The Skeleton Key
Nina Kiriki Hoffman

Blood istheink in which we write the meaning of our lives.

| didn't discover thisuntil after | died. That was when the scribbles | had made with my blood while
living became leg-ible, and | had reason to thank the god | had consecrated myself to.

By thetime | wasthirteen | knew Hermeswas my favorite god. My mom had read methe D'Aulaires
book of Greek mythswhen | waseight, and | had memorized dl the pictures and most of the myths
pretty soon after that. At ten | got my new best friend Sashato read the book, and though we were
attracted to Artemis and Athena, we loved Hermes best. We were obsessed with things Greek after that.
Our thirteenth Halloween, instead of trick-or-treating, Sashaand | snuck off to the hill back of Lindley
Farm.

Theair wasfull of frost and wood smoke and mischief. WWe wore our winter coats, hats, gloves and
scarves. Sashacarried a canteen half-full of red wine she had stolen from her par-ents liquor cabinet. |
had a saucepan, some charcoal bri-quettes, and alittle piece of raw flank steak. We had thought about
using candlesto light our way, but it was too windy and somebody might see us, o we each had a
flashlight.

Near the top of the hill, not far off the hiking trail, lurked a clearing. We pushed our way through
bushesto get there. Between sentindl trees with bare branches, we scuffed new-fallen leaves asde with
our boots to bare the earth to the constellations, and sat on the damp ground. | set the charcoa on aflat
rock and managed to light it without extralighter fluid (1'd dosed it before | |eft the house).

Sashaand | did our Greek things. she poured alibation of wine on the earth, dedicating it to dl the
Olympians, after which we took acomradely sip and winced at the tongue-drying alcohalic taste. |
scorched the steak over the cod's, saying | hoped the fragrance of the smoke would nourish the gods.
We chanted a chant we had devised with many erasings and lots of note-passing in history class, which
was the most boring class we had, with the least attentive teacher. Our chant was full of careful phrases
about how dl the gods were great and yet we wanted one of them in particular to watch over us, if that
wouldn't offend the rest of them too much (in Greek myths many people appeared to have patron gods,
soit didn't seem out of lineto ask for it).

We dashed our thumbs with arazor blade | had taken from my dad's medicine cabinet, squeezed
out adrop of blood each on the ground (thanking Gaea), pressed our wounds together, and declared
that we belonged to the Sis-terhood of Hermes.

Sasha's blood was cold and so was mine, but with our fin-gers pressed together | felt warmth, even
though the rest of my hand wasfreezing. | saw afdling star above me and sud-denly my arms prickled,

with hair standing on end. | glanced at Sasha. It wastoo dark for me to see what she was thinking behind
her face. Neither of us breathed for amoment. A flower of warmth blossomed in my chest.

"Tess?' Sashamurmured.
"Yes," | whispered, but that was all we said.

At last we separated our hands. | started bresthing again, and my sense of the mystery in everything
went away, but | remembered how it had felt.

Coming down the hill, Sashaand | were lent. We never did talk about it directly, but we continued
to act asif the Sis-terhood were redl.

We taught ourselves the Greek aphabet to the extent of using it as areplacement code for regular
letters, and we wrote notes to each other we had trouble decoding. We met once amonth and snuck off



to our hill, no matter what the wesather, and performed rituals we made up, sometimes stedling bits from
things we found in the encyclopedia or myth books. It was the best secret we had ever had. Often | felt
the sllence come over me, the sense that something was listening to us and responding. Sometimeswe
received signsthat our prayers were answered: Sashagot an A on atest she barely studied for; | got the
bike | wanted for my fourteenth birthday; we both got dates for school dances; and Sashafound a
five-dollar bill on the Sdewalk.

It wasascloseas| got to religion.

By thetime | was sixteen, the words "Hermes help me" came out of my mouth instead of cusswords
whenever the Sit-uation warranted an exclamation, and | didn't even notice. Mom stopped commenting
on it after the novelty wore off; Dad had never even noticed.

When we were seventeen, Sasha, who had skipped agradein junior high, Ieft for college. In our
letters we never talked about the Sisterhood; she was never home at the right time of month for ritua,
and | didn't know if she did something about it where shewas. | continued to go to the hilltop to offer
fire, wine, words, and the incense of burning mest to the open sky, but | felt lonely without Sasha. The
mystery seemed more distant.

Sasha had gone on to the University, but my grade point average and my ambitions weren't ashigh
as hers. She planned to be apsychologist. | didn't know what | wanted, so when | got out of high schoal,
| decided to settle for General Studies at State, and see if anything excited me. Sasha's | et-ters got
shorter and shorter and mostly talked about the fact that she had to study alot now so she didn't have
timeto write. | talked about my excitement when I moved into my own studio apartment and how weird
it was when Mom and Dad were right across town.

Then | met Steve,

If I had seen highlights of my first college semester in ahorror movie, | would have been ydling at
the girl on screen not to be such anidiot. | mean, it'slike when people split up to search the scary house
with dl the lights off—you know: stupid.

But | wasjust me, and Steve was just a great-looking curly-haired guy from the coffee shop who
invited meto his apartment a couple of times. We had agreet time at his place. We rented horror movies
and ordered out for pizzaand played Monster in the Closet after we turned off the TV.

So when heinvited me to aHalloween party where there would be alot of other peoplelike him, |
thought it was ater-rificidea. Of the four guys| had dated so far in college, Steve wasthe most fun. If
there were more people like him, | was ready to meet them. Aslong as| got home before midnight, so|
could celebrate my fifth anniversary of the Ssterhood up on Lindley Hill. | put atwenty in my pocket for
cab farein case Steve didn't want to leave when | did.

Only he didn't take me to somebody's house; he took me to an abandoned church.

"It'sawfully dark,” | said when we drove up to the build-ing, which was on the outskirts of town
without even agtreet-light near it. The only light came from the building itself, aflickering behind broken
stained glasswindows.

"It'sthat kind of party, Tess," Steve said, ushering mein through big wooden double doors and
barring them behind us.

| began to fed suspicious and just alittle sick around then, because beyond the entry hall, in the
church's chapdl, stood acircle of fat lighted black candles on the flagstone floor, and around the circle of

light stood acircle of peoplein dark hooded robes, and on the far wall hung abig black cross, upsde
down.

Theair smelled of patchouli and snged hair.

In the center of the circles of light and people, there was a black dab about six feet long and three
feet wide, with shackles attached. It was crusted with something dark and flaky.



| glanced up at the windows. The faces had been broken out of dl the saints.
"Hermeshdpme" | muttered.

They dressed mein awhite gown. A young woman with green eyes combed out my hair before they
shackled meto the stained stone.

They told me no one would hear me scream, and | tested it and discovered they wereright.

They told me Satan would be pleased with me, that each act of humiliation, degradation, and crudty
they practiced on me would bring them power; and that my ultimate sacrifice of blood and lifewould
bring them extreme power. And in the end, they were wrong.

When at last | wept, voiceess, an aching in some parts of me, sharp shocksin others, burning and
throbbing elsewhere, when at last Steve drew aknife and spilled my heart's blood, the god cameto usin
the guise of adark-haired boy, his chlamys draped carelesdy over one shoulder and fastened at the
other. In his hand he held the caduceus, hiswand of degp and bam of heding, with serpentstwined
about it.

"I'msorry I'mlate" he said.
Steve had given me adow but fatal wound. It was ardlief, actudly, because they stopped torturing

me and just waited for meto die. | was gill aware enough to see that al the black-robed peoplefell to
the ground. One started achant, "Bless us, Lord Satan,” and dl the othersjoined in.

He glanced at them, but walked through their circle and came to knedl on the dab besde me. "I'm
sorry,” he said again. Pearly light haloed him. | couldn't figure out if it was my sight going or something
that was actualy happening. "I'm sorry,” he said, touching the smaller wounds. As he touched them, the
pain faded from them. "There was so little energy for mein thiserathat it took your great sacrifice for me
to manifest. | would not have had you diefor me."

My eydidswere getting heavier, and pain no longer pinned mein place.
"Not againgt your will," he murmured, putting his handsin the blood on my chest.

| shaped my mouth around the breasth coming out of me. "Much rather you than any other,” |
whispered. Wonder bat-tled the lassitude seeping into me.

"Blessus, Lord Satan. Bless us, Lord Satan," they cried adl around us.

Heleaned over and pressed hislipsto mine, and in that moment, al pain faded and | came free of
my body, which stopped bregthing. He rose and held out his hand, which glowed with my blood asif it
wererosy liquid light. Confused, | reached toward him—how could | do that without a body?—and saw
my own arm, a phantom but there, as| held it out.

"Come," hesad, taking my hand. | fdt atingling warmth in my pam and fingers where his hand
touched mine. The pearly haze wrapped around him was very strong now. We walked out past dl the
knedling dark figures. | glanced back once. My body, violated, burned, stabbed, its face twisted with
pain, lay initsown blood and fluids. | shuddered and waked through the wall hand in hand with my god.

We traveled to a place removed from the earth | had spent my life on, yet just around the corner. We sat
in amidnight meadow where al the grasses glowed with green pinpoints of light, and night-blooming
flowers offered cores of yellow radiance and golden scent to the stars. From somewhere not too far
away, astream whispered and murmured.

"l am the god of travelers,” he said, "I am the conductor of souls; | can take you to the next world."

"But I—" | began, then stopped, my fingerstouching my throat, surprised at having avoice again.
They had gripped my tongue in red-hot pinchers, and my screams had left my throat torn and raw; but
that pain was gone now.

Hewaited, smiling at me, so beautiful | wanted to hug him, theimage of my dreams and wishes.



"l don't fed ready," | said. Though | didn't know what | meant.
"Y ou can stay for awhile,” he murmured. "It won't be the same.”
After asilence, | touched hisknee.

He put his hand on mine, closed hisfingers around my hand. "Do you wish to go back into your dirt?
| have done such athing before.

"My body, you mean?' | asked. | thought of my last sght of my body: hurt, mangled, wretched.
"No!" Hest flowed through me as| remembered candldlit faces framed in black hoods. A smilefrom a
brown-eyed woman as she leaned down to flay some skin off my arm. The frowning concentra-tion of a
man with deep crows-feet a the outer edges of his eyes as he sketched adesign on my stomach with
many prickings of ahot needle. "No," | said, "but | don't want to leave Earth. And I—L ord, those people
tortured me..." | stared at my free hand. Each bone in each finger had been broken, yet now my hand
looked whole.

"Yes" hesad.

"And, Lord, | want to hurt them.”

"It will pass," he said &fter alittle while, gripping my hand gently.

"Isit wrong for me to want that?'

"Y ou must want what you want,”" he said. "'l can help you with some things. Vengeance is not one of

my atributes. If it isinyour heart to search out and punish al who have harmed you..." Helooked away.
"I can grant you certain powers. Then you will have to use them as you deem best.”

We stood in front of my parents house. Something in me had called me Home, here, not to my
gpartment, where | had only lived sx months. His handslay on my shoulders, warm, comforting. | could
fed strength flowing from them. "Tess" he murmured. ™Y ou need never be done now. When you are
ready to travel, cal meand I'll comefor you."

"What if I'm not ready but | just...need you?"

"Call." He turned me. He embraced me. He faded away.

| clutched the key he had given me. | wanted to be three places at once:

| wanted to be aive and walking up the path to my parents house, so | could knock on the door
and Mom would answer and | could fdl into her arms.

| wanted to be with Sasha, telling her that we had been right all dong, that there redlly was aforce,
that it heard us when we spoketo it.

| wanted to be in the abandoned church.

| wanted to be dive and terrible in the church, dicing dl those people open, shedding their blood in
the name of my Lord, making him stronger at their expense.

Though when | redlly thought about it, I knew that wouldn't work, any more than their sacrifice of
me had worked; | was aready promised to Another. They, too, had made their choice.

Thewind rose, carrying papers down the street. | felt it againgt my hair, the faintest tickle of bregth.
| walked up the path to my parents deeping house.

The curtainsto most of the rooms were closed, but through agap in the living room curtains | saw
Dad's recliner with sections of newspaper scattered neer it, left the way he had dropped them earlier as
he searched out Mom's byline, and Mom's recliner with astack of blue books on the table next to it, one
opened: she had been reading the work of Dad's high school students. They spent their eveningstalking
about work. | had heard it al my life, the excitement Dad felt finding a story in the paper Mom hadn't told
him she was working on, his patient suspense as she searched through a stack of exercise papersfor the
one he thought was a gem. Often she saw thingsin his students work that didn't impress him until she



pointed them out to him. Sometimes he men-tioned an angle she hadn't thought of in her search for story,
and shewould addressit in the follow-up story. They both vaued the fresh eyes of each other.

| wondered how they would see me.

| sood on the porch, thinking about waking through wallsthe way | had seen ghostsin movies do,
wondering. | put my hand on the door and pushed. Therewasinitial resstance. | pushed harder, felt the
door againgt my pam: not solid, redlly; like water on the verge of freezing, without the cold. | leaned
againgt the door and gradudly it parted somehow, its matter moved to either Side, and | wasin the front
hall.

"That takestoo long," | muttered. | turned back and jumped at the door. | bumped my chin and
scuffed my palms and bounced back into the front hdl. "Ouch! Hermeshelp me!”

"What isit?" he asked, standing beside me.

"Oh. Excuse me. Why isit so hard to walk through things?"
"Did you ask firg?"

mWhat?'

"Everything hasits own spirit, Tess. Homes especidly, where people deep; their dreams soak into
thewals, investing the dwellings with living energy, for good or ill. Have you asked thisdwelling if you
could enter?"

“No."

"It let you in anyway. It knowsyou."

"It won't let me leave.”

"Have you completed your business here, and asked to exit?'
“No."

He stroked my hair. "If you are determined to leave and a dwelling triesto trap you, you can step
sideways into the meadow and then emerge where you choose. But a gentle aspect will take you far.

Respect will hepyou.”
"Step Sdeways?'
"Close your eyes and see the meadow where we were."
| didit.
"Takeasep.”
| stepped.
"Open your eyes."
We were back in the night-dark meadow where the grass glowed.
He smiled at me. "Now. Find your way back."

| closed my eyes and thought about my parents front hall. | took a step. | opened my eyesand
stared at the coat rack where Dad's fedora hung (he never woreit). Mom's back-pack drooped in its
sraps, and my rain dicker dangled—I had forgotten to take it when | moved out. | turned to thank
Hermes, but he was no longer with me.

"Thanksfor letting mein,” | said to the door. | patted the wood. It felt warmer than it had before.
Feding alittle supid, | went upgtairs.

Thedigital clock on my mom's bedside table said 4:32. Dad's snores were gentle, rhythmic as
waves dapping against adock. | went over to Mom's vanity and sat on the tuffet. The urge to weep
washed over me. They might never know where | had gone. If they ever found out—

—an image of my dead sdf, twisted and horrible—



—it would hurt them even worse. My torture had been finite; theirs might go on for years.

"Mom," | whispered.

My mother's breathing shortened.

"Mom?'

Sheturned over. "Wha?'

"Mom? Can you hear me?'

She sighed. She rubbed her eyes. She sat up, blew out a breath.

"Mom?'

Shetook asip of water from the glass on her bedside table, then lay down, her back to me, and her
breath lengthened again.

"Mom," | said, out loud, but there was no response.

| looked at the key | held, agift from Hermes. | sat alittle longer, wondering if thiswastheright time
for itsfirst use.

| didn't know what Steve and his friends did with their corpses. Maybe they ate them or burned
them. Maybe Mom would never know.

| thought of a TV show | saw once about missing children, asegment of "Sixty Minutes," where
someone whose child had disappeared said, "Y ou wait. Y ou hope. You cry...ariver of tears."

| went to my mother and plunged the key into her chest. It did in easily. | gaveit ahdf-turn, and her
Spirit sat up, loosed from her body, blinking and looking around. "What?' she said.

"Mom, areyou awake?'
"Of course I'm awake, Tessal What do you think?' She glared a me.
"How do you fed ?"

"Startled, | guess. What are you doing home? What timeisit?" She glanced over at the bedside
table, reached out to switch on the lamp. Her hand went through it. She screamed.

"Mom," | said. | took her spirit hands. They felt more solid than the door had, warm and dry.
"Mom. Takeit essy."

"Isthisadream?' She looked down, saw her own deeping form. 'Y ah!" Shewas il hadf insdeit,
up to thewaist. "This had better be adream!”

| sarted to cry.

"What isit, baby?' she asked. She rose from her body and hugged me.

"Oh, Mom," | said, leaning into her embrace. | sniffled. Her warmth wrapped me up like a cocoon.
She stroked my back the way she had when | waslittle and hurt. "What isit?"

"Mom...I'm dead."

"Dont beridiculous," she said in a soothing voice.

"I'm dead, and it doesn't hurt anymore. | wanted you to know that."

"Thisisadrange dream,” she said.

"Please remember it. Write it down when you wake up. Promise?

"How binding isapromise made in adream?"' she mused.

"Promise?'

"All right," shesaid.

"Thisiswhat you have to write: 'Tessis dead, but she feels good. She's happy. It doesn't hurt.' ™
"That's so sappy, Tess, and on asymboalic leve it's quite disturbing. Why should | dream that you're



dead?'
"Becauseit's not adream. Mom, | love you. | haveto tell Dad now." | reached around her and

turned the key, and she dipped out of my arms and back into her body. Her eyes popped open. She sat
up and turned on the light, then looked around the room, looked right through me.

| went to Dad, but before | could unlock him, Mom shook him awake. "Henry, I've just had the
strangest dream.”

He cameingantly awake. "What isit, May?'
"| dreamed that Tesswas dead.”
"What?'

"Wait aminute, | promised to writeit down." She picked up the pen and steno pad she kept on the
bedside table, wrote the date: November 1, and, in quotes, "Tessis dead, but she feelsgood. She's
happy. It doesn't hurt." She showed it to Dad.

"What did we havefor supper last night?' Dad said. He rubbed his eyes. He yawned. Then he
glanced & Mom and the steno pad again. "Hmm." He reached for the phone and didled my number. The
phonerang and rang. "Oh, God," he said faintly. " She's not home."

"Last night was Halloween. Maybe she spent the night at afriend's house.”
"May," said Dad. Hisvoice trembled. "Tell me about your dream.”

They called the police, who refused to get worked up about it. "L et us know when she's been missing
twenty-four hours."

They sat in the kitchen, wearing bathrobes and drinking instant coffee. "She didn't say how she
died?' Dad asked. He was doodling on Mom's steno pad. "Why? Where?"

"It wasjust adream,” said Mom.
It was six-thirty am. "I'm going to cdl her next-door neighbor," Dad said, and he did.

Abby wasn't thrilled to wake up so early. | could hear her hungover voice from across the room.
"Maybe she dept over at some guy's house, didjaever think of that? Don't call this number again, I've
dready got asplitting headache!" she shrilled, and hung up.

"What guy?' Dad asked into the dead phone.

| didn't know what to do. | could answer all Dad's ques-tionsif | used the skeleton key again, but
would that beright? The key hadn't come with instructions beyond basic use. Did it hurt people when |
used it?

Mom seemed to be okay.

| went to Dad, dipped the key into hisback, turned it. His body dumped, his cheek hitting thetable,
and the phone dipped from his hand. His spirit, ill sitting up straight, looked around, startled but dert.
"Tess" hesad. "What am | making al this fuss about when you're right here?' He glanced down at the
back of hisbody'shead. "Y ow!" he said. He reached out and his hand passed through his own head.
"What! Am | awake? How can this be?'

"It'sthe only way | can talk to you, Daddy," | said.

"What?"

"Henry?Henry?' Mom was shaking Dad's body. "What happened? Areyou dl right?' Shefelt for
hispulse.

| gripped Dad's hand and pulled him out of himsdlf to get him away from the action. "I'll talk fast and

then I'll put you back insgde, Dad. I'm dead. I'm aghost. Theway | died was horrible. That'swhy |
wanted to let you know I'm okay now."



"How can you be okay when you're dead?

A little strangled laugh rosein my throat. "I know it soundsweird. | have afriend over herewho
helped me. | just didn't want you thinking..."

"Thinking what?'

"I don't know. Whatever. That you ever did anything wrong, or that there was anything you could
have doneto save me or help me. You are agrest father. | loveyou. And I'm okay."

"Tesse..."
"l don't know if they're going to find me. If they do, it'sgoing to beredly, redly awful for you. Just

remember. I'mdl right now." 1 hugged him and led him back to hisbody. Mom was redlly getting upset
now.

"Where are you?' Dad asked me. He tried to watch me, but he kept getting distracted by Mom's
effortsto revive his bodly.

“I'm here"

"1 mean, where'syour body?' he asked as | reached for the key.

"Thelast timel saw it, it wasin an abandoned church.”

"When did you die?'

"Sometimelagt night.”

"Okay." He patted my cheek. "Okay."

| kissed him and turned the key.

He sat up.

"What happened?’ Mom asked. "Areyou dl right?'

"Just alittle out-of-body experience. | wastaking to Tess. Oh, May. | think sheredlly isdead.” He
made notes. abandoned church, Halloween night. "Oh," he said, staring at his notes. "Oh." Hisface paled.
"It'sthe Satanigts.”

Mom stared a him amoment, her eyes wide. Then she went to the sink and threw up.

For thefirst time | remembered that they had killed some-body last Halloween, too. Not herein
Holdfield, but in Maostyn, alittle town six miles south. A girl named Deedee Christy, sixteen; the police
had withheld most of the details, but the stories going around were so gross | got sick just thinking about
them, and | had put them out of my mind.

Last Halloween, this Halloween—what about next Hal-loween?

Mom rinsed out her mouth with water, gargled, spat in the sink. "She's happy. It fee'sgood. She's
safe” shesad. "Oh, Henry..."

"Tess, areyou here?' Dad asked in alow voice.

"Yes" | said, but he couldn't hear me,

He sighed. "Tess, when | wasjust talking to you, you—you said something about putting me back
ingde. Doesthat mean you can take me out again? What isthat? If you can do it, pleasedo it again, dll
right?' And then, in an asdeto Mom, "If | dump again, don't worry. | think shesdoing it." He moved his
coffee cup and the steno pad out of hisway and laid his head and arms on the table.

| did the skeleton key into his back and turned it, and he cameloose again, rose to hisfeet, staring
at me. Hisbody sagged. Mom looked thisway and that. He glanced back at her, then down at himself,
findly agana me.

"Wasit the Satanigts, Tess?'

"Yes" | sad.



"Tess," said Mom, "let metalk to you too." She leaned againgt the table the way Dad had, like alittle
kid taking anap at her desk. | pulled the key out of Dad without relocking it and did it into Mom, turning
it. Sherose up, looked at herself and Dad doubled. "Oh," she muitered, and touched her mouth with her
fingers

"How did you do that?' Dad said. He reached for Mom's body, but his hand went through the key,
and through Mom, too.

"Itwasagift," | sad.

"Thisisgoing to sound redly stupid,” Dad said. "Are you aminion of Satan now?' Then, in amutter
to himsdf, "Minion? Isthat the technicd term?”

| laughed and said, "No, Dad. | cheated them, because | had my own god. | don't think they got
much good out of killingme."

"Y our own god?' said Dad, astonished.
"Hermes," said Mom at the sametime.

"l told him | wasn't ready to take the next step yet, and he said | can stay here for awhileif | need
to. | didn't want you to...find out the hard way about me."

Mom came and hugged me. It felt just like areal hug, ahard one, flesh and bones, bresth and
beating heart to beating heart. | kept my arms around her too, despair and crushed hope and love lodged
in my chest like an arrowhead, burning and yet pleasant. Dad came and put his arms around both of us. |
fdt likel had when | wasten and redlly totaled my bike, skinned and scraped mysdlf, bit my lip. | had
thought maybe if we dl hugged hard enough the pain would go away. And in aweird way it had worked.

"Hermes," said Dad when at length we dl let go of each other. "How do you worship this guy?*

Sashacameto my funerd.
So did Steve.

By that time | had worked with some of my other gifts, enough to be able to hold a pencil (if the
pencil would let me) or to move matter (if the matter was agreeable, and asurprising lot of it was, when
approached politely). When Mom and Dad were going through my apartment, | wrote them notes about
what to do with my possessions. Unlocking Mom and Dad and then putting them back would have taken
too long.

We developed awhole lot of shortcuts. Mom carried her steno pad everywhere, holding ablank
page up occasiondly to give methe opportunity to tell her something. The pencil wastied to astring,
which was fastened to the spira binding. It soon got used to me.

My parentstook my dtar to Hermes and set it up on the mantel a home. With every med they
meade an offering to him.

Mom let someone el se on the paper handle the story of my deeth. Shetook aleave of absence from
the paper, and everyone understood. Again, the police withheld alot of the details, but everyone knew
Mom and Dad had gonein to identify the body, which was found where | had Ieft it, within acircle of
black candle ssumpsin an old desecrated church.

Sashaarrived at my parents house before the funeral, enveloped in agreen cape, the scent of autumn
leaves hanging around her like perfume. Her auburn hair hung lusterless to her shoulders, and her haze
eyes|ooked too largein her face. She had lost weight since | saw her in August. She looked tense and
nervous. "I'm so terribly sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Hector," she said, standing on the front porch, her hands
buried in her pockets, her shoulders hunched.

"Comein, comein,” Mom said, putting an arm around Sashas shoulders and wafting her into the



house,
"Tesswill be so glad you're here," said Dad.

Sasha paled as Mom closed the door behind her. Shelooked around the front hall asif searching
out afast exit.

| tugged on Dad'sdeeve. "Oh," he said. "Wrong thing to say, en? Sorry, Sasha. I'm getting alittle
absent-minded lately.”

"That'squitedl right,” shesadinathin voice.

"We're glad you could makeit, Sasha," said Mom. Sashaglanced at her sharply. | thought Mom
sounded alittle too cheerful for afunera too. More like she had just gotten apos-itive R.S.V.P. for a
birthday party.

But then, everybody thought my parents were much too chirpy for having lost their daughter in such
anugly way.

"Y ou're more than welcome to stay here,” Dad said.

Sashawavered, then said, "I'd like that."

"Good. Good," said Dad. "Would you like teaor cocoa? Y ou look chilled.”

"l dofed cold."

"Comeinto the kitchen."

When they had her Sitting between them at the kitchen table with amug of cocoawarming her hands
and her cape half off, Mom said, " Sasha, we do need to tell you about Tess. When you're ready."

"What isthereto td|?*

"There are some things she wanted you to know," Dad said.
"Did sheleave me aletter?!

"Kind of," said Mom.

"Isit privae?"

"Shetold us, too."

Sasha sipped cocoa, looking back and forth between my mom and my dad. She had never spent
much time at my house. Her parents had abig screen TV and an air corn popper, so we had watched
movies at her house. The rest of the time we were out in the weether, or sneaking off someplace, or
searching out obscure Greekismsin thelibrary. "1 think," shesaid. "'l think I'm ready."

Mom picked up the steno pad. "Faith isrewarding,” she read.

Sashafrowned. "Did Tessfind Jesus before she died?' she said, then gasped. "Oh! I'm sorry, I'm
sorry!*

"Why?" asked Dad.
"Because of the way—"

"Oh." He thought for a second. "That would beironic, wouldn't it? She finds Jesus and dies & the
hands of Satanits?’

"How can you say that?" Sasha asked, shocked.

"Because you could think it. It'sdl right, Sasha. We're not nuts. Redlly we aren't. And we're not
denying what hap-pened. We..."

"Weve had alot of help," said Mom. " Sasha, Tess wants you to know that faith in Hermesis
judtified."

Sasha's mug banged down on the table top. The color drained out of her face. "No," she said, "no.
I'm getting out of here." She stood up.



"What are you afraid of 7' Dad asked.

"Tesswould never tell you any of this! The Sisterhood was secret. What have you done? Gone
through dl her privatethings, like ghouls?*

"We did whatever Tess asked usto,” Mom said. "But | do think if my daughter was dead and |
didn't know how she would have wished her things disposed of, | redlly think it would be dl right for me
to read whatever record she left behind. | think that would be a parent's prerogartive.”

"We didn't have to do that, because her ghost is here," said Dadl.
"Oh, no," said Sasha, shaking her head. "No. Y ou're gone. Right around the bend.”

| grabbed my friend the pencil and wroteto Mom, "Ask her if that'sthe technical psychologica term
for this"

Mom sat back with her arms crossed while | wrote, and when | was finished, she flicked her
eyebrows at Sasha, who had been watching the pencil move. Sasha, her hands trem-bling, leaned over
far enough to read the message. Shelicked her lips. "No," she said. "I don't know what the DSM-111-R
diagnosiswould befor this. Severe psychosocid stressors on one of the axes, | bet." Then she sort of fell
back into her chair. "Tess?" she whispered.

"Yes" | wrote.
"It'syour handwriting. Isit redly you?'

"Yes" | wrote. "I'm awandering shade. | wanted to wander over to where you are, but | don't
know much about traveling yet, especidly to someplace I've never been. I'm so glad you came, Sasha.”

She reached out and touched the paper, tracing the letters of her name with her fingertip. She
shivered. Then shelooked up a Mom and Dad.

"If you actudly want to see her, to talk with her, she can unlock your spirit from your body, and then
itslike shelsstanding in front of you," Dad said. "If you're prepared to risk it.”

She thought about that for awhile. Shetook asip of cocoa, licked chocolate off her lip. She
touched my writing again. "Doesit hurt?"

"No," said Mom. "Unlessyou're not braced for it. Then you can bruise yoursdf.”

"How do | bracefor it?'

Mom showed her how to lay her head and arms on the table top. With her cheek pressed to the
Formica, Sashasaid, "Okay. I'm ready.”

| unlocked her. She sat up and looked around. "Tess," she whispered.

I held out my handsto her and she took them. | pulled her free. "Oh, Tess," she said, and hugged
me

"It wasanightmare," she said alittlelater, "reading about it."

"He came and rescued me, Sasha.”

"He

"Hermes" | said, and then he stood beside me and smiled down at Sasha.

"Ohmy god," shesaid, and he laughed.

"Thisiswhat | wanted you to know. It'sred," | said.

"l hear your prayers, even when thereis no faith behind them,” he said. "The mere act of praying
generatesfath.”

"Ohmy god:
"A short prayer, but auseful one." He touched Sashas head. "I am glad you found me, priestess.”



He vanished.

"Tessl" Sashawailed.

"It'sokay, Sasha. Redlly it is. When you have timeto think about this..." | shook my head. | didn't
know what she would think. "Listen, | should put you back now. If you stay out too long your body has
trouble breathing. | just wanted you to know I'm till here for awhile—until | fedl ready to go on—so if
you want to talk, just tell me. | can do that pencil thing, or | can unlock you. | can hear you. If I'm near,
ayway."

Shetouched my face. She stroked my hair. She looked behind her at the table, where Mom and
Dad sat beside her gtill form, Sipping their own cocoa and not saying anything. "Tess...”
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"Don't you hate those people for hurting you?'

"Yes" | said. "That's one of the things keeping me here. | guess I'm not supposed to hate them, but |
do. | want them hurt. He saysit'll weer off, but | haven't logt it yet.”

"Oh," she said. She sighed and went to stand by her body. | relocked her spirit inside her. She took
afew deep bresths and sat up. Then she sat there shaking her head and looking at my parents, who
gmiled a her.

"Fed better?' Mom asked.

Sasha changed her shake to anod. She bit her lower lip. "I fed—" Trembling took her over. She sat
in the chair and shook for awhile. Mom patted her shoulder and waited it out.

"Wasthis hard for you?' Sasha asked them at last.

"It would have been much worse if she hadn't come back," said Dad.

"I've been playing with thisbelief for five years," Sashasaid. "l thought it wasjust agame. But | just
met my god." She got up and started pacing around. "People aren't sup-posed to be able to meet thar
gods, that's the point of gods, they're just ideas off in the mist somewhere and people use god-ideasto
control their own behavior or excuse it or some-thing, but..." She paced and paced. "First | meet a
ghost, and then | meet a god | thought | made up—"

"Rough day," said Dad. "Maybe you need to lie down?'

"Yes" said Sasha "Yes"

"Will you be okay in Tesssold room?'

"Yes," sad Sasha, with ahuge sigh.

| wasn't paying much attention to my memoria service. | waslooking at the flowers banked around my
closed casket, moving the cards just enough to read them, and | waslooking at members of my extended
family whom | hadn't seen since the family Fourth of July picnic last summer, aunts and uncles and
cousinsal dressed in dark colors and looking sad; and sometimes | watched Mom and Dad and Sasha
inthe front pew. Sasha sat next to Dad; Dad sat next to Mom; Mom sat next to Flo Reitz, afriend from
the newspaper, somebody I'd called Aunt Fo since | was Six, who was covering the funera for the
paper—who had, in fact, been covering the whole story of my murder.

The steno pad lay between Sasha and the pew's edge, shielded from casua view by her skirt and
theflare of the pew'send.

| felt strange and sad, and wondered how everybody was doing. My cousin Marishawas actudly
crying. | had never seen her cry before. My dad's brother, Uncle Jake, had red-dened eyes; he was
holding tight to Aunt Mary's hand. Well, sure, | had dways liked him too. He had taught me chess, and |
had spent most of my twelfth summer at his house with my cousins Amy, Bert, and Lucy.

Feding like | was peeping at private grief, | walked farther back, wondering who al these people



were; | didn't know half of them. Friends of Mom's and Dad's from work, | decided after some studly.
Steve dipped in about halfway through the service.
| couldnt believeit.

He had ablack suit on, and ablack bolo tie with asilver scorpion clasp; and even though one of the
usherstried to direct him to aseat, he stood in back, hisarms crossed over his chest, and just listened.

| stared at hisface, but he wasn't wearing an expression. | wondered what he felt. Had he gotten
satisfaction out of what he had done to me? Did Satan let his followers know when he was pleased with
them? Or digpleased with them? After my encounters with my own god, | wasn't sure what anybody
elsgsdid for them.

Steve frowned.

I remembered who | was and where. | glanced down at myself. Since my death | had been wearing
the smple white bridal dress Steve had given me Halloween night, though without the sainsand ripsit
had acquired in the course of that night. | held out my hands and my fingers curled into fists. Rage ignited
indde me, flaring high until | felt asif any-thing | touched would burgt into flame. How dare hel How dare
he take mewhen | trusted him, take me and hurt me and kill me? How dare he come here after having
donethat?

| found mysdlf beside the front pew. | reached through the wood, gripped the pencil, and wrote,
"He'shere. At the back of the church. The man who killed me." | threw the pencil down. It bounced
once and then rolled off the pew.

Mom, Dad, Sasha glanced over. Flo glanced over. Sasha's eyes widened as she read what | had
written. Then she pressed the steno pad to her breast, hiding it from Fo. She gave alittle nervous smile
and bent to retrieve the pencil. Flo faced front again. Sasha handed the pad to Dad, who gave Mom a
glimpseof it. All three of them turned to look back at Steve.

After amoment he fdlt their regard and stared back at them. His eyes were ice-cold. How had |
ever found him friendly? Danger was like ablack shroud around him, edged with slver.

Dad hdf rose. | tugged on hisdeeve. "We can't let him get avay," he whispered.

Steve was smiling now. My anger was freezing into fear. Steve could still hurt me by hurting Dad or
Mom. They were forewarned—but Steve had lots of friends, some of them pos-sibly augmented by their
faith. | pulled Dad's deeve hard. He sat down again, muttering, "What? What?"

"Henry, areyou dl right?' Flo asked.

Above us, the priest was il talking about his god and my life. Dad looked around, then said, "Fl o,
the murderer is standing in the back of the church. | want to stop him before he gets away."

Flo glanced back at Steve, who smiled at her, too. "My god,” she said. She swallowed. "How do
you know? The police haven't been ableto find anything solid.”

"Trus meonthis”

"I'll go cdl the cops." She dipped out the end of the pew, and did soundlesdy down thesdeaide
toward the back. Dad kept his eye on Steve.

Steve moved over and blocked Flo's exit, catching her wrist. But by thistime some of the other
people had noticed Dad constantly looking back, and they turned too, to see Steve hanging onto Flo as
shetried to twist free.

The priest paused. "Y oung man?' he said, which | thought took guts, since the priest looked barely
older than Steve, and much less effective.

Steve smiled.
"Isthere aproblem?Y ou're disturbing our service."
"I'm sorry. | cameto the wrong place," said Steve. "'l waslooking for the funeral of agirl who died



in serviceto God. Come on, Ma." Keegping hisgrip on FHo'swrigt, he pulled her out of the door.

Mom stood up. Dad started to hisfeet again. Before he had gotten very far, | unlocked him. His
body sagged back down in the pew. Sasha stared a him, then looked around asif searching for a
shadow. "Dad, stay here—" | said. "I'll follow them. Don't let him get you, too."

"Tell mewhat happens, tdl me where they go, Tess—oh, Tess—"
"He's dangerous, Dad. Stay here.” | locked him in and fled after Steve and Flo.

Who hadn't gotten very far. Flo was yelling, gripping the arm of one of the solemn young men who
drifted around the corridorsin the funera home. "Help me," she said, "help me, this man isamurderer.”

"Up to your old tricks, Ma?' said Steve. He smiled at the young man. " She has these psychotic
episodes. The doctor cautioned me againg restimulating her with thisfunerd, but | just thought—such a
close member of the family—she ought to have a chance to say goodbye. | think I'd better get her back
to Reston. Come on, Ma." He pulled her fingers off the young man'sarm one a atime.

"Help me," Ho said. "This man murdered Tess Hector."

Steve dill smiled. | remembered that smile. It was his most irresistible one, the one that indsted we
werein aconspiracy together, and wasn't it fun? Hewas using it full power on the young man.

"I'm Florence Reitz, with the Hol dfield Guardian, and thismanistrying to slenceme,” said Ho.
"Cdl thepolice"

The young man looked bewildered. He opened his mouith.

"| apped to you as one human being to another,” Flo said inalow voice. "Help me. Help me." She
kicked at Steve's crotch.

"Now, now, Ma," said Steve, pinching her shoulder. She grimaced.
"|—" said the young man. Steve smiled at him again and jerked Flo out of the building.

"Y ou've got agood spirit in you," Steve said to FH o, drag-ging her toward his car, ablack
mid-seventiesMugtang. "l likethat.”

Flo screamed. She struck him in the face with her free hand, and kicked at him. He pinched her
shoulder again and she wilted.

| thrust the skeleton key into Steve's chest and turned it, and his body tumbled to the concrete
sdewalk. Flo brokeitsgrip on her and fled.

Steve's sirit stood before me. He wastal and pale and starved-looking. | could see through him.
Ontheingde of hisspirit skin there were amillion wounds and scabs, some old and crusty, some fresh
and bleeding. As| watched, he reached insgde himsalf and picked at the scab over hisheart, pulled it until
fresh blood flowed. Then he stared at his red-dened fingers with their rosy halo of spirit blood. At length
he looked up at me.

"Tess," hesaid. He stared at me from my bare toesto the curly hair on my head. "What are you
doing ill here? Thisiswhy the Master was angry? Because you never crossed over?' Heraked his
fingernails across his somach, swiping right and left, opening fresh wounds.

"Y ou can't spend what I've dready donated,” | said. | searched mysdlf for the rage that had fueled
me in the church, but it was gone now, replaced by a creeping horror at what Steve was doing to himsdlf.
"Y ou have broken my communion with my god by being an imperfect sacrifice” Steve said, and
pulled off agreat scab in hishead. "'l will never regain histrust. | worked so hard, so long to get wherel

was—"

Heflickered. For amoment | saw alittle boy in hisplace, smdll, frightened, wounded, cupping his
hands over his geni-tals and looking up with huge eyes for the direction of the next bruising blow. Inside
him there flared awhite light, which dimmed immediately.

"—and you destroyed everything!" And then he waslunging a me, reaching for mewith hisdripping



red hands.

| closed my eyes and stepped into the midnight meadow, where | trembled and looked al around to
seeif Steve had somehow followed me. But | was alone.

"Hermes," | whispered, and my god came to me, stiepping out of the air. "I'm frightened,” | said.

He hugged me. After alittle while, he whispered, ™Y ou are under my protection. He cannot harm
you anymore.”

"l didn't know if you knew what was happening.”

"l learned.”

I leaned my head againgt his chest, absorbing his support. Then | pushed away alittle. "All right,” |
sad. "I'll go back."

"Here" he said, handing me his caduceus.

Wordless, | gripped it. It was lighter than it looked, the twined serpents somehow balancing it so
that itsweight lay in some other plane.

Helad hispam on my forehead. | felt warmth enter mefrom it, melting into me like sunlight.

"Thank you," | said. | closed my eyes, thinking of the sde-walk in front of the funerd home, and
took a step.

Steve's shade was plucking at hisbody, trying to dip back inside. The body's breathing was laboring
and ragged. Dad, Mom, Sasha, and Flo stood around it. | could hear approach-ing sirens, il distant.

"Tess," said Sasha, urgently. "Tess, whereare you?”

| went to Steve. His spirit looked up a me. "Areyou trying to kill me?' he said.

"Turnabout," | began, but the caduceus stirred in my hand. | stared at the snakes on it and they
dared back. "Steve," | said, and held the wand out. Golden light flowed from it, washing down over
Steve; under that gentle flood, his sores and scabs washed away, leaving his skin clean and whole.

"No!" he screamed. "No, you're destroying my identity!”

| lifted the caduceus, cutting off theflow of hedling. "Y ou like what you are?"

"Thisiswho | am," he said. He scratched anew bloody furrow acrosstheinside of his chest. "If you
changeit, I'll lose mysdf.”

"But—" | remembered the clear white light ingde thellittle boy, and looked for it. Insde Steve there
was only dark-ness. Except the little boy had been insde Steve, too..."But—I can't wait any longer,” |
said, and leaned down to twist the key in his chest and lock him back in his body.

The body's breathing strengthened. Presently Steve opened his eyes, looking up at the people
around him.

"Judt liedll, son," said Dad. "Help iscoming.”
"Areyou crazy?' Steve asked, hisvoiceraw. Hetried to get up, but he'd been away too long.

"Probably | am," said Dad. An ambulance and a police car pulled up smultaneoudy. Steve struggled
to get up again, and again hefailed. Dad knelt beside him. "Why did you do it?" he whispered to Steve.
"Why did you kill my daughter?'

"My god wants blood," Steve muttered. "My blood isn't good enough. My god wants meto prove |
love him. When | give him the perfect sacrifice, that's when helll love meback." He frowned then, and
glared at Dad, asif he was angry because Dad had made him say something.

Dad touched Steve's hand. Then the ambulance guys were shooing everybody away so they could
take Steve's pulse and blood pressure and lift him onto a stretcher.

"Y our daughter couldn't even dieright," Steve yelled asthey put him in the ambulance.



Sasha drove meto the university and showed me her room. With my help, she set up an dtar to Hermes
in adesk drawer, where she could lock it when she was gone, and unvell it when she was home. Oncel
had seen what her place looked like, | could step out of the meadow to there anytime. She put asteno
pad and a pencil on her desk so | could leave her notes.

Mom and Dad went to grief counsdling, and to aspecia counsalor who worked with the victims of
violent crimes and their families. Sometimes Mom told me about the sessions, but more often not.

| spent alot of my time walking the streets of Holdfield, passing through buildingsif they admitted
me, staring into peoplesfaces. | found five more of the people who had been in the circle the night of my
death. One was a sales clerk at the perfume counter of a department store. One was a short order cook
at aburger place. Onewas adoctor. One worked at aday care center. One was amechanic in agarage
for for-eign cars.

| followed two of them home, and their houses were soaked with pain dreams and wouldn't let me
in.

Oneday | waswaking down a street and redized that my feet refused to touch the ground; | was
floating ayard above the sdewalk. | was losing touch.

It wastimeto go on.



