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Preface

| cannot now recall where or when or why | first conceived of Dancy Flammarion. But then | can
say the same thing about amost al of my characters, regardless of how fond of them | may (or may not)
be. AImogt inevitably, that moment when they initialy occur to meislogt. Only later, after astory or two,
after anovd or three, do those origina thoughts take on any significance, and by thenit'stoo late and I've
forgotten. Hindsight'sabitch.

But the earliest mention of Dancy in my notesfor Threshold is dated September 16th, 1998. |
describe her smply asa " creepy little 'Boo Radley' dbino girl.” Also, | know that | first came acrossthe
name Dancy that summer, while | was collecting fossils from the Upper Cretaceous of western Alabama.
If you look at amap of the state—if you look very closely—you can probably find the "town" of Dancy
on State Highway 17, afew miles east of the Mississippi line in southern Pickens County. It had a post
office, once upon atime, and might have been named for Dr. Edwin C. Dancy (b. 1810). | wasthere one
blistering afternoon in July or August, and the name stuck in my head, as names often do, and so maybe
itsfar to say that's where Dancy Flammarion began.

Now, more than eight years later, I've written anovel, four short stories, and anovella about
Dancy, though I'd genuindly never intended to go back to her after finishing with Threshold. Butinthe
summer of 2001, while compiling materid for Trilobite: The Writing of Threshold, | wasglancing
through the novel and lingered on this passage from the end of Chapter Eight:

Thisisthe ravenous stone face that Dancy's dreamt of so many times, the same yawning, toothless
mouth and those vacant, hollow eyes. Face of the thing that killed her mother and the vengeful ebony
thing that cameto take its body back into the sivamp, the face of the smiling man from the Greyhound
bus and the auburn-haired woman in Waycross with stubby, writhing tentacles where her breasts should
have been, the pretty boy in Savannah who showed her a corked amber bottle that held three thousand
waysto suffer, three thousand ways to hurt, before she killed him. All of them dead because that's what
the angel said, and she's stlanding here holding tight to these iron bars so she doesn't fal, too weak to
stand and the mountain looming above her, because thisis where the angel said she had to go. (p. 134)

Suddenly, | wanted to tell one of these stories. Specificaly, | wanted to know exactly what had
happened to Dancy in Savannah when she met the pretty boy with the deadly amber bottle, and | began
work on astory caled "Les Fleurs Empoisonnées,” which | intended to include in the chapbook. But then
it proved to be arather longish story, and Bill Schafer at Subterranean Press proposed it be published on
itsown asasmal hardback. | asked if | could get Dame Darcy toillustrateit, as one of her drawings had
been avery important inspiration, and he said sure, but would | change the title to something that wasn't
French. | agreed, and "'Les Fleurs Empoisonnées’ was released as In the Garden of Poisonous
Flowers in March 2002. We were even able to use the Dame Darcy piece that had given methe
ghoulish women of the Stephens Ward Tea L eague and Society of Resurrectionists for the book's end
papers.

And, asit turned out, by thetime In the Garden of Poisonous Flowers wasin print, I'd already
written a second Dancy story, astrange little piece about her childhood in the swamps of Okaoosa
County, Florida. Titled "The Well of Stars and Shadow,” it was written at the very tail end of October



2001 (thank you, Spooky) and appeared first on Gothic.net on the twelfth of that November. It was aso
incdudedin Trilobite: The Writing of Threshold (which, for one reason and another, wasn't rel eased
until 2003). Only afew months later, in March 2002, | wrote my third Dancy short story, "Waycross,"
which was rel eased as a chapbook by Subterranean Press, beautifully illustrated by Ted Naifeh (those
four illugtrations are reprinted herein). Like "Les Fleurs Empoisonnées' beforeit, "Waycross' grew out of
that paragraph from the end of Chapter Eight of Threshold, eucidating another of the episodes |'d begun
to wonder about. In Augus, as | was finishing with Low Red Moon, | wrotein my onlinejourna
(9/17/02), "I know | still have one more Dancy story |eft to write, a prequel to 'Waycross,' but it may be
months before | have timeto writeit." | suspected it would betitled "Bainbridge,” and by this point Bill
Schafer was asking about doing acollection of Dancy stories.

But then on March 18, 2003, roughly ayear after I'd written "Waycross," | wrote an unanticipated
piececaled "Alabagter.” Again, | refer to an entry from my onlinejournd (these things can be very
convenient): "...I did something I've never done before. | conceived of and finished ashort story onthe
same day. I'd never even begun and finished a short story on the same day before. It'savery short piece,
only about 1,000 wds., for the Camel ot chapette book, titled 'Alabaster.’ A brief glimpse at Dancy
Flammarion on her way to "Waycross,' set before that story, Threshold, and In the Garden of
Poisonous Flowers." In 2004, as| began to plan for the Dancy collection, | expanded "Alabaster” into
afull-length short story, which appearsin print for thefirst timein this collection.

Thefind short gory in thisbook, "Bainbridge,” which | believe will bethe last time | write about
Dancy, was begun in December 2005 and completed just after the New Y ear. I'm not going to say much
more about it, asit hasafew surprises (I know they surprised me) which | don't want to spoil. Among
other things, the story dedls with Dancy's mother, Julia Flammarion, and her attempt to drown hersdf off
Pensacola Beach in December 1982.

Also the reader will note that, aswith Tales of Pain and Wonder, | have provided the reader with
asecond Table of Contents, for those who wish the read the storiesin chronologica order rather than the
order in which they were written (my persona preference).

It ssems asthough | ought to have moreto say here, something more substantia than thissmple
litany of dates. Dancy has been in my head for along, long time now. I've returned to her again and
again. Theword avatar comesto mind, and itsorigina Sanskrit meaning—theincarnation of agodin
animal or human form. Dancy has certainly been that, though | think I'll leave the reader to draw hisor
her own conclusions about the ultimate nature of the god or gods that Dancy Flammarion might be made
incarnate. And, of course, Dancy has also served as an avatar for some dark splinter of my own being,
the incarnation of my own seemingly bottomlessfury a the world around me, the splinter which wants no
part of tedious Reason and Compromise, the angry, seething splinter that would be alot happier
addressing this or that perceived injustice with acarving knife than settling for merewords. Therésa
paradox here, of course. While | doubt I'm quite monstrous enough to ever show up on Dancy's hit lit,
I'm aso pretty sure sheld have about as much use for me as she did for those wicked Ladiesin
Savannah. That doesn't make me love her any less, though. Like the Gynander and Sinethella, | have no
illusions about my own mongtrosity. It only makesit harder for meto consider thetrails I've seenfit to
vigt upon Dancy.

| think thisisall about mirrors, more than anything else, mirrors and lost innocence. | think it'saso
about the terrible consegquences of misguided belief. And insanity. And there's still something more,
something | can't quite seemto get &, like alast bit of marrow in some inconvenient crevice of a
shattered bone. Maybe you'll seeit for yoursalves, or maybe I'm only jumping at shadows.

My thanksto Bill Schafer, because | never would have written this book without his enthusiasm and
encouragement. And to Spooky, who hides the knivesfrom me. And to my agent, Merrilee Helfetz. A
big thank you to Ted Naifeh for making much more of this book than my words, and to Dame Darcy, for
inspiration and for her work on In the Garden of Poisonous Flowers. And I'm sure there are other
people who should be thanked. There always are. But now it'stime to start the show. Someone get the
lights...
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...abasht the Devil stood,
And felt how awful goodnessis...
John Milton, Paradise Lost

Every angel isterrifying.
Rainer MariaRilke, Duino Elegies

Les Fleurs Empoisonnées

Miles past atown named Vidalia, town named after an onion, onion named after atown, but Dead
Girl has no ideahow many miles, the vast, unremarkable Georgianight like a seamless quilt of starsand
kudzu vines, and al these roads ook the sameto her. The Bailiff behind the whed of the rusty black
Monte Carlo they picked up in Jacksonville after the Oldsmobile broke down, Bobby in the front sest
beside him, playing with the dia's on the radio; the endless chain of honky-tonk and gospel Sationsis
broken only by the spit and crackle of static squeezed in between. Dead Girl's alone in the backseat
reading one of her books by moonlight. She asks Bobby to stop, please, because he's getting on her
nerves, probably getting on the Bailiff's nerves, too. He pauses |ong enough to glance back at her, and his
slver eyesflash like mercury and rainwater coins. He might be any six-year-old boy, except for those
eyes.

"Let him be" the Bailiff says. "Heisn't bothering me." Bobby smirksat her, sticks out histongue,
and goes back to playing with the radio.

"Suit yoursdlf," Dead Girl says and turns a page, even though she hasn't finished reading the last one.

"Well, well, now," the Balliff says, and helaughs hishusky, drywheezelaugh. "There'sasdght ... "

And the Monte Carlo's breaks squeal, meta grinding metal, and the car drifts off the road. Dead
Girl 9tsup, and she can see the hitchhiker in the headlights, ateenage girl holding up one hand to shield
her eyesfrom the glare.

"I'm not hungry,”" Bobby says asif someone had asked, and Dead Girl Sares at the Bailiff's
reflection in the rearview mirror. But there's no explanation waiting for her in hisgreen eyes, hiseasy
amile, the secretive parchment creases of his ancient face; she wishesfor the hundredth time that sheld
stayed in Providence with Gable, better things to do than riding around the sticks picking up runaways
and bums. Having to deep in the trunks of rattletrap automobiles while the Bailiff runs his errands benesth
the blazing Southern sun, sun so bright and violent that even the night seems scorched.

"Maybethisoneain't for eating, boy," the Bailiff chuckles, and theMonte Carlorolistoastopina
cloud of dust and grit and carbon monoxide. "Maybe this one's something you've never seen before.”

Thegirl'swearing dark wrap-around sunglasses, and her hair isaswhite as milk, milk spuninto the
finest slken thread, talcum-powder skin, and "It'sjust an abino,” Dead Girl mutters, disgppointed. "Y ou
think we've never seen an abino before?’

The Bailiff laughs again and honks the horn. The girl leansforward and squints a them through her
sunglasses and the settling dust, takes a hesitant step towards the car. She'swearing afaded yelow
Minnie Mouse T-shirt and carrying atattered duffel bag.

"Pure as the driven snow, thisone here. Funerd lilies and barbed wire. Keep your eyes open, both
of you, or she just might teach you something you don't want to learn.”

"Chrigt," Dead Girl hisses and dumps back in her seat. "I thought we were in such abig, damn



hurry. | thought Miss Aramat was—"

"Watch your tongue, child," the Bailiff growls back, and now his eyesflash angry emerdd fire at her
from the rearview mirror. "Mind your place,” and then Bobby's rolling down hiswindow, and the dbino
girl peersdoubtfully into the Monte Carlo.

"Whereyou bound, sster?’ the Bailiff asks, and she doesn't answer right away, lookswarily at
Bobby and Dead Girl and then back at the road stretching away into the summer night.

"Savannah," theabino girl says, findly. "I'm on my way to Savannah,” and Dead Girl can hear the
misgiving, the guarded gpprehension, weighting the edges of her voice.

"Wdll, now, how about that. Would you believe we're headed that way ourselves? Don't just Sit
there, Bobby. Open the door for the girl and help her with that bag—"

"Maybe | should wait on the next car,” she says and wrinkles her nose like arabbit. "There's
aready three of you. There might not be enough room."

"Nonsense," the Balliff replies. "There's plenty of room, isn't there, children?' Bobby opens his door
and takes her duffel bag, stuffsit into the floorboard behind his seat. The abino looks at the road one
moretime, and, for amoment, Dead Girl thinks maybe she's going to run, wondersif the Bailiff will chase
her if she does, if it's that sort of lesson.

"Thanks," she says, sounding anything but grateful, and climbsinto the back and sits besde Dead
Girl. Bobby dams his door shut, and the Monte Carlo's tires spin uselessy for amoment, flinging up sand
and gravel, before they find traction and the car lurches forward onto the road.

"Youfrom Viddia?' the Balliff asks, and the girl nods her head, but doesn't say anything. Dead Girl
closes her book—Charlotte's Web in Latin, Tela Charlottae—and laysit on the seat between them.
The abino smdlslike old sweat and dirty clothes, like fresh air and the warm blood in her veins. Bobby
turnsaround in his seat and watches her with curious silver eyes.

"What's her name?" he asks Dead Girl, and the Bailiff swervesto miss something lying in the road.

"Dancy," the dbino says. "Dancy Hammarion," and she takes off her sunglasses, revedseyesthe
deep red-pink of pyrope or the pulpy hearts of fresh strawberries.

"Isshe blind?' Bobby asks, and "How the hell would | know?' Dead Girl grumbles. "Ask her
yoursdlf."

"Areyou blind?"

"No," Dancy tells him, the hard edge in her voice to say she knowsthisisagame, ataunting
formdity, and maybe shes seenit dl before. "But the light hurts my eyes™

"Mine, too," Bobby says.

"Oculocutaneous abinism,” the Bailiff chimesin. "A genetic defect in the body's ability to convert the
amino acid tyrosine into melanin. Ah, but we're being rude, Bobby. She probably doesn't liketo talk
about it."

"No, that'sal right. It doesn't bother me," and Dancy leans suddenly, boldly, forward, leaving only
inches between hersdlf and Bobby. The movement surprises him, and he jumps.

"What about you, Bobby? What'swrong with your eyes?' Dancy asks him.

"l—" he begins and then pauses and looks uncertainly at Dead Girl and the Bailiff. Dead Girl shrugs,
no ideawhat the rulesin this charade might be, and the Bailiff kegps his eyes on the road.

"That's okay," Dancy says, and shewinksat him. "Y ou don't haveto tell meif you don't want to, if
you're not supposed to tell. The angel tellsmewhat | need to know."

"You have an angd?' and now Bobby sounds skeptical.

"Everyone has an angd. Well, everyone | ever met so far. Even you, Bobby. Didn't they tell you
thet?"

Dead Girl sighs and picks her book up again, opensit to a page she's read twice dready.

"Why don't you seeif you can find something on theradio,” she saysto Bobby.

"But I'm 4till talking to Dancy."



"Youll have plenty of timeto talk to Dancy, boy," the Bailiff says. "Sheisn't going anywhere.”

"She's going to Savannah with us"

"Except Savannah," Dancy saysvery softly, faint amile at the corners of her mouth, and she turns
away and looks out the window at the nightshrouded fields and farmhouses rushing silently past. Bobby
sares at her for another minute or two, like he's afraid she might disappear, then he goes back to playing
with the radio knobs.

"Y ou too, Mercy Brown," the albino whispers, and Dead Girl stops reading.

"What?" sheasks. "What did you just say to me?"

"I dreamed about you once, Mercy. | dreamed about you deeping at the bottom of acold river,
crabstangled in your hair and this boy in your arms." Dancy keeps her eyes on the window as shetalks,
her voice so cool, so unafraid, like maybe she climbsinto cars with demons every goddamn night of the
week.

"I dreamed about you and snow. Y ou got an angel, too."

"You shut the fuck up,” Dead Girl snarls. "That's not my name, and | don't care who you are, you
shut up or—"

"Youll kill meanyway," Dancy sayscamly, "so what's the difference?' and up front the Bailiff
chucklesto himself. Bobby finds astation playing an old Johnny Cash song, "The Reverend Mr. Black,"
and hesngsdong.

Southeast and the land turns from open prairie and piney woods to salt marsh and estuaries,
confluence of muddy, winding rivers, blackwater piss of the distant Appa achians, the Piedmont hills, and
everything between. The Lowcountry, no fayrer or fytter place, dl cordgrass and wax myrtle, herons
and crayfish, and the old city laid out wide and flat where the Savannah River runsfindly into the patient,
hungry sea. The end of Sherman's March, and this swampy gem spared the Y ankee torches, saved by
gracious women and their soiree seductions, and in 1864 the whole city made agrand Christmas gift to
Abraham Lincoln.

The manson on East Hall Street, Stephens Ward, built seventeen long years later, Reconstruction
days, and Mr. Theodosius W. Y banes hired a fashionable architect from Rhode Idand to design his
eclectic, mismatched paace of masonry and wrought iron, Gothic pilasters and high Itaiante balconies.
The mansard roof tacked on following a hurricane in 1888 and, after Theodosius desth, the house
handed down to his children and grandchildren, great-grandchildren, generations come and gone and,
unlike most of Savannah's stately, old homes, this house has never passed from the direct bloodline of its
firs master.

And, at last, delivered across the decades, afurious red century and decades more, into the small,
dender hands of Miss Aramat Drawdes, greet-great-great granddaughter of a Civil War munitions
merchant and unspoken matriarch of the Stephens Ward Tea League and Society of Resurrectionigts.
Thefirst femae descendent of Old Y banes not to take a husband, her sexud, socid, and culinary
proclivities entirely too unorthodox to permit even amarriage of convenience, but Miss Aramat keeps her
own sort of family in the rambling mansion on East Hall Street. Behind yellow glazed-brick walls, azaleas
and ivy, windows blinded by heavy drapes, the house keepsiits own counsd, its own world gpart from
the prosai ¢ customs and concerns of the city.

And from appearances, this particular night in Juneis nothing specid, not like the time they found
the transsexua junky who'd hung herself with baling wirein Forsyth Park, or last October, when Candida
had the idea of carving dl their jack-0'-lanterns from human and ape skulls and then setting them out on
the porchesin plain sght. Nothing so unusud or extravagant, only the traditiona Saturday night
indulgences. the nine ladies of the League and Society (nine now, but there have been more and less, at
other times), assembled in the Y dlow Room. Antique velvet wallpaper the pungent color of saffron, and



they sit, or stand, or lie outstretched on the Turkish carpet, the cushions strewn about the floor and a
couple of threadbare récamiers. Miss Aramat and her eight exquisite ssters, the nine who would be
proper ghoulsif only they'd been born to better skinsthan these falible, ephemeral womanhusks. They
paint their lipslike open wounds, their eyeslike bruises. Their fine dresses are not reproductions, every
gown and corset and crinoline vintage Victorian or Edwardian, and never anything later than 1914,
because that's the year the world ended, Miss Aramat says.

A lump of sticky black opium in the tal octopean hookah, and there are bottles of burgundy, pear
brandy, chartreuse, and cognac, but tonight Miss Aramat prefers the bitter Spanish absinthe, and she
watches lazily as | solde balances adotted silver trowd on therim of her glass. A single sugar cube, and
the girl pourswater from a carafe over the trowel, dissolving the sugar, drip, drip, drip, and the liqueur
turnsthe milky green of polished jade.

"Menext," Emily demands from her seat on one of the yellow récamiers, but Isolde ignores her,
pours herself an absinthe and sits on the floor at Miss Aramat's bare feet. She smirksa Emily, who rolls
her blue, exasperated eyes and reaches for the brandy, instead.

"Better watch yoursdlf, Isolde," Biancabelawarns playfully from her place beneeth a Tiffany floor
lamp, stained-glass light like shattered sunflowersto spill across her face and shoulders. "One day we're
gonnahave your carcasson thetable.”

"In your dreams," solde snaps back, but she nestles in deeper between Miss Aramat's legs,
anyway, takes refuge in the protective cocoon of her stockings and petticoat, the folds of her skirt.

Later, of course, there will be dinner, the mahogany sideboard in the dining room laid out with
sweetbreads des champignon, boiled terrapin lightly flavored with nutmeg and sherry, yams and okra
and red rice, raw oysters, Jerusalem artichokes and a dozen deserts to choose from. Then Almaand
Biancabdlawill play for them, cello and violin until it'stimeto go down to the

basement and the evening's anatomizings.

Made eine turns another card, the Queen of Cups, and Porcdlinafrowns, not exactly what she was
hoping for, aready growing bored with Maddy's dry prognostications; she looks over her left shoulder at
Miss Araméat.

"l saw Samuel again thisweek," she says. "He told me the bottle has started to sing at night, if the
moon's bright enough.”

Miss Aramat stops running her fingers through Isolde's curly blonde hair and sares silently a
Porcdinafor amoment. Another sip of absinthe, sugar and anise on her tongue, and "l thought we had an
understanding,” she says. "1 thought 1'd asked you not to mention him ever again, not in my presence, not
inthishouse"

Porcelina glances back down at the Tarot card, pushes her violet-tinted pince-nez farther up the
bridge of her nose.

"He saysthat the Jamaicans are offering him alot of money for it."

Across the room, Candida stops reading to Mary Rose, closes the copy of Unaussprechlichen
Kulten and glares at Porcelina. ™Y ou may be the youngest,” she says. "But that's no excuse for
impudence. Y ou were told—"

"But I've seen it, with my own eyes|'ve seeniit,” and now she doesn't sound so bold, not half so
confident as only an instant before. Madd eineistrying to ignore the whole affair, gathers up her deck and
shufflesthe cards.

"Y ou've seen what he wants you to see. What he made you see" Miss Aramat says. "Nothing
more. The bottlésafairy tale, and Samuel and the rest of those old conjurers know damn well that'sdl it
will ever be"

"But what if it isn't? What if just one half the things he says are true?'

"Dropit," Candidamutters and opens her book again. "Yes," Mary Rose says. "Weredl sick to
death of hearing about Samuel and that goddamn bottle.”

But Miss Aramat keeps her bottoml ess hazel-green eyes on Porcedling, takes another small swallow



of absinthe. Shetangles her fingersin Isolde's hair and pulls her head back sharply, exposing the girl's
pae throat to the room; they can all see the scars, the puckered worm-pink dashes between Isolde's
pretty chin and her high lace collar.

"Then you go and cdl him, Porcding," Miss Aramat saysvery softly. "Tdl him to bring the bottle
here, tonight. Tell him | want ademondration.”

Madeleine stops shuffling her cards, and Biancabellareaches for the brandy, even though her glass
it empty.

"Beforefour o'clock, tel him, but after three. | don't want him or one of hislittle boysinterrupting
theformdlities”

And when she's absolutely certain that Miss Aramat hasfinished, when Isolde hasfindly been
allowed to lower her chin and hide the scars, Porcelina stands up and goes aone to the telephonein the
halway.

* % %

In the basement of the house on East Hall Street there are three marble embaming tableslaid end to
end benegth arow of fluorescent lights. Thelights one of Miss Aramat's few, grudging concessonsto
modernity, though for atime they worked only by candldight, and then incandescent bulbs strung above
the tables. But her eyes aren't what they used to be, and there was Biancabella's astigmatism to consider,
aswadll. So she bought the fluorescentsin agovernment auction a Travis Field, and now every corner of
the basement is bathed in stark white light, clinical light to illuminate the most secret recesses of their
subjects.

Moldering redbrick walls, and here and there the sandy, earthern floor has been covered with
sheets of varnished plywood, a makeshift, patchwork walkway so their boots don't get too muddy
whenever it rains. An assortment of old cabinets and shelveslinesthe walls, bookshelves and
glass-fronted display cases; at |east athousand stoppered apothecary bottles, specimen jars of various
shapes and sizesfilled with ethyl acohol or formain to preserve the ragged things and bits of things that
float ingde. Antique microscopes, magnifying lenses, and prosthetic limbs, ahuman skeleton dangling
from ahook screwed into the roof of its yellowed skull, each bone carefully labeled with Indiaink in Miss
Aramat's spidery hand.

Alma's collection of aborted and pathol ogic fetuses occupies the entire northwest corner of the
basement, and another corner has been given over to Mary Rose's obsession with the cranium of Homo
sapiens. So far, she hasfifty-three (including the dozen or so sacrificed for Candida's jack-0™-lanterns),
classified as Negroid, Australoid, Mongoloid, and Xanthochroid, according T. H. Huxley's 1870 trestise
on the races of man. Opposite the embaming tablesisalong, low counter of carved and polished
oak—nhdf funereal shrine, haf |aboratory workbench—where Emily's framed photographs of deceased
members of the League and Society, lovingly adorned with persona mementos and bouquets of dried
flowers, viefor space with Madeleine'sjumble of beakers, test tubes, and bell jars.

Nearer the sairs, there'sagreat black double-doored safe that none of them has ever tried to open,
goldfiligreeand I. h. miller safe and ironworks, baltimore, m.d. painted on one door just above the brass
combination dial. Long ago, before Miss Aramat was born, someone stored a portrait of an elderly
woman in ablue dress atop the safe, anonymous, unframed canvas propped againgt thewall, and the
years and congtant damp have taken their toll. The painting has severd large holes, the handiwork of
insects and fungi, and the woman's festures have been all but obliterated.

"I've never even heard of a Skithian," 1solde says, reaching behind her back to tie the strings of her
apron.

"Scythian, dear,” Miss Aramat correctsher. "S- C- Y, like 'scythe," but the C and Y make ashort
I"instead of along 'i."

"Oh," 1solde says and yawns. "Wdll, I've never heard of them, either,” and she watches as



Biancabellamakesthefirst cut, drawing her scalpe expertly between the smdl breasts of the woman
lying on the middie table. Following the undertaker's origind Y -incision, she dices cleanly through the
sutures that hold the corpse's torso closed.

"An ancient people who probably originated in Anatoliaand Northern Mesopotamia,” Biancabdla
says as she carefully tracestheline of stitches. "Their kingdom was conquered by the Iranian Suoromata,
and by the early Sixth Century b.c. they'd mostly become nomads wandering the Kuban, and later the
Pontic Steppes—"

Isolde yawns again, louder than before, loud enough to interrupt Biancabella. ™Y ou sound like a
teacher | had in high school. He dways smelled like mentholated cough drops.”

"They might have been Iranian,” Madeleine says. "I know | read that somewhere.”

Biancabela sighs and stops cutting the sutures, her blade lingering an inch or so above the dead
woman's navel, and she glares up at Madeleine.

"They were not Iranian. Haven't you even bothered to read Plinius?’ she asks and points the scalpel
at Madeleine. "'Ultra sunt Scytharum populi, Persaeillos Sacas in universum applelavere a
proxima gente, antiqui Arameos."

"Wherethe hell is Arameos?' Madeeine asks, cocking one eyebrow suspicioudy.

"Northern Mesopotamia.”

"Who cares?" Isolde mumbles, and Biancabella shakes her head in disgust and goes back to work.
"Obvioudy, some more than others," she says.

Miss Aramat reachesfor the haf-empty bottle of winethat Mary Rose has | eft on the table near the
corpse's knees. She takes along swallow of the burgundy, wipes her mouth across the back of her hand,
smearing her lipgtick dightly. "According to Herodotus, the Scythians disemboweled their dead kings,”
she says and passes the bottle to Isolde. "Then they stuffed the abdomina cavity with cypress,
pardey-seed, frankincense, and anise. Afterwards, the body was sewn shut again and entirely covered
withwax."

Biancabdlafinishes with the sutures, lays aside her scapel and uses both hands to force open the
dead woman's belly. The sweet, caustic smells of embalming fluid and rot, aready pdpablein the
stagnant basement air, seem to rise like steam from the interior of the corpse.

"Of course, we don't have the pardey-seed," she says and glances across the table at Porcelina,
"because someone's Greek isn't exactly what it ought to be."

"It's close enough,” Porcelina says defensively, and she points an index finger at the bowl of fresh,
chopped pardey lined up with al the other ingredientsfor theritud. "1 can't imagine that Miss Whomever
She Might Be heré's going to give adamn oneway or another.”

Biancabellabeginsinserting her stedl dissection hooks through the stiffened flesh at the edges of the
incision, each hook attached to a dender chain fastened securely to the rafters overhead. "Will someone
please remind me again why wetook thislittle quimin?'

"Wdll, she'sadamn good fuck,” Madeleine says. "At least when she's sober.”

"And she makes amean corn pudding,” Almaadds.

"Oh, yes. The corn pudding. How could | have possibly forgotten the corn pudding.”

"Next time," Porcdlinagrowls, "you can fucking do it yourselves.”

"No, dear," Miss Aramat says, her voice smooth as the table top, cold asthe heart of the dead
woman. "Next time, you'll do it right. Or there may not be another time after that.”

Porcdinaturns her back on them, then, turning because she's afraid they might see straight through
her eyesto the hurt and doubt coiled about her soul. She stares instead at the louvered window above
Mary Rose's skulls, the glass painted black, shiny, thick black latex to stop the day and snooping eyes.

"WEell, you have to admit, at least then we'd never have to hear about that fucking bottle again,”
Candidalaughs, and, asthough her laughter were an incantation, skillful magic to shatter the moment, the
back doorbell rings directly overhead. A buzz like angry, € ectric wasps filtered through the floorboards,



and Miss Aramat |ooks at Porceling, who hasn't taken her eyes off the window.

"You told him three o'clock?’ Miss Aramat asks.

"I told him," Porcdinareplies, sounding scared, and Miss Aramat nods her head once, takes off her
apron, and returns it to a bracket on the wall.

"If I need you, I'll call," she saysto Biancabella, and, taking what remains of the burgundy, goes
upstairs to answer the door.

"Maybe Bobby and me should stay with the car,” Dead Girl saysagain, in casethe Bailiff didn't hear
her thefirgt time. Big, blustery man fiddling with hiskeys, searching for the onethat fits the padiock on
theiron gate; he stopslong enough to glance back at her and shake his head no. The moonlight glintsdull
off hisbald scalp, and he scratches at his beard and glares at the uncooperative keys.

"But | saw acop back there," Dead Girl says. "What if he finds the car and runs the plates? What
if—"

"We can aways get another car,” the Bailiff grumbles. "Better hefinds astolen car than astolen car
with thetwo of you stting ingde.”

"And | wannaseetheladies," Bobby chirps, swingsthe Bailiff'sleather saichel, and Dead Girl
wishes she could smack him, would if the Bailiff weren't standing right thereto see her doit.

Bobby leans close to the abino girl and stands on tiptoes, hislips pressed somewhere below her left
ear. There'sapiece of duct tape across her mouth, silver duct tape wrapped tight around her wrists, and
Dead Girl's holding onto the collar of her Minnie Mouse T-shirt. "They're like ghouls,” he whispers,
"only nicer."

"No, they're not,” Dead Girl snorts. "Not red ghouls. Red ghoulsdon't livein great big fucking
houses.”

"You'l see" Bobby whispersto Dancy. "They dig up dead people and cut them into pieces. That's
what ghouls do."

And the Balliff findstheright key, then—"There you are, my rusty little sparrow."—and the hasp
pops open and in amoment they're through the gate and standing in the garden. Dead Girl looks longingly
back at the dleyway and the Monte Carlo as the Bailiff pullsthe gate shut behind him, clang, and snaps
the padlock closed again.

The garden is darker than the dley, the low, sprawling limbs of live oaks and magnoliasto hide the
moon, crooked limbs draped with Spanish moss and epiphytic ferns. Dancy hasto squint to see. She
draws a deep breeth through her nostrils, taking in the sticky, flowerscented night, camelliasand
boxwood, the fleshy white magnolia blossoms. Behind her, the Bailiff's keysjangle, and Dead Girl shoves
Dancy roughly forward, towards the house.

The Bailiff leads the way down the narrow cobblestone path that winds between the trees, past a
brass sundia and marble statues set on marble pedestals, nude bodies wrapped in shadow garments,
unseeing stone eyes saring after Heaven. Dancy counts her steps, listensto the Bailiff's fat-man wheeze,
the twin silences where Dead Girl and Bobby's breath should be. Only the dightest warm breeze to
disturb the leaves, the drone of crickets and katydids, and, somewhere nearby, awhippoorwill calling out
to other whippoorwills.

A thick hedge of oleander bushes, and then the path turns abruptly and they're standing at the edge
of areflecting pool choked with hya-cinth and water lilies; broad flagstonesto ring its dark
circumference, and the Bailiff pauses here, stares down at the water and rubs his beard. An expresson
on hisfacelike some

onewho's lost something, someone who knows helll never find it again, or it'll never find him.

"What isit?' Dead Girl asks. "What'swrong?" but the Bailiff only shrugs his broad shoulders, and
takes another step nearer the pool, standing right at the very edge now.



"Oneday," he says. "One day, when you're older, maybe, I'll tell you abouit this place. One day
maybe I'll even tell you what she keeps trapped down there at the bottom with the goldfish and the
tadpoles.”

Helaughs, an ugly, bitter sound, and Dancy makes hersdf turn away from the pool. She can hear
the drowned things muttering to themselves bel ow the surface, even if Dead Girl cant, the rheumy voices
twined with roots and dime. Shelooks up at the house instead and sees they've amost reached the steps
leading to the high back porch. Some of the downstairs windows glow with soft yellow light, light that
can't help but seem inviting after so much darkness. But Dancy knows better, knows alie when she sees
one, and there's nothing to comfort or save her behind those walls. She takes another deep breath and
starts walking towards the steps before Dead Girl decides to shove her again.

"You ill got that satchel?' the Bailiff asks, and 'Y esgir," the boy with silver eyes answers and
holdsit up so he can see. "It's getting heavy."

"W, you just hang in there, boy. It's going to be getting awhole lot lighter any minute now.”

And they climb the Sairstogether, Dancy in thelead, till counting the paces, the Bailiff at therear,
and the wooden steps creak loudly beneath their feet. At the top, the Bailiff presses the doorbell, and
Dead Girl pushes Dancy into an old wicker chair.

"Where's your angel now?" she sneers and digs her sharp nailsinto the back of Dancy's neck,
forcing her head down between her knees.

"Becareful, child," the Balliff says. "Don't sart asking questions you don't redly want answered,”
and now he's staring back towards the aley, across the wide, wide garden towards the car. " She might
show you an angel or two, before this night's done.”

And Dead Girl opens her mouth to tell him to fuck off and never mind her "place" because
babysitting deranged abino girlswas never part of the ded. But the back door opens then, light spilling
from the house, and Dead Girl and Bobby both cover their eyes and look away. Dancy raises her head,
wishing they hadn't taken her sunglasses, and she strains to see more than the silhouette of the woman
gtanding in the doorway.

"Well, isnt thisasurprise,”" thewoman says, and then sheleadsthem dl insde.

* * %

Through the bright kitchen and down along, dimly-lit hall, wals hung with gilt-framed paintings of
scenesthat might have found their way out of Dancy's own nightmares. Midnight cemetery pictures,
opened graves and broken headstones, ariot of hunched and prancing figures, dogjawed, fire-eyed
creatures, dragging corpses from the desecrated earth.

"We can have our teaiin the Crimson Room," the woman named Miss Aramat saysto the Balliff.
Small woman barely astal as Dancy, china-doll hands and face, china-doll clothes, and Dancy thinks she
might shatter if shefdl, if anyone ever struck her. Th

ejewels about her throat sparkle like drops of blood and morning dew set in silver, and she's
wearing abig black hat, broad-brimmed and tied with bunches of lace and ribbon, two iridescent
peacock feathers stuck in the band. Her waist cinched so smal

| that Dancy imagines one hand would reach dmogt dl the way around it, thumb to middle finger.
Sheisn't old, though Dancy wouldn't exactly call her ayoung woman, either.

Miss Aramat opens adoor and ushers them into aroom the color of adaughterhouse: red wals,
red floors, crossed swords above ared-tiled fireplace, astuffed black bear wearing ared fez standing
guard in one corner. She tugs on abraided bellpull and somewhere degp insde the house theresthe
muffled sound of chimes,

"I didn't expect you until tomorrow night," she saysto the Bailiff and motionsfor him to teke a seat
in an armchair upholstered with cranberry brocade.

"Jacksonville took lesstimethan I'd expected,” he replies, shifting hisweight about, trying to find a



comfortable way to St in an uncomfortable chair. ™Y ou seemed anxious to get this shipment. | trust we're
not intruding—"

"Oh, no, no," Miss Aramat says. "Of course not,” and she smiles a smile that makes Dancy think of
andligaor.

"Well, thistime | have dmost everything you asked for," and then the armchair cracks loudly, and
he stopsfidgeting and sits ill, glancing apologeticaly a Miss Aramat. "Except the book. I'm afraid my
man on Magazine Street didn't come through on that count.”

"Ah. I'm sorry to hear that. Biancabe lawill be disgppointed.”

"However," the Bailiff says quickly and jabs a pudgy thumb towards Dancy, who's Sitting now
between Dead Girl and Bobby on along red sofa. "I think perhaps | have something here that's going to
more than make up for it."

And Miss Aramat pretends she hasn't dready noticed Dancy, that she hasn't been staring at her for
thelast five minutes. "That's marvelous,” she says, though Dancy catches the doubtful edgein her voice,
the hesitation. "'l don't think we've ever had a

nabino before”

"Oh, she'snot just any dbino," the Balliff says, grins and scratches hisbeard. ™Y ou must have heard
about the unpleasantnessin Waycross last month. W, this isthegirl who did thekilling.”

And something passes swiftly across Miss Aramat's face, then, afleeting wash of fear or
indignation, and she takes a step back towards the doorway .

"My god, man. And you brought her here?"

"Dont worry. | think she'sactudly quite harmless.”

The Bailiff winks a Dead Girl, and she dams an elbow into Dancy's ribsto prove his point. Her
breath rushes out through her nodtrils, and she doubles over, gasping uselesdy against the duct tape il
covering her mouth. A sickening swirl of black and purple fireflies dances before her eyes.

I'm going to throw up, shethinks. I'm going throw up and choke to death.

"Y ou ask me, someone must be getting doppy down therein Waycross," the Balliff says, "if this
skinny little bitch could do that much damage. Anyway, when we found her, | thought to mysdlf, now
who would gppreciate such an extraordinary morsdl asthis, such atender pink delicacy.”

Miss Aramat is chewing indecisvely a athumbnail, and she tugsthe bellpull again, harder thistime,
impatient, ssompsthe floor twice, and "No extracharge?' she asks.

"Not apenny. You'll bedoing usal afavor.”

Dancy shuts her eyestight, breathing through her nose, tasting blood and bile at the back of her
mouth. The Bailiff and Miss Aramat are il talking, but their voices seem far away now, inconsequential.
Thisisthe house where she's going to die, and she doesn't understand why the angel never told her that.
The night in Waycross when she drove her knife into the heart of amonster dressed in the skins of dead
men and animals, or before that, the one shekilled in Bainbridge. Each timethe angel thereto tell her it
was right, the world a cleaner place for her work, but never aword about this house and the woman in
the wide peacock hat. Slowly, the dizziness and nausea begin to pass even if the pain doesn't, and she
opens her eyes again and stares at the antique rug between her boots.

"l said look a me," and it takes Dancy amoment to redlize that the woman'stalking to her. She
turns her head, and now Miss Aramat's standing much closer than before and there are two younger
women standing on ether Sde of her.

" She killed the Gynander?' the very tall woman on Miss Aramat'sright asks skeptically. " Jesus,”
and she wipes her hands on the black rubber apron she's wearing, adjusts her spectaclesfor a better
view.

The auburn-haired woman on Miss Aramat's | eft shakes her head, disbdieving or smply amazed.
"What do you think sheld taste like, Biancabella? | have a Brazilian recipe for ved I've never tried—"

"Oh, no. We're not wasting thisonein the stew pot.”



"I'll haveto get plantains, of course. And lots of fresh lime.”

"Aramat, tell her thisonesfor the dab. Anyway, she looksawfully stringy.”

"Yes, but I cah marinate—"

"Just bring thetea, AIma," Miss Aramat says, interrupting the auburn-haired woman. "And sweets
for the boy. | think there are gtill some blueberry tartsleft from breakfast. Y ou may call Isolde up to help
you."

"But you're not redly going to let Biancabellahave all of her, are you?'

"Well talk about it later. Get thetea. The jasmine, please.”

And Alma sulks away towards the kitchen, mumbling to hersdf; Biancabellawatches her go. "It'sa
wonder she'snot fat asapig,” she says.

Miss Aramat knedlsin front of Dancy, brushes cornsilk bangs from her white-rabbit eyes, and when
Dancy triesto pull back, Dead Girl grabs ahandful of her hair and holds her till.

"Does she hite?' Miss Aramat asks Dead Girl, points at the duct tape, and Dead Girl shrugs.

"She hasn't bitten me. | just got tired of listening to her talk about her goddamn angdl.”

"Angdl?"

"Shehasan angd," Bobby says. " She says everyone has an angd, even me. Even Dead Girl."

"Does sheredly?' Miss Aramat asksthe boy, most of her apprehension gone and something like
ddight cregping into her voicetofill the void.

"Her angd tells her where to find monsters and how to kill them.”

"Angelsand mongters” Miss Aramat whispers, and she amiles, her fingertips gently stroking
Dancy's cheeks, skin so paleit'salmost tranducent. ™Y ou must be aregular Joan of Arc, then, la pucelle
de Dieu to send usall scuttling back to Hell."

"She'saregular nut,” Dead Girl saysand drawscirclesin theair around her right ear.

The Bailiff laughs, and the armchair cracks again.

"Isthat true, child? Areyou insane?' and Miss Aramat pulls the duct tape dowly off Dancy's mouth,
dropsit to the carpet. It leaves behind an angry red swatch of flesh, perfect rectangle to frame her lips,
and Miss Aramat leans forward and kisses her softly. Dancy giffens, but Dead Girl'shand isthereto
keep her from pulling away. Only amoment, and when their mouths part, theré's afaint smear of rouge
left behind on Dancy'slips.

"Strange," Miss Aramat says, touching thetip of her tongue to her front teeth. " She tasteslike
hemlock.”

"She smdlls like shit,” Dead Girl sneers and yanks hard on Dancy's hair.

Miss Aramat ignores Dead Girl, doesn't take her eyes off Dancy'sface.

"Do you know, child, what it meant a hundred years ago, when aman sent awoman a bouquet of
hemlock? It meant, 'Y ou will be my deeth.’ But no, you didn't know that, did you?”

Dancy closes her eyes, remembering dl the times that have been so much worse than this, dl the
horror and shame and sorrow to give her strength. The burning parts of her no one and nothing can ever
touch, the fire where her soul used to be.

"Look at mewhen | talk to you," Miss Aramat says, and Dancy does, opens her eyeswide and
spitsin the woman's china-doll face.

"Whore," Dancy screams, and "Witch," before Dead Girl clamps ahand over her mouth.

"Guess you should've |eft the tape on after al,” she snickers, and Miss Aramat takes a deep bresath,
fishes alace handkerchief from the cuff of one deeve and wipes away the spittle clinging to her face. She
dares slently a the damp linen for amoment while Dead Girl laughs and the Bailiff mumbles haf-hearted
gpologies behind her.

"A needle and thread will do abetter job, | think," Miss Aramat says camly and gets up off her
knees. She passes the handkerchief to Biancabella and then makes a show of smoothing the wrinkles
from her dress.



Then Almacomes back with asilver serving tray, cups and saucers, cream and sugar, ateapot
trimmed in gold and there are violets painted on the Side. Porcelinas astep behind her, carrying another,
gmaller slver tray piled with cakesand tartsand a

bowl of chocolate bon-bons.

"Wewere out of jasmine," Almasays. "So | used the rose hip and chamomile instead.”

"What's she doing up here?' and Miss Aramat points at Porcelina. "1 told you to cal for Isolde.”

Almafrowns, setsthetray down on awanut table near the Bailiff. "1 did," she says. "But Porcelina
camne”

"Isolde was busy draining the corpse,” Porcelinaexplains, and she puts her tray down beside the
other. "And I've never seen vampires before.”

"Isit everything you aways hoped it would be?' Dead Girl purls.

"Rose hip and chamomile sounds just wonderful,” the Balliff says, taking a saucer and two sugar
cubes. "And are those poppy-seed cakes?"

Miss Aramat stares at Porcelina, who pretends not to notice, while Alma pours steaming teainto
the cups.

"Yes, they are" Porcelinasays. "Mary Rose baked them just thismorning.”

"Delightful. | haven't had agood poppy-seed cake in ages.”

"Can | please have two of these?' Bobby asks, poking the sticky indigo filling of ablueberry tart
lightly dusted with confectioner's sugar.

"I don't see why not, dear. They'll only go to waste otherwise.”

And the sudden, swelling howl from Miss Arameat, rabid sound much too big, too wild, to ever have
fitingde her body, her narrow throat, but it spills out, anyway. She turns and rushes towards the red
fireplace, stretching up on tiptoes to snatch one of the swords from its bracket above the mantel.
Broadsword dmost aslong as sheistal, but such grace in her movement, the silver arc of tempered
ged, that it might weigh no more than abroomstick.

Almashrieks and drops the viol et-dappled tegpot and the cup she wasfilling. They seemto fall
forever asthe sword swings round like the needle of some deadly compass, finaly smashing wetly against
the floor in the same ingtant that the blade comes

to rest beneath Porcelinas chin. The razor point pressed to the soft place beneath her jawbone,
only alittle more pressure and she'd bleed, athrust and the blade would dide smoothly through windpipe
cartilage and into her spine.

The Bailiff stops chewing, his mouth stuffed with poppy-seed cake, the sword only inchesfrom the
end of hisnose. He reaches dowly for the automatic pistol tucked into the waistband of histrousers, and
Bobby turns and runs back to Dead Girl.

The grin on Miss Aramat'sface likerictus, wide and toothy corpse grin, and "Biancabella," she
says, but dready the fury has drained out of her, leaving her voice barely a hoarse murmur. "Remember
last winter, when you wanted to do Salome? Maybe our guests would enjoy the entertainment.”

"Shelll make apoor Jokanaan," Biancabdlasays, her eyes on the Balliff's hand as he flips off the
gun's safety and amsthe barrel at Miss Aramat's head.

"Oh, | think shelll do just fine," and now the point of the sword draws asingle scarlet bead from
Porcdlinasthroat.

"Please. I'm sorry. | only wanted to see—"

"'Sheismongtrous, thy daughter, sheis altogether monstrous. In truth, what she has doneisa great
cime™

The Bailiff swalowsand licks hislips, catching the last stray crumbs. Y ou're very thoughtful,
Aramat," he says coolly, politdy, asif declining another cake or another cup of jasminetea. " Some other
time, perhaps.”

"I will not look at things, | will not suffer thingsto look at me—"



"For fuck's sake," Biancabella hisses. "Y ou know that he meansit.”

Aramat glances Sdewise a the Bailiff and his gun, and then quickly back to Porcelina. Her grin
dackensto awistful, sour sort of smile, and she lowers the blade until the point isresting on the
tea-stained carpet.

"I didn't want you thinking | wasn't agood hogt," she says, her eyes till fixed on Porcelina. The girl
hasn't moved, stands trembling like a pasied statue; athin trickle of blood iswinding its way towardsthe
collar of her dress.

"Y ou undergtand that, Bailiff. | couldn't have you going back up to Providence and Boston, telling
them al | wasn't agood host."

The Balliff bresthes out sale air and relief, and dowly he lowershisgun, easing hisfinger off the
trigger.

"Now, you know I'd never say athing like that, Miss Aramat." And he puts the gun away and
reaches for one of the cups of tea. "I always look forward to our vists."

"I redlly wasn't expecting you until tomorrow night," she says, and Biancabdlla takes the sword from
her hands, returnsit to its place above the mantel. Miss Aramat thanks her and sitsdown in asalon chair
near the Bailiff, but she doesn't take her eyes off Porcdinauntil Almahas led her from the room.

On the red sofa, Dancy turns her head and looks at Dead Girl and the frightened boy in her arms.
Empty siver eyesin ageless, unaging faces. Eyesthat might have seen hundreds of years or only decades,
and it really makes no difference, one way or the other, when asingle moment can poison asoul forever.

"Can | please have something to drink,” she asks, and Dead Girl whispersin Bobby's ear. He nods
his head, takes hisarms from around her neck, and sits sllently on the sofa next to Dancy while Dead Girl
goesto get her acup of tea

* % %

Sometime later, though Dancy can't be sure how much later, no clocksin the red room, but an hour,
surely, ancethey left her lone on the sofa. The contents of the leather satchd traded for afat roll of bills,
and the Balliff turned and winked a her before he left. Miss Aramat and Biancabe lafollowed him and
Dead Girl and Baobby back out into the hall, shutting and locking the door behind them. Theresonly one
small window, set high up on thewall past the fireplace, but if her hands weren't still strapped together
with duct tape maybe she could reach it, if she stood on one of the chairs or tables.

"They'd only catch you," the black bear in the corner says. "They'd catch you and bring you right
back again." Sheisn't very surprised that the bear's started talking to her in his gruff, sawdusty
stuffed-bear voice.

"They might not," shesays. "l canrunfas.”

"They can run faster," the bear says, unhelpfully.

Dancy stares at the bear, at theridiculous hat perched between his ears. She asks him if he can talk
to anyone or just to her, because sometimes there are things that can only talk to her, things only she can
hear because no one ese will ever listen.

"| talked to the man who shot me," the bear growls. "And | spoke to Candida once, but shetold me
sheld throw me out with the trash if | ever did it again.”

"What will they do to me?' Dancy asks, and when the bear doesn't answer her, she asks again.
"What are they going to do to me, bear?'

"I'd rather not say."

"Stupid bear. Y ou probably don't have any ideawhat goes on in this house."

The bear grumblesto itself and stares straight ahead with itsglass eyeballs. "I wish | didn't," he says.
"I wish the taxidermist had forgotten to give me eyesto see or earsto hear. | wish the hunter had |eft me
to rot in the woods."



"They're very wicked women," Dancy says, watching the door now instead of the bear. He doesn't
reply, tired of listening to her or maybe he's gone back to deep, whatever it is dead bears do instead of
deep. She gets up and crosses the room, standsin front of two paintings hung side by side above a
potted plant. Both are portraits of the bodies of dead women.

"Isthisariddle?' she asksthe bear.

"I don't answer riddles," the bear replies.

"That's not what | asked you."

"If | ftill had astomach,” the bear says, "I'd like one of those chocolate bon-bonsthere," and then
he doesn't point at the silver serving platter because he can't move, and Dancy decides she's better off
ignoring him and looks at the two paintings, instead.

The one on the right shows a naked corpse so emaciated that Dancy can make out the sharp jut of
its hip bones, the peaks and valleys of itsribs. Sunken, hollow eyes, gaping mouth, and the woman's eft
breast has sagged so far that it's settled in her armpit. She lies on abare dab, and thereés only ahard
wooden block to prop up her skull.

"Y ou could put oneinto my mouth. I might remember how to tasteit.”

"Shut up, bear," and now Dancy examinesthe painting on her left. This dead woman might only be
deeping, if not for the grief on the face of the old man seeted there at her sde. Her hands folded neatly
across her breasts, and she's dressed in a satin gown and lies on abed covered with white roses, two
soft pillows tucked benegath her head.

"Itisariddie" Dancy says. "Oneisthetruth, and oneisn't. Or they're both true, but only partly true.
They're both lies, without the other."”

"Give me abon-bon, and I'll tell you which," the stuffed bear growls.

"Y ou don't answer riddles. You said 0."

"I'll make an exception.”

"l don't think you even know."

"I'm dead. Dead bears know lots of things," and Dancy's thinking about that, trying to decide
whether or not she could even get apiece of the candy al the way up into the bear's mouth with her
wridstied together.

"All right,” she says, but then therés arustling sound behind her, like dry October leavesin acold
breeze, and the air smdls suddenly of cinnamon andice.

| never knew ice had a smell, shethinks, turning, and therés avery pretty boy standing on the
other sde of the room, watching her. The door's till closed, or he shut it again. He'stall and very
dender, maybe alittle older than sheiis, and wearing a black velvet dresswith adark green symbol like
an hourglass embroidered over hisflat chest. Hislong hair isthe exact same green as the hourglass, and
hiseyes are the color of starlight.

"Hello, Dancy," he says and takes a step towards her. He's barefoot and has asilver ring on each of
histoes. "Who were you talking to?"

"The bear," she says, and the boy smiles and reaches into a pocket of his dress; he takes out asmall
stoppered bottle and holdsit up where she can see. The glassisthe amber color of pine sap or deep
swamp pools stained by rotting vegetation.

"The Ladies have asked me to speak to you," hetells her. "I've brought them something quite
precious, but they thought you should seeit first. And, | admit, I've been wanting to see you for mysdif.
You havealot of peopletalking, Dancy Flammarion.”

"Did you know hewas coming?' she asksthe bear, or her angd, it doesn't redly matter which,
since nether of them answers her.

"Y ou're not exactly what any of us expected. Why did you come to Savannah? Who did you come
hereto kill?*

"I'm not sure," she says, and that much istrue, al her dreams after Waycross, dl the things she sees



indark hours, only bits and tattered pieces, something broken, and there wasn't time to figure out how dl
the partsfit together.

"Y ou didn't come for the Ladies?’

"They're not real mongters,” she says. "They're nothing but witches and perverts and cannibals.
They'redl crazy, but they're not readl mongtersat dl.”

"No," he says. "They're not. Did you come for me, then? Did you come for my master or one of the
Pargfd?'

"l don't know."

"Did you comefor this?' and the boy in the black dress holds the bottle out to her, and Dancy looks
back at the bear again, imagines astory where he springs suddenly to life and legps across the room to
devour thisstrange boy in asingle bite.

"No. | don't even know what that is," she says.

For amoment, the boy doesn't say anything ese, watches her with hisbrilliant starshine eyes, eyes
to read her mind, her soul, to ferret out lies and haf truths. They're starting to make her fed light-headed,
those eyes, and she glances down at the floor.

"Do | frighten you, Dancy?'

"No," shelies. "I'm not scared of you."

"Look at methen," he says, and when she does, Dancy seesthat sheisn't sanding by the bear and
the dead-woman paintings anymore, but sitting on the red sofa again, and the duct tape binding her hands
isgone. The pretty boy is Sitting beside her, on her |eft, staring down at the amber bottle in hishand. The
glasslooks very ald, aily, prismatic. He shakesit, and ingde something buzzes and flickersto life,
lightning-bug flicker, and soon the bottle has begun to glow as brightly as the fancy lamps set around the
room, and she can't look directly at it anymore.

"Some people il think thet it'sthe Grail,” he says. "It isn't, of course. The dchemist Petrus Bonus
thought it might be asplinter of the lapis exilis, but it isn't that, either. For along time, it waslogt. It
turned up afew years ago in a Portuguese fisherman's nets, trapped inside this bottle. The fisherman died
trying to openit.”

"Sowhat isit?' Dancy asks, trying not to hear the low, thrumming voiceswoven into the light from
the bottle. A rumbling thunderstorm choir to rattle her teeth, to make ashes of her bones and soot of her
whiteflesh.

"Just atoy. An unfinished experiment. Some forgotten, second-rate wizard'ssilly trinket."

"Thenitisn't preciousat dl," Dancy says, and her eyes have started to hurt so badly that she looks
away. Tears are streaming down her cheeks, and the thrumming sound is starting to make her head ache.

"It's quite useless, but there are people who would diefor it. There are people who would kill for
it

"You'rejust another riddle, aren't you?' Dancy whispers. "I'm sick of riddies.” She's holding her
fingertipsto her temples, eyes squeezed shut, the voices stuck inside her head now and trying to force
their way out through her skull.

"But that'sdl thereis, I'm afraid. In the whole, wide, irredeemable world, that'sall thereis, findly."

"No. That'snot true," Dancy says. "Theres pain—"

"But why? Why isthere pain, Dancy?'

"So there can be an end to pain,” and she wishes on the names of dl the saints and angels she can
remember that the boy will stop talking, stop asking her questions, kill her and get it over with. She
doesn't want to be alive when the voices from the bottle find their way out of her head.

"What do you hear, Dancy Flammarion? The voices, what do they sing for you? What songs do
they sing for martyrs and monster dayers?!

"They hate you," she says and then bites down hard on the end of her tongue so that she won't say
anything ese, nothing €lse she isn't supposed to say. Her mouth tastes like salt and wheat penniesand



ranwater.

"That'snothing | didn't already know. What do they sing for my oblation, for your sacrifice?!

Thethrob behind her eyesfolding and unfolding, becoming something unbearable, unthinkable, that
dretchesitsalf acrossthe szzling sky, running on forever or so far it may aswell beforever. A choir of
agony, razorshard crescendo, and "Haven't you ever tried to open the bottle?" Dancy asks the boy,
because she can't keep it dl ingde hersdf any longer.

And for her answer, the rustling autumn sound again, though thistime she thinksit's actually more
likewings, lesthery bat wings or the nervous wings of smdl birds, the flutter of ten thousand flapping
wings, and Dancy knowsthat if she opensher ey

esit won't be the boy dtting next to her. Something € se entirely, something much closer to whatever
heredly is, and now the red room stinks of roadkill and shit and garbage |eft to dowly rot beneath the
summer sun.

"Itsonly atoy,” she says.

"That'swhat he'safraid of " the stuffed bear growls from across the room, and Dancy laughs,
because she knows he'stelling the truth. Dead bears don't like riddles, either, and when shetriesto stand
up shefalls, tumbles like adropped teapot that would never stop faling if she had achoice, would never
have to shatter like the china-doll woman who shattered along, long time ago and the Savannah River
washed most of the pieces away to the sea.

Dancy opens her eyes, and the bottleslying on the floor in front of her. The roaring, hurtful voices
insde drip from her nogtrils and lips and ears, a sticky molasses-dark puddle on the rug, and "Pick it up,”
the thing that isn't aboy in adress snarls, making words from the tumult of feathers and hurricane wind.
"Y ou're dying, anyway. There's nothing it can do to you. Show methetrick."

"Thereisn't any trick," she says, reaching for the bottle. "It'sonly atoy."

"No," the bear growls. "Don't you touch it. Make him do his own dirty work," but she's dready
holding the bottle, so light in her hand, so warm, a balm to soothe the pain eating her dive, and shelooks
up into the mael strom spinning in the bruised place hung afew feet above the red sofa The
counterclockwise gyre of sngpping, twigthin bones and mockingbird quills, the eyeslike swollen, seeping
wounds, and here, this part she remembers, this moment from anightmare of hungry, whirling fireand
dying birds.

"Y ou should have tried the window," the bear says, and Dancy vomits, nothing much in her somach
but the teathat Dead Girl let her drink, but she vomits, anyway.

"It knows you, Dancy Flammarion. Before you were born, it knew you. Before the sun sparked to
life, it was already cdling you here"

"I don't want it," she coughs and wipes her mouith.

"You know the trick. We know you know the trick," and thething inthe air above the sofaiis
screaming, screeching, turning faster and fagter, and bits of itsalf are coming loose and drifting dowly
down to the floor. Wherever they land, the rug scorches and smolders.

"Open it!"

Dancy sitsup, and for amoment she stares deep into the whed, the paradox till point &t its
absol ute center—consuming and blossoming heart, nothing and everything there dl at once.
"Abracadabra," she whispers, her throat gone raw and her head coming apart at the seams, and she
throws the bottle as hard as she can. It arcs end over end, and the pretty boy with starshine eyes (and
she sees that he has become a boy again, that the boy was there somewhere, dl dong) is scrambling
after it. When the bottle hitsthe wall, it burstsinto a spray of powdered glass and blue-golden flame that
rises quickly towardsthe celling. A sparkling ruin that twinesitself into ahammer, awave, afis of the
purest light, and as the pain leaves her head and the world dipskindly away to leave her donein
darkness, the hammer fdls, and the only sounds left are the promises that monsters make before they die.

* % %



"Isit over?' Mary Rose asks, spesking very quietly, and Biancabella holds an index finger up to her
lips, hush.

The Ladies of the Stephens Ward Tea League and Society of Resurrectionists wait together in the
long hdl outside the door to the Crimson Room. Miss Aramat is Sitting on the gairs, done with
Porcdlinas body in her arms, singing softly to herself or to Porcelina's ghost—Blacks and bays, dapples
and greys, when you wake you shall have all the pretty little horses. The bread knife she used to cut
Porcdinasthroat lies at her feet, sticky with drying blood. The house on East Hall Street is quiet now,
breathlessin the battered slence after the storm, and theré's only Miss Aramat's voi ce and the obstinate
ticking of the grandfather clock by the stairs, the distant ticking of other clocksin other rooms.

All the thingsthey've heard, or only think they've heard, Snce the Bailiff left and Samuel's boy went
into the room with his bottle and the abino girl, the inescapable, inevitable moment of Porcdinas desth,
but dl of it not half so terrible asthis silence. Thiswaiting, and once Candida put her hand on the
doorknob and pulled it quickly back again, her palm scalded raw by the cold.

"Heused us" |solde murmurs. "He lied to us.”

"They both used us," Emily replies, then the look from Miss Aramat enough that neither of them
says anything more.

Just the clocks and pretty little horses and the long, last hour before dawn.

And then the knob turns, findly, the tumblers of thelock ralling themsalves, theirrdevant key in
Biancabella's pocket, and the door swings open. Dancy Flammarion stands silhouetted in lamplight and a
weirder, flaxen glow, fairy fire, foxfire, that ssemsto shine from somewherejust behind her. A power in
that light, and dignity, and darker things that will haunt the dreams of the Ladiesfor therest of their lives.
But the glow fadesimmediately away when she steps out into the shadow-strewn halway, and she's only
the Bailiff's hitchhiker again.

Dancy holds one of the swords from over the fireplace gripped tightly in both hands. Her faceis
streaked with tears and blood and vomit, and Biancabella notices that one of her bootsis untied.

Miss Aramat stops singing. "What did you do to him?" she asks. "Ishe dead? Did you kill him?"'

"Hewould havelet you open the bottle for him," Dancy says. "Hewould havelet you dl dietrying."

Miss Aramat looks down at Porcelinas head in her lap, and she smiles sadly and strokes the dead
girl'smatted harr.

"What wasinit?' shewhispers.

"Nothing meant for you. Nothing meant for him, ether.”

"| tried to tell her," Miss Aramat says, wiping abloody smear from underneath Porcdinasl|eft eye.
"| tried to tdl her we wanted nothing to do with the goddamned thing.”

"Isthat why you killed her?' Dancy asks her.

Miss Aramat wipes away another splotch of blood, and then she closes Porcdlinas eyes. "I can't
remember why | killed her," she says. "I knew for certain, only amoment ago, but now | can't remember.
Do you know, Biancabella?'

"Y ou wereangry," Biancabellareplies, keeping her eyes on the sword in Dancy's hands. "Y ou were
afrad.”

"Was|1?Wédll, there you go, then. Biancabellas hardly ever wrong."

"Areyou going to kill usal now?" Almaasks Dancy. "Wewouldnt redly have hurt you, you know,
not redly. We were only—"

"Jesus Christ," Biancabellahisses. "Y ou only wanted to cook her with plantains. Shut up, or I'll kill
you mysdf."

"I'm leaving now," Dancy says, and she takes another step away from the door to the Crimson
Room, ill holding the sword out in front of her like ashield. Almaand Candida step out of her way, and
"Thank you, oh, thank you," Almagushes. "We wouldn't have hurt you, not redly. Wewould never,



ever—"

"Alma, | told you to shut thefuck up!"

"I'm sorry," and then Almas backing away from Dancy and Biancabella both, presses hersdlf insect
flat againg thewall. "l won't say anything ese, | promise. I'm sorry | ever said anything at dl.”

"Get the hell out of here, girl," Biancabdlagrowls. "Now, before | change my mind. | don't givea
shit what happened in there, you couldn't kill &l of us."

Dancy glances at the sword and then nods once, because she knows that Biancabellas probably
right, and what she cameto do isfinished, so it doesn't matter anyway. She turns and hurries towards the
front door. Outside, the first watery hints of dawn, grey-blue wash through the window set into the front
door, and she never thought sheld see daylight again.

"Stop!" Miss Aramat shouts, and when she stands up, Porcelinas body rolls forward and tumbles
loudly to the bottom of the sairs.

So close, Dancy thinks, so close, only two or three more steps and she would have been out the
door and running down the street, and she wouldn't have looked back even once.

"It doesn't end thisway,” Miss Aramat says, and when Dancy turns around, the china-doll woman's
holding arevolver pointed at her. "Not in my house, missy. Y ou don't come into my house and make
threats and then walk out the front door like nothing's

happened.”

"Let her go," Biancabellasays. "It'snot worth it.”

"We haveto have afeast to remember Porcelina by, don't we? Well have to have something
special,” and Miss Aramat pullsthetrigger. Therésasmdl, hard

click asthe hammer falls on an empty chamber.

"I didn't comefor you," Dancy says, and she tightens her grip on the sword because it'sthe only
thing left to hold onto. Y ou're nothing but awicked, crazy woman."

"And you, you think you're any better? Y ou're so goddamn high and mighty, standing there on the
dde of the goddamn angels, and we're nothing but shit, isthat it?"

"Please, Aramat,” Biancabdlabegs. "Well find something else for Porcdinas feast, something truly
gpecid. Well take the car and drive down to St. Augustine—"

"Look at her, Biancabella. She's the mongter. She has the marks,” and Miss Aramat pullsthe
revolver'strigger again, and again there's only the impotent taunt of the hammer falling on an empty
chamber.

"Let her go, Aramat," and now Biancabellals moving towards the stairs. She shoves Isolde aside
and amodgt trips over Porcdlinas corpse. " She's nothing to us. She's just someone's fucking puppet.”

"l didn't comefor you," Dancy saysagain.

"I will kissthy mouth, Jokanaan," Miss Aramat whispers, and the third time she squeezesthe
trigger the revolver explodesin adeafening flash of fire and thunder, tearing itself apart, and the shrapnel
takes her hands and face with it, buries a chunk of stedl the size of agrape between her eyes. One of the
fragments grazes Biancabellas | eft cheek, digging abloody furrow from the corner of her mouth to her
ear, and she stands, helpless, at the bottom of the Stairs as Aramat crumples and falls.

And Dancy Flammarion doesn't walit to see whatever does or doesn't come next. She dropsthe
sword and runs, out the front door of the big house on East Hall Street, across the wide yard, and the
new day wraps her safe in redeeming charcoa wings and hides her steps.

* % %

Not yet noon and already a hundred degreesin the shade, and the Bailiff isStting aone on the
rusted rear bumper of the Monte Carlo drinking a Coke. The sun a proper demon overhead, and he
holds the cool bottle pressed to hisforehead for amoment and squintsinto the mirage shimmer writhing



off the blacktop. Dancy Flammarion iswalking towards him up the entrance ramp to the interstete, a
smdl| girlshape beneath a huge black umbrella, coming dowly, stubbornly through the heatbent summer
day. A semi rushes padt, roars past, and thereés wind for amoment, though it isn't a cool wind. The truck
rattles away, and once again the only sound isthe droning rise and fdl of cicadas. The Balliff finisheshis
Coke and tosses the empty bottleinto t

he marsh at the side of the road; he takes a blue paid ey bandanna from his back pocket and wipes
the swesat from hisface and bald head.

"A man needsahat in aplacelikethis" he says, and Dancy stops afew feet from the car and
watches him. She'swearing apair of sunglassesthat look like she must have found them lying by the sde
of theroad, theleft lens cracked and the bridge held together with a knotted bit of nylon fishing twine.

"Y ou set meup, old man," shesaysto him. "You set usdl up, didn't you?"

"Maybe anice straw Panama hat, something to keep the sun from cooking his brains. Didn't Clark
Gable wear one of thosein Gone With The Wind?"

"Wasit the bottle, or the boy?"

The Bailiff stuffsthe blue bandanna back into histrouser pocket and winks a Dancy. "It wasthe
bottle," he says. "And the boy, and some other people you best hope you never have to meet face to
face"

"And the women?'

"No. It didn't redlly ever have anything much to do with the Ladies.”

"Aramat's dead," she says, and then another truck roars by, whipping the trash and grit at the side
of theinterstate into awhirlwind. When it's gone, Dancy wipesthe dust off her clothes, and "It wasan
accident,” she says.

"Well now, that'sa shame, | guess. I'd honestly hoped it wouldn't cometo that,” and the Bailiff
shades his eyes and glances up at the sun. "But it was aways only amatter of time. Some people arejust
too damn mean and crazy for their own good. Anyway, | imagine Biancabella can take care of things

"l don't understand.”

"What don't you understand, Dancy Hammarion?"

"The boy. | mean, whose side are you on?"

And the Balliff laughs softly to himself, then, and reachesfor the bandannaagain.

"You'vegot alot to learn, child. Y oure agoddamn holy terror, dl right, but you've got alot to

learn.

She dares at him slently, her eyes hidden behind the broken sunglasses, while the Bailiff blows his
nose and the cicadas scream at each other.

"Can | have my duffel bag back,” shesays. "l left it in your car."

"Wouldn't you rather have aride? This sun isn't good for regular folks. | hate to think what it'l do to
an abino. You're starting to turn pink aready."

Dancy looks at her forearm, frowns, and then looks back at the Bailiff.

"What about the others?' she asks.

The Bailiff raps hisknucklestwice on the trunk. "Dead to the world,” he says. "At least until sunset.
And | owe you one after—"

"Y ou don't owe me nothing," Dancy says.

"Then think of it asatemporary cease-fire. Itll be anice change, having someoneto talk to who il
bresthes.”

Dancy stares at the Monte Carlo, at the Bailiff, and then at the endless, broiling ribbon of 1-16
dretching away north and west towards Atlanta and the mountains.

"But I'm not even surewhere I'm going.”
"| thought that'swhy you have angdls, to tell you these things?'



"They will, eventudly."

"Wéll, it'sonly acouple of hoursto Macon. How'sthat for astart?'

Inthe marsh, abird calls out, long-legged swamp bird, and Dancy turns her head and watches as
the egret spreads its wide dabaster wings and flaps away across the cordgrass, something black and
squirming clutched initslong besk.

"Itsadart," she says, but waitsuntil the egret is only a smudge againgt the bluewhite sky before she
closes the umbrellaand follows the Bailiff into the shade of the car.

For Dame Darcy

The Wdll of Stars and Shadow

Through the degpening dash-pine shadows, the dim and fading shafts of twilight falling pale through
the high branches of Shrove Wood, and Dancy Flammarion follows the familiar twists and turns of
Wampee Creek. The cinnamon ferns and saw palmetto grown waist high to an eight year old, understory
carpet of rust fronds and emerad-sharp leaves, and she watches the uneven ground, mindful where she
puts her feet, watching for snakes and stedl-jawed traps laid among the pine straw. Traps set for raccoon
and bobcats, but they're just as happy to snap shut on little girl ankles, even this strange abino child who
can only go out to play when the sun turnsfat and red and sinks dow into the swamp.

"Y ou watch yoursdlf now. Don't go getting lost or hurt,” her mother or her grandmother always
says, and "l won't. I'm very, very careful,” Dancy aways reassuresthem. "1 know my way," and she
does, thelong mile and ahaf between their cabin and the place where Wampee Creek spills out into the
wide, peatdark lake that no one has ever bothered to name. But they worry for her anyway, thisgirl dl
they have left in the world, and sometimes, hazy grey evenings when the cicadas are alittle quieter than
they should be or her mother doesn't like the look of the starsrising over the trees, Dancy carries her
grandmother's crucifix in the bib pocket of her overdls, near her heart, and maybe a sprig of pennyroya
or dried angdlicaroot wrapped in awhite cotton handkerchief, aswell.

"Never hurt nobody yet to betoo cautious," her grandmother might say, and "Better safe than
sorry,” her mother might nod. So Dancy carriestheir charms, and wears her own tarnished St
Christopher's medal, and watches where she puts her feet.

A sudden splash, and she stops, focuses her pink eyes on the crystal waters gurgling between low
ydlow-white limestone banks. Just an ol' bullfrog, shethinks, scared off by the sound of her boots, the
dry crunch of pine needles underfoot, the brittle snap of twigs. "I ain't after you today, Mr. Frog,” she
says, her voice big in the fill and the haf light of the Wood. "If | was, you never would'a heard me
coming."

Wampee Creek whispers back to her inits secret, frog-hiding language, conspiracy of mossand
ripples, and Dancy Flammarion shrugs her bony shoulders and looks up at the sky. Only indigo scraps
and patches visible between the boughs, but enough that she can seeit'll be dark soon, and she'd rather
makeit dl theway to Mr. Jube's shack before the greedy shadows swell and swallow everything, the
world tumbling down the night's vel vet throat, leaving her to pick her way blindly through the trees. Then
it won't matter how hard she squints and stares at the ground, then the snakes and traps and stump holes
will have her a their mercy, and she learned along time ago that mercy isn't one of the virtues of night in
the Wood.

"See you sometime else, frog," she says and starts walking again, and by the time Dancy comesto
the lake there's only the dimmest rind of dusk hanging low in the Sky and an icy white diver of moonis
rising above the pines and cypress crowded like thirsty giants around the shore.

* % %



Rain and rust and the baking North Foridasun, time and dl its corrosions, to leave only rotting bits
of iron mongery where once there was atown; a hundred years ago, and the Hebbard Lumber Company
of Philadelphia diced apath through the canebrake wilderness and stitched it up again with sted railsand
creosote crossties. The men who came to cut the trees, to turn pine and sycamore and bay into weekly
wages and calused hands, abillion board feet of timber hauled from the swamp by the company's
clattering, steambreath engines, and maybe no one ever gave the lake aname, but the town that grew up
around it was christened Hebbard's Mill. 1904, and the company built shotgun houses and agenera
store, raised a church and schoal for the children of the men, ran telephone lines dl the way from
Milligan, and for two decades this was somewhere.

And then, suddenly, it Smply wasn't anymore.

A choleraepidemic in 21 and rumours of scandal back in Philade phia, embezzlement and doctored
books, death, and, finally, nervous whispers about the lake, blue lights seen floating above the black
waters late at night. Bluelights or lightsthe color of infection, gangrene will-0'-the-wigps, and the men
began to leave ayear before the company took the town apart, pulled nails from weathered dats,
shipped away the pieces that could be sold or used elsawhere and |eft the rest to decay, abelated
offering to the swamp o at least maybe the bad luck wouldn't follow them.

Nothing remaining now but the scattered hulks of steel—boilers and steam pipeslost amongst the
tall brown grass and dead leaves, abandoned washtubs and the disintegrating skeletons of company
trucks, Hebbard's Mill gone all the way back to the forgotten gods of the Apaachee, back to the bears
and dligators, and hardly ever anyone out her but Mr. Jube in his shack to tend the small cemetery set
back among the live oaks and magnolias.

Dancy Flammarion pauses where the clear, clean waters of Wampee Creek bleed themsalves away
into the peat-stained lake, dways a moment's hesitation because there are ghosts here, ghosts and worse
things than ghosts, she thinks. But then she sees the lantern burning bright on Mr. Jube's porch, the warm
and welcoming orange-white glow of burning kerosene, and the old man wavesto her from hisrocking
chair. Shelooks over her shoulder at the forest, the inky spaces between the trees, the trail leading back
the way she's come, back to her mother and grandmother and their small cabin near Eleanore Road.
They've never met Mr. Jube, but sometimesthey send him ajar of blackberry preservesor aloaf of
bread, anyway, trusting Dancy, that she's wise enough to know good men from bad.

She walks quickly aong the muddy cattail-choked shore, the short path he keeps clear for her, and
in another moment, she's tanding safe on the porch. Mr. Jube smiles hiswide, false-toothed smilefor
her, tobacco-yellowed dentures and his skin the color of molasses, afull white beard to make up for his
bald head. "Well now," he says, "what you doin' dl theway out here this evening, Miss Dancy?'

"I never had to have areason before,”" she says, and "No," hereplies. "'l guessyou never did. Jus,
some nights, well, some nightsain't the same as dl the others.™

"Want meto go back home again?' and the old man stares at her and rubs his beard a moment.

"No, girl. Now that you're here, you'd best stay awhile. What's wrong with your arm there?"

"Nothing. | got scratched up by some creeper briars, that'sall,” she says and shows him the pricked
and bleeding place on her |eft forearm, the small red welts on her pale skin.

"WEell, we ought to put something on that, someiodine, don't you think?" and before she can say yes
or no, hegetsup. "You just wait right here," hetells her, points to the crooked stool near hisrocker, one
leg longer than the other two, or two legs shorter than the third, and she obediently sits down for him.
The screen door dams loud, echoes far across the lake, and Dancy waits done until Mr. Jube comes
back with asmall bottle of iodine and a cotton ball.

"It don't hurt much,” she says, trying not to wince, pretending the antiseptic doesn't sting as he dabs
the brownish liquid on her outstretched arm. "It'sjust a scratch.”

"Never can tell with briars. Better safe than sorry.”

"Y ou sound like my Momma," Dancy says and frowns.



"Isthat afact?'

"She saysthat dl thetime.”

"Wll, then, your Mommamust be aright smart lady,” and when he's done, Mr. Jube screwsthe
cap back on the bottle and blows on Dancy's arm amoment, his bregth like stale pipe smoke and apple
cider. Then he tosses the cotton ball away into the hungry darkness waiting at the edges of the porch and
dgtsin hischair again; the wood creaks and pops, and helooks at the label on the bottle before setting it
down near hisfest.

"She taught me how to read,” Dancy tdlshim. "I'veread dl her books. I've read the whole Bible."

But Dancy's aready told him that a dozen other times, and Mr. Jube only nods his bald head for her
and stares out at the night and the wide, still pool. His eyes dmost the same color asthe water, old man
eyes grown suddenly distant and aert, and she knows he'slistening to the lake.

"Did you hear something?' she asks, but he doesn't reply, leans forward afew inches and stares
intently into the dark. So Dancy sits quietly and watches the restless cloud of bugsflitting about the
lantern's chimney, waiting patiently until he's ready to talk to her again.

"How 'bout agame of checkers?' he asks, findly, Sitting up straight in hisrocking chair. "Think
you're up to afew games a checkerstonight?

"Sure," she says, even though she redlly doesn't like checkers and doesn't want to play, would much
rather hetold her stories about his daysin New Orleansand St. Louis, or showed her the snakes and
frogs and turtles that he catchesto sdll to the men from Ta lahassee.

"I'll make usapot of coffeg," he says, still watching the night. "1 got some jellybeans, too. I've been
saving out al the red onesfor you."

"| like the green ones best.”

Mr. Jube shakes his head, sighs, and |ooks away from the lake. "Damn. | could'asworeit wasthe
red onesyou liked best.”

"I like the red ones, too." And she sits on the stool while he glances back towards the water one
moretime. That look on hisface that she's never sure means he's afraid or he's curious, both maybe, and
after afew moments more he stands up and takes the lantern off its hook, and Dancy Flammarion follows
himingde

* % %

Almost awhole hour later, and Dancy is not talking because she knowsthat Mr. Jube doesn't like
to tak or haveto listen to anyone e se tak while he's playing checkers, not even when he'sletting her
win. She suckson ayelow jdlybean, letting the tart and sugary coating dowly dissolvein her mouth,
stripping the candy down to its gummy, bland center, and Mr. Jube taps his fingerslightly on the edge of
thetable, tap, tap, tap, tap, deliberate woodpecker noise to make her wonder what he's thinking abouit.
Hisface dl wrinkled concentration and his eyes fixed on the board between them, but she knows his
mind is somewhere else; hetakesasip of hisblack coffee and dides ared checker towards her. Dancy
jumpsit, and two more besides, and Mr. Jube scratches his head and pretends to be surprised.

"Now why didn't | seethat?' he says.

"'Causeyou an't trying, that'swhy," Dancy says and spitswhat's|eft of the yellow jdlybean out into
the pdm of her left hand.

"Yeah? Well, maybe, or maybe you're just gettin' too good for me."

Dancy adds the three captured checkersto the neat stack in front of her. "King me," she saysand
pops the jellybean back into her mouth.

"L ook at that. Now you're gettin' my checkersall sticky."

"It isn't any fun when you don't even try to win. | don't want to play anymore. Tell meastory,
ingtead.”



"Bad luck to leave agame unfinished.”

Dancy stares a him for amoment, trying to remember if she's ever heard it was bad luck not to
finish agame of checkers, the sort of thing her grandmother would have taught her, if it wastrue, so she's
pretty sure he'sjust making it up.

"l an't never heard—"

"You haven't ever heard.”

"l haven't ever heard it was bad luck not to finish agame of checkers.”

"Lotsof thingsyou ain't heard, child.”

Dancy fishes another jellybean from the big bag on the table, a pink one, and she thinks about
putting it back because the pink onestaste like Pepto-Bismoal.

"That'swhy | come way out hereto talk to you," she says and puts the pink jellybean back in the
bag, takes out an orange one, instead.

"I look like a schoolteacher?'

"l an't never seen aschoolteacher,” Dancy mumbles around the orange jellybean, "so | wouldn't
know if you do or not."

"Bet your Mommadon't let you sass her like that," Mr. Jube says and looks over his shoulder at the
door, at the dark windows on either side of it like bookends,

"Y ou could tell again me about the time you saw the loup-garou, or the time you caught the
two-headed snapping turtle and—"

"I never said that was asnapper. Just an old cooter terrapin, that's all,” Mr. Jube says, still looking
at the door, and Dancy sighs and swallows the orange jellybean without bothering to chew it.

"Or the time you went deep-seafishin' and—"

"Hush aminute, girl," the old man growls at her and holds up oneindex finger like he's pointing the
way to Heaven, so Dancy sits il and waits for him to be finished with whatever's gotten his attention.
Whatever's he'slistening to, listening for, and then she hearsit, too, and "Oh," shewhispers. "What is
that, Mr. Jube?"'

"Youjust St right there, Dancy," he whispers back, "and don't you say nothin' else, not one word,
till I say s0," and now she's afraid, the urgent tremblein his voice and this sound she's never heard before;
something far away, but coming closer, rumble so deep shefedsit in her bones, her teeth, al the way
downin her soul.

"Y ou shouldn'ta come out here tonight, Dancy," Mr. Jube says. "But you didn't know."

Dancy shakes her head, no, no, no, she couldn't have known, and she gripsthe edge of thetable,
grits her teeth together tight, and the rumbling sound rises and falls like hurricane breath and locomotive
wrecks. The earth splitting apart beneath her feet and the sky above her head broken by the weight of
the stars, the bag of jellybeansfalls over, spilling arainbow spray on the cabin floor, and the checkers
skitter and dance across the board.

"| should'atold you dl thisalong time ago,” he says. "Guess | shouldatold you ahell of alot of
things. . ." but she can hardly hear him now, regretful words buried deep in the roar, and acrossthe
room aquart Bal mason jar full of pennies and nickelstumbles off awindowsll and bursts. Dancy shuts
her eyestight, not wanting to see what could ever make such aterrible racket. So loud there's no room
left for anything el se, the whole wide world pressed flat and dry and silent asan old briar rose held
forever between Bible-thin pages, the world pressed brittle, and she can't even remember how to pray.

The sdlty, copper taste of blood, sharp pain nailed between her eyes, and "Y ou makeit stop!” she
screams. "Oh god, Mr. Jube, makeit stop right now!" and it does, meanest splinter of the empty moment
between her frantic heartbeats, space between the throbbing in her head, and the only thing left behind is
the murmuring swamp outside the cabin—the frogs and cricket fiddles, cicadas and night birds. Dancy
dowly opens her eyes, blinks at the back of Mr. Jube's bald head, and when she wipes her mouth on the
back of her hand, there'sasmear of spit and crimson.



| bit my tongue, shethinks. That'sall, | just bit my own stupid tongue.

"Now, you dowhat | said,” Mr. Jubetells her, firm and abright hint of fear around the edges of his
voice, theway her grandmother sounded the day that Dancy found arabid fox hiding under their back
porch.

"Thisisdl gonna be done and finished ‘fore you even know it. Y ou listenin' to me, child?*

"Jesus, aint it done already?" she asks, and he glares over his shoulder at her.

"What d'you think your Mommawould think about you blasphemin' like that?"

"| bet you she'd say something worsen that, if shewas here.”

Mr. Jube shakes his head and turns back to the door, the blank, unseeing windows. "Well, she ain't
here, so you're gonnamind me. And this ain't donejust yet. We got alittle bit more to come. But we
gonnabe fine, Dancy. Y ou do exactly what | say and everything's gonna be jake."

"Yesdr," she says, trying hard not to let him hear how scared sheredly is, trying to fed theway a
grown-up would fed, brave like her grandmother when she shot the rabid fox.

"What you want meto do?"

"Stay where you are, and | want you to start counting backwards from one hundred. Not out loud,
just gart counting to yoursdlf, in your head.”

"Backwards from ahundred.”

"And don't you say aword, girl, no matter what you see. Think about them numbers. Imagine you
got astick and you're drawing numbersin the sand. When you get done drawing one, imagine that you
take your |eft foot and wipe the sand smooth again before you draw the next number. Can you do that?*

"Yesdr. | candothat.”

"Then we both gonnaberight asrain,” hetells her, and a second later there's aknock at the door.
Dancy looks at the checkerboard, bad luck not to finish a game, and wishes she'd stayed home and
watched her mother saw, wishesthat she'd followed Eleanore Road out to the hilly place where she sits
sometimes and gazes across the tops of the pines a the far-away lights of Milligan, wishes she were any
place instead of in this cabin at the edge of the black lake at the end of Wampee Creek.

"Now, Dancy," Mr. Jube says. "Y ou gtart countin' now," and she does.

* % %

Moonlight and magnolia, starlight in your hair, all the world a dream, a dream come true,
did it really happen, was| really there, was| really therewith you . . .

A vadt lion of white connect-the-dotsfire, frigid pinpricks againg eternity, and theimaginary lions
men draw between the stars. Capricious swipe of atwinkling paw, and light falls from midnight autumn
skies, November 1833, and the glowing dust of comets and all the thingsasmall blue world brushes
againg initsloney race around the sun; bright and frozen things to burn asthey stresk and scream and
fdl, faling sncethe universe drew itsfirst scading breath and coughed up Crestion, but findly falling
down. Angelsdown from Heaven, and fingers groping in adark place touch something soft and cold that
burns—

We lived our little drama, we kissed in a field of white.

November 13th, 1833, and the wide Southern night sky gone bright as noon. Startled men and
women coming suddenly awakein their beds, squinting, dazzled eyesfor the darkness that wasn't there.
And This must be judgment day, they whispered and listened for Gabrid's trumpets and Seraphim
explanation. Terrified, amazed, humbled a thisend, surdly, thisice-white curtain of flame drawing closed
across higtory, and there are times when al men pray to one thing or another.

| can't forget the glamour, your eyes held a tender light, and starsfell . . .

I nevitable intersections, convergences, the crossing of ancient, invisible paths: 1799, 1833, 1866,
1867, 1966, forever and ever, and the lion swats a glittering baubles hung for its or no one else's



plessure.

...and starsfdl . ..

Mobile Commercial Register (Nov. 13, 1833)—"Last night, or rather very early thismorning, the
vault of Heaven presented a brilliant spectacle, differing from any we have ever heard of. We regret that
our dumbers were S0 heavy asto prevent our observing it, but agreat number of our acquaintance were
roused by their servants, to whom it had imparted no smal degree of darm. Meteors of the description
commonly termed falling stars, but of unusual splendor and magnitude, were seen shooting in every part
of the heavens, in every line of direction below horizontal. Some from above appeared descending, (but
asisusud in the same phenomenon asit ordinarily gppearsin single instances) they were generaly
extinguished before coming in range with the level of the earth. Hundreds were seen darting at the same
moment. Their vivid corruscations continued for hours, and only ceased when thelight of day compelled
them to hide their diminishing heads, so that for any thing we know to the contrary, they may still be
disporting in the upper air.

"Philosophers have not been able to offer any plausible theory in explanation of the description of
meteors. To say that they are eectric, or that they proceed from the spontaneous combustion of
inflammable vapor, is only to evade rationa enquiry by the employment of learned words. Before either
of these principles can be admitted as sufficient causes, it must be shewn in what manner eectricity can
be accumulated in an atmosphere pure and dry, or what there isin such aregion of the air asto develope
explosvegas, or toigniteit after it has been produced. We believeit isadmitted that no branch of
scientific investigation so completely puts the ingenuity of philosophy at defence, as meteorology.”

And some smoldering something flashes swift across Missssippi and Alabamaand marsh-grey
Florida skies, one more momentary inferno in aburning dawn, the blink of amillion frightened eyes, and it
plunges sizzling and sputtering into a deep black pool. A splash and charcod wisp of steam, and the
waterstake it down into the soothing, fishsecret silt, the dime and ablackness not so perfect asthat
former, lost Paradise, but the pain that seared away its soul is cooled, and in ahundred yearsit will
hardly remember thelion's paw, the flames, thefal, the innocent eons of welghtless vacuum before
gravity'sdeceiving pull.

| never planned, in my imagination, a situation so heavenly, a fairy land where no one else
could enter, and in the center, just you and me, dear . . .

November 13th, 1833, and for seventy years nothing and no one looked into the pool but soulless
adligator eyes and wild cats and the Indians who were afraid to stare too long into those murky, unmoving
depths. A stain on the land, a seeping hole in the leprous skin of the swamp, blue lights above the waters
on along summer's evening, and Apalachee motherstold their children about the demons from the moon,
the starfall whisperers below the water.

" At night there, something uncanny happens. the water burns."

Infinities away, the lion closed its deepy eyes and opened them and closed them again. And again.
And agan.

Theworld turns,

Thewater burns.

My heart beat like a hammer, my arms wound around you tight, and starsfell on
Alabama . . .last night.

Knuckleslike ahammer on the door, flesh and bone on wood, and ™Y ou do exactly like told you,"
Mr. Jube says. Glistening beads of sweat on his brow, sweat hanging like dew from the end of hisnose.
"Tomorrow mornin', I'll go into Milligan and buy you awhole bag of them green jellybeans™ And Dancy
nods her head, but he doesn't see, is dready reaching for the doorknob with unsteady hands, and
whoever it isout there knocks again, harder than before, and the door shudders on its hinges. She



imagines that she's holding a crooked, long hickory stick and carefully draws the number 95 in the sand
a the edge of the lake.

"Just hold your horses agoddamned minute,” the old man croaks, the knob turning in his hand, and
he opens the door.

And Dancy seesthe eyes and forgets al about the numbers, 95 erased with the toe of her boot,
smooth sand like brown sugar, and that's asfar as she goes, there's nothing out there but the eyes, twin
balls of the deepest, the most vivid blue she's ever seen or imagined, roiling, pupilless eyesthat shine
bright enough to blind and somehow give off no light whatsoever. Blue eyes bulging from the fabric of the
night, and Mr. Jube takes asmal, hesitant step backwards and |ooks down at the floor between hisfeet.

Don't you scream now, girl, Dancy thinksin the old man'svoice. Don't you dare start screamin’.
Shetriesto look away, look down like Mr. Jube did, tries to bow her head so there's nothing but her
shoes and the floorboards, the spilled jellybeans, but she can't—not for dl theteain China, dl the love of
God—and her heart skips a besat as those blue eyes narrow down to suspicious, angry ditsand glare
past Mr. Jube directly at her.

"Who's she," the thing on the porch growlsin avoicethat isthunder and wildfire and the buzzing
wings of poisonous red wasps. Movement in the darkness, and Dancy can see that therés moreto it than
the eyes, after all, that it's pointing towards her.

"Sheantnoone" Mr. Jube says. "L east ways, no one you got to be concerned about.”

"You know therules,” it growls, eyes swelling wide again, eyes big around as oranges, and the
dark around them flutters for amoment and is till again.

"Yeah, | know she ain't supposed to be here. | know ain't nobody supposed to be here but me. But
it just kinda happened, and there ain't no use worryin' over it now."

"Dancy," thething purrs. "Dancy Flammarion," and the sudden, hot trickle down her thighs as
shewets hersdf. She bites at her lower lip, bites hard until there's blood and it hurts too much to bite
anymore, but she doesn't scream.

"Sheain't gonnatell asingleliving soul what she's seein’ here tonight,” the old man says, and Dancy
redizesthat he's pleading for her life. " She knows better. She knows what would happen if she ever did.”

"Does she?" it asks, blue eyes swirling, restless, disbdieving. "Does she know the rules?" But it
stops pointing at her, and thejointed thing that isn't an arm melts back into the blackness.

"The day you were born," it says, and some of it flows across the threshold, sticky, tar-baby
shreds of itsdlf to lap about Mr. Jube's ankles. He takes a degp, hitching breath and stands absolutely
dill. "There were tears the day you were born, Dancy Flammarion. There are tearsin your
mother's heart every time she looks at you."

"I havetheriddle" Mr. Jube says.

A black tendril wriggles noiselesdy across the pine boards towards Dancy, itsragged tip end rising
like the head of a coachwhip snake, serpent head pausing afew inches from her boots, and she smells
dying fish and mud, peppermint and curdled milk.

"But who's going to cry the day you leave?" thething at the door muttersin itsthunderstorm,
insect voice.

"You ligenin?' Mr. Jube says. "Y ou know therules. | only haveto ask my riddle once."

The tendril hoversamoment longer near Dancy's | eft foot, indecisive, reluctant, and then it dips
back acrossthefloor, flows away and leaves behind aglistening dug trail on the rough wood.

"Then ask me, old man. Ask me quick, before | forget the rules and take what | please.”

The black puddle around Mr. Jube's feet shiverslikejely, and "Y ou ain't never gonnaget thisone,"
he says, glances back at Dancy, and there's the thinnest ghost of asmile on hislips. "When the sun's done
flickered out and the seas freeze up hard as gravestones, you ill ain't gonnaget this one here.”

"Ask me the riddle. Why does the crow fly in the woods? What kind of bushes do rabbits sit
under when the rain comes?"



Mr. Jube raises his head and stares directly into those huge and bottomless blue eyes, and when he
speaks, hisvoiceiscam and sure.

"The man who made me, never used me. The man who bought me, never used me. The man who
used me, never saw me."

A gust of cold and stinking air through the open doorway and the lantern on the table glows brighter
for amoment, its smdl flame swelling, flickering againgt the chill, asthe blackness uncoils from about Mr.
Jube's ankles. Pouring itsalf backwards, dow as syrup, and the eyes narrow once more down to angry,
heting dits

"Maybe next time," Mr. Jube says, and he looks down at the cabin floor again. "'l cantdll you're
gettin’ smarter. I'm gonna shut the door now," and he does, easy asthat, closesit gently, latch click, and
they're done. The old black man and the albino girl, and she doesn't say aword, waits until heturns his
back on the night and whatever it hides, and he sits down across the table from her.

"Y ou got blood on your face, child," he says. "L ooks like you done bit a hole clean through your
bottom lip. Just et me get my breeth, and I'll see abouit it."

"I'mdl right," Dancy says. "It don't hurt," not the truth but the pain ssems small and far away. She
dares a the checkerboard, the candy strewn at her feet, the kerosene lantern flame no larger or brighter
than any lantern flame ought to be.

"Y ou got your questions, too. | know that."

"What if it had known that riddle? What if it had guessed—"

"No," Mr. Jube says, interrupting her, and he shakes his head dowly and rubs at hisbeard. "l said |
know you got questions. | didn't say | got answers. Hell, there ain't no answersfor thingslikethis,
Dancy. That'sjust somethin’ you gottalearn. Ain't everything in theworld got a what and a why for the
askin'."

"But it knew my name. It looked a me and knew my name."
"W, you try not to think about that too much. It don't mean nothin'. It probably don't mean nothin'
adl"

And outside the cabin by the lake at the end of Wampee Creek, the summer night mumbles uneasily
toitsef in the dark tongue of pines needles and cypress leaves, cricket whispers and the mournful cal of
owls. Thewaxing diver of moon rises higher and casts athin, pale glow acrossthe water, and in alittle
while the surface of the pool has grown till and flat again, and the world rolls on towards morning.

Waycross

"Rise and shine, Snow White," the Gynander growls, and so the abino girl dowly opens her pink
eyes, the dream of her dead mother and sunlight and the sheltering sky dissolving to the bare earth and
mest-rot stink of the cdllar.

Go back to slegp, and I'll be home again, shethinks. Close my eyes, and none of this has ever
happened. Not thetruth, nothing like the truth, but cold comfort better than no comfort at al in thishole
behind the place where the monster degps during the day. Dancy blinks at the darkness, licks her dry,
chapped lips, and tries hard to remember the story her mother wastelling her in the dream. Lion's den,
whale bdly, fiery-furnace Bible story, but al the words and names running together in her heed, the pain
and numbnessin her wrists and ankles more red, and the dream growing smdler and farther away with
every beat of her heart.

The red thing crouched somewhere at the other sde of the cellar makes a soft, wet sound and
grikesamaich to light the hurricane lamp gripped in the long, raw fingers of itsleft hand. Dancy closes
her eyes, because the angd has warned her never to look at its face until after it puts on one of the skins
hanging from the rusted sted hooks set into the ceiling of the cdllar. All those blind and shriveled hides
like deflated people, deflated animals, and it has promised Dancy that some day very soon shelll hang



there, too, one more hollow face, one more mask for it to wear.

"What day . . .what day isit?' Dancy whispers, hard to talk because her throat's so dry, hard to
even swalow, and her tongue feds swallen. "How long have | been down here?"

"Why?" the Gynander asks her. "What difference doesit make?"

"No difference," Dancy croaks. "l just wanted to know."

"Y ou got some place to be? Y ou got someone elseto kill?"

"l just wanted to know what day it is."

"Itisn't any day. It's night."

Y dlow-orange lantern light getting in through Dancy's eydlids, warm light and cold shadows, and
she sgueezes them shut tighter, turns her head to one side so her face is pressed againgt the hard dirt
floor. Not taking any chances because she promised she wouldn't ever look, and if she startslying to the
angd he might stop coming to her.

"'Sooner or later, you're gonna have to take alook a me, Dancy Flammarion,” the Gynander says
and laughsits boneshard, thistle laugh. ™Y ou're gonna have to open them rabhity little eyes of yoursand
have agood long look, before we're done.™
"I was having adream. Y ou woke me up. Go away so | can go back to deep. Kill me, or go
avay."

"Y ou're dready dead, child. Ain't you figured that out yet? 'Y ou been dead since the day you came
looking for me."

Footsteps, then, the heavy, stumbling sounds its splayed feet make againgt the hard-packed floor,
and the clank and clatter of the hooks asit riffles through the hides, deciding what to wear.

"Kill me, or go away," Dancy saysagain, getsdirt in her mouth and spitsit back out.

"Dead asadoornall,” it purrs. "Dead asadodo. Dead as | want you to be," and Dancy tries not to
hear what comes next, the dry, stretching noises it makes stuffing itself into the skin suit it's chosen from
one of the hooks. If her hands were free she could cover her ears; if they weren't tied together behind her
back with nylon rope she could shove her fingers deep into her ears and maybe block it out.

"Y ou can open your eyes now," the Gynander says. "I'm decent.”

"Kill me" Dancy says, not opening her eyes.

"Why do you keep saying that? Y ou don't want to die. When people want to die, when they really
want to die, they get a certain smell about them, acertain brittle incense. Y ou, you smell like someone
who wantsto live."

"| faled, and now | want thisall to end.”

"See, now that's thetruth,” the Gynander says, and there's aragged zipping-up sort of sound asit
sedlsthe skin closed around itself. "Y ou done let that angel of yours down, and you're ashamed, and
you're scared, and you sure as hell don't want what you got coming to you. But you till don't want to
die"

Dancy turns her head and opens her eyes, and now the thing is squatting therein front of her,
holding the kerosene lamp closeto its face. Borrowed skin stitched together from dead men and dogs,
strips of diamond-backed snake hide, and it pokes at her right shoulder with one long black claw.

"Thisangd, he got hissdf aname?’

"I don't know," Dancy says, though she knowswell enough that dl angels have names. "He's never
told mehisname.”

"Must be one bad motherfucker, he gotta send little albino bitches out to do his dirty work. Must be
one mean-ass son of awhore."

When it talks, the Gynander'slips don't move, but its chin jigglesloosely, and its blue-grey cheeks
bulge alittle. Where its eyes should be there's nothing at al, blackness to put midnight at the bottom of
the seato shame. And Dancy knows about eyes, windows to the soul, so shelooks at the lamp, instead.

"Maybe heain't no angel. You ever stop and let yourself think about that, Dancy? Maybe he'sa



mongter, too."

When she doesn't answer, it pokes her again, harder than before, drawing blood with its ebony
claw; warm crimson trickle across her white shoulder, precious drops of her life wasted on the cdllar
floor, and she stares deep into the flame trapped insde the glass chim-ney. Her mother'sface hiddenin
there somewhere, and a thousand summer-bright days, and the sword her angel carriesto divide the truth
fromlies

"Maybe you got it turned 'round backwards," the Gynander says and sets the lamp down on the
floor. "Maybe what you think you know, you don't know at all.”

"I knew right whereto find you, didn't 7" Dancy asksit, speaking very quietly and not taking her
eyes off thelamp.

"Well, yeah, now that'safact. But someone like me, you know how it is. Someone like me dways
has enemies. Besides the angels, | mean. And word gets around, no matter how careful—"

"Areyou afraid to kill me? Isthat it?'

And there'saloud and sudden flutter from the Gynander's chest, then, like a dozen mockingbirds
sewn up in there and wanting out, frantic wings beating againgt that leather husk. It leans closer, scading
carrion breath and the fainter smell of alcohal, the eager snik snik snik of its sharp white teeth, but
Dancy keeps saring into the flickering heart of the hurricane lamp.

"Someone like you," she says, "needsto know who its enemies are. Besdesthe angels, | mean.”

The Gynander hissesthrough its teeth and dips ahand around her throat, its palm rough as
sandpaper, its needle claws spilling more of her blood.

"Patience, Snow White," it sneers. "Y ou'll be dead along, long time. I'll wear your pretty alabaster
skin to athousand daughters, and your soul will watch from Hell."

"Yeah," Dancy says. "I'm starting to think you're gonnatalk meto desth," and she smilesfor the
beast, shuts her eyes, and the afterimage of the lamp flame bobs and swirls orange in the dark behind her
lids

"Youredill dive'causel Hill got thingsto show you, girl," the Gynander growls. "Thingsthose
fuckers, those angels, ain't ever bothered with, 'cause they don't want you to know how it is. But if
you're gonnafight with mongters, if you're gonnaplay saint and martyr for cowards that send children out
to do their killing, you're gonna have to seeit all.”

Itsgrip on her throat tightens, only alittle more pressure to crush her windpipe, a carelessflick of
those clawsto dice her throat, and for amoment Dancy thinks maybe she'swon after al.

"Thiswhole goddamn world is my enemy," the thing says. "Mine and yours both, Dancy
Hammarion."

And then it releases her, takes the lamp and leaves her dive, alone, not even capable of taunting a
king of butchersinto taking her life. Dancy keeps her eyes closed until she hears the trapdoor dam shut
and latch, until she's sure she's done again, and then sherolls over onto her back and stares up at the
blackness that may aswell go on forever.

* % %

After the things that happened in Bainbridge, Dancy hitched the long asphdlt ribbon of U.S. 84 to
Thomasville and Vadosta, following the highway on to Waycross. Through the swampy,
cypress-haunted south Georgianights, hiding her skin and her pink eyes from the blazing June sun when
she could, hiding herself from sunburn and melanomaand blindness. Catching rideswith truckersand
college students, farmers and salesmen, rides whenever she was lucky and found adriver who didn't
think she looked too strange to pick up, maybe even strange enough to be dangerous or contagious. And
when she was unlucky, Dancy walked.

Thelast few miles, gravel and sandy red-dirt back roads between Waycross and the vast
Okefenokee wilderness, all of those unlucky, al of those on foot. She left the concrete and stedl shade of



the viaduct dmost two hours before sunset, because the angdl said she should. Thistimeit wouldn't be
like Bainbridge or the Texaco Station. Thistime there would be sentries, and thistime she was expected.
Walking right down the middle of the road because the weedy ditches on either side made her nervous,
anything could be hiding in those thickets of honeysuckle and blackberry briars, anything hungry, anything
terrible, anything at al. Waiting patiently for her beneath the degpening pine and magnolia shadows, and
Dancy carried the old carving knife she usualy kept tucked way down at the bottom of her duffel bag,
held it gripped in her right hand and watched the close and darkening woods.

When the blackbird flapped noisily out of the twilight sky and landed on the dusty road in front of
her, Dancy stopped and stared at it apprehensively. Scarlet splotches on itswings like fresh blood or
poisonous berries, and the bird looked warily back at her.

"Oh Jesus, you gotta be pullin' my leg," the blackbird said and frowned at her.

"What'syour problem, bird?' Dancy asked, gripping the knife alittle tighter than before.

"l mean, we wasn't expecting no goddamn St. George on his big white horse or nothin', but for
crying out loud.”

"Y ou knew | was coming here tonight?' she asked the bird and glanced anxioudly at the trees, the
sky, wondering who e'se might know.

"L ook, girly, do you have any ideawhat's waitin' for you at the end of this here road? Do you even
have thefoggiest?'

"Thisiswhere he sent me. | go where my angd sendsme.”

The blackbird cocked its head to one side and blinked at her.

"Oh Lord and butter," the bird said.

"I go where my angd tells me. He shows mewhat | need to know."

The blackbird glanced back over the red patch on its shoulder at the place where the dirt road
turned sharply, disappearing into atowering cathedra of kudzu vines. It ruffled its feathers and shook its
head.

"Y eah, well, thistime | think somebody up there must'agoofed. So you just turn yoursaf right
around and get awiggle on before anyone notices.”

"Areyou testing me? Isthis atemptation? Did the mongters send you?'

"What?" the bird squawked indignantly and hopped afew in-ches closer to Dancy; sheraised her
carving knife and took one step backwards.

"Areyou trying to stop me, bird? Isthat what you're doing?"

"No. I'mtrying to save your dumb ass, you smpletwit."

"Nobody can save me," Dancy said and looked down at her knife. In the half-light, the rust on the
blade looked like old dried blood. "Maybe once, along, long time ago, but no one can save me now.
That's not the way this story ends.”

"Go home, little girl," the bird said and hopped closer. "Run avay home beforeit smellsyou and
comes lookin' for its supper.”

"l don't have ahome. | go where the angd tells meto go, and he told me to come here. He said
there was something terrible hiding out here, something even the birds of the air and the beasts of thefield
are scared of, something | have to stop.”

"With what? That old knife there?"

"Did you cal me here, blackbird?"

"Hell no," the bird cawed at her, angry, and glanced over its shoulder again. " Sure, we been prayin’
for someone, but not acrazy albino kid with abutcher knife."

"I haveto hurry now," Dancy said. "l don't havetimeto talk anymore. It's getting dark.”

The bird stared up at her for amoment, and Dancy stared back at it, waiting for whatever was
coming next, whatever she was meant to do or say, whatever the bird wasthere for.

"Jesus, you'reredly goin' through with this™ it said finaly, and she nodded. The blackbird sghed a



very smdl, exasperated sigh and pecked once at the thick dust between itsfeet.

"Follow the road, past that kudzu patch there, and the old well, dl the way to down to—"

"I know where I'm going, bird," Dancy said and shifted the weight of her duffel bag on her shoulder.

"Of courseyou do. Your angel told you."

"The old bluetrailer a the end of theroad," Dancy whispered. "The blue house trailer with three old
refrigeratorsin thefront yard." In the trees, fireflies had begun to wink on and off, off and on, athousand
yd low-green beacons againg the gathering night. " Three refrigerators and a broken-down truck.”

"Then you best shovein your clutch, girl. And don't think for aminute that they don't know you're
comin'. They know everything. They know the number of starsin the heavens and how many days|eft till
the end of time."

"Thisiswhat | do," shetold the bird and stepped past him, following the road that led to the
blackness coiled like ajedl ous, ancient serpent beneath the summer sky.

* * %

Sometime | ater, when the Gynander finally comes back to her, it's carrying asmall wooden box that
it holds out for Dancy to see. Wood like sweet, polished chocolate and an intricate design worked into
the lid—a perfect circlefilled in with ariot of intersecting lines to form adozen or more triangles, and on
ether side of the circle awaning or waxing half-moon sickle. She blinks at the box in the unsteady lantern
light, wondering if the design is supposed to mean something to her, if the mongter thinksthat it will.

"Pretty,” Dancy sayswithout enthusiasm. "It'sa pretty box."

The Gynander makes ahollow, grumbling sound in its throat, and the dead skin hiding itstrue face
twitchesdightly.

"Y ou never saw that before?" it asks her and taps at the very center of the circular design with the
tip of one claw. "Y ou never saw that anywhere dse?'

"No. Can | please have adrink of water?'

"Your angel never showed it to you?"

"No," Dancy saysagain, giving up on the water, and she goes back to staring at the rootsy ceiling of
thecdlar. "I never saw anything like that before. Isit some sort of hex sign or something? My grandma
knew afew of those. She's dead—"

"But you've never seenit before?!

"That'swhet | said.”

The Gynander stsdown in the dirt beside her, setsthe lamp nearby, and she can fed the black
holeswhereits eyes should be watching her, wary nothingness peering suspicioudy out from the ditsin its
mask.

"Thisbox belonged to Snethdla.”

"Who?'

"Thewoman that you killed last night,” the Gynander growls, beginning to sound angry again.

"l didn't kill awoman," Dancy says confidently. "I don't kill people.”

"It's carved from atype of African cedar tree that's been extinct for two thousand years,” the
Gynander says, ignoring Dancy, and its crackling voice makes her think of dry autumn leaves and fire.
"And she carried this box for eleven millennia. Y ou got any ideawhat that means, child?!

"That shewas alot older than shelooked,” Dancy replies, and the Gynander grunts and putsthe
box down roughly on her chest. Heavy for itssize, and cold, like asmall block of ice, and suddenly the
musty cdlar air smellslike spices—cinnamon, basil, sage, afew othersthat Dancy doesn't immediatdy
recognize or has never smelled before.

"Get that thing off me," shetellsthe mongter. "Whatever it is, | don't want it touching me. It isn't
cean



"Next to Snethella," the Gynander says, "I'm nothing, nothing at al. Next to her, I'm just acarny
freak. So why did you comefor meinstead of her?"

"l go where my angd |eads me. He shows me—"

"In amoment, Dancy Flammarion, I'm going to open up thisbox here and let you see what'sinsde.”

"Get it off me. It Sinks™"

The Gynander grunts, then leans very closeto Dancy and sniffs at her; something dmost likea
tongue, the dark, unhealthy color of indigo or polk-sdad berries, darts out from between its shriveled lips
and tastesthe cdllar air.

"That's sort'athe pot callin' the kettle black, don't you think? When'sthe last time you had a bath,
Snow White?'

And Dancy shuts her eyes, praying that her angel will come, after dl, that hell gppear in awhirling
storm of white, white feethers and hurricane wind and take her away from thisawful place. Sheimagines
hersdf in hisarms, flying high above the swamps and pine barrens, safe in the velvet and tarlight spaces
between the moon and earth. 1've done my best, shethinks, trying not to imagine what'swaiting for her
ingde the freezing wooden box pressing painfully down on her chest. 1've done my best, and none of
these things can ever touch my immortal soul.

"When men il huddled in their own filth," the Gynander says, "and worshipped the sun because
they were too afraid to face the night, she walked the wide world, and nobody and nothin' stood against
her. She was a goddess, dmog.”

"l saw her with my own eyes," Dancy whispers. "'l saw exactly what shewas."

"Y ou saw what you weretold to see.”

Sailing with her angel high above the winding black waters of the Okefenokee, above the booming
voices of bull aligators and the nervous ears of marsh rabhbits, safe in his arms because she's done the
best that she can do. And he would tell her that, and that she doesn't have to be strong anymore. Time
now to lie down and die, findly, time to be with her grandmother and mother in Paradise, no more londly
roads, no more taunts for her pink eyes and alabaster skin, and no more monsters. The angdl'swings
would sound like redemption, and she might glance down between her feet to see the Gynander's blue
housetrailer blazing in the night. "It'll be nothing but ashes by morning,” shed say, and the angel would
smileand nod his head.

"Thefirg time Sinethella brought this box to me, first time she opened it and let me have a peek
ingde, | thought that | would surely die. | thought my heart would burst.”

There are no more monsters left in the world, the angel would say to her asthey flew acrossthe
land, east towards the sea. You don't have to be afraid anymore. You can rest now, Dancy.

"She read me a poem, before she let me look insde,”" the Gynander says. "'l never was much for
poetry, but | fill remember thisone. Hell, I'll remember thisonetill theday | die.”

Shewould ask her angdl about the box, and hewould tell her not to worry. The box was
destroyed. Or logt in the swamp in some pool so deep only the catfish will ever seeit. Or locked away
forever in theinviolable vaults of Heaven.

"But from my grave across my brow," the Gynander whispers, "plays no wind of healing now,
and fire and ice within me fight, beneath the suffocating night."

Open your eyes, Dancy, the angd says, and she does, not afraid of falling anymore, and the
Gynander opens the box ditting on her chest. Far, far away, thereés asound like women crying, and the
ebony and scarlet light that spillsfrom the cedar box wraps Dancy tight in its searing, squirming tendrils,
and dowly, bit by bit, drags her away.

* % %

Dancy walked through the long dark tunnd formed by the strangling kudzu vines, the broad green
leaves muffling her footsteps, the heavy lavender flowersturning the air to sugar. She moved as quickly as



she dared, wishing now that the blackbird had come with her, wishing sheld gotten an earlier Sart, and
then therewould still be afew bright shafts of late afternoon sunlight to pierce the tunnd of vines.
Surrounded by the droning scream of cicadas, the songs of crickets and small peeping frogs hidden in
amongst the rotten branches and trunks of the oaks that the kudzu had taken long ago for its skeleton,
she counted her paces, like rosary beads, something to mark distance and occupy her mind, something to
keep her focused and moving. No more than a hundred feet from one end to the next, a hundred feet at
the mogt, but it might aswell have been amile. And hafway through, she reached a spot wherethe air
was as cold as a January morning, air o cold her bresth fogged, and Dancy jumped backwards, hugging
hersdlf and shivering.

Too late, shethought. It knows I'm coming now, redlising that the forest around her had gone
completely quiet, not one insect or amphibian voice, no twilight birdsongs I eft to break the sudden
dlence

Reuctantly, she held ahand out, penetrating thefrigid curtain of air again, acold that could burn,
that could freeze living flesh to sone; she drew adeep breath and stepped quickly throughiit.

Beyond the vines, the blue house trailer was Sitting there donein asmall weedy clearing, just like
sheld seenit in her dreams, just exactly the way the angel had shown it to her. Light spilled from the
windows and the door standing wide open like awelcome sgn—Come on in, |'ve been waiting for
you, Dancy Flammarion.

She set her duffel bag down on the ground and looked first at her knife and then back to the blue
trailer. Even the shimmering, mewling things sheid faced back in Bainbridge, even they were afraid of

this haunted place, something so terrible insde those duminum walls that even boogeymen and
goblinswere afraid to whisper its name. Dancy glanced up at the summer sky, hoping the angel might be
there, watching over her, but there were only afew dim and disinterested stars.

Well, what are you waiting on? thetrailer ssemed to whisper.

"Nothing," shesad. "I'm not waiting on anything."

Shewaked past the three refrigerators, the burned-out carcass of the old Ford pickup, and
climbed the cinder-block steps to stand in the open doorway. For amoment, the light was so bright that
she thought it might blind her, might shine straight i

nto her head and burn her brain away, and Dancy squinted through the tears streaming from the
corners of her eyes. Then the light seemed to ebb, dimming enough that she could make out the shoddy
confusion of furniture crammed into thetrailer: asofami

ssing dl its cushions, arecliner the color of Spanish moss, and a coffee table buried benesth dirty
plates, magazines, chicken bones, beer cans, and overflowing ashtrays. A woman in ayellow raincoat
was sitting in the recliner, watching Dancy and smiling. Her eyes were very green and pupilless, a statue's
jade-carved eyes, and her shaggy black hair fell about her round face in tangled curls.

"Hello there, Dancy,” she said. "We were beginning to think that you wouldn't makeit."

"Who are you?' Dancy asked, confused, and raised her knife so she was sure the woman could see
it. "You're not supposed to be here. No one's supposed to be here but—"

"I'm not? Well, someone should havetold me."

The woman stood up, dipping gracefully, dowly, from the grey recliner, her bare feet on the
linoleum floor, and Dancy could see she wasn't wearing anything under the coat.

"Not exactly what you were expecting, am 1?7 she said, sounding pleased with hersdlf, and took a
sngle step towards Dancy. Beneeth the bright trailer lights, her bare olive skin glinted wetly, skin as
smooth and perfect as oil on deep, till water, and " Stop,” Dancy warned her and jabbed the knife a the
ar between hersdf and the woman.

"No one here wantsto hurt you," she said and smiled wider so that Dancy could see her long sharp
teeth.

"l didn't come for you," Dancy said, trying hard to hide the tremblein her voice, because she knew
the woman wanted her to be afraid. "I don't even know who you are.”



"But | know who you are, Dancy. News travels fast these days. | know all about what you did in
Bainbridge, and | know what you came here to do tonight.”

"Don't make me hurt you, too."

"No one hasto get hurt. Put the knife down, and we can talk.”

"Yourejust hereto distract me, so it can run, soit can escape, and then I'll haveto find it al over
agan."

The woman nodded and looked up at thelow ceiling of thetrailer, her green eyes saring directly
into the flood of white light pouring down into the tiny room.

"You haveaholeingdeyou," she said, her smile beginning to fade. "Where your heart should be,
theres ahole so awfully deep and wide, an abyssin your soul.”

"That's not true," Dancy whispered.

"Yes, itis Youvelost everything, haven't you? There's nothing left in the world that you love and
nothing that lovesyou."

And Dancy amost turned and ran, then, back down the cinder-block stepsinto the arms of the
night, not prepared for this strange woman and her strange, sad voice, the secret things she had no right
to know or ever say out loud. Not fair, the angel leaving this part out, not fair, when she's dways done
everything he asked of her.

"You think that he lovesyou?' the woman asked. "He doesn't. Angelslove no one but themsalves.
They're bitter, sdlfish things, every one of them.”

"Shut up.”

"But it'sthetruth, dear. Cross my heart. Angdls are nothing but spiteful—"

"l said to shut up.”

The woman narrowed her eyes, ftill staring up at the celling, peering into the light reflecting off her
glossy skin.

"Y ou've become their willing puppet, their doll," she sighed. "And, like the man said, they have
made your life no more than ataetold by anidiat, full of sound and fury, sgnifying nothing. Nothing
whatsoever."

Dancy gripped the carving knife and took a hesitant step towards the woman.

"Yourealiar," shesad. "You don't have any ideawhat you're talking about.”

"Oh, but | do," the woman replied, lowering her head and turning to gaze at Dancy with those
gartling, unreal eyes. "1 know so very many things. | can show you, if you want to see. | can show you
the faces of God, the moment you will die, the dark places behind the stars," and she shrugged off the
ydlow raincoat, and it dipped to the linoleum floor.

Where her breasts should have been there were wriggling, tentacled massesinstead, like thefiery
heads of sea anemones, surrounding hungry, toothless mouths.

"Thereisamost no end to the things | can show you," the woman said. "Unlessyou're too afraid to
—y

Dancy screamed and lunged towards the naked woman, dl of her confusion and anger and disgust,
al of her fear, flashing like steam to blind, forward momentum, and she swung the rusty knife, dashing the
woman's throat open a couple of inches above her collarbones. The sudden, bright spray of blood across
Dancy's face was as cold as water drawn from a deep well, and she gasped and retreated to the door of
thetraler. The knife did from her hand and clattered againgt the duminum threshold.

"You cut me," the woman sputtered, dismayed, and now there was blood trickling from her lips,
too, blood to stain those sharp teeth pink and scarlet. Her green eyes had gone wide, swollen with
surprise and pain, and she put one hand over the gash in her throat, asif to try and hide the wound
hemorrhaging in timeto her heart.

"Youdidit," shesaid. "You redly fucking did it," and then the tentacles on her chest stopped
wriggling, and she crumpled to the floor beside the recliner.



"Why didn't you tell me?" Dancy asked the angel, even though she knew it probably wasn't listening.
"Why didn't you tell me she would be here, too?"

The woman's body shuddered violently and then grew till, lying on top of the discarded raincoat,
her blood spreading out acrossthe floor like aliving stain. The white light from the celling beganto dim
and, amoment later, winked out altogether, so that Dancy was left stlanding in the dark, donein the
doorway of thetrailer.

"What have you doneto her?' the Gynander growled from somewhere close, somewherein the
yard behind Dancy, its heavy, plodding footsteps coming closer, and she murmured asilent, doubtful
prayer and turned to faceit.

Unafraid of faling, but falling nonetheless, astheliving light from the wooden box ebbs and flows
beneath her skin, between the convolutions of her brain. Collgpsing into hersdlf, that hole where her heart
should be, that abyssin her soul, and dl the things she's clung to for so long, the handholds clawed into
the dry wals of her mind, melt benesth the corrosive, soothing voices of thelight.

Where am | going? she asks, and the red and black tendrils squeezing her smaller and smaller,
squeezing her away, reply in ahundred brilliant voices—Inside, they say, and Down, and Back, and
findly, Where the monsters come from.

| don't have my knife, she says.

You won't need it, the light reassures her.

And Dancy watches hersdlf, awhite streak across a star-dappled sky, watches her long fall from
the rolling deck of asailing ship that burned and sank and rotted five hundred years ago. A sailor standing
beside her curses, crosses himsdlf, and points at Heaven.

"Didyeseeit?' heasksin aterrified whisper, and Dancy can't tell him that she did and that it was
only the husk of her body burning itself away, because now she's somewhere else, high above the masts
and stays, and the boat is only a speck in the darkness bel ow, stranded forever in a place where no wind
blows and the seaisas till and flat asglass. Asidle as a painted ship, upon a painted ocean.

Fdling, not up or down, but faling farther in, and Is there a bottom, or a top? Isthere ever an
end?, shewonders, and Yes, the voicesreply. Yes and no, maybe and that depends.

Depends on what?

On you, my dear. That depends on you.

And she stands on arocky, windswept ledge, grey stone ground smooth and sheer by eons of frost
and rain, and the mountains rise up around her until their jagged peaks scrape at the low-dung belly of
the clouds. Below her isalong, narrow lake, black as pitch, and in the center of the lake, theruins of a
vadt, shattered temple rise from its depths. There are things stranded out there among the ruins, nervous
orange eyes watching the waters from broken spires and the safety of crumbling archways. Dancy can
hear their sma| and timorous thoughts, no one desire among them but to reach the shore, to escapethis
cold, forgotten place—and they would swim, the shore an easy swim for even the weakest among them,
but, from time to time, the black waters of the lake ripple, or a stream of bubbles rises suddenly to the
surface, and there's no knowing what might be waiting down there. What might be hungry. What might
havelain garving since time began.

"I want to go back now," Dancy says, shouting to be heard above the howling wind.

There's only one way back, the wind moans, speaking now for the light from the Gynander's box.
And that's straight on to the center.

"The center of what?' Dancy shouts, and in amoment her voice has crossed the lake and echoed
back to her, changed, mocking. The center of when? center of where? of who?

Ontheidand of ruins, the orange-eyed things mutter ancient, half-remembered supplications and
scuttle away into deeper shadows, Dancy's voice become the confirmation of their every waking



nightmare, reverberating God-voice to rain the inca culable weight of truth and sentence. And thewind
sweeps her away like ash...

"What about her bush?" the orderly asksthe nurse as the needle dipsinto Dancy's arm, and then he
laughs.

"You'reasick fuck, Parker, you know that?' the nurse tells him, pulling the needle out again and
quickly covering thetiny hole she'sleft with acotton ball. "She'sjust akid, for Chrigt's sake.”

"Hey, it seemslike a perfectly natural question to me. Y ou don't see something like her every day of
the week. Guys are curious about shit like that."

"Isthat afact?' the nurse asks the orderly, and she removes the cotton ball from Dancy'sarm,
garesfor amoment at the single drop of crimson gtaining it.

"Y egh. Something likethat."

"If you tell anyone, | swear to fucking—"

"Babe, this shit's between me and you. Not a peep, | swear.”

"Jesus, | ought'ahave my head examined,” the nurse whispers and drops the cotton bal and the
syringeinto ared plastic container label ed infectious waste, then checks Dancy's restraints one by one
until shessurethey'redl secure.

"Isthat me?' Dancy asksthe lights, but they seem to have deserted her, left her done with the nurse
and the orderly in this haze of antiseptic tink and Thorazine.

"Isthat me?"

The nurseliftsthe hem of Dancy's hospital gown and, "There," she saysand licks her lips. "Areyou
satisfied? Does that answer your question?’ She sounds nervous and excited at the sametime, and
Dancy can seethat she'ssmiling.

"Goddamn," the orderly mumbles, rubs at his chin and shakes his head. "Goddamn, that'sa sight to
e

"Poor kid," the nurse says and lowers Dancy's gown again.

"Hey, wait aminute, | was gonna get some pictures,” the orderly protests and laughs again.

"Fuck you, Parker," the nurse says.

"Anytime you're ready, baby."

"Gotohdl."

And Dancy shuts her eyes, shuts out the whitetile wals and fluorescent glare, pretendsthat she
can't smell the nurse's flowery perfume or the orderly's swest, that her arm doesn't ache from the needle
and her head isn't swvimming from the drugs.

Closing her eyes. Shutting one door and opening another.

Thenight air isvery cold and smdislike pine sap and dirt, night in the forest, and Dancy runs
breathless and barefoot over sticks and stones and pine straw, has been running so long now that her feet
areraw and bleeding. But she can hear the men on their horses getting closer, shouting to one another,
the men and their hounds, and if she dares stop running they'll be on top of her in a heartbest.

She sumbles and amogt falls, cracks her left shoulder hard againgt the trunk of atree and the force
of the blow spins her completely around so that she'sfacing her pursuers, the few dark boughs left
between them and her, and one of the dogs howls. The eager sound of something that knows it's dmost
won, that can taste her even beforeitsjaws close around her throat.

Thelight from the box swirls about her like anagging swarm of nocturna insects, whirring black
wings and shiny scarlet shellsto get her moving again. Each step fresh agony now, but the pain in her fegt
and legs and chest is nothing next to her terror, the hammer of hooves and the baying hounds, the men
with their guns and knives. Dancy cannot remember why they want her dead, what she might have done,
if thisisonly somegameor if it'sjustice; she can't remember when this night began or how long she's
been running. But she knows that none of it will matter in the end, when they caich her, and then the earth
drops suddenly away benegth her, and shesfdling, redly faling, the smple, helpless plummet of gravity.



She crashes headlong through the branches of adeadfal and landsin ashalow, freezing stream.

The electric shock of cold water to rip the world around her open once again, the dow burn before
it numbs her senseless, the fire before deep and death to part the seams; shelooks back to seethe
indistinct, frantic tumble of dog bodies aready coming down the steep bank after her. Above them, the
traitorous pines seem to part for the beautiful man on histal black horse, his antique clothes, thetorchin
his hand as bright as the sun rising at midnight. His pale face is bruised with the anger and horror of
everything he's seen and done, and everything he will see and do before the dawn.

"Jel'ai trouvee!" he shoutsto the others. " Dépéchez-vous!”

Words Dancy doesn't know, but she under stands them perfectly well, just the same.

"Labéte! Jel'ai trouvee!"

And then shelooks down at the reflection of the torchlight dancing in theicy, gurgling weater, and her
reflection there, aswell, her dbino's face meting in the flowing mirror, becoming the long snout and
frightened, iridescent eyes of awolf, melting again and now the dead woman from the Gynander'strailer
stares back at her. Dancy triesto stand, but she can't fedl her legs anymore, and the dogs are amost on
top of her, anyway.

"Isthisme?" she asksthe faces swirling in the stream. "'Isthismy face, too?" But this when and
where dides smoothly out from beneath her before the light can reply, before snapping dog teeth tear her
gpart; caught up in theimplosion again, swallowed whole by her own disintegration.

"They'redl dead," the nurse says, and her white shoes squeak loud against the white floor. "Cops
up in Milligan think maybe she had something to do with it."

"No shit?' the orderly says. He's standing by the window, looking out at therain, drawing circlesin
the condensation with hisindex finger. Circlesand circlesinsgde circles. "Wherethe hel's Milligan?'

"If you don't know aready, trust me, you don't want to know."

Far away, the beautiful man on hisblack horsefiresarifleinto the night.

"How old were you then?" the psychiatrist asks Dancy, and she doesn't answer him right away,
daresingtead at the clock on the wall, wishing she could wait him out. Wishing there was that much time
in the universe, but he has more time than she does. He keepsit nailed like Jesusto his office wall and
dolesit out intiny paper cups, amouthful at atime,

"Dancy, how old were you that night your mother took you to the fair?"

"Doesit matter?' she asks him, and the psychiatrist raises his eyebrows and shrugs his bony
old-man shoulders.

"It might,” he says.

And thefair unfurls around her, giddy violence of colored lights and calliope wails, cotton-candy
taffy air, ssawdust air, barkers howling like drunken wolves, and the mechanicd thunk and clank and
wheeze of the rides. Her mother has an arm around her, holding her close as the sea of human bodies
ebbs and surges about them, and Dancy thinks this must be Hell. Or Heaven. Too much of everything
good and everything bad al shoved together into thistiny field, adeafening, swirling sorm of laughter and
screams, she wants to go home, but thisis abirthday present, so she smiles and pretends that sheisn't
afrad.

"Y ou didn't want to hurt your mother'sfeelings,” the psychiatrist says and chewson theend of a
yelow pencil. "Y ou didn't want her to think you weren't having fun.”

"Look, Dancy,” her mother says. "Have you ever seen anything like that in your whole life?"

And the clown on dilts, tall asatree, strides past them, wading siffly through the crowd. Helooks
down as Dancy looks up, and the clown smiles at her, real smile behind his painted smile, but she doesn't
smile back. She can see his shadow, the thing hiding in his shadow, its spidery-long legs and haf-moon
amile, itseyeslike gpecks of molten lavaburning their way out of its skull.

Dancy looks quickly down at the ground, trampled sawdust and mud, cigarette buttsand a
half-eaten candy apple, and "Get aload of her, will you?' aman saysand laughs.



"Hey, girly. Y ou part of the freak show or what?"

"'Course sheis. She'sone of the dbinos. | saw the poster. They got awhole abino family. They got
aboy that's hdf-dligator and a stuffed cow with two heads. They got a Chinese ‘'maphrodite—"

"They ain't got no cow with two heads. That's adamn fake."

"Wadl, she ain't no fake, now is she?'

And then her mother is shoving a path through the crowd, towing Dancy after her, trying to get
away from the two men, but they follow close behind.

"Sow up, lady,” one of them shouts. "We just want to get agood look at her. Well pay you."

"Yeah, that'sright," the other one shouts, and now everyoneis staring and pointing. "WEell pay.
How much just to look? We ain't gonnatouch.”

The psychiatrist taps his pencil againgt his chin and helps Dancy watch the clock. "Were you mad at
her afterwards, for taking you to the fair?' he asks.

"That wasalong time ago,” Dancy replies. "It was my birthday present.”

He takes a deep breath and exhaes dowly, makes awhistling sound between his front teeth.

"We never went anywhere, so shetook meto thefair for my birthday."

"Did you know about freak shows, Dancy? Did your mother warn you about them before you went
tothefar?’

"What's the difference between freaks and mongters?' she asksthe psychiatrist.

"Mongersaren't red," he says. "That's the difference. Why? Do you think youre amonster? Has
anyone ever told you that you're amonster?'

She doesn't answer him. In only five more minutes she can go back to her room and think about
anything she wants, anything but fairs and grinning clowns on stilts and the way the two men stalked them
through the crowd, anything but fresks and mongters. In the forest, the man fires hisrifle again, and this
time the shot tears aholein the psychiatrist's face, so Dancy can see shattered bone and torn muscle, his
sparkling slver teeth and thelittle metal gears and springs that move his tongue up and down. He drops
the pencil, and it rolls undernegth his desk; shewantsto ask himiif it hurts, being shot, having haf your
face blown off like that, but he hasn't opped talking, too busy asking her questionsto careif he's hurt.

"Have you ever been afraid that she took you there to get rid of you, to leave you with the freaks?'

And dl the world goes white, a suffocating white where there is no sky and no earth, nothing to
divide the one from the other, and the Arctic wind shrieksin her ears, and snow stings her bare skin. Not
the top of the world, but somewhere very near it, arocky scrap of land spanning afreezing sea,
connecting continentsin afar-off time of glaciers. Dancy wantsto shut her eyes, then, at leadt, it would
only be black, not this appaling, endless white, and she thinks about going to deep, drifting down to
someplace farther ingde hersdf, the find il point in thisimplosion, down beyond the cold. But she
knows that would mean desth, in this place, this when, some mute instinct to keep her moving, answering
to her empty belly when she only wantsto be dlill.

"Cen'est pas un loup!" the man on his horse shouts to the othersin his company, and Dancy
peers over her shoulder, but she can't see him anywhere. Nothing at al back there but the wind-blown
snow, and she wonders how he could have possibly followed her to thistime and place, when he won't
even be born for another thirteen thousand years. The storm picks his voice apart and scattersit across
theplains

With theimpatient wind at her back, hurrying her dong, Dancy stumbles on aheed, helplessto do
otherwise.

Shefindsthe camp just past aline of high granite boulders, men and women huddled together in the
lee of the stones, aragged, starving bunch wrapped in bear hides. She smells them before she sees
them—the soot of their smdl, smoky fires, the oily stink of their bodies, the faint desth smell from the
skinsthey wear. She dips between the boulders, sure-footed, moving as quietly as she can, though they
could never hear her coming over the wind. The wind that blows her own scent away, and she crouches
above them and listens. The men clutching their long spears, the women clutching their children, and dll



eyes nervoudy watching the white-out blur beyond the safety of thefires.

Dancy doesn't need to understand their language to read their minds, the red and ebony light coiled
tight inside her head to trandate their hushed words, their every fearful thought, to show her the hazy
nightmares they've fashioned from the shadows and the wailing blizzard. They whisper about the strange
cregture that has been trailing them for days, tracking them acrosstheice, the red-eyed demon like a
young girl carved from the snow itsdlf. Their shaman mumbles warnings that they must have trespassed
into some unholy place protected by this spirit of the storms, but most of the men ignore him. They've
never come across any beast so dangerous it doesn't bleed.

Crouched there among the boulders, her teeth chattering, Dancy gazes up into the swirling snow.
Thelight lesksout of her nogtrils and twinesitsdf in the air above her head like adozen softly glowing
serpents.

They will come for you soon, it says. If you stay here, they'll find you and kill you.

"Will they?' Dancy asks, too cold and hungry and tired to redlly care, one way or the other, and
Yes, thelight replies.

"Why?1 can't hurt them. | couldn't hurt them if | wanted to."

Thelight breaks apart into asudden shower of sparks, bright drops of fire that splash againgt each
other and bounce off the edges of the boulders. In amoment, they come together again, and the woman
from the Gynander'strailer, the woman in the yellow raincoat that she knowsisn't awoman at dl, steps
out of the gloom and stands nearby, watching Dancy with her green eyes.

"It only mattersthat they are afraid of you," she says. "Maybe you could hurt them, and maybe you
could not, but it only mattersthat they are afraid.”

" killed you," Dancy says. "Y ou're dead. Go away."

"I only wanted you to see," the woman says and glances down at the camp below the boulders.
"Sometimes we forget what we are and why we do the things we do. Sometimes we never learn.”

"It won't make any difference," Dancy growlsat her, and the woman smiles and nods her head. Her
raincoat flutters and flgpsloudly in the wind, and Dancy tries hard not to look at the things writhing on her
bare chest.

"It might," the woman says. "' Someday, when you can't kill the thing that frightensyou. When there's
nowhereleft torun. Think of it asagift.”

"Why would you give me agift?'

"Because you gave me one, Dancy Flammarion,” and then the woman blows gpart in the wind, and
Dancy shivers and watches as the glittering pieces of her sail high into the winter sky and vanish.

"Isit over now?' Dancy asksthelight, and in amoment it answers her. That depends, it says, and
Isit ever over? it asks, but Dancy isaready tumbling back the way she's come. Head over hedls, ass
over tits, and when she opens her eyes, an ingant later, an eternity later, she's saring through the
darkness a the ceiling of the Gynander'sroot cellar.

* * %

Dancy coughs and rolls over onto her left Sde, bresthing against the stabbing, sharp painin her
chest, and there's the box sitting donein the dug, itslid closed now. The dark, varnished wood glints dull
in the orange light from the hurricane lantern hanging nearby, and whatever might have come out of the
box has been locked away again. She looks up from the floor, past the drooping, empty husks on their
hooks and the Gynander's workbenches, and the creature iswatching her from the other side of the
cdlar.

"What did you see?" it asks her, and she catches aguarded hint of apprehension initsrough voice.
"What was | supposed to see?' Dancy asks back, and she coughs again. "What did you think I'd
_—



"That's not how it works. It's different for everyone.”

"Y ou wanted me to see things that would make me doubt what the angel telsme.”

"It'sdifferent for everyone," the Gynander says again and draws the blade of a straight razor dowly
across along leather strap.

"But that'swhat you wanted, wasn't it? That's what you hoped I'd see, because that's what you saw
when she showed you the box."

"I never talked to no angels. | made apoint of that."

And Dancy redizesthat the nylon ropes around her ankles and wrists are gone, and her knifeis
lying on the floor beside the box. She reachesfor it, and the Gynander stops sharpening its razor and
looks at her.

"Sinethellawanted to die, you know. Sheld been wanting to diefor ages,” it says. "Sheld heard what
you did to them folks over in Bainbridge, and down therein Florida. | swear, child, you're like something
come riding out of awild west movie, like goddamn Clint Eastwood, you are.”

Dancy stsup, alittle dizzy from lying down so long, and wipesthe rusty blade of her carving knife
on her jeans.

"Likeinthat one picture, High Plains Drifter, where that nameless stranger fellashows up acting
al halier than thou. The whole town thinks they're using him, but turns out it'sreally the other way round.
Turns out, maybe he's the most terrible thing there is, and maybe good's awhole lot worse thing to have
after your assthan evil. Course, you have aname—"

"I haven't seen too many movies," Dancy says, though, in truth, she's never seen asingle one. She
glances from the Gynander to the wooden box to the lantern and back to the Gynander.

"I just want you to understand that she wasn't no two-bit, backwoods haint,” it says and starts
sharpening the straight razor again. "Not like me. | just want you to know ain't nothing happened here she
didn't want to happen.”

"Why did you untie me?"

"Why don't you try asking that angel of yours?| thought it had al the answers. Hdll, | thought that
angd of yourswasal over thetruth like flies on dog shit.”

"Shetold you to let me go?'

The Gynander makes asound like sighing and lays the legther strap aside, holds the silver razor up
S0 it catchesalittle of the stray lantern light. Its stolen face sags and twitches dightly.

"Not exactly," it says. "Aint nothing that easy, Snow White."

Dancy stands up, her legs tiff and aching, and shelifts the hurricane lantern off itsnail.

"Then you want to die, too," she says.

"Not by along sght, little girl. But | do like me some sport now and then. And Sinethellasaid you
must be agoddamn force of nature, aregular shatterer of worlds, to do the things you been getting away
with."

"What | saw in there," Dancy says, and she cautioudy prods at the box with the toe of one shoe. "It
doesn't make any difference. | know it wasjust atrick."

"Well, then what're you waiting for," the thing whispers from the lips of its shabby patchwork skin.
"Show mewhat you got.”

Thefire cracklesand roars at the night sky lightening dowly towards dawn. Dancy stson afalen
log at the side of thered dirt road leading back to Waycross and watches as the spreading flames begin
to devour the leafy walls of the kudzu tunndl.

"W, | guessyou showed me what for," the blackbird says. It's perched on the log next to her, the
firereflected inits beady eyes. "Maybe next time I'll keegp my big mouth shut.”



"Y ou think theré's ever gonna be a next time?' Dancy asks without looking away from thefire.

"Lord, | hopenot," the birds squawks. "That was just, you know, afigure of speech.”

"Oh. | see”

"Where you headed next?' the bird asks.

"I'mnot sure.”

"| thought maybe the angels—"

"They'll show me" Dancy says, and she dipsthe carving knife back into her duffel bag and pullsthe
drawstringstight again. "Whenit'stime, they'll show me."

And then neither of them says anything else for awhile, just St there together on thefdlen pinelog,
asthe fire she started in the cellar behind the trailer burns and bleeds black smoke into the hyacinth sky.

Alabaster

Theabino girl, whose nameis Dancy Flammarion, has walked along way sincethefirein
Bainbridge, five nightsago. It rained al morning long, and the blue-grey clouds are ill hanging sullen and
low above the pines, obscuring the wide south Georgia sky. But she's grateful for the clouds, for anything
that hides her from the blistering June sun. She's aready thanked both St. George and St. Anthony the
Abbott for sending her the clouds, because her grandmother taught her they were the patron saints of
people suffering from skin diseases. Her grandmother taught her lots of things. The damp air smdllslike
pine straw and the fat white toadstool s growing along the side of the highway. Dancy knows not to eat
those, not ever, no matter how hungry she gets. Her grandmother taught her about toadstoals, too.

She stops, shifting the weight of her heavy old duffel bag from one shoulder to the other, the duffel
bag and the black umbrdlatied to it with hemp twine, and looks back the way she'sjust come.
Sometimesit'shard to tell if the voices she hears are only inside her head or if they're coming from
somewhere dse. The highway glistens dark and wet and rough, like a cottonmouth moccasin that's just
crawled out of the water. But there's no one and nothing back there that she can see, no one who might
have spoken her name, so Dancy turns around and starts walking again.

It's what you don't see that's almost always the wor st, her grandmother told her once. It's what
you don't see will drag you down one day, if you ain't careful.

Dancy glances over her shoulder, and the angel is standing in the center of the highway, straddling
the broken yellow dividing line. Itstattered mudlin and sk robes are even blacker than the wet asphalt,
and they flutter and flap in afierce and holy wind that touches nothing €lse. The angdl's four ebony wings
are pread wide, and it holds a burning sword high above its four shimmering ka el doscope faces, both
skeletd hands gripped tightly around the wegpon's silver hilt.

"l was garting to think maybe I'd lost you," Dancy says and turnsto face the angel. She can hear
the wind that swirls dways about it, like hearing afreight train when you're only haf way acrossatrestle
and there's no way to get off the tracks before it catches up with you, nowhere to go unless you want to
fal, and that sound drowns out or silences the noises coming from the woods at the edge of the road.

And there's another sound, too, arumble like thunder, but she knowsthat it isn't thunder.

"If I went any dower," shereplies, "1'd just about be standing till."

The thunder sound again, and the roar of the angel's scalding wind, and Dancy squintsinto the
blinding light that's begun to leak from its eight sgpphire eyes.

"No, angd," she saysquietly. "l an't forgot about you. | ain't forgotten about any of it."

The angd shrieks and swingsits burning sword in along, dow arc, leaving behind bits of fireand
ember, ash and cinders, and now the air smells more like burning pitch and charred flesh than it smells
like pine trees and summer rain and poi sonous toadstools.

"Oh, I think you can probably keep up,” she says, and turns her back on the Seraph.
And then there's only the dead, violated emptiness and the terrible sillence that the angel dways



leaves behind when it goes. Very dowly, by hesitant degrees, dl the murmuring forest noises return, and
Dancy waksjust alittle faster than before; she'srelieved when the high pinesfindly fal away on either
sde of the road and the land opens up, changing once more to farms and wild prairie. Pastures and

cows, barbed-wire fences and a small service station maybe a hundred yards or so farther down the
highway, and Dancy wishes she had the money for aCoke. A Coke would be good, syrupy sweet and
ice cold and bubbling on her tongue. Buit at least they won't charge her to use the toilet, and she can wash
up alittle and piss without having to worry about squatting in poison oak.

She doesn't look back at the woods again, the trees standing straight and tall on either side of the
highway. That part of her lifeisover, lived and past and done with, one small stretch of road she only
needed to walk once, and, besides, she knows the angel won't come to her again for days.

After the rain and the Sergph's whirlwind, the afternoon is till and cool, and her boots seem very
loud on the wet pavement. It only takes her afew more minutes to reach the service station, where an old
man is Sitting on aplastic milk crate beneath a corrugated tin avning. He waves to her, and Dancy waves
back at him, then she tugs a the green canvas strap on her duffel bag because her shoulder's goneto
degpagan.

Theresabig plywood billboard beside the road, but it's not nearly so tall asthe faded Texaco
sgn—that round placard dangling from alamppost, a perfect black circle to contain its five-pointed red
pentacle, that witch's symbol to keep out some greet evil. Dancy dready knows all about pentagrams, so
sheturns her attention to the billboard, instead; it reads live panther-deadly man eater in doppy
whitewash |ettering.

She leaves the highway, skirting the edges of awide orange-brown mud hole where the Texaco's
parking lot and driveway begins, crunching across the white-grey limestone gravel sirewn around the
gasoline pumps. The old man is standing up now, digging about in apocket of hisoverdls.

"How yadoin' there, sport?' he asks her, and his hand reappears with half aroll of wintergreen
Certs.

"I'mfine" she says, not smiling because her shoulder hurts too much. ™Y ou got abathroom | can
use?!

"Y ou gonna buy somethin?" he asks and pops one of the Certsinto his mouth. Histeeth are stained
yedlow-brown, like turtle bones that have been lying for years at the bottom of a cypress spring.

"| don't have any money,” shetellshim.

"Hell," he says and sits back down on the plastic milk crate. "Well, | don't guess that makes no
difference. The privy'sright insde. But you better damn flush when you're done, you hear me? And don't
you get piss on the seet.”

Dancy nods her head, then stares a him until the old man leans back and blinks at her.

"Y ou want somethin' else?"

"Doyou redly have alive panther?' she asks him, and the man arches both his eyebrows and grins,
showing off hisyelow-brown, tobacco-stained smile again.

"That'swhat the Sign says, ain't it? Or cain't you read?"

"l canread," Dancy Flammarion replies and looks down at the toes of her boots. "1 wouldn't have
knownto ask if | couldn't reed.”

"Then why'd you ask such afool question for?'Y ou think I'm gonna put up abig ol sgn sayin' | got
alive panther if | ant?"

"Doesit cost money to seeit?’

"Y ou better believeit does. I'll let you use the jake free of charge, 'causeit wouldn't be Chrigtian to
do otherwise, but agander at that cat's gonna set you back three bucks, cold, hard cash.”

"l don't havethree dollars.”

"Then | guessyou ain't gonnabe seein’ my panther,” the old man says, and he grins and offersher a
Certs. She takes the candy from him and sets her duffel bag down on the gravel between them.



"How'd you get him?"

The old man rubs at the coarse sdt-and-pepper stubble on his chin and dipswhat'sleft of theroll of
Certsinto the bib pocket of hisoverdls.

"Y ou some kind of runaway or somethin'?'Y ou got people out lookin' for you, sport? You a
druggie?'

"Ishein acage?’ she asks, matching his questionswith aquestion of her own.

"He'sashe," the old man grunts. "Course she'sin acage. What you think someone's gonna do with
apanther? Keep it in adamned burlap sack?'

"No," she says. "How'd you say you caught him?"

"l didn't."

"Did someone dse catch him for you?'

"It ain't no him. It'sa she."

Dancy looks up at the old man and rolls the quickly shrinking piece of candy from one side of her
mouth to the other and back again.

"Y ou're somekind'aahbino, ain't you," the old man says, and he leansalittle closer. He smellslike
swesat and Beech-Nut chewing tobacco, old cars and fried food.

"Yeah," she saysand nods her head.

"Yep. | thought s0. | used to have some rabbits had eyeslike yours."

"Did you keep them in cages, too?"

"Y ou keep rabbitsin hutches, sport.”

"What's the difference?’

The old man glares a her amoment and then sighs and jabs his thumb at the screen door. "The
shitter'sinside,” he grumbles. "Right past the Peps cooler. And don't you forget to flush.”

"Where do you keep him?' Dancy asks, looking past the old man at the closed screen door and the
shadows waiting on the other side.

"That ain't exactly none of your business, not unless you got the three bucks, and you done told me
you dont."

"I've seen somethings,” she says. "I've seen black bears, out in the swamps. |'ve seen gators, too,
and once | saw abig ol' bobcat, but I've never seen a panther before. Isit the same thing as a cougar?!

"Y ou gonna stand there talkin' al damn day long? | thought you needed to take aleak?"

Dancy shrugs her narrow shoulders and then looks away from the screen door, staring north and
east down the long road to the placeit findly vanishes, the point where the cloudy sky and the pastures
collide.

"If any police show up askin' if | seen you, don't expect meto lie about it," the old man says. Y ou
surelook like arunaway to me. No tellin’ what kind of trouble you might bein."

"Thank you for the candy," she saysand points a her duffel bag. "Isit okay if | leave that out here
whilel useyour toilet? It's heavy."

"Don't make no differenceto me," the man says. "But don't you forget to flush, you understand me?”

"Surething,” Dancy says. "l understand,” and she steps past him, climbs the four squeaky wooden
steps up to the screen door and letsit bang shut. Inside, the musty air stinks of motor oil and dugt, dirty
rags and cigarette smoke, and the only light comes from the door and the fly-specked windows. The
walls and floor are bare pine boards gone dark as rotten teeth, and a huge taxidermied bass hangs above
the cash register. There are three short rows of canned goods, candy barsin brightly colored paper
wrappers, oil and windshield wipers and transmission fluid, snack foods and mousetraps, bottles of
Bayer aspirin and cherry-flavored Mad ox. Therésawall of hardware and fishing tackle. Shefindsthe
tiny restroom right where he said she would, and Dancy latches the door behind her.

* k% %



Therestroomisilluminated by asingle, naked incandescent bulb hanging from the celling. Dancy
squints up at it, raises her left hand for an eclipse, and then glances at her reflection in the smudgy mirror
above asink stained by decades of iron water. Sheisn't sure how long it's been since she's seen hersdlf
like that; not since sometime before Bainbridge, so more than aweek, & least. Her white hair is il wet
from therain, wet and tangled like adrowned thing. A drowned rabbit that spent itswhole short life
trapped in acage called a hutch, maybe, and she lowers her hand so the stark light spills down on her
agan.

Thedbino girl in the mirror lowers her hand, too, and stares back at Dancy with eyesthat scem a
lot older than Dancy's sixteen years. Eyesthat might have been her grandmother's, if they were brown, or
her mother's, if they were the easy green of magnolialeaves.

"Y ou should wash your face," the dbino girl inthe mirror says. "Y ou look like some sort of hobo.”

"l didn't know it was so diirty," Dancy replies, embarrassed a her own raggedness, and amost
adds, | thought the rain would have washed it clean, but then shethinks better of it.

Theresadtingy violet-brown diver of sogp on the sink, but when she turns on the hot water, the
knob marked h, she remembers how badly she hasto pee and turns the water off again. She loosens her
belt, and the pearl-handled straight razor tucked into the waistband of her jeans amogt fdls out onto the
floor. She catchesit and dipsit into her back pocket. Therazor, like the duffel bag, was her
grandfather's, and he carried both of them when he fought the Nazisin Italy and France. Dancy didn't
take many things out of her grandmother's cabin in Shrove Wood before she burned it, and the bodies
insde, to the ground. But she took the straight razor, because the old man had shaved with it every
morning, and it helped her remember him.

After she pees, Dancy wipes off the seat with abig wad of toilet paper, even though theré's not a
drop of urine on it anywhere. She drops the wad into the porcelain bowl, flushes, and the water swirls
round and round like the hot wind that aways swirls about her angdl.

"Youlook like hdl," the abino girl in the mirror says and frowns.

"I'mjust tired, that'sal. | didn't deep very well last night,” which isthe truth. She dept afew hours
in the backseat of an abandoned car that someone had stolen, stripped, and left in the woods, and her
dreams were filled with images of the things she'd seen and done in Bainbridge and Shrove Wood, the
angd and the things that want her dead and damned, the past and the present and the dippery, hungry
future.

Dancy turnsthe hot water on again and uses the yellowish diver of sogp to wash her hands, her
arms, her grimy face and neck. The sogp smdllslike soap, but it dso smelsvery faintly of black-eyed
susans and clover and sunshine, and she doesn't remember ever having smelled that sort of soap before.
When she's done, she dries with brown paper towels from a chrome dispenser mounted on thewall. All
that hot water's steamed up the mirror, and she uses another paper towel to wipeit clear again.

Thedbino girl istill there, watching Dancy from the other side.

"That's better," the girl in the mirror says. "Don't you think so?"

"It fedsbetter,” Dancy says, "if that'swhat you mean. And | like the way that sogp smdlls.”

"Y ou know, | think you're running out of time," the girl in the mirror tells her, smoothing her hair with
her wet hands, just like Dancy'sdoing. "I don't even think you're going to have to worry about
Waycross, or Sinethdlaand her hound, or the nine crazy ladiesin their big housein Savannah, not the
way thingsaregoing.”

"l don't even know what you're talking about. Who's Sinethdlla?"

Themirror girl looks skeptical and furrows her brow. "It hasn't even told you about—"

"Hetellsmewhat | need to know, when | need to know it. Hetels me—"

"Just enough to keep you moving, and not one word more, because it knows the big picture would
shut you down, send you running off back to the siwamp with your tail tucked between your legs.”

"l don't have atail," Dancy says, wishing theabino girl in the mirror, the girl who isn't her reflection



after al, would shut up and go away.

"You might aswell, asfar asthe Sergphim are concerned. To them, you're nothing but atrained
monkey, an ugly little freak of evolution they can swindleinto wiping their Heavenly assesfor them.”

"Isthisanother test?' Dancy asks the mirror, and sheimagines baling up her fist and punching the
glass as hard as she can, imagines the blood and pain, the glittering shards and the silvery sound they
would make faling into the rust-stained sink.

"Chrigt, you can be atiresomelittle cunt,” the girl in the mirror Sghs, and now her faceis changing,
yearsrolling through her rose-colored eyeslike waves againgt a sandy shore, wavesto diminish her grain
by grain and draw deep linesin her pae skin. And, in only amoment more, thegirl inthe mirror isa
grown woman—thirty, thirty-five, forty—Iooking backwards at the lost child she was, or Dancy's only
looking ahead to the lost woman shelll become, if shelivesthat long. Or maybe it works both ways,
Dancy thinks, and she reaches out, expecting their fingersto brush, but theré's only the cold,
impenetrable surface of the looking glass and her own sixteen-year-old face gazing back at her again.

"Just atrick,” Dancy whigpers, even though she doesntt redly believeit. "The angel said there would
be lots of tricks.”

Thegirl in the mirror says nothing more or less than Dancy says, and does nothing that she doesn't
do, and Dancy FHammarion turns her back on the sink, and whatever it might, or might not, mean. She
makes sure her jeans are zipped, and tightens her belt again, and unlocks the restroom door.

* * %

Dancy's holding ared and white can of Campbell's chicken and stars soup, the label enough to
make her mouth water, and she thinks briefly about trying to sted it before she setsit back on the shelf.
She glances towards the screen door leading out to the cloudy day and the old man and the front of the
Texaco gation. Therésashiny black pickup truck idling by the pumps, and the old man istaking to the
driver. No one who's looking for her, just someone who's stopped to buy gas or apack of cigarettes,
someone the old man knows, or maybe he talks like that to everyone who stops. Maybe he offers
everyone awintergreen Certs and tells them to be sure and flush.

"He'sason of ahbitch,” she hearsthe old man say. "When the Good Lord was handin' out assholes,
that cocksucker went back for seconds.”

The driver of the black truck laughs, laughs the way that fat men and very smdl demonslaugh, and
Dancy looks at the can of soup again.

"Son of awhore wanted his money back,” the old man says. "1 told him surething, just as soon as
ol' Gabrid gartsplayin' taps.”

The man from the black truck laughs again, and Dancy's empty stomach rumbles.

And then she looks the other way, towards the rear of the store. There's another screen door back
there that she didn't notice before she went into the restroom, a door with awooden plague hung above
it, but she hasto get closer to read all the words painted on it. Hyenas will howl in their fortified
towers And jackals in their luxurious palaces, the plague declaresin fancy caligraphied letterslike the
ones on the cover of her grandmother's old Bible. Her fateful time also will soon come And her days
will not be prolonged. Isaiah 13:19-22.

"I'm doing my part," shewhispers, reaching for the brass door handle, smelling the musky wild
animd smell getting in through the screen wire. "Now you better kegp him busy long enough for meto
finishthis, you hear?'

The angel doesn't answer her, but then it rarely ever does, so she doesn't take the silence one way
or another.

The door creaks very loudly, like the hinges have never once seen so much asasingledrop of ail,
the hinges and the long spring that's there to snap the door closed again. Dancy steps over the threshold,
eases the noisy door shut behind her, and now she's standing on asmall back porch cluttered with an



assortment of crates and cardboard boxes and greasy, rusting pieces of machinery that she doesn't
recognize.

And before she even sees the cage, before she seeswhat's waiting in the cage, Dancy Hammarion
isout on the highway again, the air filled with that thunder that isn't thunder, and the Sergph shrieksand
dicesthe ssorm-damp air with its sword of fire and molten stedl.

The scorching light pouring from the angd's purple-blue eyes dmogt blinds her, and she turns her
head away.

In Hisright hand he held seven stars, and out of His mouth came a sharp double-edged
sword. Hisface was like the sun shining in all its brilliance—

On the porch behind the Texaco gation, Dancy reachesfor her knife, the big carving knife she used
in Bainbridge, something & se salvaged from the cabin in Shrove Wood. But her knifeis sill tucked safdy
ingde the duffel bag, and her bag's out front with the old man.

And then she seesthe cage, big enough to hold at |east five panthers, agrest confining box of thick
stedl bars and seam welds and black iron bolts. But the only thing insde is anaked woman huddled in the
dirt and filthy hay covering the floor of the cage. Her long auburn hair hangs about her narrow facein
knots and matted coils, and her skin is so streaked with shit and mud and grime that Dancy can't be sure
if she'sblack or white or some other color atogether. The woman looks up, her eyes so deep and dark
and filled with pain, and when she speaks Dancy thinksthat it's surely the most broken and desperate
voice she'sever heard from smple human lips.

"Help me," thewoman pleads. "Y ou have to help me. Hesinsane."

Dancy dowly descendsthe four steps to the weathered square of concrete laid between the porch
and the cage and stands only five or six feet back from the bars. "That old man locked you up in there?”
she asks, and there are tears streaming from the woman's brown eyes, eyes the same rich brown as
chocolate. She nods her head and reaches through the bars for Dancy.

| don't have my knife, shethinks, haf-praying to anything that'slistening, and Dancy imaginesthe
angd's fiery sword sweeping down to divide her careless soul from her flesh, to burn her so completey
that ther€lll be nothing left to send to Hell.

"He'scrazy," thewoman says. "He'sgoing to kill me. Whoever you are, you have to hedp me"

"He said there was alive panther back here,” Dancy tells her and looks over her shoulder at the
back door of thelittle store, wondering if the old manis il busy talking to the guy in the pickup truck
about the cocksucker who went back for seconds.

"l just told you. He'sinsane. Hell say anything. Please—"

"He put you in that cage? Why'd he do that? Why didn't hejust kill you?!

"You'renot listening to me!" the woman hisses and bares her teeth; her voice has changed, has
grown as angry and impatient as it was desperate and broken only afew seconds before. "We don't have
much time. Hell figure out you're back here and come after you."

Dancy looks at the heavy Y ae padlock holding the cage door shut, and then she looks back at the
woman. "l don't havethe key," she says. "How am | supposed to open that, if | don't have the key?"

The woman's dark eyes glimmer and flash, and Dancy redizesthat they're not the same color they
were before, the deep and chocol ate brown replaced suddenly by amber shot through with gleaming
splinters of red. She retregts one step, then another, putting that much more distance between hersalf and
the naked woman in the cage.

"I know who you are, Dancy Flammarion. | know what you did in Bainbridge. | know about the
angel.” And the woman's voice has changed again, too. Thisisthe voice of an animal that haslearned to
talk, or ahuman being who'sforgetting. "I know you've been sent hereto save me."

"Who told you that?' Dancy asks, and she kicks at aloose bit of concrete, pretending that sheisn't
afraid. "'l wasjust looking for the panther, that'sdl."

"We don't have time for this shit," the woman growls and seizes the iron barsin both hands, and
now Dancy can seethelong black claws where her fingernails used to be. The naked woman, who isn't



realy awoman at al, dams hersdf againgt the bars so hard that the whole cage shakes and the padlock
rettlesloudly.

"Now open thisfucking cagel"

"Don't you talk to melikethat," Dancy says, her face feds hot and flushed, and her heart's begting
so fast she thinks maybe it meansto explode. "I don't care what you are, | don't like to be talked to that
way."

Thething in the cage pressesits face to the bars, and itsthick lips curl back to show Dancy eyeteeth
that have grown long and sharp, the teeth of something that hunts for its supper, something that might
even send a panther packing. Its amber eyeshl

aze and spark, and Dancy tries not to imagine the soul burning beneath its skin, indgde that skull, a
soul so hot it will wither her own if she doesn't [ook away.

"What?'Y ou think you're somekind of holy fucking saint,” it snarls and then makes asound that
isn't precisaly laughter. "Isthat it?Y ou think you're something so goddamn pure that strong languageis
gonnamake your ears bleed?

"I think maybeit'sagood thing, you being in that cage," Dancy replies, dmaost whispering now.

And the thing locked in theiron cage roars, half the cheated, bottomless fury in the whole world
bound up in that roar, and then it damsitsalf againgt the bars again. 1ts bones have begun to twist and
pop, rearranging themselves ingde its shifting skin. Its hands have become abig cat's paws, sickletalons
sheathed in velvet, and its spine buckles and stretches and grows along tail that endsin atuft of black
fur.

And Dancy turnsto run, because she doesn't have her knife, because somehow she wasn't ready
for this, no matter what she saw in Bainbridge or Shrove Wood, no matter if maybe those things were
more terrible; maybe the angel was wrong about this one. She

turnsto run, running for the first time, and shelll worry about the angel later, but the old man isright
there to stop her. He holds her firmly by the shoulders and grins down at her with his tobacco-stained
teeth.

"Whereyou goin', sport? | thought you wanted to see my panther?"

"Let goof me. | toldyou | ain't got threedollars.”

"Hey, that'sright. Y ou did say that. So that makesthis sort of like stedlin', don't it? That meansyou
owe me somethin'," and he spins her roughly around so she'sfacing the cage again. Thething insde has
changed so much that there's hardly any trace of the cowering, filthy woman I€ft; it pacesrestiesdy,
expectantly, from one side of the cage to the other, its burning, ravenous eyes never leaving Dancy for
very long. And she can il hear itsanima voice ingde her head.

You wer e supposed to save me, it lies. You were supposed to set me free.

"Big ol cat like that one there," the old man says and spits astream of Beech-Nut onto the
concrete, "shéll just about est afellaout of house and home. And seein’ as how you owe me that three
bucks—"

"Do you even know what you've got in that cage, old man? Y ou got any idea?'

"Near enough to know she ain't none too picky in her eatin' habits."

"Y ou don't hold athing like that with stedl and locks," Dancy says, matching the monster's gaze
because she knows this has gone so far that it'll be worse for her if shelooks away.

"Oh, don't you fret about locks. | might not be old Mr. Merlin at the goddamn round table, but |
can cast abinding good enough. Now, tell me somethin', Dancy,” the old man says and shoves her nearer
the cage. "How far d'you think you'd get after that mess you made down in Bainbridge? Y ou think they
were gonnajust let you stroll away, pretty asyou please?’

And shereaches for her grandfather's straight razor, tucked into the back pocket of her jeans, not
her knife but it's plenty enough to deal with thisold wizard.

"Y ou think there's not gonnabe apriceto pay?' he asks, watching the thing in the cage, and he



doesn't even notice until it'stoo late and she's folded the razor open. The blade catches the dull,
cloud-filtered sun and shinesit back &t her.

"Wholelot of good folks out there want you dead, sport. Lots of folks, they want you fuckin’
crucified. It'sonly amatter of time before some ol' boy puts you down for what you done."

But then she dipsfree of hisbig, callused hands, and before the old man can say another word,
she's dashed him twice across the face, laying open hiswrinkled forehead dl the way to the bone and
dicing athree-inch gash benegth his chin that just misses his carotid artery. The old man yepsin pain and
surprise and grabs for her, but Dancy steps quickly to one side and shoves him stumbling towards the
cage. Hetrips and goes down hard on his knees; the wet crunch of shattered boneisloud, and the thing
that isn't awoman or a panther stops pacing and lunges towards the bars and the old man.

"Y eah, that may be s0," Dancy says, breathless, blood spattered across her face and T-shirt and
dripping from the razor to the cracked grey concrete. "But you won't be the oneto do it.”

And then the thing is on him, dragging the old man up against Side of the cage, itsSckle clawsto
part his clothes and flesh like awarm fork passing through butter, but he only screams until it wrigglesits
short muzzle between the bars and bites through the top of his skull. The old man's body shudders once
and is4till. And then the thing looks up at her, more blood spilling from itsjaws, flecks of brain and gore
caught initslong whiskers.

"Wdl?" it growls at her."Y ou gonnado what they sent you hereto do, or you just gonna stand
there dl damn day with your mouth hanging open”?'

Dancy nods her head once, wanting to tell it that there's no way she could have ever opened the
cage door, even if she had the key, even if the angel hadn't told her to kill them both.

"Then you best stop gawking and get to work."

And Dancy wipes the bloody razor on her jeans, then foldsit shut, and she runs back up the steps
to the cluttered porch and the noisy screen door and the shadows waiting for her insgde the little store.

* * %

It doesn't take her very long to find what she's looking for among the dusty shelves and pegboard
wall displays, a cardboard box of Diamond kitchen matches and a one-gallon gasoline can. She takes out
ahandful of the wooden matches and puts them in her pocket, tears away the strip of sandpaper on the
sde of the box, and putsthat in her pocket, aswell. Then Dancy gets a paper bag from behind the cash
register and also takes some of the Campbell's chicken and stars soup and a handful of Zero bars, some
Sim Jmsand acold bottle of Coca-Cola. While she's bagging the food, she hearsthunder, and at first
shethinksthat itsthe angel, the angel come back around to check up on her, to be sure she'sdoing it
right. But then theréslightning and the tat-tat-tat of rain starting to fal on thetin roof, so she knowsit's
only another thunderstorm. She rolls the top of the paper bag down tight and tells herself it's not stealing,
not really, that she's not taking much and nothing that she doesn't need, so whatever it is, it isn't seding.

Over the staccato patter of the rain against the roof, she can hear the noises the cat thing inits cage
ismaking asit tears the old man gpart. She thinks about looking for akey to the cage, no matter what the
angel has said. The old man might have it hidden in the register, or somewherein the clutter behind the
counter, or in an old snuff tin somewhere. She might get lucky and find it, if it's even there to be found, if
she spendsthe rest of the afternoon searching the Texaco gation. Or she might not. And anyway, there
would il be the binding spell, and she wouldn't know where to begin with thet.

"It'sjust another mongter,” Dancy says, as though saying the words doud might make it easer for
her to believe them. And she remembers her mother reading to her from the Bible about King Darius and
Danid and the angel God sent down to shut the mouths of thelionsin the pit. Would it even be grateful,
the thing in the cage, or would it try to kill her for setting it free? And would her angel shut its mouth, or
would it et the thing est her the way it's eating the old man? Would that be her punishment for disobeying
the angd'singructions?



Then there's another thunderclap, louder than thefirgt, loud enough to rattle the windows, and this
time the lightning follows amost right on top of it, no secondsin between to be counted, no distanceto
caculate, and Dancy takes her brown paper bag and the matches and the gas can and goes out to the
pumps. The screen door dams shut behind her, and she finds her duffel bag right where sheleft it with the
old man, benegth the corrugated tin awning. The rain's not coming down so hard as she thought, but she
has afeding it'sjust getting started. She opensthe duffel and tucks the paper bag insde with her clothes
and the carving knife, then Dancy shoulders the heavy duffel again and steps out from benesth the cover
of theawning.

Therain feds good, the soothing tears of Heaven to wash her clean again, and she goesto the
pump marked regular, switchesit on, and fills the gasoline can to overflowing. Then shelaysthe nozzle
down on the ground at her feet, and the fuel gushes eagerly out across the gravel and the mud and
cement. Dancy takes afew steps back, then stands there in the rain and watches the wide puddle that
quickly forms around the pumps. She wrinkles her nose at the fumes, and glances up at the low
purple-black clouds sailing past overhead. The rain speckles her upturned face; it's cold, but not
unpleasantly so.

"Isthisredly what you want from me?* she asks the clouds, whatever might be up there staring
down at her. "Isthisredly what happens next?' There's no answer, because the angel doesn't ever repeat
itsdf.

Dancy picks up the gas can, and there's a moment when she's afraid that it might be too heavy now,
that the weight of the duffel bag and thefull can together might be too much for her to manage. But then
she shifts the duffel to one side, ignoring the pain asthe thick canvas strap cutsinto her right shoulder,
and the can doesn't seem so heavy after al. She splashes a stream of gasoline that leads from the pumps,
across the highway and then down the road for another hundred yards, before she stops and sets down
the dmost empty can.

Thisiswhat | do, shethinks, taking one of the matches and the rough strip of cardboard from her
pocket. Just like our cabin, just like that old church in Bainbridge, thisiswhat | do next.

She gtrikes the match and drops it onto the blacktop, and the gasoline catchesfire immediately, a
ydlow-orange beast, undaunted by the summer rain, blooming to life to race hungrily back the way she's
come. Dancy gets off the highway as quickly as she can and croucheslow in ashalow, bramble- and
trash-filled ditch at the Side of the road. She squeezes her eyes shut and covers her ears, trying not to
think about the thing in the iron cage, or the naked woman it pretended to be, or the old man who would
have fed her to the mongter, trying not to think of anything but the angel and dl the promisesit's made.

That there will someday be an end to this, the horrors and the blood, the doubt and pain, the
cleansng firesand thekilling.

That sheis strong, and one day soon she will be in Paradise with her grandmother and grandfather
and her mother, and even though they will know all the terrible things she's had to do for the angd, they'll
dill love her, anyway.

And then she feel sthe sudden rush of air pushed out before the blast, and Dancy makes hersdlf as
small as she can, curling fetd into the grass and prickling blackberries, and the ancient, unfedling earth,
indifferent to the affairs of men and monsters, gods and angels, trembles benesth her.

Bainbridge

|. Dry Creek Road

Only afew miles south and west of the deeping city of eectric lights and sensible paved Streets,
where a crooked red-clay road ends finally before nettle thickets and impassable cypress swamps
leading away through the night to the twisting, marshy banks of the Hint River, Ststhe ruined husk of
Grace Ebeneezer Baptist Church. Erected sometime late in 1889 by two freed daves from Alabama,



forsaken now by any Christian congregation for more than two decades, it has become another sort of
sanctuary. Four straight white wals, no longer precisdy white nor standing precisely straight, rissfroma
crumbling foundation of Ocaa Limestone to brace the sagging grey roof, most of itstar-paper shingles
lost over the yearsto summer gales and autumn storms. In places, the roof has collapsed entirely, open
wounds to expose decaying pine struts and ridge beams, to let in the rain and faling leaves and the birds
and squirrelsthat have built their nestsin the rafters. Here and there, the holes go straight through the attic
floor, and on nights when the moon is bright, clean white shaftsfal on the old pews and rotting hymnals.
But this night there is no moon. This night there are only low black clouds and hest lightning, a persstent,
distant rumble somewhere to the north of Dry Creek Road, and Dancy Flammarion stands alone on the
cinderblock steps leading up to the wide front doors of the church.

There are two dozen or more symbols drawn on the weathered doorsin what looks like colored
chalk and charcoal. She recognizes some of them, the one'sthat the angel has warned her about or that
Dancy learned from her grandmother before she died—an Egyptian Eye of Horus and something that
lookslike aletter H but she knowsisredly the rune Haga, a pentagram, an open, watchful eye drawn
ingdeatriangle, acirclewith afish a its center. They're dl there for the same reason, to keep her out, to
keep whatever's hiding insde safe, asif she were the monger.

Asif she'sthe one the angd wants dead.

Dancy's dreamed of this place many times, a hundred nightmares spent on this old church brooding
alone at the nub end of its narrow, muddy road, the steeple that lists a bit to one side, threatening to
topple over, thetiny graveyard dmost lost to blac

kberry briars and buckeye, ferns and polk weed. At

least ahundred times, ahundred dream-swest nights, she's walked the long path to this place, and
sometimes the doors have no protective symbolsto ward her off, but are standing open, waiting for her,
inviting her to enter. Sometimes, the stained-glasswin

dows and the empty window frameswhere all the glass has been broken out arefilled with
flickering orange light, like dozens of candles or maybe abonfire someone's built inside the church.
Tonight, the windows are dark, even darker than the summer sky.

She sets her heavy duffel bag down on the cinderblocks, which were painted green avery long time
ago. Now, though, most of the green paint has flaked away or is hidden beneath athick crust of moss
and lichens. Dancy opensthe canvas bag, and it only takes her amoment to find what she'slooking for,
the big carving knife she's carried al the way from FHorida and the burned-out cabin on Eleanore Road.
Shetiesthe duffel bag closed again and looks up at the sky just asaslent flash of lightning illuminatesthe
clouds and silhouettes the craggy limbs of the trees pressing in close around the churchyard.

"Pease," shesays, "if there's another way," and from the other side of the door there are sounds like
small claws against the dry wood and awoman's nervous laughter, and Dancy squeezes her eyes shut.

"I don't haveto dothis" she says, trying to ignore the noises coming from the church. "There must
be somebody else besides me, somebody stronger or older or more—"

Something damsitsalf hard againgt theingde of the door, and Dancy screams asthe carving knife
dipsfrom her swesety fingers—

—and the church doors splinter and burst open, unleashing agout of freezing, oily blackness that
flows down the cinderblock stepstowards her. Darkness that's not merely the abbsence of light, but a
darkness so absolute that only in passing has it even dared to imagine the possibility of light, darkness
become aliving force possessed of intellect and hate, memory and appetite. It surges greedily around
Dancy'slegs, stickier than roofing pitch, tighter than sted jaws about her calves, and in amoment more it
has begun to drag her towards the open doorway—

—and Dancy catches the knifein the last second before it strikes the cinderblock steps, and she
shakes off the deception, nothing but some unguarded scrap of childhood fear turned againgt her. She
glances over her left shoulder, wondering if the angd's hiding itsalf somewherein thetrees, if it'swatching
just in case she needs help.



You never needed anyone's help before, her dead mother whispers. That night at the creek, the
night it dragged me down to the deep place, or that day in the Wood, you didn't need anyone's
help with the first two.

"With thosefirst two, | had the shotgun,” Dancy tells her, which isthe truth, and she wishes that
she'd thought to take her grandfather's Winchester out of the cabin in Shrove Wood before she burned it
to the ground.

It wasn't the shotgun killed them, her mother whispers, her voice like someone who'strying to
drown and talk at the sametime.

"It helped, | reckon,” Dancy says. "It was better than having nothing but this old knife. | don't know
if you've noticed, but it's not even very sharp anymore.”

Thistime her mother doesn't bother to answer, so Dancy knowsthat she's alone again, no
murdered ghosts and no vengeful angels, and so it'stime; she takes a deep breath and stares at the doors
to the old church, the pedling white paint and the symbols that have been put there to keep her out. Then
Dancy usesthetip of the knifeto cut something invisible into the air, something like the sign of the cross,
only there are more lines and anglesto it. She does it exactly the way the angdl said to, her own secret
magic to undo al the mongters hexes, and then the albino girl climbsthe last two steps and reachesfor
one of the rusted iron door handles. Sheisn't surprised that the door isn't locked.

[l. The Retreat to Kearvan Weal

"It was lunacy to bring her here,”" snarlsthe Glaistig, Queen Consort to the King of Immolations,
and then she bares her teeth and stamps angrily at the rough stone floor of the hal with her goatish
hooves. Therés till blood in her tangled ash-blonde hair, bloodstains on her long green gown and afew
gpatters drying on her face. It might only be her own blood, the vampire woman named Selwith Tinker
thinks, or it might be the blood of the Glaigtig's defeated King. Either way, it hardly seemsto matter now.

"Then tell me, my Lady, wherewould you have had ustakeit?' Sdwith snarls back, staring the
Glaigig directly in her smmering yellow eyes, and never mind propriety or inevitable recriminations or the
Glaistig's celebrated temper. A nervous murmur begins at one end of the long hal and movesto and fro
through the press of bodies, passed from one to another of the creatures who have crowded into the
deep rift near theroiling, molten heart of the world. The ragged handful of captains and corporalsand
sergeants of the Dragon's army who have somehow survived the Weaver'slatest and boldest assault
upon the Dog's Bridge, dl the leathery wings and skittering, jointed legs, the spiderkin and troll wives, the
werewolves and demons and doe-eyed wraith folk. The lucky oneswho lived long enough to be driven
back by the slver shields and lances of white light, who fled like midnight before an untimely dawn, racing
one another across the hublands, over glistening lava fields and dry caderas, through ash stormsand oil
marshes and steam to the black dunes and beyond, past the shattered foothills and into the deep
mountain passes, coming findly to the ancient gates of the Dragon's hal at Kearvan Wedl. Now, as one,
they cringe and draw back from the Glaistig and Sdwith Tinker, from the broken but not yet dead thing
lying on the floor between them.

The Queen Consort narrows her eyes and licks at her thin, paelips. "Should | think you wondrous
brave, vampire, for dragging thisfilth into our last sanctuary? Did you expect there might be some reward
for your fatuous audacity? The Weaver's Arch Seraph, and you bring it il breathing here amongst us.”

"And | say toyou again,” Selwith replies, baring her own teeth, her razor canines and incisors, and
sheleans nearer the Glaigtig, "where would you have had me take her?"

"Why isit dill living?' the Glaigtig asks and kicks vicioudy at the unconscious form sprawled
between them. "That, my dear witless Sdwith, isthe question which | would put to you in this hour. Why,
by dl that burns, isthis abomination till drawing air? Why have you not divided itswingsfrom its
shoulder blades and its head from off itsthroat?"

Salwith Tinker smiles and takes one step back, then bows her head as she unsheathes her sword



and holdsit out to the Queen Consort. "Perhaps,” she says, "it'sonly that | had no desireto rob my
glorious Lady, newly widowed and so freshly come down from her tower into thiswar, of the honour of
seding dl our fates. Take my own blade, my Queen, and deliver the whole world into the arms of the
Weaver."

"Don't mock me" the Glaistig growls, and the folds of her gown shift and flutter furioudly.
"Whatever favor you may have wrestled from my husband, do not consider it handed down to me."

"l wouldn't dare, my Lady, neither hisgood favor nor his knowledge of our enemies.”

The Glaistig snorts and turns to address one of her court ministers, atall man in vestments the color
of embersand smoke. "What isthisfool saying, Bartolome?"

The minister frowns and glances anxioudy from the Queen Consort to the falen Sergph and back
againtothe Glaistig. He swallows and clears histhroat. When he speaks, Selwith can hear the fear in his
voice.

"Thisisindeed avery ddicate matter, your Grace. The Weaver hasinvested her most terrible
magicsin the creetion of these beings, these fiends that she's set againgt us. They cannot smply be killed.
That is, they can die, yes, certainly, but their deaths, as best we have been able to ascertain, would
trigger asort of, well, let's say asort of inertiad countercurrent. A vortex, so to speek.”

"Please, my Lady," Sdwith perssts, speaking loud enough that she knows everyone and everything
inthehal will hear her. "Honor methisday by striking the death blow with my humble, undeserving—"

"Slence," the minister hisses and snatches the vampire's wespon from her hands. Therésadim,
hestant titter of laughter from somewherein the crowd which the Glaistigs minister immediatdy stiflesby
rapping the butt-end of his saff sharply againgt the paving stones. "By this childish impudence, you hazard
your own undoing, Captain Sewith," he sneers, and amoment later, the sword dissolvesinto wisps of
iron-scented vapor that are quickly scattered by the hot wind blowing through the hall.

"Good srrah, | meant no offense,” Sdwith Tinker says, still smiling. "'l assureyou, | have not this
day escaped the Weaver's noose only to lose my head for the sullied honor of adead king's prized
trollop.”

And thistime the laughter rises like astorm, like an ugly bit of flotsam buoyed on the crest of a
wave, echoing off the high obsidian wals of Kearvan Wed. The Glaistig's minister repeatedly strikeshis
staff againgt the stonesto no avail, and soon the laughter has been joined by hoarse shouts and catcalls
and profanities shrieked and bellowed in adozen black tongues. Selwith stands up straight and spreads
her wings, welcoming any reprisals, any challenge after the frenzied retreat from the bridge. Better to end
it here, she thinks, than endure another century with the memory of that defeet, the mercilessred
daughter as the Weaver's shock troops findly broke the King's lines and surged over the ramparts.
Better to die now and be finished and maybe take this preening bitch down with her, than wait for the
Dragon to wake or for the Weaver to track them all back to the Weadl. She draws a dagger from her
belt, stedl forged in ages of free night before the coming of the Weaver, before thiswar, but the Glaistig
shakes her head and turns away. The minister steps between them, and Selwith flares her nostrils and
looks down at the bright and shining face of the fallen Seraph. She spits, and her sdlivasizzlesoniits
armor, the cuirass forged from platinum and gold and the foss| bone of leviathans. She stops smiling and
glances up at the Glaistig's minigter.

"Then you tdl me, Bartolemel, what we are to do with my trophy. Now that we have captured it,
can the Weaver's magic be turned againgt her? Istherein al your vast and hallowed wisdom any antidote
for this poison?'

"They've crossed the bridge?' the minister asksinstead of answering her. "The Weaver'sarmy ison
the hub?'

"What the fuck do you think?" Salwith Tinker sngps back at him and tucks her ebony wings away.
The Glaigtig's minister nods once, his face gone amost as colorless as the flesh of thisnew evil the
Weaver's conjured, and then he kneelsto get a better look at the Seraph.



I11. Pensacola Beach (December 1982)

JuliaFlammarion stsaonein the dingy motel room across the street from the Gulf of Mexico,
watching the brilliant winter sun outside the wide windows. There are seagullslike white Xs drawn on the
sky. Theroom smédlslike disinfectant and the menthol cigarettes the man she dept with the night before
was smoking. His name was Lest—Andrew Leet—unless he waslying and his name wasredly
something else. He got angry when she asked him to use arubber, and he called her a skinny redneck
bitch and said he ought to call the police because he knew she wasn't really eighteen, but then he used
one, anyway. He was gone when she woke up, and there was twenty-five dollars and thirty-three cents
lying on top of thetelevision. She's holding al the money in her left hand, crumpled into atight wad. Her
mother would say this means she's awhore now, even though she didn't ask Andrew Leet for the money
and she knowsthat he only |eft it to get even with her for making him use arubber.

Thetelevison's on, because she doesn't like the Silence, doesn't want to be alone in the motel room
with nothing but the sound of her own thoughts and the wind and squawking seagulls and the traffic out
on AriolaDrive. Earlier, she turned the volume up loud and l€ft it on achannd that was nothing but news
and westher, al day and al night long. Back home, there's no television, and not much of anything else,
ather.

Juliathinks that maybe shell use some of the money to buy breskfast at the IHOP alittle farther
down the strip. She's dways wanted to eat breakfast at an IHOP, blueberry pancakes and link sausages
and black coffee and orangejuice; besides, it isn't enough money for another night in the motedl. Not that
she needs another night. She's been in Pensacola Beach dmost awhole week, aweek since the busride
from Milligan, and she's done amost everything that she came hereto do. She's had sex with four men.
She's seen two moviesin aredl theater, Sophie's Choice and Gandhi. She's gotten drunk on frozen
strawberry daiquiris, learned to smoke, and she's watched the moon rise and the sun set over the ocean.
She bought ayellow Minnie Mouse T-shirt at a souvenir shop and wore it so people might think she'd
had enough money to go dl the way to Disney World. She hitchhiked back across the three-mile-long
Pensacola Bay Bridge and dl the way to the zoo in Gulf Breeze where she saw more kinds of animas
and birds and snakes than she'd ever redlly believed existed. Sheld bought ared bikini and then spent
hours walking up and down the beach, where she found cockles and periwinkle shells and two shark's
teeth. She got a sunburn and watched teenagers skateboarding. She'd met adrunk old woman outside a
bar who told her stories about hurricanes and her lazy ex-husband who'd turned out to be ahomosexud.

Behind her, the angd makes an angry sound like aforest fire, like she's back home and dl Shrove
Wood isgoing up in smoke, but Julia keeps her eyes on the pale blue sky and the hungry, whedling gulls.

"It don't make no differenceto me," shetdlsthe angd. She knowsit isn't red, that it'sonly
something wrong with her head makes her hear and see angels and worse things than angel's, but she dso
knowsit'susudly easier if she doesn't ignore them when they speak to her. "Y ou do asyou please. I've
comethisfar. I'm not going to chicken out now."

Theroom fillswith asmell like hot asphdt and fresh lemons, but she doesn't look away from the
window.

"Y ou're just gonna have to find another crazy girl,” duliatellsthe angd. "'Cause this one's done with
you. You can fly right the fuck back to Heaven or . Peter or whoever it isyou came from and tell them
| said to mind their own damn business from here on out.”

There's asudden crackling noise from the television, and Juliaamost turnsto see.

"Y ou go and break that, | can't afford to pay for it," she says. "Leave me done.”

The angd clacksitsteeth together, clack, clack, clack, and the hot asphalt and lemon smell gets
worse.

"No," Juliasays and reaches for the remote control to turn off the television so that maybeit'll stop
making the staticky sound. She presses off, but nothing happens. "Fuck you," she says, and the angel
hisses. She prayed that it wouldn't follow her, that maybe it would get lost or distracted somewhere
between Milligan and Pensacola, but it didn't. Every single thing she's done the last Sx days, itsbeen right



there behind her. It watched her while she fucked Andrew L eet and those other men. It wandered the
theater aide during Gandhi and Sophi€'s Choice. It floated above the reptile house at the zoo.

"Y ou ain't been listening to me, but you should. | said you can't have me, and soon enough you'll see
that | mean what I'm saying.”

The angd screams, and itswings are thunderclaps and St. EImo'sfire trapped there inside the motel
room with Julia. But it knows she's not afraid of it anymore, and she knows that it knows. Before she
took al the money her mother kept hidden in aMason jar under the front porch and | eft the Wood for
good, Juliawent out to the sandy place where she'd seen the angel the very firgt time. That was seven
years ago, when shewas Hill just alittle girl. A wide clearing in the dash pine and briars and Spanish
bayonets, and sometimes rattlesnakes and copperheads sunned themsalves there. The first time shed
seen the angdl, thereld been a huge canebrake rattler stretched out on the hot sand, and the angel had
burned it until there was nothing left but charcod. Before she took the money and set out for Milligan, she
went back to the clearing and called the angdl and told it that it couldn't have her. She wasn't going to be
some sort of saint or nun or something, and she wasn't going to end up like crazy old Miss Sue Anne
who lived by hersdlf in ashack on the far side of the deep lake at the end of Wampee Creek. There were
crumbling plaster statues stuck up al around the shack, statues of the Virgin Mary and Jesusand S.
Giles, the patron saint of people who are afraid of the night. And sometimes Miss Sue Anne rowed out
onto the lake in aleaky boat and said prayers and did root magic so dl the evil things God had told her
lived in the mud at the bottom couldn't come up to the surface.

"What | said, | still mean every goddamn word of it," Juliasays, having to raise her voiceto be
heard above the television and the racket that the angdl's making. "Y ou go find someone else, someone
who wants whatever it isyou're slling, ‘cause you can't have me."

And then the angel tells her what happensto suicides, tells her for the hundredth time al about the
specia corner of Hell reserved for people who are that cowardly, people who think they know better
than God when and where and how they ought to die. And when it'sfindly finished, the angd dipsaway,
taking dl the noise and the strange smellswith it. And Julia Sits on the edge of the bed, biting her lip so
shewon' start crying, and she tries hard to think about nothing but blueberry pancakes.

V. The Soldier and the Angel

The whed sturn as the whedls have dways turned, the bands of granite and basalt and fire which
arethisflat, revolving world, and at itsdim center the hublandslie, as till astill will ever be. Thefixed
point about which all creation revolves, the pivot and the axle, the rod and the shaft, and the
Dragon—dreaming the coming of the Weaver, the massacre at the Dog's Bridge and the routing of his
armies before the Weaver's Sergphim—stirsin hisancient dumber. His dreams spark and drive the gears
of haf-forgotten machineries buried in the caverns and tunnelsfar below Kearvan Wed, and dl the world
shudders and holdsiits bresth.

"Did you hear that, beast? Did you fed it?" Sdwith Tinker asksthe Seraph, and it watches her with
seething amber eyes, but doesn't answer the question or make any other reply. It came awake sometime
during the long night, which has now amost ended, but hasn't yet spoken aword. Asthisthing isher
rightful prize, the Keeper of Keys has permitted Sdwith to stand vigil inits prison cell, thefilthy hole
where it was taken once the Glaistig's ministers and conjurors had concluded their examinations and the
Seraph was lifted onto a pallet and carried from the noisy, crowded hall. It has been stripped and flogged
and chained to thewal| of the cdll, itswrists and ankles bound in shackles fashioned from some melding
of stone and living flesh that the vampire woman has never seen before and doesn't begin to comprehend.
Its grest tattletde-grey wings are spread out against the black rock and pinned firmly in place with
fishhook spikes of iron and blue flame hammered straight through feathers and muscle and bone. The
Seraph's toes can dmost touch the floor of the cdll, where its spilled blood has gathered in awide and
sticky poal; its blood or whatever the Weaver has given it instead of blood, something the color of gully
orchidsthat sinksof sunlight and anmonia



Sawith wrinkles her nose, wondering how that blood might taste, how it might feel on her tongue,
wondering if tasting it would kill her dowly or dl at once. And then the world shudders again, and she Sits
down on the floor, a safe distance from the Sergph's blood.

"He'swaking up,” she says. "Isthat what she wants, your White Lady, this Weaver? Has her year
of butchery and devastation, and your nativity, hasdl this been merely some grest fucking show to get his
atention?'

Again, the Sergph doesn't deign to answer her, but it stares down at Selwith Tinker with those
blazing yellow-orange eyes, eyes choked with enough pain and hate and contempt that she suspects
actua words could never do itsthoughts justice, anyway. She thinks they'd be mere anticlimax compared
to theforce of that stare.

"The cunt,” Selwith says, spesking haf to hersaf now. "Well, she's getting her wish, if dl thishas
been only to wake the fucking Dragon. She's getting her heart's desire, and well dl be getting it right
dongsdeher.”

Ancther purplish drop of the Sergph's blood falsto thefloor, striking the pool with a sound like hot
ged againgt anvils, like breaking glass. Selwith forces hersdf to smile and not turn away from those crue
eyes.

"Between them, beast, what do you think will be left?!

The Seraph gritsitsteeth and strains againgt its bonds with such sudden violence that, for amoment,
Sdwith Tinker beleivesit might actualy manage to tear itsdlf free. She getsto her feet again, her own
tattered wings unfurling, and braces hersalf against the bars of the cagein casethejailer's devices should
prove inadequate after all. But they hold, the fetters and the spikes and chains, and the Seraph gasps
loudly and shutsits eyes.

"Come on, you murdering bastard,” Selwith growlsat it. "I know you can do better than that. The
Weaver put everything she's got into you, right?Y eah? So tear yourself down off that wall and let'sfind
out what'll redly happen when one of you fuckersfindly dies.”

The Sergph closesits eyes, and Selwith, unexpectedly freed from the blistering hest of its gaze, finds
hersdf confused and shivering in the darkness. Somewhere beneeth the floor, miles and miles below the
brittle navel of the world, the Dragon stirs, fully haf awake now, and the vampire sinksto her knees. It's
almost over, all of it, shethinks, and none of us can change a single thing.

Dust and small shards of rock sift down on her from afresh crack that's opened in the celling, and
Sawith looks up at the Sergph. With its eyes shut like that, she might dmost believe that it's despaired at
last and nothing now remains but a beautiful, empty shell hanging from awall.

"No," shesays. "You're gtill in there, aren't you, beast? She made you, and the Weaver would never
have found the smple mercy to give anything she'd made the capacity for surrender. Shelll have seento
it that you'l il befighting when al the world is nothing but acinder for the sarsto wonder at.”

Blood leaks from the Seraph's parted lips, and in the gloom under Kearvan Wed, the silver designs
worked into itsivory skin have begun to glow, whorls held within whorls, lunétic tattoo spirals forever
looping back upon themselves.

"What'sthis?' Sdwith asksit. ™Y ou gonna show me something pretty now?' And shereachesinto a
pocket of her vest and takes out the flintlock pistol she's carried dl the way from the ruins of the city
where she was born more than athousand years ago. The city of scholars and libraries and the
knowledge of the world revealed and kept safe for ages beyond memory. One of the dozen or so cities
the Weaver razed on her march towards the hub. Salwith hasloaded the pistol with a polished bit of
melted nickel and iron that fell smoldering from the sky, and she whispers afaithless prayer to dl the gods
of thewheds, the holy retinue of night and day, twilight and dusk, that there might be some fearful scrap
of cleansing magic in thething. Sheraisesthe gun and aimsit at the Seraph's head.

"And shewould cdl us mongers” the vampire woman laughs, pulling the hammer back and
tightening her grip onthetrigger. "Look at me, beast! Look a what your White Lady has made of me!"

The Sergph opensit eyes, twin embers that have become bottomless magma pools, and when it



gpeeks, itsvoiceis ahurricane without wind, adevouring inferno without heet, rolling through Sdwith's
memories and hopes, her loss and sorrow, through al the dead spaces behind the vampire's eyes.
Salwith squeezesthe trigger and triesto turn away, but its words have aready begun taking her apart,
dissolving her like ahandful of sdt inwater. Theflintlock pistol explodesin her hand.

"She'scoming,” the Sergph says. "On the hedls of the cockcrow of thislast day of all, sheis
coming.”

And hearing that, the Dragon opensits eyes.

V. Pensacola Beach (December 1982)

When Julia Hammarion hasfinished her |ate breakfast—the stack of blueberry pancakeswith
blueberry syrup and butter and alittle dollop of whipped cream on top—she leaves aten-dollar tip for
her waitress and then pays the woman at the register. The cashier tells Juliato have anice day and come
again, and Juliasmilesfor her and thinks perhapsthisisthe very last person who will ever see her amile.
She leaves the IHOP and walks west on Ariola, back towards the dingy motel room that isno longer
hers. She has six dollars and some change remaining from the money that Andrew L eet left on the
televison. Her whore money. Julialeaves the sidewalk and wanders out between the sea oats and the
low white dunes onto the beach. The suniswarm, even though thewind is colder than it wasthe day
before. She pullsthe lime-green cardigan tighter about her shoulders and buttonsit. It's one of the few
things she took with her from the cabin in Shrove Wood. Her mother gave it to her as abirthday present
two years ago; there are small pink flowers around the cuffs and the collar, and she didn't want to leave it
behind.

Past the motel, Julia comes upon aman Sitting on a produce crate in the sand, picking a
twelve-string guitar, playing some song she's never heard before, so maybe it's something he wrote
himsdlf. She gandstherelistening, watching hisfingers pulling the music from the strings, and when the
song'sfinished, she putsthe rest of the money in his open guitar case. He grins and thanks her, this
shabby, handsome, easy man, the sort of man that would have made her daddy scowl, the sort he'd have
probably caled ano-account hippie freak. She wishesthat at least one of the men who'd been her lovers
over thelast Six days could have had this man's eyes or his strong, callused fingers or the soft light that
seemsto hang about hisface. Her men were al ogres, she thinks, cursing and pawing at her, dobbering
and grunting like hogs when they came. This man would have been different. He asks her name, and she
tells him the truth, then thanks him and walks away as he begins playing another song she's never heard.
She would haveliked to stay and listen to it all and any other songs that he wanted to play for her, but
hearing more of that music, she might have changed her mind.

Juliafollows the beach, the sand that is so white it makes her doubt the beachesin Heaven could
possibly be any whiter, the water like peacock feathers lapping a the shore, vivid green blue going
hyacinth out where the sea starts getting deep. And there are no cloudsin the sky today, and she thanks
Jesusfor there being asky like that. Shefiguresthat he's il listening to her prayers, evenif sheisathief
and awhore. Mary Magdalene was awhore, too.

Juliafinds a cinnamon-colored starfish, wider than her hand and half-buried in the sand, and stoops
tolook at it. But she doesn't touch it. The starfish might still be dive. Leave it be, shethinks. Let me just
look at it a moment more. And she'sdtill looking at it when she hearsthe ange somewhere close
behind her, itswings scorching the day. The starfish beginsto steam and writhe in the sand, fivearms
curling in upon themsdlves, and the cold gulf water hisses againgt it. In amoment, it has shriveled and
gone as black asthe rattlesnake did that morning in the clearing when she first met the angd.

"That wasn't necessary,” she says. ""Destroying beautiful thingsisn't going to change my mind,” and
the angel makes aspiteful, Szzling sound. Then it tells her the day and the hour that the handsome man
with the guitar will die, and it reminds her, again, what happensto suicides.

With the toe of her left sneaker, Julia hegps wet sand over the scorched starfish so shewon't have
tolook at it. But only a second or two later, the sea sweepsin and uncoversit again.



"Maybeif you werered," she says, "I might be more afraid of you." Shelooks up, staring out
acrossthewater. Therésaydlow fishing boat floating in the distance, acanary speck againgt adl the blue.
Shewishesit were summer and that the seaweren't so cold.

For the hundredth time, the angd tells her that she's a sane woman, but Juliaknowsthat'salie.

"Evenif it weretrue," she says, "you might just aseasily be ademon asan angd. You sureseem a
lot more like ademon to me. Evenif you were red, | don't think I'd believein you. That's still my choice,
you know?'

Look at me, Julia, theangel says. Turn and behold me. Look upon me and know that | am but
one fraction of the innumerable host of the Ancient of Days.

"Go away," Juliareplies. "'l don't want to listen to you anymore. Y ou make me angry, and | don't
want to be angry at the end.”

The angel howls and hacks a the morning air with itsfour wingslike hatchets of flame. Theair
around Julia grows uncomfortably warm and a patch of the seaiin front of her has begun to bail violently.

"It's still my choice" she saysagain. "Now leave me done. Go haunt someone else."

Waves rushing up the sand towards her are dappled with the corpses of tiny silver fish and asmall
crab that have been boiled dive.

"It'sgtill my choice," Juliasaysfor thethird time.

And then the angdl is gone, and the sea has stopped bubbling. She waits amoment, then glances
over her shoulder. Ten or fifteen feet behind her, there's a star-shaped place where the sand has been
melted into aglassy crust. Back towards the motel, the man with the guitar is still Sitting on his produce
crate. He waves at her, and Juliawaves back. And then she turns and wades into the surf, grateful now
it's o cold that the waves breaking about her calves take her breath away. The sea has aready swept
the boiled fish farther down the beach. She shuts her eyes and recitesthe Lord's Prayer. She thinks of
her mother and her father and the old cabin in Shrove Wood, and she thinks about the mostly wonderful
week she's had in Pensacola Beach and Gulf Breeze, awholelifetimein only six days, six daysand a
morning. Shereminds hersdf it's more than alot of people get, and when the water is as high as her
wais, Juliaopens her eyes and startsto swim.

V1. The Forsaken Church

After the unlocked doors and the things she saw coiled up in acorner of thefoyer, thingsthat might
have been dead or might only have wanted her to think that they were dead, Dancy Flammarion stands
between the rows of broken and upturned pews, already hafway down the aideto the wrecked dtar.
She's surprised that there are so many of them hiding out in the old church and wishes the angd might
have been just alittle more specific. They linethewalls, black figures blacker than the summer night,
shadows of shadows, and some of them have taken seatsin the pews; several have dipped in behind her,
blocking her way back to the doors. They have no faces, though afew of them might have eyes, brighter
smudges of shadow st into their indistinct skulls. Some of them seem to have wings, and others move
about on dl fourslike bobcats or coyotes made of spilled Indiaink, but most of them stand up straight
and tal, asif they might fool her into thinking they were once men and women. They whisper expectantly
among themselves, and here and there one of them sniggers nervoudy or grindsitsteeth or tapsitslong
claws againgt the back of avarnished pew.

"Will shekill usdl?' one of them asks.

"What? With thet slly little knife?" asks another.

"Perhaps we should choose a champion,” another of the black figures suggests and severd of them
begin to laugh.
Dancy licks her lips, her mouth gone dry as dust, and she holds the carving knife out in front of her.

"Will you look at that now," one of them cackles and takes astep towards her. " She'saregular
white-trash Joan of Arc, wouldn't you say? Our Lady of Rags and Swamp Gas." And for atime, theold



church fills up with the sound of their laughter. Dancy grips the wooden hilt of the knife and waitsfor
whatever it isthat she's supposed to do.

"Weve been watching for you child,” one of the shades says. It's seated very near her, likethe
slhouette of something that's learned how to be awoman and awolf a the sametime. Its grey-smudge
eyesflash ahungry emerad, and when it stands up, it's much, much taller than Dancy expected. "Weve
been hearing rumors about what happened down in Florida. There was a crow, wouldn't talk about
nothing else. Miss Dancy Flammarion, the vengeful right hand of Jehovah, some pissed-off angd'sabino
concubine. But what the hell, you know? Rumors aren't usualy much more than that, especialy when you
get them from crows. But here you stand, girl, big aslife and twice as shabby,” and the mongterslaugh
agan.

"What I'm wondering," the wolf woman says, taking astep closer to Dancy, "ishow you ever got
yourself out of that insane asylum way down in Talahassee. Or isn't that part of the rumorstrue?!

Dancy licksher lipsagain. "'l can't fight you dl," she says. "'l wasn't sent hereto fight you al.”

More laughter, laughter loud enough to wake whatever dead might till lie deeping in the overgrown
cemetery next to Grace Ebeneezer Baptist Church. And the thing that is neither awolf nor awoman, the
thing that's hardly anything more than a patch of smoke and depravity and wishful thinking, cocksits head
and blinks at her.

"Something ese drew you here" Dancy tellsit. "All of you. Some-thing born of hurt and ill will,
death and the crudty of men, an old evil which lay athousand yearsin the mud at the bottom of the
nver—"

"Shel'saregular William goddamn Shakespeare,” the wolf-woman shade says, interrupting her, and
there's more laughter from the black things that have taken refuge in the abandoned church. "We knew
you were aforce to be reckoned with, child, but no one mentioned you were a poet in the bargain.”

"That'sjust what the angdl told me," Dancy says, wishing she didn't sound so scared, wishing shed
known thereld be so many of them. " Something drew you here. And that's the one I've come for."

"I see" the shade replies and Sits down in the pew again. "Fair enough, then. Y ou won't haveto
wait much longer. Shelll be dong shortly, that one. In the meantime, why don't you have a seet here
and—"

"You can't trick me," Dancy tells the shade and points her carving knife at it. The otherslaugh again,
but not quite asloudly as before. Come and get me, Dancy prays silently, because she knows the angel
can hear her, wherever it's gone. Please come now and take me away.

"Why don't you kissme," the thing on the pew purrs. "Y ou'd be swedt, | bet. | wager you'd be just
as sweet as Soring water and strawberries. Me, | haven't had akissin such an awful long time. Has
anyone ever kissed you, Dancy Flammarion? | mean, besides that angd of yours."

Dancy shifts the carving knife from one hand to the other and wipes her sweaty pam on her the
front of her T-shirt. Theange isn't coming for her. It led her here, and she followed of her own accord,
and now it won't have anything else to do with her until she'sfinished what it's brought her here to do.
The shade's eyesflash brilliant green again, and Dancy shakes her head and continues down the aide
towards the desecrated dtar and the pulpit and the benches where a choir once sat on Sunday mornings
when the sanctuary wasfilled with dazzling sunlight and song and a preacher's booming voice.

"Haveit your way, kid," the wolf-woman shade cals out after her. "I'll just St tight and watch the
show. But if you change your mind, I'll beright here"

VII. Counsel Among the Dead

InKing'sHale, the Glaistig has only just Sarted her prayers of passage and release when the quake
beginsto rock the tower. She gets dowly to her feet, holding tight to one of the sturdy pediments of her
husband's granite tomb, the clat clat clat of her unsteady hooveslogt in the rumbling, splitting, cracking
din risng up from the tortured earth far below the Wedl . She stands done on the wide funerary dais. Her



ministers and astronomers and achemists, her marsha's and magistrates and the High Executioner and her
LadiesWho Walk Behind, the Lord Chancellor and &l the other members of her inner court are ill
knedling at their assigned stations beyond the base of the dais. Their heads are bowed, to varying
degrees, anxioudy waiting for her word to stand, her permission to vacate the Hale and moveto
someplace sdfer.

How much longer before they'd run? the Glaistig wonders. How long before ceremony and
protocol wouldn't matter anymore?

The ancient walls of the Hale loom gigantic around her, two hundred feet from the glass mosaics set
into the floor to the formerets and buttresses of the vaulted roof. The ceiling has been painted with the
congtellations of the Midsummer's Eve, yellow and white tempera stars dabbed against a sky of deepest
indigo. A precise mura of the heavens so thet al the generations of kings deeping here can dwaysfind
their way back down to the hub on that one night of the year. Their immense black statueslinethewalls,
watching her, and the Glaistig wonders, too, if there will ever be another Midsummer's Eve and where
the ghosts of kings go when their world has died.

"Kypre Alundshaw," she calls out, shouting to be heard above the upheava, and the Glaitig jabs
her glittering scepter of dlver and ruby and andesite at one of the chemigs. Alundshaw, ashort, bading
man missing hisleft ear and hisright eye, nods and beginsto rise. But then the tower shakes again and the
floor rollslike astormy sea, and the dchemigt, dong with most of the other supplicants, isthrown roughly
againgt the shattered tiles. The convulsion passes, but a narrow sort of rift or fissure has opened near the
rear of the chamber, and now a geyser of steam and soot spews out from it, the breath of the Dragon
himsdlf or only the deeth rattle of Kearvan Wedl.

"Yes, your Grace," Kypre Alundshaw wheezes as he manages to get to hisfeet, his hands and face
cut and bleeding from the broken glasstiles. He brushes sparkling, kaleidoscopic diversfrom his
aubergine robes.

"You mugt understand,” the Glaistig says, "I would not ask you this question if | did not believe that
we have comefinaly to the hour of our uttermost need and that all other avenues have been exhausted.”

The achemist stops picking glass from his robes and nods his head once. "Y es, your Grace.
Certainly. | understand.”

The Glaitig takes a deep breath and shuts her eyes, letting afew more seconds dip past, and she
Slently cursesthe gods of chance and circumstance that she has lived to know how the damned-to-be
fed inthat last ingtant before the trespass that will insure their spirits are forever consigned to perdition.
She opens her eyes, and eam is till pouring from the crack in the floor; the air has begun to stink of
sulfur and rotting eggs.

"The Weaver's congtructs, these Seraphim, may not bekilled,” she says. "This much | understand,
and aso | understand why. But | have been told there may be another way, something which you've
learned from the red witches. | ask you, isthistrue?!

When Kypre Alundshaw doesn't reply, she strikes her scepter againgt the dais with enough force
that sparksfly from theimpact of slver againg the flagstones. Alundshaw flinches and immediately looks
back down at thefloor.

"Alchemig, youwill tell me now, isthistrue? Or have | been wrongly advised?!

"No, your Grace. You have not," the alchemist replies, aquaver in hisvoice. "There may, indeed,
be another way, but it would be a terrible deed if—"

"l am not asking you for alesson in ethics," the Glaistig snarls and turns back towards her husband's
tomb. She places one hand flat on its polished lid and listens to the foundations of Kearvan Wesdl
trembling benegth her.

"No, your Grace, but the consequences—"

"I'monly asking if it might be accomplished,” the Glaistig explains, wishing thet the heavy lid of the
tomb had not been closed so soon, that she could look one last time upon the face of her King and find
there the answers she needs. Answers that might save her world without bringing harm to some other



universe.

"l think so," the alchemist says, and she can hear the reluctance in hisreply. "The red witches
cd culations seem sound enough. We can find no fault.”

"And why do you believe that we can trust the Nesmians, Alundshaw? They have ever been
enemies of the Dragon. Might not this be some deceit?!

The dchemist glances nervoudy over his shoulder & the steam billowing from the fissure, then clears
histhroat. "1 need not remind your Grace that the Nesmians despise the Weaver, perhaps even as much
asdo our own people. Inthisinstance, our enemy has become an dly against acommon threat.”

"And this sorcery would take them all, not merely that one the vampire has captured?’

"Yes, your Grace. If the process works as the Nesmians have predicted, it would take al of the
Seraphim, each removed to another..." and he pauses, asif he's forgotten how to end the sentence.

"To another world," the Glaistig finishesfor him.

"Yes, mum," he says. "They would be forever scattered acrossthe celestial planes.”

"Beyond her recal?'

"Yes, your Grace. Forever beyond her recall."

The floor groans and rolls again, and the a chemist waves his arms about and shuffles hisfeet to
keep from falling. Near therift in the floor of King's Hae, the glasstiles of the mosai ¢ have begun to mdit,
their candy colors bleeding one into the other. And now a second fissure has opened, this one a vertica
rent in the northern wall of the tower, wide enough that dim stresks of daylight shine through.

"Isthere dill time?' the Glaistig asks.

"l believe 50," Kypre Alundshaw answers. "The place of sacrifice has aready been prepared.
Weve done precisdy asthe Kenziawoman has directed. We only await your command.”

"Thenyoutdl her todoit,"” shesays. "Tell her to do it immediately. And by the spokesand dl our
fathers, may the gods show mercy on usin our desperation.”

Before the next tremor shakes the Hale, Alundshaw and the other alchemists and the astronomers
havefiled out of the chamber, and the Glaistig motions for the men and women of her court to knedl once
more. She leans againgt the tomb of the King of Immolations, her cheek pressed to the cool, consoling
granite, and, in another moment, she begins her prayersagain.

VI1I. Pensacola Beach (December 1982)

Julia Flammarion swims until the cold has doneitsjob, exactly what she's asked it to do for her, and
her arms and legs have grown too stiff and numb to possibly swim any farther. Which meansthat shelll
never be able to swim al the way back to shore, either, so there's no losing her nerve now. It doesn't
meatter if sheturns coward and changes her mind or decidesthat life asacrazy girl who talksto angelsis
gtill better than drowning in the Gulf of Mexico. She squints back towards the beach, nothing visible but a
faint white stripe againgt the blue horizon, and wonders about the handsome man with the guitar, what he
thought as she walked into the water in her clothes and shoes and began to swim away. Did he even
notice? Is he watching her now? Has he gone looking for help? She hopes not. She hopesthat he's il
gtting there on his gpple crate playing beautiful songs shell never hear.

"And what now?" she asks the high and unconsoling sun, the sun that might aswell be the eye of
God garing bitterly down at afifteen-year-old suicide. The eye of a God who's findly washing his hands
of her onceand for dl. A moment later, Juliagets abig mouthful of saltwater, and it strangles her and
burns her sinuses and throat.

"|sthat your answer?' she sputters weekly, and the sun continues to hang mute in the cloudless
winter sky, however many tens or hundreds of millions of miles away from her it might be.

Much too far to matter, shethinksand shuts her eyes. The cold and the effort of swimming out
thisfar have made her very deepy, and so maybe that's what happens next. Maybe it'sassmple as
shutting her eyes and drifting on the swells until shefals adeep. Maybe there will even be onelast dream,



something warm and gentle that shows her another way her life might have gone, if she weren't insane and
had never spoken to the angd that first day in the clearing in Shrove Wood. If the rattlesnake had never
been burned to charcod. If the angel had never started telling her stories about monsters. Julia usesthe
last of her strength to imagine adream just like that, avery good dream in which she marriesthe
handsome man with the guitar and they have children and even grandchildren, and she grows old and dies
a homein her bed with al of them about her. Shetdls hersdf that the sound of wings close by isnothing
but a curious seagull or apelican, and only afew seconds later, too exhausted to tread water any longer,
she dips benesth the welcoming surface of the sea.

I X. The Demon of Hopekill Swamp

She might have had aname once, distant ages ago, before the white men came with their noisy,
gtinking citiesand their clattering railroads and their murderous highways, back when the Muskogee were
the only men sheld ever seen and who'd ever seen her. But if she did have aname, she'slong since
forgotten it. She might have had amother, too, and perhaps even afather, like al the other things that
creep and dither and swim and fly through the bayous and doughs spread out dong the Flint River. The
shadow things hiding in the old church at the edge of the swamp call her Elandrion, Daughter of the Great
Mother Nerpuz, but she's pretty sureit's just some shit they made up to stay on her good side and
Elandrion wasn't ever redly her name.

On this summer night, she'sresting in the mud beneath abad cypresslog at the very bottom of a
deep, till pool, gnawing the last pae shreds of flesh from the bones of a great bullhead catfish. The
bullhead was a giant, seven feet from snout to tail, and maybe it lived at the bottom of the poal for twenty
years or more before she crept up and wrapped it in her strong arms and cracked it's skull open between
her jaws. Nothing in this whole damn swamp that's even half amatch for her, not the mud cats or the
huge old snapping turtles, not the cottonmouth moccasins, not even the goddamned dligators. Nothing
out here she can't make her dinner from, not if she'sgone and set her Sghtsoniit.

Shelsusing aclaw to get a the last bits of the bullhead's brains when she hears the shadows cdlling
out across the night to her, their voices tangling in Spanish moss and the limbs of the trees and dripping
down into the black water.

Elandrion, she'sfinally come. She's here.

She'sfound us all, Elandrion. She'sright here in the church.

For amoment, she consdersignoring them, leaving them to their own fates. She thinks about
finishing with the catfish and then degping through the scorch of the coming day right here beneeth this
cypresslog. Surdly together they can handle one skinny human girl, evenif theres any truth to the gossip
she's heard from mockingbirds and egrets and a couple of red-winged blackbirds.

The albino girl. She'swaiting here for you.

Deliver us, Elandrion.

Beneath the cypresslog, sherolls her eyes and picks her teeth. She imagines the shadows doing
their best to menacethe girl, playing like they're the next worst thing under heaven, and dl the while
they'rewhining into the night for deliverance. Ought to leave the lot of them to whatever the kid's got
in mind, shethinks, but then she hears another voice oozing down through the stagnant water and the
dime

—an old evil which lay a thousand years in the mud at the bottom of the river—something
drew you here—that's the one I've come for—

And under dl the blugter, the girl child's so scared she's about to shit herself, but ill...

How long since anyone or anything called her out?

How long since anything dared come looking for her?

And, besides, there'sredlly no point denying that she relishes the way the shadow thingsin the old
church smper and bow to her and offer up dl their darkest, most laughable prayers. Once, they even



lured a couple of teenagersinto the church and then kept them there for her. When she was done with
them, the shadows buried what was |ft in the overgrown cemetery. 1t'd be ashameif the rumorswere
true and the abino girl went and killed them all off.

She has a knife, one of the shadows whimpers.

Elandrion, she's something terrible. Something mad. There's angelfirein her eyes, Elandrion.

She squintsinto the slt and gloom &t the bottom of the pool, considering that last part and recalling
that one of the egrets said something about angel's, something about purifying fire. But she hadn't givenit a
second thought. Egrets say dl sorts of crazy things.

—something drew you here—that's the one |'ve come for—

She pushes the bullhead's stripped and needle-spined carcass aside and disturbs a fat, tasty-looking
dider concealed ingde athicket of edgrass. Any other time, sheld have snatched theturtle asit tried to
dip away to find some other hiding place. But she hesitates, lisening to the voicesfilling the Georgianight,
and the dider escapes. But that's dright, shetdllshersdlf. The abino girl will fill up the empty nook in her
belly that the turtle would have occupied, that nook and then some. It's been years since she last tasted
human flesh, which isamost as sweet asthe wild boar piglets shefindsin the swamp, from timeto time.

Will you sgueal for me, sweet angel child? she thinks and grins there beneath the cypressiog.
Will you squeal just like all the little pigs?

And then she kicks off with her broad feet and rises dowly towards the shimmering surface.

Shewho has no name, not that she can recdll, the one the cowering shadows in the church call
Elandrion. The ancient she-thing that the black-brown men and the pink-white men out gigging frogs or
checking their traps for muskrats and beaver have glimpsed, moving swiftly between the trees. They've
caled her lots of things—the demon of Hopekill Swamp, witch, haint, mongter, freak, the gator woman.
They have no end of namesfor her. At least the red-brown men knew better than to give her any name at
dl.

She squatsin the water lilies and rushes a the edge of the pool, considering once more everything
the birds have said, the careless chatter of warblersand blue jays. Theair istill filled with the whispered
cdlsof the cringing church shadows. And that other voice, which must be the girl's, frightened but bold,
the voice of someone who believesthings she's better off without. Then, the one whose nameis not
Elandrion getsto her feet and, moving quickly on her long legs, follows adeer trail out of the swamp and
up to higher, drier ground, and every living beast and insect falls silent as she passes.

X. Rites of Blood and Fire

Never before has one of the red witches been permitted within the walls of Kearvan Wed, and now
not one but two of them have come, have been wel comed through its gates, after they dipped acrossthe
Dog's Bridge on horseback only four days before the Weaver's army streamed over the vast span of
bone and wire. That done is enough to make Kypre Alundshaw suspicious of their intentions and
alegiances, despite the things he'stold the Glaistig. That these two somehow managed to survive the
journey from their far distant temples on theriver Y &in, that they traveled the Serpent's Road
unmolested, must either stand as evidence that they're in league with the Weaver or that their soneidols
have more power than the alchemists of the hublands would ever have dared believe.

Evil times demand strange alliances, the dchemist reminds himsdlf and wipes swest from his
forehead before it can drip into hisone eye. It'svery hot in the small chamber that has been prepared for
the Nesmians ritual, agreet fire burning insgde a brick-lined pit set into the floor at the center of the
circular room. Theresalow stone table pushed againgt one wall, its upper surface freshly engraved with
runesthat few, if any, men can read, and therésalong iron duice running from the table to thefire.
Everything's exactly as the red witches have asked, and Alundshaw whispers ahurried prayer that he
hasn't Smply invited some greater atrocity into their midst. The chamber is crowded with al the court
astronomers and the other achemists who have accompanied Alundshaw in his descent from King's



Hde

He beginsto speak, but then there'saloud grinding sound from the bowels of the Wed, and the
floor rumbles treacheroudy under them.

"Alundshaw, there's no time left for you to waste," Pikabo Kenzia saysimpatiently. "The Seraphis
free, and dready the Dragon's waking beneath our feet." Her violet eyes glimmer in thefirdight, and
Alundshaw tries hard not to let his dread of her show. Both women wear the smple crimson robes and
grey-green skullcaps of their order, but he'swell aware that Kenziais no common adept, that she's next
in the line of successon to be Mother and VVoice of al the red witches of Nesmia Shar. She's a beautiful,
fearsome woman, awarrior and accomplished sorceress, an uncompromising zealot and a scheming
politician, and Alundshaw knows that she was counted aworthy adversary by the King of Immolations.
The unruly tangle of her chestnut hair, just beginning to go white at the temples, putsthe dchemist in mind
of alion's mane, and, gender aside, the comparison seemsall too apt.

"Do you have the feather?' she asks, and he takes a paper envelope from avest pocket and passes
it to Pikabo Kenzia, dmost dropping it before shetakesit from histrembling fingers. She scowlsat him
and opensthe envelope; inddeisasingle feather pulled from the wing of the captured Seraph.

"Will it be enough?' one of the astronomers asks her, anervous old bastard whose name
Alundshaw can never recal.

"Possibly," Pikabo Kenziareplies, holding the large grey feather up in front of her face. ""Probably.
Regardless, | supposeit will haveto be, won't it, Ezcha?' and then she turnsto face the other Nesmian, a
much younger and plainer woman with none of Kenziasfierce presence.

Ezcha doesn't reply, but merely smiles and nods her head before she goes to stand beside the stone
table. "We should hurry," she says. "I'm ready," and the witch removes her crimson robe. She'swearing
nothing benegth it, though her skin has been painted with e aborate runes which match the ones carved
into the table. Ezchafolds the robe neetly and laysit on the floor, then takes off her cap and placesit on
thefloor, aswdll.

"You will return theseto my sgters,” she saysto Kenzia

"Ezcha, you know that | will," the elder Nesmian replies, and Ezchanods her head again. Then she
climbs onto the table and stands at the mouth of theiron duice, facing thefire.

Pikabo Kenzia takes a deep breath and draws adagger of black volcanic glass from her own robe.
"I would ask that you dl leave us now, excepting, of course, Lord Alundshaw. He may remain, if he so
desires. | would not wish your Queen or her agents to harbor notions that we're working some secret
enchantment againg her.”

Kypre Alundshaw hesitates, not wanting to be aone with these peculiar women and their heathen
ways, but then he motionsfor the othersto leave the room, and, relieved, they obediently file through the
door to wait together in the cramped antechamber.

"You will not spesk,” Kenzia saysto the dchemist, and the tonein her voice is enough to prevent
him from even asking why. The red witch closes her eyes amoment, then opens them and glances up at
the naked woman standing alone on the table.

"We ask nothing of you, daughter, that you have not already pledged,” Pikabo Kenziasays, then
looks down at the dagger in her hands. "Y ou are brave, and you will shame usdl with your forfeiture. By
your sacrifice might thisworld be saved. By your grace and willing deeth, might otherslive.”

And if hewere not now too afraid to move, Alundshaw would join the rest and damn his mistrust
and the Glaigtig's suspicions. Well, | can shut my eyes, hethinks. If nothing else, | can at least shut
my eyes.

"The body of womanislikeaflash of lightning,” Kenziasays, "existing only to return to nothingness.
Like the summer growth that shrivelsin winter. Waste thee no thought on the process, for it hasno
purpose, coming and going like dew.”

| can shut my eyes.

And the floor rumbles again.



"Likeawall, awoman's body constantly stands on the verge of collapse,” Pikabo Kenzia continues,
gpeaking fagter now, asif she'safraid there won't betimeto finish. "And still and dways, the world
buzzes on like angry bees. Let it come and go, appear and vanish, for what have we to lose?’

The woman on the table spreads her aamswide, asif in welcome, and Alundshaw can seethat there
aretearsin her eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. Pikabo Kenzialeans towards the fire pit and
drops the Seraph'sfeather into the flames. For only an ingtant, the fire burns a brilliant, exquisite blue, and
the chamber isfilled with the screeching of eagles and a blistering wind that reeks of gunpowder and
battlefield carrion.

Don't watch it, Alundshaw thinks, his mind gone desperate and wild. Don't see what's coming,
but he can't seem to remember how to shut his eyes.

The awful grinding sound comes again, and thistime bits of masonry are shaken free of thewalls
and the stone table wobbles.

"Leavethis place forever, you murdering son of awhore," the red witch growls and swings her
black dagger around, dicing her companion's belly open. "Be gone, and take dl your foul brethen with
you!" Ezchas blood spillsinto the duice, and hisseswhen it reaches thefire. She screams, and the
second time Pikabo Kenzias blade sinks deep into the younger witch's gut, the dchemigt findly findsthe
will to dlose hiseyes.

XI. The Dirty Work of Angels

The shadows gathered in the old church on Dry Creek Road have kept Dancy busy for the better
part of an hour. Rushing her suddenly from behind, their not-quite insubstantia fingerstearing at her
shabby clothes or snatching strands of her white hair, then darting away to safety again. They've taunted
and jeered and mocked, hurled threats and mildewed hymnals, and they've promised her, again and
again, that shewon't live to see another sunrise. There are scratches on her arms and face, the best they
can manage with their shadow claws and teeth, afew drops of blood to whet their appetites for what'sto
come. They've backed Dancy al the way down the narrow aideto the pul pit, where she stands with her
back to the dtar, her carving knife held out and glinting faintly by the unsteady glow of their
will-0-the-wisp eyes. She's noticed that their eyes have gotten alot brighter, asif tormenting her has
stoked some furnace hidden within them.

"Would you run, child, if you could?' the wolf-woman shade asks Dancy, and then, addressing dll
the others—"Brothers and sigters, if wetook pity on this poor, misguided ragamuffin and let her leave
now, would she even have the good sense to go, before Elandrion gets here?”

For an answer, there are ugly gales of laughter, hoots and whoops and uproariousfits of giggling.

"Dowhat you like," Dancy tellsthem. "I'm not going anywhere until 1've donewhat | came here do
to." But this only makes the shadows laugh that much louder.

"Oh, littlegirl," the wolf-woman shade snorts, "you're so precioudy earnest. Such astawart little
urchin, you are. It'sacrying shametheres just the one of you. A pity you won't last longer. If only we
could bottle you, | dare say none of uswould ever go hungry again.”

And then Dancy hears something behind her, and shelooks over her right shoulder to seethe
monster glaring down at her from the pulpit. Its gnarled fingers grip the edges of the lectern, fingersthat
end in sckletaons, and they sink into the rotten wood asthough it were clay.

"You're Elandrion?' Dancy asksit, turning to face the mongter, and it grins and stands up straighter,
though its bandy hind legs and thorny, crooked spine hardly seem suited to standing upright at all. It'sso
tall that its head Amost scrapes against the sagging sheetrock agood ten or twelve feet above her.

"That's not my name," the mongter replies. "'l let them call methat, but you, you should know better
than to believe | have aname." And Dancy thinks the mongter's rheumy mud and blackwater voice must
be the very soul of the swamp, this swamp and every other sivamp and bog, every single marsh and
dough that has ever been since the first morning of Crestion, the cregping, impenetrable spirit of every



quagmire and bayou and bottomless, peat-stained |ake. Since the days of dinosaurs and screeching
pterodactyls and dragonflies big as herons, thisthing must have lain waiting for her in the wet places of
theworld, biding itstime, murmuring her namein itsdeep.

It's too much for me, shethinks, but Dancy knows her angd believes otherwise and has no
intention of coming for her until the mongter's dead.

"Am1?" it asks, feigning disgppointment, and the monster grins even wider than before. "But I've
heard so many stories. All the birds know your name. The birds, they think you're the goddamn Second
Coming or something. Y eah, they tweet and twitter and squawk your name just like you're the bloody
Virgin Mary her own damn sef, come down from Paradise to put mattersright.”

Dancy backs dowly away from the thing behind the pul pit, sparing aquick glance at the shadows.
They'vedl fdlen slent now, but have moved in closer to her. They loom up around her, stretching
themselvestall and thin, made bolder by the monster's words, by the sight and stench and sound of it.

"No, you're something specid,” the monster says, and it'swide, unblinking eyes remind Dancy of
hardboiled eggs—no pupilsor irisesin there, just those two bulging white bals poking out below its scaly
brow. They loll lifdesdy from one side to the other asit gpeaks and lesk viscous rivuletsinto the hair
gprouting from its gaunt cheeks.

"I remember onelike you, long time ago, five hundred fucking yearsif it'saday. A red Indian boy,
but | don't recollect what they caled him. He came looking for me, too. Thought he wastailing for the
gods, just likeyou. | ill got afew of histeeth stuck up under arock somewhere.”

"I didnt walk al theway out herejust to lisen to you talk,” Dancy says, gripping the knife astightly
as she can and wishing again that it were her grandfather's Winchester shotgun, instead. The monster
stops grinning and hunches down so the end of itsflat noseis only inchesfrom Dancy'sface.

"No, | reckon not," it snarls, and she can fed itsvoice rattling about insde her chest. Dancy thinks
it's probably some sort of miracle her heart's ftill beating after the force of those four wordsinsde her.

"Y ou come hereto lay melow," the monster says, "to show mewhat for and make the night safe for
decent folks, ain't that about right.”

"Something likethat," Dancy tells the mongter the shadows cal Elandrion, the thing her angel had no
namefor. It flaresits nogtrils and sniffsthe air around her.

"Then | guesswed best get to it,” the monster sghs and stands up again. "I got other businessthis
night besdeskilling you."

All the shadow things suddenly withdraw, pressing themsdlvesflat againgt the crumbling walls of the
church or retreating into the foyer or the exposed rafters. And Dancy Flammarion stands her ground and
waits for the mongter to make thefirst move.

XI1. Pensacola Beach (December 1982)

Heddfast ininvisghble currents, Julia Flammarion drifts away from Santa Rosa |dand towards deeper
water. She'sdmost weightless now, suspended herein the twilight realm between two worlds; above
her, the clamorous lands of sunlight and seagulls, and far below her feet, the silent, lightlesslands of cold
abyssd solitude. Therewere along and terrible few seconds of panic when she opened her mouth and
the searushed past her teeth, forcing itsway down her throat, flooding her lungs and stomach. Her head
and chest seared with that dien, sdtwater fire as her life streamed so easily from between her parted lips,
racing back towards the shifting mirror surface, adancing line of bubbleslikethe slvery belsof jelyfish.
But then the panic passed, because the dead don't need to breathe, and the pain passed, too, and now
theré'sthe most perfect peace she's ever known. Dimly, Juliathinks she must be sinking, and more dimly
dill, shewondersif the angd wasright after al and maybe the gloom below her isonly the yawning
entrance of the burning Catholic hell that awaitsall suicides. Not that she ever redly doubted it, but it
would be niceto learn that it was dl bullshit, her mother's god and Jesus on his cross and the angelsand
all theredt. It would be nice to float abit longer, neither quite here nor quite there, not dead and not dive,



and then her consciousness pulling free at last and nothing to take its place but compass onate oblivion.

Shewould ask no more of heaven than that.

Julids eyesflutter open as something that might have been afish darts quickly past her face.

S0, shethinks, at least I'm not alone.

And she's hoping that the fish comes back, that there might even be more than just the one, when a
point of blue-white light appearsin the murk far below her. Hardly more than aflicker &t first, but then
the water around her grows suddenly warmer, buoying her upwards asit rises, and the flicker blossoms
into adazzling whed, so wide she can hardly even seeits edges, spinning counterclockwisein the deep.

And then thewhed of light isgone, just as abruptly asit came, but the sea about Juliano longer
seems peaceful or merciful or kind. And even haf-awake, half-awake at best, she knows without
knowing how she knows that something has come out of the whed. The same way she knew she wasn't
aonethat first day in the clearing in Shrove Wood, the same way she dways knew whenever the angel
was about to start talking to her. And the panic returns, much worse than before, because thisisn't smply
pain or death, thisis something unseen rising up towards her, and if there were a patron saint of suicides
sheld pray that the unseen thing isonly ashark or abarracuda, some greet edl or stingray or sawfish, only
sharp teeth and snapping jaws to take her gpart, to tear her limb from limb and be done with thisdow
death.

And then she must be more than haf-adeep, because the sea has vanished, and JuliaFlammarionis
walking through the Wood on a sunny autumn day, late afternoon, only an hour or so left until dusk, and
the falen leaves crunch beneath her shoes as she follows Wampee Creek towards the small waterfall and
the crystal-clear pool thet fills awide sinkhole. When she was younger, she swam there on very hot days,
swimming naked beneath the pines and wax myrtles, theair dl around filled with the joyous, raucous calls
of birds and frogs and insects. She stops beside afamiliar tree, wondering if it'sall been nothing more
than a daydream, her stedling the money and running off to Pensacola, the men and the movies and the
drunk old woman whose husband |eft her because he was gay, nothing but something she wished thet she
had the courage to do. Julialaughs and leans againgt the tree, laughing that her imagination could ever get
away from her like that, laughing because she'srelieved and feds silly and because it's good to laugh here
in the fading October sun and the long, familiar shadows. She sits down and wipes her eyes, and that's
when Julianotices the dbino girl walking towards her up the creek, thelegs of her baggy overadlsrolled
past the knees.

Somewhere nearby, acrow cdls out hoarsely, and the girl looks up. Julia can see that her eyesare
pink, and her hair asfine and pae as cornslk. The girl, who can't be more than five or Sx yearsold, is
holding afat bullfrog in one hand. She sees dulia, too, and she smiles and begins splashing through the
creek towards her.

"Look, Momma," the girl says, holding up the bullfrog. "Have you ever in dl your life seen onethis
big?'

Look, Momma...

And Juliaknows perfectly damn well that the dbino girl's only mistaken her for someone dse, andin
afew seconds more, when she comes closer, the child will redlize her mistake. But then the girl stops, the
creek flowing about her bare legs, and the bullfrog dips from her fingers and swims quickly away.

"Momma?' the girl asks, looking down a her empty hand and then back up at Julia

I'msorry child, Juliagtartsto tell her, but | ain't your momma. | ain't nobody's momma, but then
the girl turns and begins splashing away down the creek towards the sinkhole. Julia stands up, ashamed
that she'sfrightened the kid, even if she's not sure why. She sartsto call out to the abino girl, wantsto
tell her to be careful because the rocks are dick and it's not far to the falls and—

—theresonly the caressing seaagain, pressing in on every inch of her, the haf-lit seafilling her,
drowning her because she's asked it to, the agreesble, indifferent sea washing her away—ahandful of
mud, apinch of sdt, blood and a bit of sand, but there's nothing of her that won't dissolve or disperse.
Only a passing moment's sadness that the autumn day by Wampee Creek was merely some smidgen of



delirium coughed out by her dying mind, her lifeéslast crud trick, whenit'sonly her and the seaand—

No. Her and the sea and just one other thing, whatever it was came dithering up out of the whedl
of light before her dream of Shrove Wood and the abino girl. The thing that isn't ashark or abarracuda,
that it isn't anything that belongs here. Nothing she can see, but Juliafedsit, like tendrils of scalding water
twining themselvestightly about her legs, forcing her back up towardsthe surface. And then its inside
her, burning, prying her body and soul apart to find some dender crevice in between.

A pillar of firedragging her tolifeagain.

A child with white rabhbit eyes.

And still and always, the world buzzes on like angry bees. Let it come and go, appear and
vanish, for what have we to lose?

Blood and thunder, fire and amad woman with aknife.

Have you ever in all your life seen one thisbig?

The briefest flicker of blue-white light, a searchlight beacon hiding itself in her womb, where no one
will ever think to look.

The body of woman is like a flash of lightning...

There are arms around Julia, then, the strong arms of aman hauling her up and out of the angry,
cheated seg, the man's voice shouting for help, the voices of other men and the dosh of salt-water
breaking against their bodies and the hull of a boat pa

inted yellow as sunflowers and canary birds. And before Julia Flammarion blacks out, she seesthe
boat's name printed boldly across its bow—Gulf Angel.

XI11. The Weaver's Retreat

The Glaigtig, Queen of Immolations, sands with Kypre Alundshaw on the barbican overlooking the
gates of Kearvan Wedl. Sheled the alchemist here from the outer courtyards, despite the protests of her
architects and engineers, who argued that the earthquakes might have weakened the tower. But it |ooked
sound enough to her, and from the barbican she can see between and beyond the steep walls of Wailer's
Gash and out onto the plains beyond. She has borrowed one of the astronomer's tel escopes, and with it
the Glaitig can clearly make out acloud of ash-grey dust heading into the rising sun. Both the Nesmians
horses, though only one of the red witches would be returning to their far-away protectorate on the river
Y&in.

"Have you found her, your Grace?' Alundshaw asks, and the Glaistig nods and passesthe long
brasstelescope to him.

And then Kypre Alundshaw can see her, too, the dust-haze trail marking Pikabo Kenzias progress
across the barren hublands. He wishes that he knew one of the heathen prayers, so that he might offer it
up for her safe return home. Sheleft the Weal without the body of her companion, which has now been
bound in agravling'swinding-sheet and will be buried in the catacombs below the keep.

"She kept her word, Alundshaw,” the Glaistig says, the hot wind through the Gash rearranging her
reddish-blonde hair and the folds of her long gown. "With luck, shelll reach the Dog's Bridge before
nightfdl.”

The achemist lowers the telescope and rubs at hiseye. "With luck," he says, "the Weaver'sarmy
will have al gone before her and the path will be clear.”

"Would that she might have at |east accepted an escort,” the Glaistig sighs, dmost whispering now.
"They've bought us precioustime, Alundshaw.”

The dchemist placesthelooking-glassto hiseye again, and it only takes him amoment to find her
thistime. He watches and contempl ates sacrifice and the time that has or hasn't been bought by the death
of thewoman named Ezcha

And the whed s turn as the whedls have dways turned, the aternating bands of granite and basalt
and firewhich arethisflat, revolving world, and at its dim center the hublandslie, as il astill will ever



be. The fixed point about which al creation revolves, the pivot and the axle, the rod and the shaft, and
the Dragon lies coiled in itsfiery abscess, long miles below Kearvan Wed. He's awake now, fully and
truly awakefor thefirst timein more than ahundred millennia, and he listensto the witch's horses, rough
hoof beats againgt lavaflats and the lonely roads of the blistered back country. He listensto the Weaver's
forces somewhere out beyond the conflagration forever dividing the hublands from the rest of the world.
Ten-thousand marching soldiers, twice that many cavary, twenty-thousand horses, the wagons and
battering rams and siege engines, and the Dragon is beginning to understand why, with victory within her
grasp, the Weaver has chosen to flee.

As her Sergphim were banished by the magic of the red witches, he easily snagged the soul of one
exorcised angdl, mere moments before it winked out of this existence and into anothe—hooked it shug
and screaming on amountainous thumb claw. Now the Dragon liesin its bed of fire, considering thisfral
cregture of light and hate, this smple device which has brought so much pain and suffering and fear, this
deadly toy the Weaver has stitched together from memory and nightmare and her own insanity. It would
be such asmple undertaking, the fabrication of an angel, the Dragon thinks...

Thewhedsturn.

And far out on the Serpent's Road, atop a barren hill, the Weaver licks her wounds. She keenly felt
the moment when her Seraphim were ripped from the disc of the world and strewn across the cosmos.
Shefdt it like aknife driven through her skull and can only begin to guess at the power that might have
ever accomplished such an exile. Beneath therising sun, her white hair hangs about her face, tinged
pink-orange, and the gem set deeply into the flesh between her pae eyes glows abitter crimson. The
sulfurous mists shrouding the stays and towers of the Dog's Bridge are underlit by the wide sea of fire
between thisinnermost whed and the hublands, and the Weaver beginsto doubt shell ever lead another
charge acrossthe bridge.

And the Dragon picks her angel apart to see what makesit tick.

The Glaigtig's hooves stamp restlesdy againgt the flagstones, and the alchemist lowers the telescope.

"Now that they are no longer in the world, these angels,” she askshim, "do you think shell try
agan?'

Kypre Alundshaw consgders the question, then considers hisreply twice aslong. "The Weaver," he
says, "like her Seraphim, isan dien to our lands. We have undone one weapon, but we must begin to
consder what other inferna beings she might spin. We cannot know her mind, any more than we can
know the mind of the Dragon, your Grace."

For amoment they stand together atop the barbican, listening to the wind roaring through the Gash,
through the mountains and around the jagged edges of the Wedl, and then the Glaistig shivers, and the
alchemist leads her back down to the courtyards.

And, blind to wars and the sacrifices that may end them, if only for atime, the whedlsturn asthe
whedls have dwaysturned...

XIV. The End of the Beginning

Dancy sits on one of the old marble headstones in the overgrown cemetery and watches the church
burn down. She didn't start thefire; sheisn't exactly sure what started the fire, but she knowsthat it's
probably for the best. Fire will make the earth here pure again, her mother's ghost whispersfrom
beneath atangle of blackberry briars. Firewill burn out all the evil, and good green things will live
here again.

Dancy keepswaiting for her mother's ghost to evaporate and the angel to show up and take her
place. It usualy happensthat way, first her mother and then the angel. Sometimes, she actuadly prefers
theangel. Therésaloud crack, and Dancy looks up to see that the roof has collapsed completely. The
sky islit with aflurry of red-orange cinders asthe last of the shadows, freed from the inferno, escape into
the night. That's okay. She didn't come for them. Where they go and what they do, that's none of her



concern. Someone might dmost mistake them for smoke, streaming up and out of the flames. One passes
directly over her head and vanishesinto the thick wall of live oaks and magnoliabehind thelittle
cemetery. The shadow's screaming, so maybe it believesit could diein thefire. Maybeit's even afraid,
Dancy thinks, and then she thinks about all the places a shadow can hide.

Those are the souls of bad people, Julia Flammarion assures her daughter. They were never
baptized or they died without making confession, so they can never go to Heaven. Some of them
were pagan Indians, and some of them were murderers and thieves and drug addicts.

Dancy glowers at the blackberry thicket where her mother's hiding, not so sure she believes that
God would turn an Indian into one of those shadows just because it never got the chance to be baptized.
That sounds even lessfair than most things seem to her, but she knows there's no point arguing with her
mother.

Dancy glances up at the eastern sky above the tops of the trees, and there's the faintest pink and
purple hint of dawn. The heat from thefire iskeeping the air around her warm, so at least she doesn't
have to worry about the dew or the morning chill. Then she remembers her knife, that she hasn't even
cleaned the blade the way the angel hastold her she should always do. She looks down at the monster's
dark blood already goneto acrust on the steel and frowns. Shelll have to find a stream or a pond
somewhere to wash it clean, as clean asit's ever going to get. She wipesit once againgt the leg of her
jeans, but hardly any of Elandrion’s blood comes off the carving knife.

"Isit over?' Dancy asks her mother. "Do you think that was the last one?’

| ain't the one you ought to be asking that question, her mother replies, then rustles about in the
briarslike araccoon or apossum or something.

"Sometimes | think I'm crazy,” Dancy says.

You fight those thoughts, her mother says, sounding angry now. That ain't nothing but the
demons trying to slow you down, trying to confuse you and slow you down.

"Isthat what shewas?' Dancy asks her mother. "Elandrion. Was she ademon?”

Theresalong slence from the ghost of Julia Flammarion, then, and Dancy sits on the headstone
listening to the roar and crackle of the burning church, to the screams of fleeing shadows and the
uncomfortable, rustling sounds the trees are making, asif the fire frightensthem.

No, her mother says. You remember what | taught you about the Watchers, the Nephilim? And
Dancy saysthat yes, she remembers, even though sheredly only half remembers.

There were giantsin the earth in those days; and also after that, when the sons of God came
in unto the daughters of men, and they bare children unto them.

"So Elandrion, she was one of the Watchers? Shewas half angel?* Dancy asks and wipesthe knife
agang her pantsleg again with no better results than thefirst time.

They have many other names, her mother says, and then the blackberry thicket grows still and
Slent.

But the monster told Dancy that she should know better than to believeit had any name at dl. She
congderstedling her mother that it said that, then decides she doesn't need to hear anything more just now
about al the waysthe evils of the world wi

Il try and de-ceive her.

She touches the tacky bloodstain on her jeans, the small smear the knife'seft behind, and suddeny
she'sback inside the church and the fire hasn't sarted yet and the monster isn't dead. She'sjust buried
her knifeinitsthroat al the way up to the hilt, and it looks surprised, more surprised than hurt or scared
or anything else. Blood that's black as molasses runs from between its sharp yellow teeth. She pullsthe
knife free, and the shadow things how! their dishelief as sheraises her arm to plungeit in again, meaning
to cut off the mongter's head, just like her angel told her she ought to do.

But it's speaking again, strangling on its own blood, but she can make out the words clearly enough.
And Dancy's hand hesitates, halfway down to the monster's windpipe.

"Now | see" it says. "'Y eah, that's adamn good trick. That's an amazing fucking trick, hiding there



in her skin, and | don't think she even knows—"

But then the knife comes down again, comes down so hard it goesin al the way to the monster's
spine, and Elandrion closes its empty, boiled-egg eyes and doesn't try to say anything else at al. 1t's body
shudders, and Dancy smells smoke, and then the shadows begin to scream—

She opens her eyes, disoriented and dmost tumbling off the edge of the headstone, wondering how
long it's been since she shut them, if its only been amoment or an hour. She glances back at the eastern
sky, and it's not much brighter than the last time she looked, so it couldn't have been very long. There's
an angry sound behind her, and she knowsthat it'sthe angdl.

"l don't want to do thisanymore,”" shetdl it, asthough what she wants might actually matter toiit.
"I'vekilled three of them now. Find someone eseto chase down al the rest. I'm donefor.”

But she knows better, that there's along road ahead of her, whether she's had enough or not, and
she sits on the headstone and listens to the fire and the panicked cries of the shadow things. But mostly
she'slistening to what the angd's saying, how she's got to walk east, towards the scalding summer sun,
and somewhere out there shelll find a gas station and a hand-painted sign that reads "Live
Panther-Deadly Man Eater” intal white letters. The angel tells her to kill everything and everyone she
finds there, whether it looks like amonster or not.

And she nods her head, because she knows shell never say no, and it doesn't matter how many
mongters she hasto kill. Because her mother's told her time and time again about seeing the gates of Hell
and dl the demons swimming beneath the seathat tried to make sure that she drowned hersdlf. So she
knows there are worse things, no matter how tired she might get.

She stson the headstone for afew more minutes, until the angel isfinished talking about the "live
panther" sign and leaves her alone. Then Dancy stands up and dips the scabby knife into the waistband
of her jeans. There will be somewhere nearby she can scrub it clean again. She picks up the heavy duffel
bag and stares at the blazing ruins of Grace Ebeneezer Baptist Church just alittle longer before she
leaves the cemetery, careful to shut the squeaky wrought-iron gate behind her, and Dancy Flammarion
follows sunrise down Dry Creek Road, just the way her angel said she should.

Afterword: On the Road to Jefferson

Author's Note: This essay was originadly released by Subterranean Pressin 2002 as a chapbook to
accompany In the Garden of Poisonous Flowers.

"Where do you get your ideas?"

I've been asked that goddamned, annoying question so many timesin the last few yearsthat I've not
only lost count, I'velogt patience. So, in retaliation, I've about two dozen smart-ass replies to keep at
the ready whenever it comes up (and it dmost always comes up). They range from the Marxist (that's
Groucho, not Karl)—"From alittle feed shop in Boise. They ddiver."—to the stupefyingly
subtle—"Um . . ."—to turn-about-is-fair-play tactics—"Where do you get yours?" Sometimes body
language is best, and the question can be dismissed with a smple shrug or an exasperated rolling of the
eyes. Sometimes| pretend | didn't hear what was being asked and just say thefirst thing that comesto
mind, instead. And, honestly, | usudly have no cluewherel "get anidea” | don't get them. They usudly
just come to me, like pimples and troublesome men, without my having invited them. They occur.

But every now and then | can say, This, thisnady, littlething right here. Seeit? That's why | wrote
story-x or Chapter-Y . It doesn't happen very often, but it's sort of satisfying in no particular way | can
explain when it does happen like thét.

In the Garden of Poisonous Flowers isone of thoserare ories, rarer ill inthat it had not one,
but two identifidble ingpirations. Thefirst isaDame Darcy illugtration (reprinted in the novella) from an



issue of her ever-fabulous comic, Meat Cake, awondroudy detailed scene of young Victorian women
engaged in ghoulish ddights, sex, and other mischief in the basement of an old house. An inset shows
them armed with shovels and stylish coats, braving a snowy night to rob agrave; we can see the fruits of
their |abors stretched out on adab, and some of the women attend the corpse while others attend each
other. Yes, well, it's that sort of adrawing, and Miss Aramat and other ladies of The Stephen's Ward
TeaLeague and Society of Resurrectionists owe their existence to that drawing. That'sthe first
ingpiration.

The second isalittle bit more complicated and awholelot stranger . . .

2

During my timein Athens, Georgia, way, way back in the mid-nineties, | did agtint asthe vocaist
and songwriter for alocal goth-folk-blues band caled Degath's Little Sister. Thiswasn't long after I'd
finished writing S1k, and it wastaking alot longer to sal than either my agent or | had expected. So
decided I'd be arock star instead. Luckily, the work for Vertigo came aong and the novel did eventudly
s, shocking me back to my senses and rescuing me from the indie-rock purgatory that is Athens.

Anyway, one bitterly cold night in November 1996 we played a show at the 40-Wait Club on
Washington Street. All our origind materia, which amounted to about seven or eight songs, plusal our
covers—"House of the Rising Sun," "Crimson and Clover," "Sweet Jane," "Bloodletting,” and so forth.
Enough people showed up that at least it didn't fedl like one of our interminable practices, and no one
threw anything at us. To make matters worse, someone approached us after the show to ask if wed like
to contribute atrack to a compilation of Bowie covers being put together by alocal record label. So, we
werein pretty good spirits afterwards, which was anything but usua. About one am., we loaded out,
collected whatever pdtry few bucks we had coming from the club, sold a couple of tapes, and then piled
into my blue Honda station wagon. All four of us, plus acouple of hangers-on, squished in amongst our
gear (amps, amixing board, mike stands, instruments), el bowsin ribs, shoes where shoes ought not be,
and our keyboardist Sitting in the backseat floorboard (she was very, very tiny). We had about haf a
case of truly crappy beer—PBR or Sterling or some such weasel piss—a big bottle of Jagermeister, and
another bottle of Wild Turkey, alittle weed, and we headed north out of town on [-129.

A pretty bleak stretch of road, leading nowhere any of us had any business going a one o'clock in
the morning, half-drunk, stoned, and dressed like abunch of whores from Hell's catillion (thank you,
Matthew Grasse, wherever you are). To our credit, we did have adestination in mind, the old Woodbine
Cemetery in Jefferson, about 20 miles north of Athens. At some point, Barry Dillard, our guitarist, had
told us a story about amurder-suicide at UGA in 1918 and, held said, the murderer was buried in
Woodbine. His victim was buried three miles from Woodbine, in a Presbyterian cemetery. I'm sureit has
aname, too, but I've forgotten it. And, so the story went, because such stories aways go thisway, his
ghost and the ghost of the woman he killed could be glimpsed at \Woodbine from time to time, reunited,
wandering amlessy about the tombstones.

Thereisn't much between Athens and Jefferson - kudzu, cows, junk cars, housetrailers, and
"towns' with names like Red Stone, Arcade, Attica, and Clarksboro. Maybe afew state troopers
looking for drunken idiotsin blue Honda station wagons. Nothing you want to run into on adark night.
And it wasa very dark night, no moon &t al, but not cloudy, ether. | remember the sky was clear and
the stars were bright, in the way that stars can fill the whole sky, horizon to horizon, and yet give off no
light whatsoever. | remember that someone put in an Echo and the Bunnymen tape and we were
haf-heartedly snging along. And then, about the time we passed Arcade, one of us spotted aball of
blue-white light, roughly the sze of afootball and floating maybe ten feet above the ground, dipping aong
the sde of the highway on our right. There were pine trees along this stretch of road and the ball of light
weaved and bobbed a ong between the trunks.

"Jesus, man, it's Saint EImo'sfire," Barry said. Or maybe that was Mike, our bass player. Someone
elsesaid it wasaghost, and | said that it couldn't be because we hadn't even reached the cemetery yet.



We dowed down, and the ball of light dowed down. We sped up, and it sped up. After amileor
S0, the novelty began to wear thin and the situation started to get serioudly creepy. Thegirl I'd drafted to
drive pulled over to the side of the road just as the pines ended and the land opened up into pasture
again. Thebdl of light floated out of thetrees, turned and drifted over a barbed-wire fence, comingto a
stop in the middle of the road, maybe ten yardsin front of the Honda

We sat and stared. It bobbed up and down. We sat and stared some more. | don't remember
anyone saying much of anything, just Echo and the Bunnymen crooning from the tape deck. Thething
above the road made no sound and didn't seem to give off light. | recal wondering why we weren't
bathed in blue-white light. The road benesath it was perfectly dark.

"Let'sjust get the fuck out of here" Barry said and, asif the thing had heard him, it dimmed dightly
and then began to rise, going straight up, higher and higher until it seemed not much morethan a
particularly bright star. At some point wefinaly lost sight of it and the driver pulled back onto the -129,
heading for Jefferson.

"l don't think | want to go anymore," Shelly, the keyboardist-in-the-floorboard, said. Therewasa
little nervous laughter and then, "No, I'm serious,” she said. "Turn the car around and let's go back to
town."

And before we had time to start arguing about whether we were going back to Athens or continuing
on to Jefferson to hunt ghosts, there was an extremely loud BLAM and the car swerved off the road into
aweedy ditch. A few seconds later, once we were sure that none of us were bleeding or unconscious or
disemboweled or anything, Barry climbed out one of the windows (his door was jammed shut).

"It'sablowout,” he reported. "We blew atire."

| had a spare, of course, And, of course, it was also flat.

For the next ten minutes, maybe less, we sat there in the car, rubbing a our various scrapes and
bruises, drinking the weasd-piss beer and Jagermeister, and debating whether we'd get shot if we went
to one of the houses along the road and asked to use the phone. The girl who wasdriving (shehad a
name, but none of thiswas her idea, so I'm not using it) turned on the flashers and declared that we never
should have left town in thefirgt place. | don't remember anyone disagreeing with her.

"What if that thing comes back?' Shelly asked anxioudy.

"ltwon't," | said, hoping | wasright, and started looking for the bottle of Wild Turkey, which had
rolled under the front seat when we went into the ditch.

And that's when the black Monte Carlo came along, heading south towards Athens, awvay from
Jefferson. It only had one headlight and that didn't seem to work very well. "Thank god," Shelly
grumbled, asthe big, ugly Chevy glided acrossthe yellow center line and came to astop directly in front
of us. After sitting in the dark, even that one wesk headlight seemed blindingly bright.

Mike—whose door wasn't jammed shut—got out of the car, and avery tall, very fat man, a
veritable mountain of human flesh, climbed out of the Monte Carlo, and the two of them stood staring at
the crippled Honda, shaking their heads. The man from the Monte Carlo was wearing adark suit and a
white shirt, along coat that a most reached the ground, and a derby hat. He had along beard, which may
have been gray. Echo and the Bunnymen weren't singing anymore because we were sill sober enough to
think the stereo might run down the battery, and the night was so quiet, so still, those of usin the car had
no trouble hearing what Mike and the man from the black car were saying. It went something like this:

"Where are you kids headed thislate?"

"Nowhere"

"Wdll, good, because that's the only place you're gonnaget to with that tire. Don't you think you
should changeit?'

"Our spare'sflat.”

"Yourekidding?'

"No gr. Areyou going to Athens? If you're going to Athens, maybe you could give one of usaride
back to town."



"I'm not going to Athens. I'm going to Savannah. I'm going to Savannah, and | don't pick up
hitchers

Their bresth fogged in the cold, and Mike hugged himsalf for warmth, though the guy from the
Monte Carlo seemed oblivious to the temperature. He scratched his beard and stared at theflat tire.

"Y ou kids been drinking?" he asked.

"Alittle" Mikelied.

"Soit wouldn't do to just Sit here until acop comes dong, then, would it?!

"No gr. Wed redly rather not."

"l don't pick up hitchers."

"Yesgr."

"I'm going to Savannah. | got to make my ddlivery before morning.”

"Yesdr," Mike said again, and Shelly, who happened to be his girlfriend, mumbled something rude
from the backsedt.

| opened the bottle of bourbon, took asmal drink, coughed, and that's when | noticed two shiny
points of light, like cat eyes caught in the beam of aflashlight, that sort of iridescence, but slver. Two
points of light, like Slver cat eyes watching us from insgde the Monte Carlo. | was suddenly very aware of

the cold, the Georgia night stretching out around us, and just how far we were from anywhere light and
safe and warm.

| took another sip of bourbon.

"Wel, I'll tell someoneyou're out here," the big man said.

"Wed sure gppreciate that.”

"I'll tell them to send awrecker."

"Thank you."

"I'd give you aride, son, but | don't take hitchers. And | gotta bein Savannah.”

And then the big man got back into his black Monte Carlo and drove away. As he passed, | swear

| saw a second set of the iridescent eyes watching us from the backseat of the Chevrolet. | drank more
Wild Turkey, and then Mike was back in the car again, shivering, letting in the cold.

"What the fuck was that?' Barry asked him.

"Lock thedoors," Mike sad.

"Why?" Shelly asked.

"Just lock the goddamned doors!™ And we did, because Mike didn't raise his voice very often and
I'd never heard him sound scared before,

"Did you seethat kid in the front seet?' Mike asked, and | didn't say anything about the silver eyes.
"Jesus," Mike said, histeeth chattering, and he stared out hiswindow, up at the November sky full of
unhelpful gars.

"S0, is he sending someone?' Barry asked, though I'm sure he'd heard the big guy from the Monte
Carlo asclearly astherest of us.

"Y eah, man, he's sending someone, okay? He said he was sending someone. Hell, | don't know.”

"l can't fed my feet anymore," Shelly said, somping them againgt the back of the front seet. "I think
I'm freezing to death. | think I'm getting hydrophobia.”

"Y ou mean hypothermia,” the girl behind the whed sad. "Hydrophobiaisrabies.

"Whatever," Shdly replied and sscomped her feet twice as hard.

"Jesus, did you fucking see that kid?'

"What kid?' Barry asked, and Mike shook his head and shivered.

"Thekid gtting right there in the fucking front seet. Jesus.”

"l didn't see anyone but the big fucker in the bowler."

"It was aderby,” thedriver said quietly.



"What'sthe fucking difference?’

| passed the bottle back to Mike, and he stared at it amoment like maybe he'd forgotten what it
wasfor.

"That dude, man, he smdlled like something fucking dead. He smelled like rotten meat.”

Barry lit acigarette then, hisface caught for amoment in the yellow-orange glow from hislighter,
and no one said much of anything elsethat | can recall. A few cars passed, heading north or heading
south, but no one else stopped to help. In alittle while, maybe twenty or thirty minutes, ared tow truck
showed up, just like the big guy had promised, and took usal back to town.

3.

I'm forever drawing connections where none exist, or, to be more precise, where many other
people would not draw connections, which is another thing entirely.

The hovering bl of bluelight.

Theblow out.

The strange man from the Monte Carlo.

The slver eyes shining from the dark car.

All these thingsin the space of fifteen minutes. My mind draws connections, and I'm left to puzzle
over their legitimacy.

| don't believein UFOs, not in the popular sense, anyway, that unidentified flying objectsare
extraterrestrid space craft. | do believein extraterrestrid life, but | know, asascientist, that the odds of
its getting from planet to planet, much less crossing interstellar distances, are remote. Anyway, what we
saw that night didn't look like a"space craft.” I'm entirely willing to entertain the possibility that the blue
bal of light was some unusud dectrica discharge, though | couldn't begin to imagine whét its origin might
have been, or why it shone so brightly but didn't seem to radiate any light a al. Wasit something
meteorological ? Seismic? Man-made? Insects? | have no ideawhatsoever. | can only say it was one of
the strangest things I've ever seen.

Asfor the big man in the Monte Carlo, well, one meets strange people on the highway late at night,
and sometimesthey don't smell so great. It'sthe slver eyesthat still bother me, from timeto time. A
couple days after theinterrupted trip to Jefferson and Woodbine Cemetery, Death's Little Sister got
together in the East Athens attic we'd converted into a practice space and, at some point, someonefinaly
mentioned the odd events after the show. | think we'd al been avoiding talking about that night—the light,
the Monte Carlo and its driver—and | don't remember who finaly brought it up. | so don't remember
who suggested that the silver eyes might have been adog's eyes, that there might have been adog in the
car with the man, which a'so might have helped explain the odor. But | do remember how that suggestion
upset Mike, and heingsted that there hadn't been adog, just akid sitting up front, and that there had
been something "al wrong" about the kid, but he wouldn't aborate, and we didn't presshim.

| think that, al those years later, when | sat down to write the short story that grew into the novella
In The Garden of Poisonous Flowers, I'd hoped that by burying some of the events of that strange
night infiction | might divest them of &t least amodicum of their weirdness. But it doesn't seem to have
worked. Lonely country roads still make me nervous now, and they never did before. | watch for lightsin
the sky more than | once did, and dread the glint of silver eyes from the windows of passing cars.

Caitlin R. Kiernan
9 January 2002
Liberty House, Birmingham

For the other three-quarters of Death's Little Sster: Barry Dillard (guitars), Michael Graves
(bass), and Shelly Ross (keyboards).
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