had once been. It had not eaten in more
than a week.

All wolves know that beasts easily killed live to the south.

But to the south the man-smell grows stronger.

The wolf was moving south.

There was a wind that blew at its back. Somehow the wolf could not turn its face to that wind.

And there was a smell, somewhere, on that wind too. It was a new smell, but once sniffed not forgotten.
It rode deep up inside the doggy brain, entering a chamber till now unreached. It was a new thing —

almost as if the wolf were the first poet of its race.

And the song of the smell told of the meal of a lifetime, waiting somewhere to the south.
kok ok

"This isn't the W.O.W. farm," said Rory as Thumb stopped his rented Chevrolet at the end of a long
country driveway. The house windows shone like tesserae of gold leaf.

"No, this house belongs to a young woman named Leslie Prill."
"What's she have to do with us?"
"She's a witch."

"Yeah, I heard there was a witch living somewhere out here. She's pretty quiet about it though. Just
fortune-telling and spiritual healing, psychic readings, that sort of thing."

"Typhoid Mary was an ordinary, middle-aged woman who worked as a cook. But she carried a germ
that killed people."

"Hey, I'm not defending witchcraft. I just don't understand why we're here."
"Why don't you walk up to the house and talk to the lady, Rory?"

"What?"
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"Talk to the lady."

"What about?"

"Tell her about Jesus."

"T just walk up to her door at 2:00 in the morning and witness to her?"

""Be urgent in season and out of season.' 2 Timothy 4:2. It's always good practice, and you'll learn
something."

Rory took a deep breath and got out of the car. It took him a couple minutes to walk up the driveway,
past the mailbox and the wind-break pines and some bare young mountain ash trees. All the lights were

on in the little house. Rory knocked on the door.

A handsome young woman answered it. Her brown hair was cut in a shag and she had very soft brown
eyes. She didn't seem surprised to see him.

"T'll do you a free reading if you'll spend the night," she said. She seemed a little unfocused.
"I —Idon't —"

"Look friend, I'm having a bad night. If you want bed, we'll go to bed. You want to talk, we'll talk. But
can't be alone. There's reasons. Please."

It was the voice of a child locked in a closet.

"I can't stay the night," said Rory. "But I'd like to talk."

"Sure. Come on in. Twenty bucks for a reading, thirty for the cards. Horoscopes are a hundred and fifty,
and I need a week to cast them right." She led him through a little porch into the linoleumed kitchen. The
tiles were worn but clean, like the appliances. She leaned against the sink and faced him, arms folded.

Rory unbuttoned his jacket, and her eyes fell on the bronze cross that hung from his neck.

"You didn't come for a reading," she said.

"NO "

"People who wear big crosses like that don't ask for readings. Little jewelry crosses, yeah, but not big
ones like that. You want to talk to me about my soul."

"People with crosses do that often?" She hadn't asked him to sit, so Rory leaned against a counter.

"Now and then. You want me to open my heart to the love of Jesus so I can become the kind of sweet
gentle Christian who burns people like me at the stake."

"T haven't burned anybody at the stake all week."

"Cute. 'l was never a Nazi, I just voted for Hitler."'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"And witches never judge anybody."

She looked at him and shook her head. "Sorry. I don't even know you. But that's just it, you see? You
don't know me either. To you I'm just the Wicked Witch of the West. A target you shoot holy words at.
You'll say your little speech, and then you've done your work for God, and if I don't buy it, too bad, oft
to Hell. But you don't listen. You don't care what I care about. You don't care how I feel."

"How do you feel?"

"I'm scared!" She shivered visibly. "Everything's turning around — I set the stones rolling, and now
they're rolling back at me, and I don't know why!"

"Stones? What do you mean?"

"Stones! Rocks! You roll them out of the way to build a road, or plant a garden. Or you pile them up to
build a house. But if they roll back down on you they crush you."

"You're talking about spirits? The powers in heavenly places?"

"Forces. Fate. Patterns. The Mother Goddess. The vitality of the earth, and growing things. I love them
all. I served them with love, and now they're crushing me. I can feel it coming, and I don't know why!"

Rory said, "How can I say it so it doesn't sound like preaching? There's a Power greater than those
powers, Leslie. A Rock that doesn't roll. He loves you, and He'll never turn His back on you. He'll
protect you and He'll help you, if you let Him."

"Him!"she spat back, hugging herself. "It's always a Him, isn't it? Father and Son — no mother, no
daughter, no goddess! Your heaven's like some private men's club, and if they let me in, it would
probably be to do the dusting. You can't stand to leave anything for us — that's why you burn us! You've
perverted love, and you've polluted Mother Earth, and you've killed everything gentle and kind in the
human heart, and when anybody — especially a woman — has the guts to use the powers of the earth to
relieve pain, you burn them! Burn at the stake! Burn in Hell! Burn, burn, burn, burn..."

Rory walked toward her, but she moved away from him and picked up a knife from the draining rack.

"Get out of my house!" she cried, tears running down her cheeks, knife pointed. "You're no comfort —
you're just another slap in the face I don't need tonight! Take your bloody cross and your bloody Bible
and your fire, and get out!"

"Jesus loves you, Leslie."

She told him what he could do with his Jesus.

"I'll pray for you."

"Do I have to call a cop?"

Rory went out.

He walked down the driveway, hands in his jacket pockets, shaking his head, praying as he'd promised.
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The explosion's force knocked him on his face.
When he opened his eyes he could see his own shadow on the gravel, etched sharp as broken glass.

He rolled to look back. The little house was a torch, its flames clawing at heaven. The nearest trees
flared like tissue paper.

"Leslie!" Rory ran back. He couldn't get within a hundred feet.

He ran to Thumb's car.

"We've got to get to a phone!" he said, jumping in.

"Right," said Thumb, and he started the motor. "We can't let a thing like this spread."

They raced to the next farm where Rory roused the farmer and his wife, and the call was made.
Then they drove back toward town.

Rory sat silent for a while. After a few minutes he said, "You blew up the house, didn't you?"
"[t's possible."

"What does that mean? You admit it?"

"I don't admit a thing, Rory. There's all kinds of ways God accomplishes His will. Fire from Heaven has
fallen before. Maybe that's what happened tonight."

"But more likely your friends planted some kind of charge — maybe even while I was in there talking."

"Could be. Would it make that much difference?"

"Of course it makes a difference!"

"Think about it, Rory. God sent down fire on Sodom and Gomorrah. Women and children died. God
didn't send fire to destroy the Canaanites. He told His people to do the job. He said to kill them all —
men, women and children. Equally just. Not pretty. Not nice. But it had to be done."

Rory listened in horror.This guy is crazy. I'm in a car with a psychopath.

So how come he doesn't sound crazy?

"Because what was growing up in Canaan had to be killed," Thumb was saying. "Canaan — the land
that became Israel — it's the place where religions are born. Jews, Christians, Moslems, we all look to
the God of the Hebrews.

"But suppose the Canaanites had won. Suppose their gods had been the ones three great religions
worship?

"They sacrificed their children, Rory!They were killing their kids long before the Hebrews did. Can
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you imagine if Mohammed had believed in gods like that? You think the world's in a mess now?

"Stopping it was a brutal business. It hasn't gotten any nicer. And it isn't right that the Lords' church
should be mixed up in it.

"So we — the Hands of God — we carry out the garbage. Prayerfully, humbly, we do the smelly work.
That's our calling. We protect the world, and we protect the church.

"So before you make any decisions, Rory, and before you judge us, I want you to think. Because there's
a place for you in the Hands of God if you feel the call."

Rory looked at him. "Why me?"

"Let's say the Lord led us to you."

Rory looked out the window. He'd lost his hat — back at the farm he supposed. He wanted to be out of
the car, out of the state — the old instincts that had sent him running from Chicago and Los Angeles were
still there.The man was making sense. But he couldn't be right! Say something nutty, Thumb —

make this easier!

"I liked her," Rory said. "We didn't have much in common, but I liked her. I think we could have talked,;
maybe I could have answered some of her questions.

"You practically admit you... killed her. And you expect me to join you?"

Thumb said, "You think Moses liked it, when they killed the Canaanites? Y ou think Joshua was having a
good time? I think it turned their guts.

"But the Lord commanded it. That's the only excuse in the world for doing it. You know the Lord
doesn't command it lightly."

"How do you know He commanded it at all?"

"You're not ready for that knowledge, Rory. You've got to have faith enough to join us before you can
understand it.

"We've saved lives tonight. You've got to believe that. And she felt no pain. It was over before she knew
it. What she's feeling where she is now is another matter."

"I could go to the police."

"We wouldn't stop you. What could you tell them? A conspiracy in ski masks? I promise you there
won't be a shred of evidence, except maybe somebody's cowboy hat."

Rory jerked in his seat.
"You'd be surprised at the things the Hands of God have done over the years, and nobody the wiser,"
Thumb continued. "Things you've heard about all your life. Things they told you about in school. If you

read our secret chronicles, you'd have to unlearn half your history lessons."

They pulled into the motel parking lot. They could hear the siren of the volunteer fire department's hook
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and ladder.

"How many of you are there?" Rory asked.

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

Rory reached for the door handle, then paused.

"You said the Canaanites had to be destroyed because they were sacrificing children."
"That's right. That's the great Abomination, the thing the Lord will never tolerate."

"I don't think Leslie was going to kill any children."

Thumb looked at his hands, the stared out the windshield.

"It's a good thing we called the Fire Department," he said softly. "A fire like that could have spread. No
telling who could have gotten hurt."

Rory looked at the man, unreadable as a mummy in his ski mask. He got out of the car.
"T'll think about it," he said. "But don't hold your breath."

"Think about this, Rory. Where do you think your friend Rowan came from? Everything starts as a
baby."

Rory closed the door and walked to his own car.

CHAPTER 1V

The rising north wind whipped the flames, but the firemen drowned them at last. The crowd of neighbors
who had gotten out of bed to watch headed home around 3:00 a.m, as the Volunteer Fire Department
rolled up its hoses and stowed its gear. By four everybody was gone, and the old barn and sheds, saved
only out of principle, stared at the place where the house had been like friends at a surprise wake.

Their rememberings were disturbed after a half an hour, by an intruder.

He was a tall, bearded man dressed in a long black cloak and a wide black hat. He carried a heavy
staff.

He walked to the ruins, poked the ash with the staff.
"A good burning," he whispered, not in English.

He gave a short whistle, and the country silence, which is no silence at all, became truly still. He whistled
again, a tune now — a minor melody with evergreens and women's eyes in it.

Rabbits, one, two, three, came hesitating from the cover of the trees. They hopped and paused,
doubtful. But they came.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

They crouched, trembling violently, ears back, in a circle around the intruder. Laying his staff aside he
knelt and passed a long hand down the back of the largest buck.

Swiftly he caught it up and wrung its head off. As it jerked in his hands, the other rabbits loped away.
He took up a charred board, drew a knife from somewhere, and made a few carvings in the wood. He
dipped a finger in the rabbit's blood and stained where he had carved. He set the board down in front of
him.

Then he began to sing in deep, rolling tones, turning to the four points of the compass, the dead rabbit
held high in both hands. His voice grew louder, but no one who might have heard would have understood
the words.

The wind freshened.

He tossed the rabbit into the center of the ruins. It landed in the wet ashes with a slap.

"Come now," he whispered.

And Leslie Prill was there, naked and ashamed among the cinders.

"What's happened?" she cried. "Who are you?"

"You are dead, and I am your master."

"Dead? No. I can't — I was — I was talking to someone and — and —"

"And they burned you, witch, as you feared."

"No! No, I don't remember — anything —"

"That is your final good fortune. You must go soon the way you chose long since. But first you will
answer me."

"Answer what?"

"Tell me what shall be! You have the gift. You had it always, in a weak and distracted way; now the
distractions are gone. You see plainly. Tell me what you see!"

"It was you! It was you I saw coming! Death and violence and burning, they come with you, like the
Wild Hunt, and the wolves and the wind. You've come to meet the comet!"

"Tell me something I don't already know!"

"The comet is the Great Circle — the worm that devours its tail. It passes and returns, and what was
may be again."

"Yes! Yes!"

"The Sword is nearby. Even now it is being forged."
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"I must have the Sword, but to say it is here tells me nothing. I knew it must be. It's the Spear [ must
know about! Tell me how I'll get the Spear!"

"Three times you've tried to use the Sword, and three times you have failed. It does not show itself yet,
and it can be bent. But if it were easily bent, it would not be the Sword."

"There is no man in the world so true as a sword;

"And no sword is wholly true."

"What words are those?"

"The words of Sigfod Oski, the poet. I can bend the Sword."

"Bend it, and you will have the Spear. If you cannot, the Spear will have you."
"What more?"

"Nothing more. What I see I've told."

"I know little more than before I called you up!"

"Be grateful you don't know less. I must go."

"Stay, witch! Will I win? Tell me where the road leads!"

"It leads a hundred ways. It leads nowhere. I haven't time to tell the combinations. But this I see: the
Wolf waits at the end. Whatever way you take, it leads at last to the Wolf."

"I knew that as well," the intruder rumbled, but the dead woman was gone, on her own journey — a
flight as high as she could rise on her own lifting.

THOR'S DAY
CHAPTER V

The heart of modern poetry is, at least negatively, very like the heart of the barbarian kind. It is an
intriguing thought: we have sacked Rome yet again!

Why did the Viking chief revere his poet so? If I may say it (please do not misunderstand) the chief
needed hisskald as he needed his wife, and for much the same reason.

Listen: when we speak of Siegfried, or Arthur, we speak only tangentially of the heroes themselves. We
cannot meet or touch them, can but guess what manner of men they were.

But, being heroes, they shot outfales , and tales are a kind of seed. They lodge in the poet's mind as in a
woman's womb, and when the poet has completed his labor he brings forth thesaga . The saga is neither
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the hero nor the poet, but their mutual child, a child who may live forever, or generate eternal progeny of
his own (think how Svipdag's saga lives on even today in the legend of William Tell!). The saga is all that
remains of the hero, a greater monument than any son....

Martell closed the cover ofHrafnsmal , Sigfod Oski's best known work. He had picked it up idly and
opened it to the preface while trying to make up his mind to tackle the student papers on his desk. He
told himself he ought to brush up his Oski, since he'd be hearing him read tonight.

His hand hurt, but sleep had helped, and he could write if he went carefully. No reason not to work if he
made up his mind to it. But his mind was elsewhere.

He had dreamed of heroism as a boy, poring over every book he could find in the school library that had
anything to do with Vikings.

He had fantasized himself born in that age, tall and strong and grimly brave. He would have been better
than the historical Vikings of course. He wouldn't have robbed, or burned, or taken slaves, or raped (he
wasn't sure at that age what rape was, but he was sure it was something he wouldn't have done). He
would have fought only for freedom and justice, and the cargoes of booty he brought home in his sleek
ship would have been taken from evil kings and oppressors.

He had loved the Viking gods, even (for a short time) contemplating praying to them: Thor, strongest
and kindest, though far from the brightest. Tyr, the swordsman who broke his oath to bind the monster
wolf Fenris, then bravely let the beast bite his hand off in recompense. Frey, the fertility god whose
special attributes were not explained in books written for children. And Loki the trickster, father of doom
yet blood-brother to the greatest of them all — Odin the Allfather. Odin, dark and mysterious, Odin the
wanderer, Odin the magician, shape-changer, deceiver, doomed to be eaten by the Wolf Fenris, Loki's
child, on the Last Day; a chieftain who gave great gifts when he pleased but promised nothing. Tragic
gods, limited gods, beautiful gods. Gods a man could die for, and with, in a simpler time.

The memories brought that cold regret that haunts every reflective man — the conviction that somehow,

somewhere, he has missed the one path that would have led to his proper destiny, a consummation lost
now forever. All that remains is the disappointment of friends and the mockery of enemies.7oo late .

His truth-sickness twisted his gut and bent him over in his chair.Lie .

What's happening to me?

When he'd gotten his composure he sat with his elbows on the desktop. He picked his letter-opener out
of his pencil mug. The opener was a miniature replica of a Viking sword, a souvenir of Oslo. A couple
years back he'd snapped its blade prying open a carton. He thought there were two things he could do
with it: either locate a miniature anvil and make an Excalibur of it, or find someone to weld it together for
him.

A picture from boyhood came to him.

His father had stood in the old tool shed, masked like a knight, lighting a welding torch, the gray rod in
its grip burning whiter than white at the end.

"Don't look at it," his father had said.
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The welding machine hummed a hair-standing note, and the smell of sulphur filled his nose as he watched
the shadows move on the jars and cans of nails and bolts lined up on the shelves over the bench.

Afterwards, while the wagon hitch cooled, he had asked, "How does it work?"

"The welding?"

"Yeah."

"All metals want to weld when they meet," his father had said, pulling off his gloves. "The reason they
don't is the impurities on the surface. The welding torch burns the impurities away, melts the metal, and it
just runs together. Simple."

The toolshed had been bulldozed and plowed over years ago, and an agribusiness owned the farm.
Martell ached for a place and a time lost almost without evidence. How strong his father had been! But
then he had had to be, to bear the sadness that had come to stay....

Maybe I should have stayed on the farm, he thought.Maybe I owed them that —

His stomach lurched again. It was another lie, self-pity.

What's happening to me?

He thought of last night, of the young man's demand, his own refusal./ can't lie, he thought.Anybody can
lie. NOT lying is the problem for normal people.

Elaine had called him a snob. She said he purposely sought out unpopular positions.
No, he wouldn't think about Elaine.

For distraction he turned to the essays. The first one he opened began,/ think Charlemagne was one
of the greatest Frenchmen in history .

Someone knocked at the office door. He put the paper down without regret and said, "Come in."

His visitor was a student, a girl named Cindy Halstrom. Cindy was a good student, an overweight girl
with limp dark hair and a weak chin. She was carrying books and wearing a Norwegian sweater.

He asked her to sit down and she said, "I want to talk to you about Scandinavian History."
She was lying.

"Are you all right, Mr. Martell?" Martell made an effort to relax his face.

"It's nothing. What were you saying?"

"T've been having some trouble with Scandinavian History."

"As I recall you've been doing pretty well, Cindy."
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"I'm used to doing better. I've almost always been a 4.0 student. After all, I can't depend on my looks."
She shifted her small blue eyes and laughed a little false laugh.

Martell looked away too. He would have known what was happening even without the internal lie
detector. It was never fun, and it sometimes it got nasty. And the timing couldn't have been worse.

His glance fell on the books Cindy had set on his desk. The top one was one of the required texts for
Women's Studies 201 —"The Myth of Heterosexual Reproduction" and Other Feminist Classics .
It seemed so sincere it was soothing. Underneath was another title, this one for a Psychology course: The
Psychopathology of Heroism .

"T've been having trouble concentrating,”" Cindy said. "There've been things on my mind."

"We all have times like that."”

"T've been — something's been bothering me. I guess I'm in love, you know? Only I know I don't have
any chance, and it's — it's kind of hard."

His experience in these situations had given him a long list of things not to say. His list of things he ought
to say had no items on it.

There was a minute of silence. Rats could be heard scuttering in the walls.

Cindy spoke again. "I've been talking with a lot of my friends — well not a lot, I don't have a lot of
friends — and everybody's glad you didn't get into any trouble over Julie Anderson. Everybody knows
she's a slut."

"I suppose she's... unhappy, like so many people. But I appreciate your confidence."

"T just want you to know that a lot of people always believed in you. You're — you're very special to
us."

"Thank you."Here it comes.
"Mr. Martell, what do you do when you're in love — really in love — with somebody you can't get
near? When you think about them all day long, and lie awake thinking about them at night, and you can't

study or even see straight?"

Martell breathed deeply, avoiding her eyes. "I can tell you some things that are true, but they won't help,"
he said carefully. "First of all, youwill get over it."

"I've heard you carried a torch for a woman for more than ten years."
Who had told that story?
"I'm... a lot older than you."What was that supposed to mean? "But even I got over my first love."

"I know I'm not pretty." Cindy left the sentence hanging between them, suspended eight inches above the
desk top.

Martell might have comforted her with a lie.
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She tried again. "I've never been able to think of myself as attractive."
Martell said nothing. He notice that his ankles had crossed themselves, and were hurting each other.

"Do you think — would it be possible — could somebody like you, maybe, ever love somebody like
me?"

"Cindy —"

"You think I'm ugly, don't you?"
"I wouldn't call you that —"

"But you wouldn't call me pretty?"
Again he had nothing to say.

She broke into tears.

"I can't lie to you, Cindy. I respect you too much to tell you things you know aren't true just to make you
feel better."

Stupid thing to say.She went on crying.

"I'd be playing games with you — treating you like a child. I don't think 