CHAPTER1

Mason Jackson stared at the large all painting that hung on the wall above the fireplace. It stared right
beck, s sevare as ay of Masonis fomea at indrudiars The scowing face d the portrait domineted the room, ten times
lifesze Thefleh tonesdf thealsweare o re-didtic that Mason could imegine the figure bursting free o the omete
woodenframe A brass plate banegth the peinting wias etched with the neme gohram korben.

Mason dudied the bladk eyes They wearetheanly fediures thet lacked theredism of therest f the paintHing Theeyeswere
Oeed, dull, conpledly unenimeted. But Mason waant a peinter hinsdif, <o he hed no grounds for criticiam. Critics be
damned, and he was actudly more interested in the frame then the panting. It ap-peared to be
hand-carved.

Mason ganced benind him &t the people milling in the foyer. Through the gpen door, he coud see two men in ovedls
wceding theweagon. A bugly, fatyishwomen weaing alag bladk dress ssamed to be evarywhare & onog, gving ardars
ddributing drinksinlong sivety glasses $heking hands Mason moved doser to thefireplace Though the day waswamm far
lete October, afireblazed in the hearth, dl ydlow and orange and other bright autumn colors.

Thefirgdace meantd wes d0 hend-carved. Bastdief dnaulam and sagohim, dump Raphedite foms wingring among
the thick curls of clouds. Mason checked hisfingas to meke aure they were deen, then fet anong the smoath
shgpes Ashishends explored, he naticed someone hed It ahelf-filled glass of red wineon the mantel. He thought of the
rings the glass might leave on the white paint, like blood on virgin snow. No re-spect for the work of a
craftsman.

He again looked & the eyesin the painting. Now Ephram Korban seemed to be gazing out across the
room, brooding over these peoplewho hed dared to crosshisthreshdd Thefacewes dtaratdy compdling and repulsive.
Mason touched the frame—

"Lovdy,igntit? caneawomerishighvace

Mason spun, his saiche nearly knocking over the wingjass Befare him stood the buxom warmen in the black
dress her dak har tiedinatight bun. Her smilewas fixed on her face asif chisded.

"Ye&s' Mason sad. "Whoaever caved thismud have spent afew weeks on it
Shegigdled, athin, atifidd sound. "'l was talking about the painting, slly," she said.

Se toyed with the drand of pearls around her nelk, the pearls unfashionably interrupted by a smdl brass
locket. Her dark eyes sparkled with dl the life that Korben's painted ones ladked. Mason wondered if thet was
something you could practice. He could picture the woman before the mirror, fagening her pearls,
checking her teeth, adjusting the sparkle in her eyes.

Thewaman hdd out her hend. Miason took it, wonrdaring if hewas supposad to bow and kissit like some French dendy
inapaiodfim He skinwas cod. Seturned his hand over and looked at his fingers, nod-ding. "Ah, so you're
the sculptor.”

"Huh?'

"Cdluses. We don't get many cadluses here at the menor.” Sheleened farward, likea congairator. “At lesgt amog
theguets Thehired hdpdill hesto wark”

IMason nodded. He lodked down & histanis shoeswith the souffed toes;, thehdeinhis due jeens The ather peode who
rode upwithhimin the ven wore lesther pumps Keneth Cales, opertbiacked sanddls dathes out of catdogues thet bore
New Hampdhire names He didnit bddong here He was dirt-poor southem mill-4oan tragh, no metter whet sort of attidic ars



heput on

"Yaure aur fird souptor inawhile” she sad, her add hand 4ill dinging to his. "Let's see if | have the copy
mamaizad ‘Mason Beaufat Jackson, honors gradugte fram the Addaly Schod o the Arts curantly enployed &
Rayford Hosery in Sawyer Creek, North Carolina Wimg o the 2002 Grassoots Consarium Award,
Cammissaned by Wedridge Univasty to areste apiecefar thar Alunm Hall! Now, whet wes thetiie of thet pieoe?!

Sefirdly let go o hishend and pressed her hend ageingt her foreheed asif reeding a pege in her mind, then sgpped her
fingas "Diluium OF course How terribly lovey.”

Mason groenad inwardly. He hedhit redlizad exadly how pretentious the title sounded until hearing it pass those
wdl-ored lips "W, it wes the cond | wes in & the time. Avant-garde, but gill meding for lunch at
McDondd's."

The woman emitted her bone-rattling laugh, then pointed to the canvas saichel dung over his shoulder.
"Are those your tools?'

"Yes mdam”

“I'm looking forward to seeing you use them," she said. "I'm Mamie Goldfeld. | ings that you cadl me
Miss Mamie

He glanced a Korban's portrait, then back to Miss Mamie.
"Ah youndticed" esdd
Ilﬂe%ﬂ

“Im the ladt IMing relative of Eptram Korben. | un the manor, keeping it as an artists' retreat just the way he
wanted. Mager Karben dways gopredaed the are-aiive sirit.”

"Wesheanatig himsdf?"
"A frudrated one A dldtante Hewasmodly acol-lector.”

Mason took in more of the architectura details of thefoya. The ach ove the front entrance wes ten feet high,
with leaded squares of glass set in a transom ovehead. The foyer hed a high aling, the white wals and tim
aoomtusted with an csk-panded wansoating as high as Mason's chest. Two Ionic columns in the center of the
room held a huge celling beam aoft.

"Thisisa pretty place," Mason said, because Miss Manmie dealy expected im to ssy something. Hed nearly
sad "lovey," an adjective held never used be-fore. Five minutes at an expendve artiss retreat and he
was dready putting on airs, developing a persona. God forbid he should ever actudly accomplish
any-thing. Hed be insufferable.

"I'm pleased you likeit," she said. "Colonid re-vivdist. Master Korban was proud of his heritage, whch
iswhy hiswill sipuiated thet the menar be pre-served intact.”

"Korban. That's Jawish, isn't it?"

"Innemeanly. Nat ingairit. He barrowed his her-itege, bought wihet he couldnit borrow, and sde wiet he couldhit afford.
Heended upwith evaything, you sse”

Mason looked at the portrait again, measured the tenacity and arrogance of the features. "Looks like
your anoestor wasthe kind of menwho didnit tekeno for an answer.”



"Yes but hewasdso highly genaraus Asyouknow.”

Mason amiled, though he fdt as if a lizard were crawling in his throat. He was here on the dole. He
coud never have dfarded auch arerest onhisfactary pay. Whenyou gat igt down to it, he wes atoken, invited so the
Korban estate and the arts council could revd inthar megnenmous uppart o theundardass

MissMamielooked pest imtowhereasTel goup o guests sood taking. "Theres deer Mr. and Mrs Abrasmov. The
dasicd composars yau know!”

Mason didnit know, but he ket siling juet the same The token grin of gratitude.
"Exauseme | mud sy hdlo. Lilithwill be dang to show you to your room, and | do hope you enjoy your Stay."

Shedancad & Korban's partrat with an exresson gpproaching wigtfulness, then was gone with a bustle of
fabric. Mason gazed at the portrait again. The fire popped, sending a thick red ember up the chimney.
Korban's eyes 4ill looked dead. Mason was about to turn away to find his luggage when the fire
snapped agan For the lridfest of momants the face in the por-trait was superimposed over the flames like a
sunset's reflection on alake.

Mason srugged and rubbed his eyes He wiss tired, thet wes dl. A fivehour Greyhourd ride from Sawyer Creek to
Black Rodk, then aheif hourinavenwinding up mountain roads. He got dizzy dl over again think-ing about the
views from the van window, how the rocky dopes dropped hundreds of feet on ether sde. They'd
disembarked a a narrow wooden bridge that ssemed to be the aly comedtion betwemn the avilized wald ad
Korben Manor. Thesuitcasss and begs were loeded onto a horse-dravn wiagon and the guests hed to walk the rest of
the way to the manor.

Hisfirg step on the bridge was like a legp of mis-placed faith. HEd dmogt lost the sausage biscuit held
hed for breekfadt, even though hed kept his eyesfixad sraght ahead and a sweaty padm on the bridge ral. The
gedt ggp o goece umounding im, the soft wind risng fram the veley, and the logt weght of the warld hundreds of fet
bdow dl presssd againg hisskin Hischest clenched the breath out of his lungs and he tried to tdl himsdf that
acrophobia was an irrationd fear. But only one thought kept his legs moving: this was one of those paths
to success, a drat gate and narrow wey thet dl true atigs hed to navigete, this scared-Sdk Sagger wes leeding im
dos to recognition.

Before he knew it, he was on solid ground again, though he hed to leen egeird a tree for amomatt to e the
blood reum to his brain. Then he jained the athers on the dirt road, fallowing in the wake of the wagon, pessng
thraugh adark forest thet could have harbbored any number of endangered species. The other guests dhettered and
laughed, sssmug astourigs and Miason wondered whether they'd even natiosd theisdlaion of their new milieu.

Thentheforest ended and Korben Manar good be-fore them like something out of an antique postcard. The
open fidds fdl away to a soft swdl of orchard, a petdwork of mesdows and two bams ditched together with
fendng. The manor itsdf was three outszed sto-rieshigh tdl theweay they wereluittinthelate 1800s, sx Colonid
columns supporting the portico celing at the entrance Bladk shuiters framed the windows againd the white sding.
Four dimngyspuifed away, the smoke smirling through the giant red oeks and poplar thet aur-rounded the house.

Atop the roof was a widow's walk, a flattened area with alody raling He wondered if any widows hed ever
walked those boards. Probably. One thing about an old house, you could be sure that somebody had
ded there, prabebly awhdelat of somebodies

A panter or photographer would probably kill for the view the widow's wak aforded. Mason migt even
aommitalessy aimefar the privilegg, exogat heknew held grow dizzy with al that open ar around him and that
deadly depth dretching below. At least hedd have an opportunity to sudy Korban Manor's intricate
scrollwork from the safety of ground levd.



He fought a sudden urge to pull a hatchet from his saiche and swipe it across Ephram Korban's
disquiet-ing smirk.

"Yaulodk likeyou could usean eye-gpand,” cameavoice beside him. It was Roth, the photographer who hed
shared a sedt with im on the van. The men gpoke with a dipped and nat entirdy authentic British acoart, alcohol on his
breath. A martini was poised in one wrinkled hand.

"No, thanks" Masonsad

"It's afternoon, and we're dl grown-ups here" Rahis eyes airkled benesth white eydrons His face was
sharp, thin, and full of angles. Mason saw it as a naturd sculpture, the weathered topography of skin, a
crag of a jawbone, the eroded plain of forehead. He had a bad habit of reducing people to essentid
shapes ad fageting thet some sart of sou migt edg witinthe raw clay of crestion.

"l don't drink."
"Oh, you ardigious nut?'
"Imnat any kind of nui, asfar sl know. Exoeat for thet part about heaiing God's valceinabuming bush”

Rathlaughed and drained somedf thematini. "Dont gt your knidkersinatwid. Y aure tanibly young to throw inwith this
I he sad, nodding toward the people thet Miiss Mamie wes greding, "Whet's a pip like you daing on a getaway like
this?'

"I'm here on a grant. North Carolina Arts Council and Korban Manor." Mason looked at the fire again.
No faces swirled among the bright colors. No voices arose, ether. He forced himsdf to relax.

"A red artig, eh? Not like these" Roth said, ralling his eyes toward Miss Mamie's well-dressed guests.
"Mog of them need an artigts retreat like they need another muitd fud A bunch o tweads wihose highet
endeavor isgluing dried beans to a scrap of gunny-sack.”

Anather aitic. Passing judgmat on the ureveded tdents o athers At leedt they'd peid thar oavn way, unHike Mason.
"What part of England are you from?"

"Not apint of Brit in me" he said. "Was over there in the military for a while and picked up a little of
the accent. Comesin handy with the birds" He winked one of his smoky gray eyes.

"Yau care here to shot, | suppose” Mason hed deted agil & Addaly whod hed abook of Rathis work. Rath dd
neture, wildife, architedure, and the oocasondl por-trait. He couldnt toudh the gritty gamour of Labovitz or the visoard
sgshlity of Magpplethorpe, but hisphoto-graphs possessed thar own brand of dunt honedly.

" got bankrolled by a few magazines™ Roth said. "Im to do some house-and-garden duif, soenic mounttain
shots, that sort of tripe. | do want to shoot tha hndge though Highest wooden hridge in the southam

Appaachians, they say.”
"l believeit. Makes me spin just thinking about it.”
"Y aubugged by heghts?'

"Where | come from, the highest building is two tories, if you don't count slos. | can handle tairs
okay, but I'm not much good on aladder. Looking down three hundred fegt—"

"Drop-off like that one on every sSde" Roth said, taking another drink, rdishing Mason's face going
pae. "Korban liked hisisolation. Wanted his place to be like one of those European castles.”



Roth lifted a toast toward Korban's portrait. "Heré€'s to you, old sod.”

Masonis sstidhd wes getting heavy. Heweas anxiousto gt sttled in, finish danning the pieces he wanted to work on. And
Rathis acoat wasamoying

A pretty woman in black came down the stairs, her dressjugt ot o authartic Gath, alace 98 ove her thin
shoulders. She appeared to be a receptionist of some kind Sheled a couple awvey fran Miss Mamies group.
The man was in his fifties, double-chinned, weaing a soou, the women blueeyed with a dear condlexion who
oould have waked df the cover o Seventeen. They went up the gtairs together, the man deaing his throet, his
enamousjoMsauivaing.

"Might get him later,” Roth said. "Maybe at a roll-top desk with aquill penin his hand. I'm not keen on
persondity work, but | could get atidy bundle for that.”

Rath amiled asif Mason hed jud falendif atumip wagon. " Jefferson Spence.”

"Yaumeanthe Hfason Soence? Thenovdig?'

"The one and only. The last great southern writer. Faulkner and O'Connor and Wolfe dl rolled into
one, if you believe the jacket copy.”

Mason watched the writer |abor up the gtairs. "What's he need with an artists colony?'
"Fodder. Y ou donit know much about him, doyou?'

"Never read him. I'm moreinto Erskine Cadwell."

"One critic caled Spence's gyle 'stream-of-pompousness.™

Mason laughed. "W, it was nice of him to bring dong his daughter.”

Roth shook his head. "I suppose you don't read the tadlads ether. Thet's nat his deughter. Thet would be his
latest, | presume.”

Miss Mamies vaice rosg, her laughter filling the foye. To her right stood a smdl, dark-haired woman, about
Mason's age. Mason stared at her two seconds longer then whet could pess far pdlite interet because her oyan
gyeswaedating Sheme hisgaze gavehmakdf amile, then turned her atention back to Miss Mamie.

Rath hed naticed her, too. Hiseyesweare sshrigt asa wolf's, "' Cute bird."
Mason pretended not to hear. "Excuse me. I've got to stretch my legs alittie”

Rah gave afax gantlemans sdute and wart to refill his drink. Mason adjusted the saichd strap across his
shoulder and wert toward the open doar. Thewegon wes gone, the uiggles o itstracks leeding toward one of the barns,
dark hegps of horse manure dotting the sandy roed. The Karben Manor brodhure hed ddlighted in the fact that no
motor vehideswould be around to "disturb creetive impulses” Likewise, no distractions suh astdevison,
tdgohone or detriaty edded a theetate A reglar Gllligeris 1Idand, Mason thought, anly without the canned laughter and
unexpacted plat twids

Mason overheard oned thegraup sy, "Lt metdl you about this lovely idea | had for a novd. It's about this
writer who—"

Mason gave a lagt look back at Korban's face, then entered the autumn sunshine. The fidds were



golden green shests sretched to the surrounding forest. Great ridges of earth rose dong the horizon,
carved and chipped and smoothed by that master sculptor, Time. Mason now knew why these mountairs were
cdled the Blue Ridge, though thednenging leaves golasned such an array of color's that he dmost wished held stuck
with painting.

Pumpkin orange, summer souash ydlow, corndlk gald, beet purple. Van Gogh would have given his other ear
to paint this place.

Except such athought smacked of that dreaded ided of atidic saaifice He wondered if the edieemed historical
roster of insane artists had not been schizo-phrenic or poisoned by the lead in their paint, but had indeed
ben diiven med by the whigoaing o damending Muses Mason drove the thought from his heed be-cause it seemed
like an option only a nut would consider. And he'd given up panting not because of a lack of desire or
taent, but because of itsvisud nature. His mother could fed the sculpture with her fingers, but a painting
was nothing to her but an endless piece of darkness.

A few horses and cows grazed in the meadow that doped away from the front of the house. The open
land must have been about twenty acres, cleared of boulders and carefully tended. Mason found it hard
to believe that these soft grounds gave way to steep granite diffson dl sides.

Not even ajet tral marked the blue autumn sky, as if the manor were remote from modern cvilization
not only in distance but in time as well. Mgegtic hard-woods spread ther limbs a carefully spaced
intervals dong a carriage tral that wound toward the west. An gpple orchard covered a rise beside the
pasture, the trees dotted with pink and golden fruit. Lush grass swayed softly in a hayfidd beyond, ending
a the edge of a dense forest.

A soft voice interrupted his reverie: "Now you know why artigts trip over their egos to get up here.
Espedidly inthe fal.”

It was the dark-haired woman with the cyan eyes. She crossed the porch and leaned over the raling,
then closed her eyes and inhded through her nose with an exaggerated flourish. "Ah. Fresh arr. A nice
change from the stench of pretension insde”

"You a panter?' Mason asked, ill looking across the fidds, irritated by her jab at artists.
"No."

"Medther."

"What areyou, then?"

"Does everybody have to be something?'

The woman tilted her head back toward the house. "If you ligen to them, you'd think so."

"Wdl, thisis aretreat, after dl. Back up and go, 'Whoa,' | reckon." He didn't want her to know he fdt
au o hs damat. He dreedy mssd Sawer Crek's dirty little streets with their utility poles and peding
hillboerds Back home, hed be hegting up the teskettie and tuning the radio to Mamal's favorite conservative talk
show right about now.

"What'sin the bag?'
"This satchel? Nothing. Just sometools.™

"l thought you were ore d the 9&if," de said ""Too bad. Because | despise artists. | think they're full of



themsdves Nothing persond.”

Mason tried not to look a her too closdly, though that was dl he wanted to do. She was pretty, sure,
but there was dso the sense that she wouldn't let im hide behind his dumb bumpkin act, the one held
used to bluff his way through art college. Those cyan eyes pierced too deeply, saw beyond the dick face
of firg impressons. He came up with a sngppy comeback a coyde o seconds too late "Then why are yau
meking it persona ?'

"Because youre prabely worse then the re. Youre o attached to what's insde your satche you wouldn't
trugt it with the rest of the luggage.”

Hewidhed hecouldtdl her. The tods were nat dl thet expansve, but they hed come a gredt ood. He thought of Mama
donea thar aramped goatmeant in Savyer Cresk, stiinginher wom reding, acat inher lgp. Eyes never blinking.

Thiswomen hed anly jus me wes too damned inrgghtful and saw his self-doubt with uncanny dlarity. He was
worethentherest, evenwhile preiending hewas gpart from ather artids nat buying inio their wark-ish and vain préttle.
He wasn't sure whether his work revealed anything about the world, but he was deter-minad to doveitin
theworldsfaoe and mekeit natice anyway.

Mason adjusted the satchd on his shoulder, feding the woman's eyes on him. "Sculpting tools™ he said.
"A hammer, hatchet, chisds, fluters, gougers, some blades.”

"Y ou do wood?"

"I've done allittle of everything." He findly looked her full in the face, forcding himsdf not to blink against
her gaze. "Except here I'll be doing wood."

She nodded as if sheld dready forgotten him. "Sx weeks is not very long. It would be hard to tackle
something stonein that time"

Her accent was dmodt rurd, asif sheld tried to be country but somebody had sent her off to college to
have it squeezed out of her. One of the horses, a big roan, galoped across the pasture. She smiled as she
watched it.

"Some place, huh?' Mason said.

"I've seen pictures, but they certainly don't do it justice” Agan she sounded distracted, as if Mason
were as boring as Miss Mamie's well-hedled gang in the foyer.

Mason stepped between the shrubs and fingered the mortised joints of the railing. Grooved columns
held up the portico, the paint thick and scdy where the lay-ers had built up over the decades. The stone
foundation of the manor wore a fur coat of green moss. A sudden juvenile urge to impress the womean
came over him. "Colonid revivaig architecture,” he said. "This Korban guy mugt have had the bucks."

"Do you know anything about him?"

"Only what | read in the brochure. Indudtridist, made a fortune after the Spanish-American war, bought
out this mountain, and built the manor as a summer home. Two thousand acres of land connected to
avilization by nothing except that wooden bridge.”

He hated himsdf for blathering. He hadn't come to Korban Manor to mess around. He needed to get
serious about his work, not spar with someone who seemed about as interested in him as if he were a
piece of lint. Besides, artists were supposed to be doof.



"Syauarly havethesnitized biogrgdhy,” e sad. "l dd alittle resserch onhimmysef. Thetsny ling”
"Yaureawnta?'

"Something like that."

"Fgured. They're more stuck-up and screwed-up then artigts, if you ask me"

"Nobody did. As| was about to say, Korban set doaninhswill thet the place be ket as a paiad piece from
the end of the nineteenth century. He Stipulated thet Korten Manar become an attids retreat. While he wes dive
heencouraged the savarts tofill the housewith hendmede mountain adts and fdk at. Maybe he liked the ideadf his house
bang filled with cregtive envargy. Sort of away to kegp hisf dive”

"Thet partrait of imisakit mudh, though,” Mason sad. "Hemug havehed ahdl of eneo”

"He probebly wasan attid, then”” She looked tired and gave im adismissve and meddaning heif amile "Excuse me, |
have to go to my room.”

Mason fumed indgde. Stupid self-obsessed girl, distracted and abrupt, as snotty as any of those
Y ankees detainginthefoyea. Heshould havefekad it alittie better, acted like a hearttresker. Maybe hed dart wear-ing
a beret, appear sophigticated, grow one of those wimpy little Pierre mustaches. That would get a laugh
aut of theboys beck & Rayfard Hosiay.

"Se yau I, he sad, tying hard nat to sound gpimidic. Then, without knowing where the words came from, he
added, "'l hopeyoufindwhe you care haefor.”

She turned, met his eyes, serious again. "I'm look-ing for mysdf. Tdl meif you see her."

Then she was gone, swallowed by the big white house that bore Korban's name.

CHAPTER?2

AmaCGdloway pulled beck thelaoe curtains of the bedroomwindow. A it of dudt rose fram the window-pene & the dir
d ar. Snight salled on her shouldars; the October gow wamring thefloar beneeth her fest. Themountainar wes dhllier then
dewas usad to, and even theraaing firedidht qudl her ivears A panting of Ephram Korban hung over the room's
fireplace, srele then the one domndtars bt jugt as brooding. The soulpior with the kickeoHpuppy aura wes right about
arething Korben hed been tharoughly inlovewith himeef.

Selodked out ove the meedows Here e wes @ lag lest. The place e was supposad 1o be, for whetever reson.
Thswestheend of the warld, the logicd place far endings She drove the fadism fram har mind and indieed wetched the
roen and chestinut gellgaing acrass the pedture: Thedigdlay o freedom and peece wamed her.

"It's S0 pretty, isnt it?' the woman behind her said. She'd told Anna that her name was "Cris without
the h" asif the lack of h somehow made her harder and lesfledde And sncethey waregang to beroomies..

"It's wonderful," Anna said. "Everything | dreamed it would be."

Qisdready hed har mekeup kit, watercdlor brushes and sketch peds scattered across the bed nearest the door. Amma
hed nathing but a dim dack of books pled nely on her dresser. He dtitude toward metaid possessons and eathly
comfarts hed undargone drametic dengesinthe pedt year. Y outravd ligt when youre nat Sre where you're headed.



The pain swept across her abdomen, sneeky thistime, a needle poking in dow motion. She closed her
gyes counted backward inkig fat numads

Ten, round and thin...

Nine, loop and droop...

Shewasdown to sx and the pein wasficeing somewhere above thet far aut in the Blue Ridge Moutans when Criss
voice pulled her back.

"Like whet doyoudo?'

Amatumad from thewindow. Gris st onthe bed, brudhing her long lond harr. Amawes dad the chemothergoy hedht
medeha o har fdl out. Nt jugt be-cause of vanity, but because she wanted to take dl of hersdf with her
when she went.

"| doressrchatides” Amasad

"Oh, youreawriter."

"Na fidionlike Hfarson Spance Marelikemea-physics™
"Science and Suff?!

Anna sat on her bed. The pain was back, but not as sap asbefore "l worked & the Rhine Research Canter in
Durham. Invedtigetor.”

"Youquit?
“Natreelly. | just gotfirished”
"Rrire Igt thet ESP ghodts andweird suff?Like on X-Files?”

"Exagat thetruthignt ‘out there' Itsin here”" She toudhed her tample ""The power of the mind And we dont do dies |
wasaparanomd invedigator. Exogat | be-came adinosaur. Extind dmodt befare | even gt darted.”

"Y auretooyoungtobeadinosaur.”

"Everything's dectronic these days. Electromag- ndicfidd detectors sUosonic recordars infrared camraras If you
cant plat it on acomputer, they dont think it edds But | bdievewhet | ssewithmy heat.”

Qis looked around the room, asif naliang the dark corners and flickering fire-cast shadows for the firg time
"Youddnt comehere because d—"

"Don't worry. I'm herefor personal reasons.”

"Aha | saw youtaking to thet musdeguy with the canvas satchel, out on the porch.”
"Nat that kind of parsond reeson. Besdes hésnat my type.”

"Giveit afew days Sranger thingshavehgppened.”

"And I'm sure you're here to throw yoursdf into your art?' Anna pointed to the sketch pads. "l won't
give you my lecture on the artistic temperament, be-cause | like you."

"Oh, | think my husband is plooking his secretary and wanted me aut of the house S0 they could use the hat tub.



He sat me to Gresce over the umma. New Mexico lagt spring to do the Georgia O'Keeffe thing. Now the
North Carolina mountains.”

"Atlesgt hesgenaaus”

"l never beared atid, but it gves me somdhing to do aon retredts besdes chese man ad diink. But my Muse dlows
me those little luxuries, too. Speaking of which, | naticed aber inthe sudy. Carefar one before dinner?”

"No, thank you. | believeI'll rest alittle.”
"W, jugt don't welk around with ashest over your head. | might mistake you for a ghogt.”
"If | de | promiseyaull beamong thefirg toknow.”

Amalay beck onthe pillow. A fegther poked her neck. The door dased, Griss foatsigps faded down the hdl, dying
leaves whisked againg the window. The smoke-aged walls gave off a comforting aroma, and the ail
lamp's glow added to the warmth of the room. She fdt a peace for the first time snce—

No. She wouldn't think of that now.

The pain was back, a rude houseguest. She tried the trick of numbers, but her concentration kept
getting tangled up with memory, as it o often did laidy. Ever since shed started dreaming of Korban
Manor.

Ten, round and thin ...

Animage of Stephen did into her mind between the one and the zero. Stephen, with his cameras and
giz-mos, his mustache and laugh. To him, Anna was the parapsychologist's verson of a campfire girl.
Stephen had no need for sensing ghogts. He could prove them, he said.

Ther graveyard dates ended up with her wandering over grass and headstones while Stephen focused
on set-ting up equipment. The night she'd sensed her firg ghost, shimmering beside the marble angd in
the Guilford Cemetery, Stephen was too busy marking down EMF readings to look when she called.
The ghost didn't wait around for a Kodak moment, it dissolved like mig a sunrise. But before those
evanescent threads spooled themsdlves back to whatever land they'd come from, the haunted eyes had
stared fully into Annas.

Thelook was one of mutua understanding.
Nine, loop and droop ...

That had been her fird investigation with Stephen. But the ghod-hunting circle was amdl. Her
frudration was outweighed by her londiness. They'd dept together on the floor of Ashevilles Hanger Hal
on a winter night when the wind was too brisk even for ghosts. And two weeks later, shed overheard
hm at a party cdling her a"flake, but alovable flake"

So ater 9x years of sudy and fidd research, she was litle more respectable than an
800-hundred-number phone psychic. There were plenty enough skeptics out in the red world, between
the hard scientists and those who were dways up for a good old-fashioned witch burning. But the
laughter of her own peers was enough to drive her to big, spooky, empty places where she could chase
ghogts done.

Eight, a double gate...



Then the pain came, and the firg of the dreams. She had stepped from the foret, her feet soft on the
damp grass, the lawn as lush as only dreams could paint it. The manor stood before her, windows dark
as eyes, the trees around the house twisted and bare. A sngle strand of smoke rose from one of the four
chimneys. The smoke curled, collected, gathered on the roof just above the white raling.

And the shape formed, and the woman's whispered word, "Anna" woke her up, as it had so many
nights since.

Seven, sharp and even . ..
That was whet the pain was, a seven, dicking in her intestines.

Stephen came over the day she found out the colon cancer had metastasized to her liver. He hed her
hand and his eyes managed to look dewy and glazed behind his thick glasses. The mustache even
twitched. But he was too practical, too emotiondly void to redize ex-actly what the diagnoss meant. To
him, death was nothing more than a cessation of pulse, a change in en-ergy readings. So much for soul
mates.

Even after Anna had talked the doctors out of a colectomy, accepting the death sentence as the cancer
raced to other organs, Stephen dill acted as if science would intervene and save her. He probably even
prayed to science, that coldest of dl gods. She refused his offer of a ride home from the hospitd. Sheld
come to accept that londiness was a naturd state for someone soon to be a ghost.

Sx, anarcandtrick...

Miracles happen, one of her oncologists had told her. But heddnt expadt tham to coour inahogaitd, with tubes
pumang redigion into her, bladesremoving her flieh adiver & atimeg, doctors making dff her dwindiing days And she hed
Sopped dreaminginthe hogaitdl. It was anly back hame, in the wee hours of her owvn quiet bed, thet Korben Manor ance
mare sood before her. - Night &ter night, asthe dream grew longar and maore vivid, the shepe on the rodf gained subdance
Atlag Amacoud dealy see the digant faoe, dignhenous harr flonqing out like avel. The oyan eyes thewdooming smile
the bouquet held before her from the forlorn stage of thewidow'swak. At ledt theface wesrecognizie

ThewomanwasAnma
Five, a brokenwing.. .
Thepanwassofter now, sow onfloves

Shed conducted some research, knowing the menar wies familiar to her through more then jugt dream Vig-tions Se
foud afew itarson Korben Manor inthe Rhineardhivies Bhram Koren hed spant wernty years bullding his esate on the
ramote Appelachian arag, then hed legpt to hisdegth fram thewidow'swiak inan gp-parent siidde Some locdsin the sl
town of Bladk Rock passed dong stories of gghtings, modly disre-garded as the gossp of hired hends A fidd
investigadion, Sharly before the house ws restored as an attists retredt, hed netted zeointhewey of detaor ethusaam

But maybe Korban's pain, his anger, his love, his hope his dreams were soeked into these wals like the ceder
dan on thewansoding. Maybe thiswood and sone and gass hed aosorbed the rediant enargy o his humenity. Maybe the
menor whose condrudion hed obsessed him was now his prison. Maybe haunting wasn't a choice but an
obligation.

Four, anorthfork. ..

She drifted in the gray plane between deegp and thought, wondaing if e would dream of the mersion now thet
dewasatLdly hare Shedossd her mind to her five senses and anly thet ather one ramained, the sanse thet Sigphen hed
ridaued, the one Amahed hidden away from her few friends and meny foder parants Theline be-twean baing sastive and



bang afresk wasthin
Three, a skeleton key...

For just amomat, fewas pulled fram degp. Something weted behind the mgde basgboard, soumied dang the aradks
bawen dmesans Seddnit want to open her eyes. She could see better if her eyes were closed.

Two, an empty hook.. .

She fdt eyes on her. Someone was watching, per-hgs ha oamn ghod, the women goun fram the smoke o
dreemswio hdd thet bouguet of faid weoome

One, adividing line...

Theline between some and none, here and gone, bed and grave loveand hete, black and white

Zgo.

Nathing,

Armahed comefram nathing, was bom to nathing, and walked toward nothing, both her past and future black.
Sheopaedhergyes

No onewasintheroom, no ghod shifted againg the wall.

Orly Korben, deed asdry all, feetures shedowed by the flickering firdight.

The sunlight's angles had grown steeper in the room. Thepain was gone Amarroseand wart outside to wait for
sundown, wondering if this was the night she would finaly meet hersdif.

"Haveyou ssm George?' MissMamie asked Ransom Sredter. She hated to mirgewith the hired hdp, with the exogation
d Lilith, but therewere timeswhen or-ders had to be given or stories set draight. The best way to heed df gossp
wasto aigreteit

"No, maam." Ransom stood by the barn, his hat in his scarred hands, swesat dinging to his thin hair. He
amdled of the barnyard, hay and manure and rusty metal. Around his neck was a legther strap, and she
knew it was attached to one of those quaint charm bags. These rurd mountain people actudly believed
that roots and powders had influence over the living ad the deed. If arly they knew thet megic wes crested
through the force of will, not by wishful thinking.

Magcwasdl inthemeking, Likethething e hdd cradled in her arms, the poppet she had shaped with great
love and tenderness.

"l need someone to help the sculptor find some wood tomorrow,” she said.
"Yes maam." ThemansAdamisgoplebabbed once
"Whenwesthelad timeyou heard from George?”

"This afternoon, right after the lagt batch of guests comein Sad he wes gang up Besdy Gap to dheck on
things”

MissMamehd her amile So George hed goneto Beechy Gap. Good. Nobody from town would misshim for
a least a couple of weeks, and by then it wouldn't matter.



Ard ge could count on Ransom to kegp hismouih shut. Ransom knew what kind of accidents happened to
people around Korban Manor, even to those who ware cherms and muttered ddHimey spdls And ajob was a
job.

Bvayorehedabumingmissoninlife
Somemissoswaemoregpadd thenathas

She took thelittle dall from its bit of folded cloth. Its apple head had shriveled into a dark and wizened
face, the mouth grim with animated pain. The body was made from whittled ash and the aams and legs
were grips of jackvine. Ransom drew back from the doll asif it were a rattlesnake.

"Wl you teke care of Georgefar me?* MissMamie asked.

"Hewasmy friend Itsthelesst | cando.” A shedow crossed hisface "I nesd to wait il moming though | don't go up
Beechy Gap at night."

"Hrg thing, then. | don't want to upset the guests. Y ou know what's coming, don't you?'

"A blue moon in October," Ransom said. His eyes shifted to the barn door. A horseshoe hung above it,
points up, the dull meta catching the dying daylight. Asif luck mattered.

"Yauvebemnwithusalongtime”

"Andl amtogidk aoundalatlonge”

"Then you won't let me down?"

"l bury him proper, siver onhiseyes | tekepridein my work.”

"Bohram aways said, Pridewill welk you through the tunnels of the soul. ™

"Ephram Korban said lots of things. And people said lots of things about him."

"Some of it might even be true" Miss Mamie droked the ddll, afeing her omn momat o pride & its killful
rendering. Folk art, they cdled it. The little poppet contained far more folk than anybody knew. "Excuse
me, | have adinner to host.”

Ransom gave alitle bow and tugged the srgp of hisoverdls Miss Mamie It him to feading the livestodk and heeded
toward themenar. She caied theddll sif it were apredous git to aloved one. Eventhough the housewas as famliar to her
asher o <kin, to seit fran addance dways brought afresh ueh o joy. Thefidds thetress, themountanwind ssamed to
gghsname

Thiswssha home
Thar home

Foreve.

CHAPTERS3

Pan comesinmany adors but fer comesinarly one.



George Lawson thought held experienced dl the colors of pain in his fifty-three years. White pain, like
the time he'd raked the tip of a chain saw across his shinbone while dearing out some locugt scrub a few
summers back. He'd gotten acquainted with dull sky-Hue pain when rheumetaid attitis hed painted a drip dong
hsgare And theinvishle gray guiHpunch hed hung around far months &fter Sdma dropped him for a rugweaving hippe
bedk around theend of the Reegen year's.

Hed fdt pain in a hundred colors, oranges and candy-apple reds and sawgrass greens, and pain had
teken jud as may Shepes and Szes Buk he was dan near poditive held never fdt pain like the kind that
bear-hugged im now. THswes dl of those combined, aranbow o pein, an al didk inamud pudde evay-thing aneve
eding coudjangea afdlow, and then some.

Butthefear—

The fear was nothing but black. Bigger, darker, blinding and suffocating, growing like a shadow over
those ather colors Black fear lodged inhisthrodt likeagrease rag, like aclot of stale molasses, like a lump of aodl.
Hesuckedinagesp o thet auiumn-sivest Apperlachian air.

George tried to move hisleft am just as an experi-ment. Mistake.

Two twenty-pamy rels hed pimned hishiogps to the floor. He even tasted the nails, though he was pretty are
theanly thingsinhismouth were some dug, allittie blood, and afew loose tegth. And the fear. The tadte wes mdd and nugt
and the kind o amithy, gunpowday hittemess tht filled the ar when a fixa-uppar worked ahammea. The collgosad shed
sdtied around hmwith a splintering groan.

George knew hed better open hiseyes Becauseinsidehisheed, hewaslocking doawn along dark tunnd, and the degper
hega, thefather avay hewasframthelight pouring in from the mouth of the tunnd. He was ridng down ino thet
tud as smoahly asif hewere on miners ralls. And part of him wanted to dide on away, doan ino thet cod
drlessplacejut around the bend.

Bu theathe part of imwaesteking over. Thepatt that had pulled his hind end through the jungles of Vidnem, the
pat thet hed raled im out of thet hogai-tal bed when the doctors told him he was a heartbeat away from the
Big One, the part that had lifted him into the Surghine dter the faggy months of landliness It wias the part thet George
thought of s Old Lesthemeck. Sort of a saoret idkntity thet he took on when times got tough. Andl he redlly nesded Old
Lesthamack now, be-cause times didn't come any tougher than this.

Anather bed thing about dasing hiseyeswes thet he kept seeing her. The Woman in White.

So he forced his eydids open, thanks to his secret identity. Wood splinters sprinkled down and stuck
to his tears. Something warm and wet trickled down his right temple, but he wasn't too concerned with
that at the moment. First he wanted to figure out what that purplish, raggedy thing was, the thing speared
on a it two-by-four afew feat over hisheed. It was oddly familiar, but out of place, like a salboat in the middle
d acomfidd

The purplish thing wriggled. No, it had only did down a little on the broken tip of the board, meking a
sound like Jell-0 dropping onto the floor. Even in the daamy ligt and smirling dugt, George could meke aut five
litle Subbs dargling like the teets on a cow's udder. That's when Old Leatherneck kicked in like a dozen cups of
percolated coffee.

"Soitsagoddamned hand, Georgie Boy. Whet'sthe problem? How many people in this world was born with
no hands at al? Why, you saw Joes in Nam that logt evay figgrg limb they hed, ad dl they could do wes lay
around flggaing like beeched puppyfih So gt the hdll over it

George gulped, and the imaginary broken glass in hismouth worked itsway doawn histhroet. The deed fingas



aboveweare golayed aut asif waiting far ahighfive George hoped Old Lesthemedk didrit ok im ane inch of dadk thistime:
Becausshedidht bdieve thare was an inch to spare.

"And snceyoure the anly bozo laying around down hareinthis argp hegp o afdlendoan shed, then odds are pretty
good thet it's your hand, soldier.”

George turned his head alittle so that he couldn't see the hand. He rdlled his eydadlls doan to look &t his body.
Heaouldnt sseanything pest ischest because apile of hemlock cdiling joists were sailled like jumbo tiddlywinks
across hisgut. He tried to wriggle his shaudarsand pain eupted inflaming colorburds

"Ckay, sdde. You gomawhirelikealitiegrie-boy, or are you gonna stand up and haul your wrinkled rump
hole out of here?'

George didn't see any way he could stand up. For one thing, he couldn't fed hislegs.

"Excuses, excuses. Wdl, Georgie, it could be a whole lot worse. 'Cause in case you didn't notice,
there's a dick sheet of roofing tin about four inches away from your main neck-vein, and that could have
just kited on down and done some business. Then we wouldn't even be having thislovely little chat.”

The sharp edge of the tin caught the dying sunlight. As he watched, the piece of roofing did closer with
ametdlic squeak. More cracking came from high above in the invisble carnage of the eaves. Something
dith-ered in the soft shadows.

"No, it ain't no snake. Never mind that the copper-heads and rattlers get active this time of year, doing
the last twist before going off to hibernate. Aint no ssssnakes in here, Georgie.”

George thought of that old Johnny Cash song, about how the snakes crawl at night. But the song had it
wrong. Snakes dept at night because they were cold-blooded. George knew, because held looked it up.

George gulped again, trying to squeeze a little of that mountain ar into his bruised lungs. A amdl drop
of liquid fdl between his eyes. More blood collected at the ruined wrist hanging above him. The sweling
tear-drop of blood dangled from the end of a dringy bit of tendon. He wondered if the hand was his left
one or hisright one.

"Hdl of awonderer you are, Georgie. But I'll tdl you, sSnce you've dways needed to know things. It's
the old hammerer, the crap-wiper, the hand that shook the hand of Senator Hallifidd at that Republican
bar-becue in Raegh. Yep, them fingers there used to grip the two-seamer curve bdl that took you
fourteen-and-three back inyour ssniar year. Them arethe knudkdes thet gat ane good sodk tothejaw o thet hipaie Sda
run off with. But, hey, it's dead weight now. Water uda the lridge Lef's wory about the medt thet's il
attached.”

Georgewidhed he could fed hisfest. Then hewauldnit be so afraid that he was turning into one of those pup-
py/fith Something ingde his aushed gut goeamed and guded. With evay ddlow bregth, braken rib bones reached
deeper into his chest for a scoop of fresh or-gans. And who did he have to blame?

"Nobody but you and that snoopy nose of yours, soldier. Just got to poke into things that ain't none of
your busness gt gat to goddamned know, dont yau? Always did, and adways will. But if you don't get off that
fat rump of yours, always an't even going to last till sundown.”

Sure, George liked to know things. He wanted to knowwhy dragarflies were cdled "snekefeadas” He wanted
to know why Sdmahed worked the qringsdf thelr old brass bed with a flea-ridden liberd longhair. Hewanted to
knowwhy thet pidure of Bghram Korben thet hung in the manar gave im seven kinds of aregps: He wanted to know
why that old bat Abigall and his buddy Ransom hed wamed him away from this neck of the woods. Mogt of dl,



he wanted to know why the Wamen in White hed bean dandng in the shed the mo-ment before it fdl down
around him.

"Aint no earthly good dwdling on what you can't figreau," cametheddant vace df Old Legthemedk. "Youd
best get back to the Stuation a hand, if you know what | mean.”

Ancther drop of blood plopped onto his face, this imeanhisdin George darted to reech up and wipe it away,
thenwas raminded thet theam thet did hiswip-ing was severed at the wrigt. Pain lanced up his shoul-der, as hright
andydlow red asNgpdm

George suinted through the jegged and aissorossed lumber overhead. A few muted shafts of light spilled
through therubde, dugt smiding oy inthear. Thet meant a bit of daylight was Ieft. Time had taken on a werd,
dretchedtout queity, kind o likein Namwhen the grunts hunkered down for incoming even before thefird mortars
whidled traugh thear.

"Hey, George gvemealitiie aredit here | pulled you out of that mess, didn't 1? So don't give up on me yet.
But | need alittle help. Y ou've got to have alittle goddamned hope."

Hope. Hope got you up in the morning. Hope put you to bed and tucked you in Hope wes the ladt thing you
held on to when everything ese was gone. The thought dhlled George, or it mey heve been the cdd sweet thet
covered hisface.

"I'm holding on," George whispered. He usudly didn't tak back to Old Leatherneck. He figured only
crazy people talked back to the voices ingde ther heeds Bu then, there sreweare ahdl o alat of arazy people
around Korben Manor. Ransom Strester daimed to see peodlewho wearent there, or thosewho hed pessed anlag before
Georgewidhed aned themwould haveavison now, do thet Sght thing Aligal wes dways gaing on about, see him trgpped
uncl thedd shed.

But Korben Manar was neally amile away, and nat meny messad around in this neck of the woods: Chances werg,
nobody wasinghouting digance evenif George could bdloon hislungs up eough far a good soream. Chances were, the
other hired hep was busy around the house, packing in the latest batch of rich artists, Miss Mamie glaing
a themif they dared to rest for evenaminue Chenceswere, evenif hemeneged to aaM aut from under three tons o
wood and ged and glass, held lesk away the rest of his blood before he medeit bedk to thetral, let doneto the
wegon roed or manor.

Bui fird hed haveto gt free Then he could warry about the rest of it. He looked to hisright, to the Sde of hisbodly thet
wasmsgapat. A sstion o therodf that was more or less intact doped down from a point jut above hiswad
to the ground fiiftean feet away. The rubdde abovehimwas hdd up by asnge bowed refter.

If that gave way ...

"Then it's 'Sayonara, Chally,” Old Leatherneck sad, caming back from whetever shocked pocket of Georges
branthet theamay bedtard hed beenhidg out in. "Now moveit.”

A two-by-four rested near Georges dhesk, the gan rough againdt his kin If he could menewver it, maybe use it as a
lever, he could pry his left am free. He moved his arm, and the bone of his ebow clubbed agard the
wooden floor. Hisrigt amm mugt heve been adesp, because now it cametotingling life

He sooated the two-by-four agang hissde, and the paydlf came The end of hisam exploded inabright burst of agony.
Thswas orange pan, the cdor of or-ange thet hat aut of the Humen Tordh's hends in those Fantastic Four comics
hed read as akid. Still, he pushed the two-by-four dong uniil he could aredleitinthe crook of hisinjured arm.

"There you go, Georgie-boy," said his one-man dend command. "Give'em hdl. Orly, whet are you gaing to



use as afulcrum for your little make-do see-saw?’

Old Leatherneck had a point, as much as George heted to admit it. But if he gave up now, then sunviving Nam
and Sdmaand the droke and Sggping an acoppear-head was dl for nothing. Siding down dong those minas rals
inthe dark would bethet muth eesier. 1t as an expaiman, because he nesdied to know, hedosed his eyes.

Ard hewas degper inddethelang dark twnnd. The light at the living end was fainter now, fuzzier. And he was
accderating, diding fast and smooth as if dedding on snow. The ar was thin and cool as the find bend
came nearer.

George relaxed, though he was shivering and his blood was starved for oxygen and his heart was
ham-mering like a roofer trying to beat a rainstorm. Because in here, in the tunnd, it was okay to give up
hope. Nobody in here would hold it againgt him. He sensed that oth-ers were waiting to welcome him,
huddled in the shad-ows, those who had ridden the rails before him. And he was rounding the bend, hell,
this was easy, this was fun, and then, the soft dithering sound pickaxed himin the skull.

What if there are SNAKES around the bend?

George opened his eyes and fought back to the mouth of the tunnd and saw that the sun was 4ill
henging stubbornly in the sky somewhere above, and the AWOL hand was splayed out Hiff and livid,
wear-ing a bracelet of splinters and dirt. Hed amost gone under, and knew that shock was sdtting in.

Back in An Loc once, some of the grunts had been gtting around knocking down Schlitz tal boys with
George Jones on the record player. A young medic named Haey stubbed out a joint as big as a rifle
barrel and told them why shock was a dying soldier's best friend.

"Some kinds of pain, even a plungerful of morphine won't touch," Haey said, a wreath of blue smoke
around his head. "But shock, man, it shuts you down nice and easy. Blood pressure drops, bresthing gets
shdlow, you get dl sweaty, and you don't even know your Mamas name. Crash and bleed out, man,
then drift off."

They'd told Haey to shut the hdl up. And George had dodged his own run+in with faid shock, at leest
so far. But lying under the crush of wreckage and running down Hdeyslig of symptoms he wis threefourths of
thewey there Hedill remembered Mamahed bean named Bestrice Anne.

The torn hand was dipping off the broken tip of lumber. A drop of blood hit his cheek. George gritted
his loose teeth and flipped the two-by-four onto his ded. He pushed with is sump o afaream uriil ane end of
the board was under the joit that had hisleft arm pinned.

He tried not to look at his ruined wrigt. Blood ran doantheundasded hsam If hedidnt gt a toumi-quet on
it soon—

"Don't wait for that weed-brained Haey to swoop downin his Huey, GeargeBoy. Some things amans gotia

dofor hissdf. And afixe-upper likeyou, some-body who's ared hendymen—aourse, yauire anly half as handy as you
used to be, an't you?'

Gaorge wanted to sream a Old Legthemeack to dut up and go away. But George nestlsd himy nesded thet taunting
inner voice as badly as ever. Waking the lady roeds and hore tralls of the Korben edate, hed taken what
companionship he could find. Sure, some o thefdks down & Sony Hampton's cefe whigpared about spooks
and such around the manor, but after Nam, George figured the scariest spooks were the kinds that sent
thar sonsinto bettle.

So when hed sem the flidker of pdle movamat inside the shed, he hadn't given the whispers much of a



thought. He'd figured it was a possum or maybe a sresch oM. Nathing thet would have caused much damege But
Georgewas pad to kegp the place Up ad the critters out, or, as Miss Mamie said, "Jugt the way things were
when Ephram was 4l lord and master here” So George had lifted the old metd latch and pushed open the
areeking door, hoping thet any snekes were scared away by the noise.

"But it wasn't no possum, nor no screech owl, wasiit?" whispered Old L eatherneck.

George's eyes popped open. He mugt have drifted off. That was another one of Haey's sgns. The
two-by-four across his chest rose and fdl with his shdlow bresthing. The sun had dipped low, the dark
angles of shadows sharp and thick in the carnage.

Fear gave him a burst of energy, and he levered the two-by-four. His stub of a wrig screamed in
firejuice red.

"Hear that? Wasn't no possum, wasit, Georgie?"

Now he wished the old bastard would shut up. He needed to focus, get the job done in a hurry, he
didn't need—

"Might be sssnakes."
Or it might be—
—the long white dlithery shadow—

—whatever trick his eyes had played on him as héld stepped indde the shed. Because if a felow
couldn't trust his own eyes, his days as a to-the-sixteenth-inch handyman were numbered. But right now,
dl that mat-tered was—

—that dippery shadow that you could see right through—

—the next push, prying that caling joist off hisleft arm. His chest erupted in hot blue sparks of pain,
hdll-blazer blue, a blue so intense it was dmogt white. But the joist gave alittle groan and inched upward,
awak-ening the nalled nervesin his biceps.

"She's moving, soldier! She's amoving! And the pain aint nothing, is it? Hel, we been through
boo-koos of thiskind of hurt. Thisislike a pansy-assed waltz through the daisies.”

A wadtz. The long white shadow had been doing awadtz. Like aworn linen curtain blowing in the wind,
only...

"Surewaant no Scresch oM'sface, GeorgieBoy.™
Theshedow hedahumenfaoe

Gaorge gudad and the qat tidded doawn his dhesk. He pried again and the joig lifted another crud and
precious inch. New colors of pain came, pus ydlow, eectric green, screaming violet, crazed ribbons of
agony. A big sedtion of the roof quiveredkand the am-putated hand worked free of its wooden skewer, fdl ad
bounoad dif hisforeheed and away.

But George berdy naticed, because he wias bedk in the tunnd, riding the minass rals And he wes rounding thet dow
aurveinto dakness thet fird rumaway from the bothers of breathing.

And suddenly heknew whet wasaround theband.



She woud be wating, the white shedow with the large round bagging eyes the thing with ams goreed wide, one herd
hdding thet deed bouguet of flovers She looked even more afraid than George. Just before the shad cdllgpsed,
hed s thelang ssethrough tal wiiggiing under thelacehemd her gon, atal as sy esa—

"Thegekesaa a nigt, Gaorge”
"No, they don't,” George said, voice hoarse and wesak. "I know, because | looked it up.”

He was wegaing because he redizad he couldnt remember his mama's name. But sorrow didn't matter now,
rether dd the pein, nor therellsin hisflesh, nor themissing hend, nor the dut filling hislungs nor the creeping night. Even
Old Leatherneck was nathing, just a distant jungle ghost, a cobweb, an echo.

All thet mettered were the minas rals and thet tm in the bend, and the tunndl opening into a deeper, air-les
blackness A black beyond thecdarsof pain

Trewaswating. With compary.

Jhmy Cash wesright, and the encydgpediaweas wrong.
Thesnekesdid caM anght.

CHAPTER4

Mason was tired from his wak dong the wagon trals Hed goart the atamoon trying to dear his heed, rdiding
thedlitude and quiet of themountain foret thet surounded the edtate. Out there, under the andiarnt herdwood trees;, nabody
hed any expedtations of im He didn't have to be a hot new artist, he wasn't the repository for his mother's
hopes and dreams, he had no ddigaion to prove hswarth to the warlds mog unHagving fether. On the grounds o
Korben Manor, hewas just another loser with a bag of tricks.

The foyer was nearly empty when Mason returned to the manor just before sunset. He nodded a an
e-derly couple who wore matching jackets, ther shirt-deaves laoed, dinks paised. Roth and a dark-skinned
wamenweretdking, Rothmimirg asif hewere sigpaing aphotogrgon. Thegeunt meid stood & thefoat of the Sairs hends
dagpad behind her back, daing a the portrat of Korben. Mason waved to Rath and arossed the room, careful to
avoid looking into the fireplace. Hewasarad hed sse somdahing thet proloebly weant there.

He touched the meid aon the Shoulder. She oun asif dedrocuted, and Mason gepped beck and hdd his hends apart.
"Sorry to sartle you. Are you the one showing us our rooms?"

Seforced asmileand nodded. Mason souinted to reed the brass nemegdlatefixed to her chedt. Lilith.

"Name plees?' Ha vaioe wes bardy above awhispea. Rathis laughter boomed fram the ather end of the room, no
douix fuded by oned hisown jokes

"Jrokson," Masonsad.

"Mr. Jackson, you're late" Shetried agmile again, buit it flitted across her pae face and settled into the
shedonsd her mouth. " Seoond floar, end of the souh wing,”

"I hope we've got bathrooms," he said, trying for bumpkin humar. I know were supposad to go bedk intime,
but I didn't see an outhouse anywhere."



"Shared baths for adjoining rooms only,” she said, dreedy heeding Up the dars "Yau have a private beth.
Follow me, please.”

Mason took alat look bedk & the firgdaoe, then & Korben's gat faoe Bven with dead eyes and aorfined to two
dmakas the men hed daisma But then, 0 hed David Koresh, Chares Manson, and Adalf Hile. And Mason's
father. The gdlery of assholes. Mason shook his head and started up the stairs. Lilith hadn't dffered to cary
hssatchdl. Maybe shed naticed how possessively hedung toit, or meybethednivelry and mammas of the ningesanth century
dil hdd swey here

Lilith gfided over the ok treeds with asvish of her log dress If she was gang far big-aty Gath, she ca-tainly hed the
Sddy comdexdan far it Shemoved with a grace that belied her brittle features. Judging from her bony hendsad
theangesd har skull, Mason ex-pected her to clatter when she walked.

Thessoond floor wes as grand asthefird, with the same high aalling and wainsoating. A peir of chendeliers hung above
the great hdlway, each with cream-colored candies stuck in a slver ring and surrounded by crystd
teardrops. Adra lamps burned at eye levd evay twanty fed, theflamesthroning enough light to Sirk the shedows
dag the wood tim Rows o three solid maple doors lined both walls, and ail landscapes wae & a inaves
batwemn the rooms The at wes of high queity, dl of menor soanary. One o the paintings was of the wooden bridge
that Mason and the guests hed arossad, and theimege brought back mamanes o hislighi-heeded penic. It, likethe ather
peinings bore no artist's sgnature.

Huoe partratsof Korben, with different lighing e-fects then the onein the foyer bt possessing the ddlig-atory scowl of
the era, hung at each end of the hdll.

"Nicepantings" hesadto Lilith.
"Mr. Kabenlivedfor hisat. Wedl dd”

"Oh, are you one of us?" He meant it as humor. Either he was too worried about his imminent falure
as asculptor or she was preoccupied, but the joke fdl asfla as canvas.

"l used to be," Lilith replied.

They passad an open door and Mason looked ingde Hferson Spence’s bk was ovawhdming a wooden smve dhar
as the writer unpacked pepers and goread tham across a desk. Miss Sevantean was novherein Sght. Mason noticed
that the room only had one bed, then quickly looked away, chiding himsdf for being nosy.

Lilith led hm before a door at the end of the hdl. It cresked as e pushed it gpen. She good asde 0 Masn
could enter, her eyes on the floor.

"Therks" Mason sad. Hisbettered suitcass, a Samp-sonitewith dedridanis tepe hdding the hende together, wees dreedy
ingdethe room. Theguitewaslargewith aking-9zed wooden poster bed, dhary desks meiding chestnut bureauss, and
round-topped nightstands. Tdl rectangular windows were st in the south and west wdls ad Mason
redized the room would gt anight throughout the day. That was a luxury a a place that had no eectricity.
The setting sun suffused the room with a honey-colored warmth.

"Wow. Thismugt be one of the better rooms" he said.
Themeddill waited outsde asif erad to bregthe the room's air.
"It's the magter suite,” she said. "It used to be Ephram Korban's bedroom.”

"Isthet why hisportrait's on thewdl? Mason sad, nodding to the painting thet hung above the bedroom's large firglace It
was asrdle veson o the panting that hung in the foyer, of a dightly younger Korban. The eyes, though,



were just as black and bottomless, and thefantes hint of asmileplayed acrossthose so-crud lips.

"Miss Mamie chose this room especidly for you,” Lilith said without emotion. "She said youve come
highly recommended.”

Mason tossed hissatdhd on the bed. Thetodsdinked dully together. "'l hope | eanliveup to her expedtations”

"Nobody has yet." Lilith ill waited outsde the door. If she was joking, there was no sgn of it in her
wan face,

"Uh, I don't know much about places like this™ he said, putting a hand in his pocket, faling back on his
"Aw, shucks' routine. He'd learned that people were marefagvingif they thought he was a dumb hidk be-cause
thar expectations were lower. He achieved the same effect with his southern drawl, though that was
modly unintartionel. He seordlly suspected his suooess at Adderly had been due to the sophigticated instruc-tors
amazement that a country rube could break the confines of his heritage and actudly compete in the ranks
d theauturd dite "Youmigt thirk I'm supid, but am | supposed to tip you?"

"No, of course not. And Miss Mamie would kill me if you tried." Lilith managed a amile, rieved at
being dismissed. She was even dtractive, in a nervous, pdlid way, like a princess whose head was due
to roll. She wasn't as pretty as the stuck-up woman with the cyan eyes, but Lilith probably wasn't
contemptuous of artigsif she hersdf was one.

Lilith pointed to the door on the west wall. "The bath-room'sin there."

"Fine." He sat on the bed.

"Isthat dl?'

"Unless you want to take off my shoesfor me."

Shetook ahesitant step forward, staring &t the floor.

"Hey, | was just kidding." He gave alaugh that sounded like a horse choking on an apple.

Lilith flashed her feverish amile again, then said, "Dinner’'s at éght sharp, Mr. Jackson. Don't be lae.
Miss Mamie wouldn' like it."

Then she was gone. Mason turned his attention once more to the furmnishings A lamp stood on each
night-stand, an ova glass base filled with heavy ail and en-cased in brass workings. A fire crackled away
in the hearth, a stack of Folit locust and oak piled near the stonework. It was a miracde the old place
hadn't burned down in dl these years. Mason leaned back on the pil-lows and stared at the hand-swirled
patternsin the gyp-sum ceiling.

Okay, Mase, this is what you wanted bad enough to go to all that trouble for. You did everything
but stand naked in front of the Arts Council grant committee and shake your goodies. You swayed
the critics, sold your brand of snake cil, and now you've taken maybe the biggest step of your
career. Maybe even your life. Because if you don't produce any salable work here, you 're looking
at another foodstamp Christmas in Sawyer Creek.

And you'll have to look Mama in the eye, even if she can't look back at you, and tell her you
failed, that your dreams weren't strong enough, that you didn't be-lieve in them enough.

Diabetic retinopathy. A rapid deterioration of her vi-gon, except she'd never said a word even as the
tunnd closed in. Sheld lied to the doctors long enough for the condition to pass the point of no return,



and Mason had only found out when it was too late. She was too young for Medicare and not poor
enough for Medicaid, but ill could have gone ahead and run up the bills and then declared bankruptcy
later. However, that would have depleted the meager savings sheld set aside for his education. Mason
hed wasted the money at Adderly, beeting on hunks of wood and metd, trying to turn them into dreams.

The worst part was that Mason didn't know whether to admire her for her sacrifice or despise her for
being so noble. Now she was scraping by on disability and whatever little bit Mason could afford to give
her out of his factory paycheck. But that job was gone now, logt because of his pursuit of art. And ill
Mama was his greatest fan.

"Don't ever let go of your dreams, honey,” she said through teeth she couldn't afford to repair. "That's
dl we got in thisworld, is dreams.”

Mason rolled to his feet and paced the room. It was the same way he paced when he was anxious
about an idea, when he fdt the itch in his fingers, when some new sculpture began to take shape in his
mind. It was the same mixture of excitement and dread, excitement that the new idea was the best ever,
and dread in know-ing that the finished product could never match the dream image.

Except, thistime, the anxiety wasn't the by-product of exhilaration.

This retreat was the biggest of his big dream images. Hed dready decided that if no direction or
recognition cameframhistimea Korben Manor, hewould tosshistods df the dd wooden bridge thet ssparated Karben
Manor from the rest of the world. Sure, the heights would give him trouble, but he could crawl blind if
necessaty. Hed ligento themdd danging and datter-ing dff the far rocks bdow, then hed dlow the blidars and cluses to
hed whilehefourd ared job.

Hedwaysknew thet aedivity came a aprice You had to pay the price even for a chance at falure. Dodtars
and lavwyas spat ten yearsin adlege and ped tens of thousands of dallars. Criminds paid with the risk of logt
freedom. Priests gave up pleasures of the flesh. Soldiers faced an even greater cost. Artists paid with ather
things the chegpest df whichwas pain. Nat thet heminded affeing for iisart. Hejud didnt thirk Mama should suffer for
it. He looked down and saw that hisfisgs were clenched into angry hammers, the rage nearly making him
drunk.

He sopped peang and leened againd thewindow, looking through the ol d-fashioned rippled glass to the manor
graunds Bventhough he was anly two gtaries up, he had to grip the molding to keep the dizziness a bay. The
woman held talked to earlier stood by the fence, petting a horse. The sunset gilded the horizon and the
gentle light made her ethered and beautiful, a fary-de princess floeting above the grass The grean dling fidds the
dimmaing sky, the goakling leke & the foot of the pasture, and the seemingly weightless women dl ssamed
locked avey inadream.

And, according to hisfather, dreams were a god-damned waste of good daylight.

Mason wert into the bethroom. Thedumaing wes primtivee, though the fixtures weere as amete s the rest of the house A
cagHron tub st inthe comer. Thesrk was marble, with gleaming chrome spigots and a framed mirror.

He faced the ceramic toilet and rdieved himsdf, noting the amdl sphon tank set high on the wal. The
pipes behind thewell jumped and quivered when he flushed. He washed his hands at the sink, glancing in the
mirrar. Though thewater wes odld, the mirrar fogged.

He wiped a it with the deeve of his shirt. Still the haze remained. He frowned at his bleary reflection.
Thefaceintheminar ssamad alitie dow in repond-ing, the sed and tired face df acondamned prisongr.

When heretumed to theroom, histodswere goread across his bed. They dmost seemed to taunt him, dar-ing



hm to take them up and fal. He didnt remember tking them out o the ssidd. Weas he thet yaigt ad
distracted?

Thepotrat of Korben gowered doan & hm, theimagined amile gone. Korban was just another task-mede, a
damending and cdld aitic. An obosarver, oui-90ke the aredlivee process; bt reedy to judge somathing thet no one but the
creator could understand. Just an-other asshole with an opinion.

Mason wat to the tods dravn as dways by thenrpower. He bent to them, touched the fluters, chisds,
hemma's and gouges took confart inthar edges and weaght. They ached to feed, they nesded Mason'sfingers to help
them shape their world. And Mason nesded themin tum, as/midic addidion thet would create as much as it
destroyed. He turned his back to Korban's partrait, then wiped the tods with a dremas dath il they geamed inthe
firdight.

"Wecanjust pushthebedstogether,” Ademsad

"Yegh andwhenyourdl over inyour desp, yaull be the one whose ass fdlsinto the crack.”
"Wonder whet kind of bed themarmied couplesgat”

"Probably a swinging harness rigged to the bed-posts, with a mirror on the calling.”

"Don't act so persecuted, Paul. Thiswill be romantic, like in the old days when we used to snuggle on
your sister's couch.”

"Yeeh, until Sisfound out. That was a scene that won't make it into a Disney family specid.”

Adam sighed. If only Paul weren't so hardheaded. They would make do. They dways had. And God
wasn't out to punish people like them, despite the vehement rants of the rabid right wing.

"Ligen,” Adam said. "Well push both beds side-ways againg the wdl, and you can have the back. If
anybody rolls off in the night and knocks his head on the floor, itll be me”

Paul rubbed his har in exasperation. A few strands of it stood up, dirty-blond and wavy, young Robert
Redford har. That, combined with his hdf-lidded eyes and thick eydashes, made hm look deepy. Adam
liked that deepy look. It was one of the things that had first attracted him to Paul.

"Okay," Paul said. "I'll quit griping now. This is sup-posed to be a second honeymoon.”
Adam smiled. Paul's tirades never lasted long. "Does this mean | get my virginity back?"
Paul pulled one of the feather pillows from under the blankets and threw it.

Adam knocked it away eadly. "Say, did you get aload of Miss Mamie?'

"She could pass for adrag queen if she had alittle neck stubble.”

They laughed together. Adam said, "You don't mince words. And you don't mince anything else,
e-ther.”

"Il mince your mest if you're not careful. And that's why you love me”
"Waell, that's one of the reasons.”

"Let's get unpacked. | want to go out and meet some people.”



"That's exactly like you,” Adam said. "We go eght hundred milesto get away fram it dl, then you have to snving
rigtinothemidded thesodd soae”

"Livetopaty, Rincess"
"Hey, its my inharitancewerethroning avay here And don't think 1'm going to let you forget it."
Paul gavehisfakepoutinreply.

Adam carried their luggage to the closat. Paul had three meiching suitcases and a heavy-duly case far hisvideo
camera Adam hed anly agym beg and aback-pack.

"Beddes" Adam said, "when the money runs out, wecan dways rat thet tremendoudy gorgeous body out for
Cdvin Klein commercids”

"Aslong as| don't have to pose nude with Kate Moss. She gives me the willies™
"If she gets alook at you, shell want to carry your baby."

"Likethat will ever heggpan”

"Hey, comeon. Y aud mekeacutedad”

"Dont art thet," Paul said.

Adam began puting Paul's aatton dhitson hengars, cardful to keegp his back tumed. He didhtt want his disgppainmeant to
ghow. Paul ws dead st ageind adop-tion, againg thet uimete long-term commitmant. And nobody could be as dead
Set as Paul.

"Sony," Adem sad, hiswords muffled by the dosst. "l just thought, out here in the wilderness, away from our
old lifeand dl the pressures—"

"l said not to gart.”

"Yousadweooudiak about itwhenwegat here”

"But | ddnt meenrigt avay. | want to rdax allitle and you're meking me dl tense.”

"Let'snot fight. It'sabad way to sart avacation.”

"l nead to wark some, too. How can | gat aything done if you're bugging me about that 'settling down' crap?* ™

Adam sghed into the dark hollow of the closet. He finded puting avay the dathes then pretended to be
interested in what wias gang an outsde the window. Paul waould have un geting some footage here A niog peaceful
nature documentary for an uptight Boston boy.

They hed aroom on thethird floar, sTeller then the ones held seen while the maid was leading them up-dairs The
window wes s in a gele The entire uppe floar, induding wells and angled aallings wes covered with varnished
tongue-in-groove boards. On the way up, Adam had asked the mad about a narrow ladder thet ledto a
sl trgodoor intherodf. Setdd thamit went to the widow's walk and that guests weren't a-lowed up there.
She sad it with what Adam thought wes nevousness and a dsmissve hese He wondared if, during some pet
refregt, aguest hed suUffered en ac-cident there.

Hetumed from thewindow, reedly to meke peece If he could get Paul talking about video, the spat would soon
befargatten. "' So, do you think you brought enough tape?”!



"Goat enough for eight hours. Too bad the budget didnt dlow for me to get a Beta SP camera. I'm
stuck with crappy digitd."

"W, youre fredanang for pudic tdevison What do you expect, the budget for Titanic minus Leo
Di-Caprio's didogue coach?"

"Hey, I'd be hgopy with his heirdylid's budget. DooHmentaty grants are & the battom of the ligt for funding these days
Maybe | shoud go into Mydeaies o the Unexained Enigmes and Other Offbest Ooault Pheno-mema’ With dl this talk
about the menar bang heunted, who knows?!

Adam amiled, couning avidary whenever Paul dipped into sarcastic humor. Paul wouldn't take any mongy fram
Ademto subsdizehisvideos but ather-wise he hed no quAims about bang a ket men” Pad stretched out on one of
the narrow beds and stared a the calling. Maybe he was visudizing the edit of some sequence.

"Tdl you what," Adam said. "I'll seeif | can arrange to be abducted by space diens while you rall the
cam-era.”

"I hear they do dl kinds of bizarre sexud experi-ments.”

"Sounds better every minute.”

"Hey, what can they do that | can't do better?’

Adam crossed the room. Paul had that degpy look again. "Kiss me, you foal."
Paul did. Adam felt eyes watching them. Strange.

"What?" Paul asked, hisvoice husky.

"Don't know," Adam said. He looked around. No one could possibly see in the window from outside,
and the door was locked. Besides the furniture, the only thing in the room was an ail painting, a smaler
replica of the man's portrait that hung in the foyer.

I'm not going to be paranoid. It's okay to be gay, even in the rural South. It's OKAY to get back
to na-ture. Thislove isas real as anything in this world.

He did into bed beside Paul, wondering if the old geezer Korban would disapprove of two boys
boffing under his roof. Who cared? Korban was dead, and Paul was very much dive.

October was a hunter, its prey the green beast of summer. The wind moved over the hills like a
reluctant hawk; wings wide, talons low, hard eyes sweeping. Beneath its golden and frosty skin,
the earth quaked in the wind of the hawk's passing. The morning held its gray breath. Each tender
leaf and blade of grass trem-bled in fear.

Jefferson Spence looked down at the keys of the old manuad Royd. "Horse teeth,” the keys were
cdled. George Washington had horse teeth, according to leg-end. Spence knew he was wadting time,
finding any digtraction to keep him from starting another sentence. He stared into the bobbing flame of the
lantern on his desk.

He looked up a Ephram Korban's face on the wadl. In this very room, twenty years before, Spence
hed written Seasons of Seep, a masterpiece by dl ac-counts, especidly Spence's own. All his novels
since had fdlen short, but maybe the magic would return.

Words were magic. And maybe old Korban would let dip a secret or two, bestow some hidden



wisdom gleaned from dl those years on the wall.
"What," Spence sad to the portrait, his voicefilling the room, "are you trying to say?"
Bridget caled from the bathroom in her soft Georgia drawl. "What's thet, honey?"
"To have and have not," he said.
"What isit you don't have? | thought we packed everything.”
"Never mind, my sweet. A Hemingway dluson is best saved for a more appreciative audience.

Spence had collected Bridget during a summer writ-ing workshop at the Universty of Georgia. He had
led the workshop during the day and spent his evenings cooling off in the bars of Athens. Most of the
sopho-more seminar students had joined him for the firg few nights, but his passion for overindulgence
and his brusque nature had caused the group to dwindle. By Thursday of the first week, only the faithful
dill or-bited like bright satdllites graviteting toward the black hole of Spence's incdculable mass.

Three of those were digible in Spence's eyes a bronze-skinned African goddess with ally curls, a
hol-low-cheeked blonde who had a devilish way of licking her lips and an unhedthy appetite for the
works of Richard Brautigan; and the tender Bridget. As dways,

acouded meesudants hed dso aowded hisdbows and plied witing tips from himin exdnenge far drinks Spence hed
litle petience with writers His best advice wes to goend timein front of the keyboard ingeed of in front of bar mirrors.
But, to Spence, women's minds were Smpler and therefore uncluttered with literary pretensons

He hed sHedted Bridgg predsdy because de wees the mogt innocent, and therefore would be the least
comupted of the three dhaloes With her fresh skin and dleen hair, her Smple and naive speech, her down-home
mennasad bdle grace, $e was evaything thet Spence wasn't. She was a lamb in a world of wolves. Ard
Spance wes pleesad thet hed gatten thefird bite

Hed lured her to hishatd room thet wieskend with the promisedf dowing her hislatest menusript. "Nat even my agent
hes seen it," held said, sMimming in a hezedt vodka. "Congdar yoursdf blessed, my sivedt”

She stayed the night, dumgly undressng as he waiched. She swly turned her back when she
un-snapped her bra, and Spence smiled when she faced him with her arms covering her breasts. His was
a gnled goprovd, but nat for her physcd qudities as ddightful as those were: He wias pleased with hinnadf for such a
perfect conquest, such a decadent notch in his triggerless gun.

She hadn't complained or expressed surprise when hedadnt atempt intercourse A few women hed acturdly
ridiculed him, him, Jefferson Davis Spence, the ned lagt grest southem wiiter, just because he wies impatant. But
Bridogg anly lay meskdy next to imwhile he sroked her asif e were apet cat. Her wamth wes comfarting in the nght
Aftar afew weeks shed even stopped trembling benegth his touch.

Thet hed been four months ago, and hefigured she was probably good for at least another hdf a year. Then, as
with dl the others, the scales would fdl from her eyes, the sexud frudration and the endless servi-tude
wauld wear her doan, until gaing bedk to adllege and getting a degree seemed a much better career daice then
wetdhing the greet Hfarson Spence bard heedang toward his firg: coronary. Then Spence woud fird hinsf dong
Oesparady done with nathing but himsdf and his thoughts, himsdf and words, himsdf and the monge he hed
adted ingdehisoan heed.

Helooked down & the peper thet wes srdlled into the Royd. Sx years Sx years and dl hehed to how for it was this
paragraph that he'd rewritten three hun-dred imes It wes the same paragrgph with which hed lured Bridoet thet fird
timg theonehedidnt even dare ow hisagat or editar. HEd knoan thetime hed ar-rived to get avey framiit l, sek a



fresh pargpedtive, Lmmon those arcane Muses I there wias any plece where he could recapture the magic, it was
Korban Manor.

He plaoced hisfingas an the keys The hover came an in'the bethroom, and Bridget begen srging inher smdl, pretty
voice. "Stand By Me," the old Ben King song. Hetyped "sand by me" under his opaning pera-grgoh, then dendhed
hHstegth and ripped the pege out of the carriage. He tore the sheet of paper into four piecesand let the soraps flutter
tothefloar.

Spence leaned baok inhisdrar and looked out the window. The treetops were swaying in the wind that hed
aisnwith the gpproeching dusk. Heimegined the smdlls of autumn, of falen apples bruised and sweet under the
trees, of birch leaves crumpling under boot heds d dary bark giting and lesking rubbary jewv-ded sp, o
pumakin plesand dinmey amoke If anly he could find thewords to desribe those things

Spence turned his atention back to the portrait of Kaorben on the wal. He thought about waking ino the
bathroom and watching Bridget soap hersdf up. But she might try to excite him. Each new beauty dways
thought she would be the one, out of dozens who had tried, to overcome what he cdled "the Hemingway
cure”" And with each fresh fallure, Spence fdt angry and humbled. Though he welcomed anger, he
loathed humility.

He cursed under his breath and rolled a fresh sheet of paper into the typewriter. The paper was heavy,
a twenty percent cotton mix. Worthy paper. The words would come. They had to come. He
commanded them to come.

Spence stared into the face of Korban. "What should | write, Sr?"
The portrait stared back, its eyes oil-black.

Spence's fingers hit the keys, the dattering motion vi-brated through the desk and echoed off the
wooden floor, the carriage return's bdl rang every thirty seconds.

The house sat amid the breasts of hills, among swells, above rivers, above all Earth, reaching
where only the gods could dwell. And in the house, in the high lonely window from which he could
see the world that would be his, the man smiled.

They had come, they had answered his call, those who would give him life. They would sing his
songs, they would carve his name into their hearts, they would paint him into the sky. They came
with their po-etries, their images, their fevered words, their dreams. They came bearing gifts, and
he would give unto them likewise—

Spence was 0 logt in his writing, logt as he had not been in years, that he didn't notice when Bridget
walked nude and steaming into the room. He worked feverishly, his tongue pressed againg his teeth. The
gft was returning, flowing like blood through forgotten veins. He didn't know whom to thank, Bridge,
Korban, or some unseen Muse.

He'd worry about that later. For now, the words car-ried Spence beyond himsdf.

CHAPTERS

Armalooked down & her plae Thepime rib oazed juices and geam, and adiraily would have bean tenpt-ing @ough
to ddlege her vapdaian pindples The sty balled brooodi orouts and red potatoes hed di-cited severd



exploratory stabs of her fork. The apple pi€'s crust was so tender it flaked dl over the china plate.

As she watched the sugary lava of the piefilling flow between the aumbs shewondered whet it would be like to
wany gbout deing She ganoad aoross the dining room at Hferson Spence and saw o hesitation in that man's fork.
She took afew hasty mouthfuls of the vegetables, then pushed the food around a little so it would look asif
dehad estenwl. Theway MissMamie fussed over dimner proossdings Ammaidmost fdt guilty about nat gpprediaing the
food

The dining room was along hall just off the main foye. The room contained four tebles alang onein the center
occupied by the people that Anna secretly thought o as"the ubarauture™ The ather, STele tableswere rdegaied to
the comars Apparently Miss Mamie had tried to maich people of amilar interests when she made out the
sedting charts. That meant puiting dl the below-fifties at the smdler tables.

Anna was gtting with Cris and the dark-skinned wo-man whom Anna had seen carrying a camera
ealier. To her left was the guy shed talked to on the porch, the sullen sculptor. Though his face was
plain, something about his green-brown eyes kept drawing her atention. A secret fire buried deep. Or
maybe it was only the reflection of the two candles that burned in the center of the table. Or an il-luson
created by her own desperate solitude.

Cris had mumbled a prayer before dinner. The dark-skinned woman had aso bowed her head. Anna
wasn't compelled to join in therr ritua and ingtead took the opportunity to study their faces. The sculptor
hed kept his head down but his eyes open. Then Anna had seen what he was looking a: afly circled the
edge of his plate, dipping a tentative feder into the brown gravy.

She'd hidden her amile as he surreptitioudy tried to blow it avay. When Cris said, "Amen," he quickly
whisked his cloth ngpkin out of hislap and waved it with a flourish. The fly headed toward the ail lamps
that burned in the chanddiers overhead. Anna watched its flight, and when she turned her atention back
to dinner, the sculptor was looking &t her.

"Darned thing was about to carry off my dinner,” he said. "Evil cresture.”
"Maybe it was Bedzebub," she said. "Lord of the flies”
"Bedzebubbas morelikeit. It'sasouthern fly."

Anna laughed for the firg time in weeks. Her table-mates looked a them with furrowed brows. The
men introduced himsdf to them as Mason and said he was a retired textile worker from the foothills. "I'm
aso an aspiring sculptor,” he said. "But don't confuse me with Henry Moore or anything.”

"Didn't he play James Bond?' Cris asked.
"No, that was Roger Moore."

Hepditdy waved df thewinewhen themad, Lilith, brought the cardfe around. Amattook a glass herslf, though she hed
rointenion o teking morethen afew dps The consavaiam thet came with a deeth sentence hed sunprised her, When you
aly havealitietimeleft, you try to heghten your expearience, nat dull it

Her eyeswandered to Miason agan Hewas wetdHing Lilith asif he wis interested in mare then just a ssc-ond hdping of
hat rdls Shewes bath annoyed and surprisad when aflae o jedlousy recad aoross her heart. She despised pettiness and,
besdes possessveness wies the e vice a dying person shoud auffer. Siephen hed taught her thet you could never
udadand anather per-son, muchlessovn ong and thelidead S0l méetes wiss bet limited to romeance novds Shetook a
gipad wireand le themild ging of doohd didradt her,, then intro-duced harsdf to the dark-skinned women

The woman was named Zainab and had been born inSaud Ardhia She wes ArdhianrAmaican, but anly



indiredy fram all money; her fether hed been an eng-ner @ Aramoo. Zaineb came to the U.S to attend Sanford, beck
before evayoneframthe Midde Eagt hed to jump through flaming hoops to immigrate here, and now warted to

beaphatoggohe "'whensegew Lp

"InAmaica, you gt to be groan upwhen yaure fourtean” Amasad. "At leegt if you bdieve the fadhvion megazines OF
oourse When yau reech farty, youire expected to look twenty-five."

"Hey," Cris said, palishing off her third glass of wine. "I'm thirty going on twenty-nine. Guess that means
I'm headed in theright direction.”

Anna chopped a her pie a little more, then pushed the dessat plate avay. Qiis leened toward Mason, her
eydadhesdong some saioustiutaing.

"So, what do the guysin the foothills do for fun?' Cris asked.

"Wego doan to the Dumpdersbehind thelocd cfé and throw rocks at the rats. Theratsin Sawyer Creek eat
better than the welfare families”

"| bet theratslive wdl around here," Crissaid.
Not a smooth move, Annathought. Talk of rodents does not a bedmate beckon.

"We cdl it living high on the hog' back home" Mason said, shuddering in mock revulson. "I was
tak-ing to one of the handymen today. He told me about set-ting out sted traps, and burying the food
scraps to keep the rats down. Garbage disposd is a big chore here”

"It's amazing the things we take for granted in a civ-ilized society,” Anna said.

"Who's avilized?' Cris said, giggling. "Sounds like were heading for one of those 'walked four miles
through the snow to get to school' stories.”

"It was ‘four kilometers over sand dunes without a came’ where | grew up,” said Zainab.

"l saw one of the maids with a basket of laundry. Not her,” Anna said, frowning toward Lilith, who
was uncorking awine bottle a the main table. "Imagine what it mugt be like to hand-wash dl these table
linens and curtains, not to mention the sheets.”

"Seems the sheets get a good workout around here, if you bdieve the rumors,” Cris said.
"Y ou mean the ghost stories?' Mason said.

Annds breath caught in her throat. If she managed to contact any ghosts here, she didn't want a bunch
of would-be necromancers holding midnight seances and playing with Ouija boards. She bdieved those
sorts of disrespectful games sent ghosts running for the safety of the grave. And if she had a misson here,
alag hit of business before her soul could rest, she preferred to handle it undistracted.

"l was taking about sex, but the ghost dtories are interesting, too,” Cris said. Her shilants were
dating to get alittle mushy.

Strike two, Annasaid to herself. A man who's an arrogant, tee-totaling prude probably doesn't
want to swap tongues with someone whose mouth smells like a barroom.

She knew she was being catty. The lagt entangle-ment had cured her of desire. And she ddfinitdy had
no romantic interest in the sculptor. Even if he did have srong hands, thick, wavy hair, those
dreaming-awake eyes. Maybe what she had taken for sullenness was ac-tudly insecurity. A shyness and



hestancy that was re-freshing compared to Stephen's self-righteousness, and—
Sop it right there, girl. Find something NOT to like about him.
There.
He chews with his mouth open and he has pie crumbs sticking to his chin.
Mason said, "According to William Roth—"

"Oh, | met hm" Zainab's brown eyeslit up as she interrupted. "1 actudly got to tak to him. I've dways
admired hiswork, but he's not &t dl like you'd think a famous person would be. He's so down-to-earth.
And he has the most wonderful accent.”

"He's quite acharacter, dl right.”

"l think William is charming,” Zainab said, looking at him seated a the main table where he seemed to
be engaged in three conversations at once.

"What were you saying about ghosts?' Cris said, asif shed just redized the subject had jumped track.
"Anna does that Suff—"

Annacut her off with alook and a subtle shake of her head. She didn't want everyone to think she was
aflake, at least not right away.

"Roth says Korban Manor is haunted, and he's going to try to take some pictures” Mason said. "And
the handyman | met today sure seems alittle spooked.”

"Has anything weird happened to you guys snce we got here?' Zainab asked.

Mason frowned. "l don't know about ghosts. Il beliese tham when | s tham, | suppose But dd geezer
Korban's pictures dl over the place sure give me the creeps.” He nodded to the portrait on the wall
above the head of the main table.

"Ahgdd placelikeths" Amasad, "you dways have areeky boerds and sudden drdtskdoming fram eveywhare Anddl
theselampsand candesthyow abunch of flickering shadows. 1t's no wonder stories make the rounds.”

"Sure" Mason sad. "Iif there redly were ghods do you think al these people would keep coming back year
after year?'

"Ard how could they kegp ay ardoyess? Amasaid.

"W, | wouldnt mind sssing aghodt or two," Qiis sAd, her chesks bright. "Might liven the place up abit. | like things
that go bump in the night." Cris amiled a& Mason in lewd punctuation.

Amawatched hisreedion. Thisisit. Rght over the heart of the plate. Srike three, or thelong ball.
Mason shrugged, ssamingly ddiviausto Grisscome-on. "I don't know. Il believe it when | seeit.”

A smdl, cheap glow of victory burned in Annds chest. Then she despised hersdf for the feding. What
busness was it of hersif Cris hooked up with this country boy? After Sephen, men didnt edd, anyway. Ghods
waefa moresdid and rdigdetren menwere

The conversation was broken when Miss Mamie rose from her seat at the head of the main table. She
tapped her wineglass with a spoon, and the clatter of dishes and amdl tak died to a whisper. Lilith and



the aher meid sood & atention neer thefoyer, eech hdd-ing a silver pitcher.

"Ladesand gantlamen, lovdy gueds” MissMamiesaid, her voice filling the hal. She looked at the faces lining
the main table, dearly enjoying the moment. "Friends."

Annawas dready bored. She hoped the speech would be short. Miss Mamie drew in a breath asif she
were a soprano about to legp into an aria.

"I'd like to welcome dl of you to Korban Manor,” Miss Mamie said. "As most of you know, this house
was built in 1902 by my grandfather, Ephram Korban. After he passed on, God rest his soul, it came into
my father's hands. We turned the manor into an artists re-treat to fulfill Ephram'’s find request. Now it's
my duty to carry on the legecy, and | do that with great pride and joy."

"And profit,”" cut in a British accent, and an uncer-tain laughter rippled across the room.

Miss Mamie gamiled. "That, too, Mr. Roth. But it's more than jus a way to fund the estate's
preservation. It's alabor of love, a continuation of Ephram's vison. He himsdf was an admirer of the arts.
And | hope each of you finds fulfillment during your stay here, and in so doing, youll hep keep Ephram's
dreams divein your own way."

Anna sneaked a glance a Mason. He was gaing & Miss Mamie with blatant curiosty.

Hmmm. Maybe he's not as handsome as | first thought. His nose isa little long in profile. And his
fin-gers are too thick. I'll bet he's clumsy with women.

Sidfied that she had found enough flaws, she sipped her wine. Miss Mamie was in the middle of
goking the collective artidtic fires.

"—g0 | propose a toast, my friends" the hostess said, twiddling her pearls. She raised her wineglass
to-ward the vaulted celing, then turned and tipped it to-ward the portrait of Korban. Mogt of the room
joined her. Anna reached for her glass again, then changed her mind. Mason saw her and smirked.

Asshole. Probably one of those "holier than thou " types. An artist with a superiority complex.
Now, THERE'S a rarity.

She grabbed her glass. When Miss Mamie drank, Anna took a large gulp. It was house-bottled
musca-dine, alittle too sweet for swilling. But she took an extra swalow for good messure.

"You're welcome to join mein the study for after-dinner drinks and conversation,” Miss Mamie con-
dudsd "Therés a smaking parch dif the dudy aswell. Agein, therk you far dloning us the plesare o your company.
Good evening.”

Theroom eupted in dnatter and ratling siveware Qris wabbled digtly as she dood, and e put a hend an Mason's
shoulde to belance hersdf. Amna pratended nat to natice She wss dter ghodts damit. Ghodts didnit meke afod out of
yautheway menadwaysdd

Sedipped avay Yo thedars Thelamps dang the hal threw a warm glow over the woodwork. She en-tered
the dark bedroom and sood by the window, loock-ing over the dark menor grounds The sky wees fading into a deep
periwinkle, soon to be smothered by the bladkness aregaing fram the eadt, the moon risng faint and blue in the
.

Shetook her fladigt fram the nightstiand. At leest onemodam convenience hed bean dlowed, prabedly on the demends
d themenor'sinsurance provider. Sheturned the light on and played it across the walls, hdf expecting to see a
restless spirit, but reveding only a spiderweb crack in the plasterboard.



Sedghed Godiedesng Thet weswhet Sephen cdled it
"Leavemeto do the sariousinvedtigeing” hed say. 'Y ou can play at ghoulie-chasing.”

A gt livedintiishouse Sheknew it as urdy as heknew thet de wes dying And sewoud dheseit to hdl if e hed
to, because rewanted to beright far oncein her life At leegt, e wanted Sigphen to know she hed beenngt. Bvenif it wes
aly her omn ghot shefound

Seadleted a sivester and put the fladigt in her pocket. A long wak aone with the night would do her
good.

Rubbish.
Rubbish and poppycock
Rubbish, poppycock, and swill.

William Roth ran through the derogatory nounsin his mind as he studied the books that lined the study
wadls. The books were dl hardbacks, many with lesther covers and gilded titles. The dust on them was
proof of ther dullness.

Ajolly good put-on for the intelligentsia. Because the books are all poppycock and. . . claptrap.
Yes, CER-TAINLY claptrap.

Precis of the French Revolution. The Diary of Sr Wendell Svanswight. Talmud. Juris Sudis.

They would make rather bully paperweights. The only thing they had going for them was that they fit the
shelves perfectly. Roth sipped his scotch-and-water as he worked his way toward the smal crowd that
hed gathered around Jefferson Spence. The great man's tremulous voice held forth on some didactic
opinion or other. Spence went unchdlenged by his admirers.

The Arab bird stood across the room, her ever-present camera around her neck. He mentdly
practiced her name, because it was difficult to fake a British accent while saying it. Zay-ih-nahb. He
would have to teach her afew things about photographic codes of conduct. Y ou don't blunder about like
arhino through the veldt. You stalk, you wait, you seduce your subject with infinite pa-tience and care,
you lull, you caress, and then—flick, click, thank you, prick.

But he could get Zainab anytime. She was easy meet waiting to be culled from the herd. She was a
crippled gazdle, and Roth was alion. First he had bigger game to snare.

Wait a minute, bloke. Bad metaphor. You know from your time in Afrikker that a lioness does all
the hunting while the lion lies around licking his balls. But the bloody Yanks don't know that. King
of the Jungle, and that bit.

He was thinking in his Manchester accent. He had descended into Liverpudlian in the mid-nineties
during that brief Besatles revivd, then had gone Y orkshire in the wake of "The Full Monty.” Fads came
and went, and 0 did his accent. He occasondly dipped in a"righty-right” or "bit of the old what for," but
Americans didn't notice his errors. The only time he had to be careful was when he met ared Birit.

And a fat bloody chance of that here, he thought, amiling to himsdf. He had reached the edge of
Spence's circle now.

"And they say there are hermeneutic dements in Look Homeward, Angel,” Spence said, his jowls
quiver-ing for emphasis. "I submit to you that Gant is no more than a symbal for the humen heart. A



flimsy extended metaphor propped up by a billion adjectives. If you sent that to an editor today, shed
say, "Wonderful, now can you make it read like Grisham? "

The eyes of the onlookers brightened with awe. This man was a master, a snake charmer. His ego was
as ample as hisbdly. None dared to dispute his ephemerd pronouncements.

Spence drained hdf of his matini before continu-ing. "The worst book of the twentieth century?
Perhaps not. That jester's crown mugt go to Hemingway's A Move-able Feast. The critics raved about
the undercurrent of tendon that supposedly wends through the nove. Clap-trap. It is nothing but
Hemingway-in-a-bottle, quintes-sentid Ernest. Too earnestly Ernest, one might say.”

Spence paused for the requisite laughter. It came.

Roth amiled. Spence was as great a deceiver as Roth himsdf. And he played the celebrity game just as
successfully. Roth was congtantly amazed by people's hua for idds Bring on your fdse gods The messes
needed an opiate, and that bit.

Roth worked his way to Spence's left, edging be-tween a blue-haired biddie and an old chap with a
hundhed back. The autelitle bird with the nae knock-ers was a Spence's sde. She hadn't spoken a word Al
evening, even during dinner. Roth knew, because he hed watched her and Spence & thar privete teble Rah
cdculated the chances of working her for a bit of the ddin-out. Thet would be adandy feather inthe cap.

Spence blathered on about the mord indructions encadfied in The Great Gatshy. The crowd nodded in
goprovd, and oocasondlly dared to munur. Rath figrured the time wess right to meke his presence knoawn. "I say, Mrr.
Spence, didnt some editor supposedly say, 'Fitzgerdd, get rid of that Gatsby cdlown and youll have
yoursdlf a good book'?"

All eyes turned to Roth and then back to Spence. The writer looked a Roth as if measuring the reach
of an adversary. Then Spence amiled "Rurdy gpoaryphd. Though it contains the seeds of possihility. Sr Williem Roth, is
it?"

"Yes aplesareto medt you, my good men'” Rath said, extending his hand. A tingle of pleasure surged through
him as the "little people’ oohed and aahed at this medting of the gods.

Foance pdished df his drink and hended the ety dass to his dgpdy compenion. "So whet do you thirk of my
andyss of Gatsoy?'

"Santillating. And | agree that Wolfe's book is ab-solute poppycock.” Out of the corner of his eye,
Roth watdhed thegi'sgimmaing reer ssdeweked tothe bar.

Soance tumed awey fram hisadmirers and squared off with Roth. The photographer nudged Spence toward
the corner of the room. The crowd took its cue and broke into smdl groups, some stepping onto the
porch for snokes, athasrdilling thar drinks

"Whet lringsyou to Karben Manar, Mr. Rath?”
Rath rdled his sootch-andiwaater betwean hishends "Business Sr. Alwaysbusnesswithme”

"The devil, you say. That's just what the world nesds anather four hundred neglivees of thisplace Or are you
hired for a publicity shoot?"

"I'mfredancing.”

"Hmmph. I'm working, too, if you can believeit."



Roth knew that Spence hadn' finished a nove in years He hed biugtered hiswey through some gainion pieces
and essay's and hed penned ascathing introduction to The New Southern Voices Callection thet hed likely diiven some of
theanthdogy's contributorsto tears The critics had given him up. He was like a beached whae—fun to poke
while blood could be drawn, but sunned dter beooming abloeted, gessy corpse

" would think this place would be rather ingoiring far a men of your ganils” Rath sad, berdy dsisng the
taunt.

Fanceddnt riseto the bait. Hed probedly reed too many of his publisher's press releases, the ones that ket
pramisng acoming medarpiece "Thisistheong, Mr. Rath. Thisisthe work thet will eam the Nobd Rize for Literaure It's
about imean Amaican brought homethet particular plece of herdware Nathing persond, mind you.”

Rath tumed yp ane pamin lomisson. His British acoant hed foded even Spence, a men who hed trained himsdf to
absave humen behaviar. Spences gitfriend brought the writer his drink, put it in hishend, and dutifully returned to his
shadow.

Rath amiled & her and then begen thelabariaus task of drawing Spence into his trust.

CHAPTERG6
I'm a ghoulie-chasing fool.

Anna let the ydlow beam of the flaghlight lead her as if she had no will of her own. She found hersdf
hesding up aforedt trall, onto oned the nalrover wom paths crowded by laurdl. The waxy leaves brushed againgt
her face and hands. Crickets and katydids laundhed ther choruses fram the dosounity of the derk forest.

Yau follow and you fallow and you never catch up. You reach out and they dance away. You run and they run
faster. You look in the dark and see nothing but darkness.

Ghodtsplayed by thar omn riles Amnahed ahundh that ghosts didn't need to unravel secrets, didn't de-mand
explanations. Life's great myseries must mean very little to those no longer living. Undoubtedly dl spirits
received the necessary explanations as a gift to welcome them to the afterlife. But perhaps the dead
needed amusement. Eternity surely got tedious after awhile.

Anna wasn't worried about getting logt in the woods even though Korben Manar's lighted windows had
disappeared from view. After leaving the house, she'd stopped by the barn and found four horses in tharr
ddls. She had massaged ther necks and stroked the bristling hairs above their noses.

She was comforted by thar warm animdl STl The aomadf sraw and manure brought beck memanies of one o her
foeter families who hed kept afamin West Virgnia Amahed groaninto awomen thet Summer. Her fird sead expaience
waswith the hendsome but dull boy who came evay ather day to adllet theeggs Shed do gpart hoursin the wesdy locd
camday, sting anong the auding, illeglde markers, wonder-ing about the people under the ground and the
part of them that might have survived the crush of dirt and decay.

And 4ill she wondered, her curiogity sending her ino anthrgpdogy a Duke Universty and pargpsydha-agy &
theRhine Research Canter, and now aut into the night woods. Roads that never ended, a seeking that never found
The moon and a qarinkle o dalight gave vegue shepe to the landscape. She fdlowed the ridge to the point where the
ground sloped rapidly away. Boulders gleamed like bad teeth in the weak light. Beyord thefidd of Sone wes
ayaving ggp o bladk valey, dusted siver by an early frogt.



The ribs and ripples of the Blue Ridge Mountains rdled aut toward the harizon, the didart twirkie of the toawn of
Black Rock st among themllikedueand or-ange jewels. A jet's winking red light cut a dotted line in the east.
A little flying tin can of humanity, some pessangars probedly afrad of a arash, some munthing dde peenuts athars
logrg for a dgardte Mod with thoughts of relatives, spouses, and lovers recently visited or wating a
arport terminas ahead.

All with places to go, things to look forward to. People to beong to. Hopes, dreams, futures. Life. She
thought of that Shirley Jackson line, "Journeys end in lovers medting.”

Yeah, right. Journeys end in death, and lovers never meet.

She turned from the lights that were starting to blur in her vison and put aside her sef-pity. She had a
for-est to explore. And shefdt atinglein her gut, an in-dinct that she had learned to trust even if Stephen
couldnt prove it was redl. There were dead among these trees and hills

She sometimes wondered if the cancer was a pro-gression of that indinct. As if death were her true
nat-urd state, and life was only an interruption to be briefly endured. Asif, by rights, she belonged to the
dead and that her sense of them grew stronger the closer she got to becoming one of them.

That was morbid thinking. Still, she couldn't ignore the Jungian symbolism of turning her back on those
dim, ditant lights of dvilization to enter the dark for-est done. In search of hersdf.

Thisis my lifés work. If | can leave just one thing behind, if | can shed a little light into the
ignorant and blind caves of the human consciousness, then maybe it's worth it. Or maybe I'm
more vain than any artist, politician, or religious zealot in thinking that my be-liefs matter.

Wouldn't it be nice to love, to belong, to be con-nected? To know that there was more to your
time of breathing than the rush toward its end? What if it WERE possible to meet another spirit,
touch someone, share the science of souls, to create something that has a life beyond living and
dying? Or is such wishing only a more grotesque form of vanity?

She stared at the cone of battery-powered light as it bobbed ahead of her on the trall. The older she
got, and the closer to death and the deeper into her search she found harsdf, the mare done she became And if
therewas anything thet frightened her, thet could frighten someonewho hed seen ghots; it was the thought thet any soul or
consciousness or life force that continued beyond desth would do S0 dong, forever isdlated, for-ever ot

Amafigured e was about amilefrom the menar now. She was beginning to tire. That was one of the things
she hated mogt about her illness. Her strength wesdomMy draning away, dipaing framthislifeinto the next.

Se paussd and played theflagiigt dong theridge ahead of her. Night noises crept from beneath the canopy o
hardwoods the dining of nodumd animdls and the restless mountain wind. A breath of pine-cleansed ar and
the cold dampness of the early twi-ligt revived her. The tral hed interssdted with severd larger ones and e hed
edlier aossad anather weegon roed. She fdlowed her inding, the one thet camied her through the night like the moon
pulled a restless tide.

The trall widened under a copse of basams, then opened onto a meadow of thick grass. A shack
over-looked the dearing, frall and wobbly on its tilts of stacked rock. A crumbling chimney, gray in the
dm darlight, penetrated the danted tin roof. The glass edsd the windows were like dark eyes wetdhing for

company.
This was what Anna had been sent to find. She weaded thraugh the meedow, her pants aulfs soeked by the

frosted grains of grass. A large rounded stone was s a the foat of the parch, as pde asthebdly o afih She
stepped on the stone and peered into the dark doorway.



Thehousswantad her.

Maybe not the house, but whoever had lived and then ded hare Something hed bound a humen sl to this
place, an event terrible enough to leave a psychic impint, mudh the way ligt bumed thraugh the emul-9on on a
photographic negetive.

Thear hummed with ineudide musc. Thetiny heirs on the beck of Annas neck sood like megretized needes Desaite
the dill of nght, her anats were svedy. A preternatural fear coursed through her veins, threat-ening to
override her curiosty.

Somahing hovered beyond the door, wigoy and fral asif unfamiliar with its own substance.
Or perhaps it was only the wind blowing through somediirkinthe board-ancHoetten wells

Amadingd theflaigt on aknathde jugt above the door handle. A flicker of white shadow filled the hole,
then dissolved.

Amaput her ather foat onthe dore porch. A fam, aface, imprinted itsdlf in the grain of the door.
A gmdl voice skirled in on the wind, soft and hol-low as a digtant flute: "I've been waiting."

Amafagt theurgeto run Though she bdieved in ghodts the sudden drangeness of encountaring one d-way's hit her
like a dash of ice water. And this one ... this one talked.

Amabecked avay, theflashlight fixed onthedoor.

"Datt go" care the add and hdlow vace Anrds musdles froze. She fought with her own body as her
heartbeat thundaredinher ears Thevaicecameagan, smdler, pleading: "Please.”

It wes achilds vace Anrdis fear mixed with symHethy, melded into a nesd to comprehend. Did young ghosts stay
young forever?

Arma geppad Up onto the porch. The boards cresked under her fet. Somdhing fluttered under the eaves and then
joined the night sky. A bat.

"Whet do you wat?' Amasad, tying to keep the tremor out of her voice. Her flashlight beam on the door
reveded oy wood and ruged hardware

"Areyouhg?'

"Ha?

"Hdp me" came the plantive voice again, fading now, dmost logt. "Help us”
Armalifted theiron catch and pushed the door open, daying theflethligtsbeeminio the house

Shedimpsad atiny figure ayoung face autlined by lang locks o hair, afew fddsdf soft fatric flomng be-nesth the bagging
gyes Thethreeds o thevisanwere unraveing.

"Say," Annasad, both arequest and a desperate command.

But the shape faded, the ghodtly lips parted as if to speak, and then there were only the eyes, floding,
flosiing, beooming wigss o lesser shedow, then nothving. The eyes had burned into Annas memory. She would
never forget them. The eyes had looked— haunted.



"Hdld? Amacdled Theword dedinthehdlow shdll of the shack. She moved the light across the room A few
ddves goad to ane Sde a rough beam of wood spanning the black opening of the fireplace. A long table
marked off what had been the kitchen area. A row of crude, hand-carved figurines stood on the table,
their gnarled limbs protruding at grotesque an-gles.

Anna touched one of the figurines. It was about a foot tdl, not lacquered or painted, the wood dark
and bonedy with age The body wes mede fram a chopped root, the ams and legs shaped from twisted
jackvine. Theheed wasawninkled piece d frut, broan like dried gople, the eyesand mouth st inadgfomed gin

They appeared to be falk art, something an early Scots-Irish mountain settler had carved during long
winter nights to amuse the children. But the figurines were arayed on the table like rdigaus rdics One was
wrgpped in apeding Shedt o hirch bark thet gppeared to emude a dress Another wore a gadand o diied and dead
flowers.

Anna shined the flaghlight on the nearest stooped daue The aude opaning of the mouth hdd a gray, parpary
ubdanoe Amasraiched & itwith her firgarel and it fdl to the table. Annaidentified the object in-gantly by its
mottled markings and coarse, pebbly grain.

Sekekin
Amamoved behind thetable, fadnginthe same di-rection as the figurines. An old fireplace was directly across
the room, its stones blackened by the smoke of tenthousand fires Thehegp of ashesgave no evidence o whenthe

firegdacewaslad used. The comas o the room were thick with cobwebs, which drifted like di-gphanous sals
agang the breeze that leaked through the log wdls.

One upper hdf of the room was covered by aloft. Annaclimbed the rickety ladder, but saw only thick
o and the cattering of leavesthet mearked arodent's nest.

She was checking the primitive kitchen when she heard a noise outside. The moonlight at the window
was briefly interrupted. Had the ghost returned?

Armaran ousde hddng thefledight a chest levd. A ooped humenfam arossad the meedow, heeding far the thicket
of hardwoods behind the shack. A ragged shawl trailed out behind the figure in the night wind that had
arisen.

"Wait!" Annatook a step and tripped over a loose piece o pdaking She tumbded df the porch and landed on
her wiid in the pecked dirt. An dedtric shock o pain raced up her arm. By the time she got to her feet and
collected her flashlight, the person or thing had disap-peared into the black trees.

Anna followed. When she reached the edge of the forest, e waited and drained her ears The nght mece a
hundred sounds: the wind moaning through the branches, limbs squesking, leaves scraping againg bak,
anmésddurbad from degp, unssen birds duteing Any hope o heating fodfdlswesfuile

It Mgt heve been humen Amnasensad no éhered threed he could fdlow. Shewondered if the personiinthe shawl had
a0 seen the ghost. Or was it someone who had arranged the primitive figurines in a strange mockay o
ritLe?Had sheredly ssan the ghodt or was Sevidimd an dabarate tridk? Was e S0 desparate to find proof of dtafife thet
her own mind wes decaiv-ing her?

Anna rubbed her wrig for a moment. No one, not even Amma hasdf, hed knoan her destiretion thet nght. The
ghod hed ben red, Seweas oatan. Thefiguineswere probably the handiwork of one of the manor's guests and
left behind as a gift or tribute. Or maybe it had been the idle tomfoolery of one of the manor's workers.

She turned to follow the flashlight back toward Korben Manar, bothered by the drange sansttion thet she was



heeding home.

She redized why she had come to Korban Manor. Shehed bean fodedintothinkingit hed been her dhoiog, thet
she needed to make contact for her own reasons. Out o dl the reputedy heunted plaoes e could have pat her
fird days dhe hedht Sndy pidked this mourHain edate She hednit dreamed of this place because of some longHfargatten
peranomd jourd she hed ance read.

No, shehad been unmoned.

Tresgping d atwig brought her ot o her revarie Somdhing large emerged fram the farest hedows Ammarasad the
fladhlight, reedy to useit asadubif necessary. The beam flashad acrossthelooming bladk shepe

"You" esdd
Mason hdd up hishends asif to ward dif her angge. "'l saw her.”
"Theghogt?'

"What ghost? | saw an old woman spying on you, then she took off running through the woods. | tried
to follow her but she must know these old trails pretty well."

"How dareyoufdlov me? Whet areyou, somekind of dimy pervert stalker?”

"No, | judt... wdl, Miss Mamies little party was boring me to death, and | couldn't help being curious
after dl that talk about ghost stories. When | saw you leave the manor—"

"You arrogant bastard." She shoved past him and heeded down the tral, nat caing thet e wesleaing im in
darkness. She only wished that ghodts redly were edl, 20 thet one might hite dff his supd oversze heed. With ary
ludk, heéd wander off thetrall and have to spend the night in the forest, then wake up cold, sore, and missedle She
broke into arun ad tdd her-Hf it was the wind and not anger and embarrassment that filled her eyes with
tears.

Miss Mamie took dff her pearls ad placed them on the dresssr amog the purde velve ribbons and battles of
rosewater. She looked in the mirror, bringing the lamp closer so she could check her skin. Anyone see-
irgthefan bagmings o wiinkies around her mouth and me dregks of siver a her tampdes would think e wesfifty years
dd Nat bed, corgdaing Seweasgang on a hundred and twenty.

Ephram hed pramised to kegp her young, Btram dway's kept his promises. He was the perfect gentle-man.
That was what had firg attracted her, why she'd fdlen in love with hm His wes a complete ad pafet
possession.

She opened the locket attached to her necklace. Insde the locket was Ephram'’s young face in sepia,
with its sharp cheeks, a narrow angle of nose, thick beard and Sdeoums burgeoning over ahigh diff adlar. Oh,
and those dark eyes, those cold burning eyes that hed siveat her heart avay and caged her <o, thet hed sparked
the tinder of her desire. Hed dways had power, even back when hewasamortd.

But now, mow ...
"Now we are ready," he said from the mirror. "Just as | promised.”

Her heart accelerated and her pams grew moigt. She placed a hand on the mirror's smooth surface.
Ephram's face coal esced in the reflection of the fire-light. A row of peeled apples hung drying on a string
by thefirg carved into heeds with pratruding earsand noses. The eyes and mouths glistened like scars. The faces
would take shape as they dried, taking on their own unique fegtures.



"How doyoulikethem?' sheasked
"Yauvedhosnwel.” Ephramisvacewaslow and Shilant.

"They will feed you, given time"" Miss Mamie looked into those seductive eyes. She fdt a flush of
warmth. Her love had never faltered.

He deed husdbands eyesflared ina gom of red and gdd "Bven now, thar dreams gve me drength. And the blue
mMoonN is coming again.”

"I liketrenigntyoudied”
"Heesa my love Yau know | dontt favor thet word. It sounds so... permanent.”
"What about Sylva?' Miss Mamie said, lowering her eyes, anticipating his anger.

"Whet of ha? hesjugt an dd witdhwomenwith asack of festhars wieeds and dd bones Her power is nathiing but the
pethetic power of Suggestion. But mine " — hisvaice rase, thundaraus, untl she wies drad thet the guests upgtairs might
hear—"mine is the power that shapes both sdes”

"So many years." Miss Mamie ran her hands over the neckline of her lace nightgown. "I don't know if |
can wait much longer.”

"Pdience, my heat'slove Theseare padd. These are true makers. They carve me, they write me, they draw
me into life. Ther hands give me shape, ther mindsgve me subgtance They meke mejudt as you make them.
And soon, Margaret—"

Ephram reeched up through the migt thet svirled inrside the mirror and placed his pdm againg the glass. Mis
Mamie put her fingas an the minrar, aaving the cruel and arousing dectricity of his touch. Her dead husband
amiled.

"Soon dl those we have sacrificed will find their home, their true eternd life, in me. | will have what any
lord and master deserves.”

"What any lord and master deserves," she repeated inawhigoe. Thenthemissfaded. Bohram odllgosed ino an
dhaed anoke and theminor wasagan desr.

Sedudeal her omnface Shewasaludky women Her own hopes and dreams were about to be reborn. Soon
Ephvam could escpe the miar, thesewls thishouse: Soon she could touch hisfleh again

She went to bed, done with her lugt. Patience, she told hersdf. Ephram had promised her. And
Ephram aways kept his promises.

CHAPTER7
"I need somgthing frangg™”
"Yauant suppossd to come aut herein broed dayHight, Rensom. Whet if somebody seenyau?'

"I'm scared. | an't coming out here in the dark. It's bad enough when you can see, and it's getting
worse"



"Weasyoufdlomed?'

"Not by none of the guests. Miss Mamie told them they aint dlowed up Beechy Gap. But the
others'— Rasom lowerad his vaice and hundhed his heed as if afrad that the cabin's knotty wals were

ligening— "yauknow, them—they'sevaywhaesnow.”

SylvaHartley bent and spat into her fireplace. The liqud hissed and cracked, then evegparated againg the flaming
logs. She ran the back of her lesthery hand againg her dvivded mouth. She loodked pegt Ransom, saring down
the decades that were as dark as the smoky stones benegth the hearth.

"Lord knows it's getting worse," she findly said in agreamat. Shepulled her frayed daM up around her neck.

"Thelast charm worked right fair for a while. Kept them scared off. But now, they just laugh & mewhen | do
my warding."

Sylva thought Ransom ought to have a little more fath. That was the key: fath. All the charms in the
world didn't amount to ahill of beansif you didn't be-lieve Ransom hed bean rased Chridien, and thet wes dl fire
and dandy. But whenyou gat right down toit, some thingswere dder and ran degper then rdigon

It was too bed about George Lavson. Georgeweasan outsider, not born on the mountain. He didn't know what
he was up againg. With the proper charms, he migt have dodged Eptrarislitiegames

But maybe not. Ransom wias right. They were giing sronger. Bhram wias gting sronger. And now George wias an
ther 9de, too. Alangwithdl the ather people Bphram hed fetdhed over inthelagt hundred years

"Yaumindflipaingthemjohmy cekes?” shesdd.

Ransom crossed the floor of the cabin to the little Hue 9ed cookdove Hetumad the cakes in the sdllet The
gl of soorchaed commd filled theroom.

"They donit Say insldeno mare” hesad, hisbedk to her. "It used to be just Korban, and you only seen himin
the Big House once in awhile. But the others, they been walkin'."

"Thelduemoonin October. A imed megic. Rigt megic and wrong magic.”
"Whet areyou gomnado?' Ransomisvaicetrembled.

Seddnt Hamehmfor bang scared. Sheweas Scared, too, but e ddnt darelet it how. "Fird off, Imgang to have me
ahite to eat. After that, | guess well just have to see what the cat drug in.”

Ransom hended her aplate mede of hemmared tin He hed lad a fried plece o Side park beside the johmy cakes Liquid
fa podedinthe battom of thedateand dripped out a smdl holein the metd. Sylva put the plate on one arm of
her rocker so the grease wouldn't stain her clothes.

"It's the people, ant it?" Ransom asked, the fire-light dlittering in his eyes. "The people daying a the
Big House."

Sylvasad nothing, just worked the pig gristle be-tween the sumps of her teeth. There was a generous
hurk of metinthefat. Ransom dways mede aure She got one of the better dabs whenever they daughtered ad
snoked oned themanor'shogs Shefigured e ate dmost as wel as the fancy guedts.

She swdloved the pork, then drained aaup o sassHtas tea Frdly, de gooke gaang into thefire, & the ydlow and
orange and bright blue. "It's the people. And the girl. The one with the Sght.”

Bventhough her vaicewes oift, thewords were as thick as thunder in the damp air of the cabin. The whde foret



hed gown quid, asif thetresswere bend-ing in to listen. She was sure a catbird had been war-ding aut a hgpy
anisesong ay minuesbefore

"Hrd he daimed the dead ones, now he's going after the live ones” Ransom said. "They's got to be
somekind o rittel or ather you can useagang hm”

"Yauforgel Wegat to pay by therues But Bphram Korben, he ant behalden to nathing Nt men nor God nor none
of my little bags of stoneroot and bear teeth and hawk feathers.”

Ransomtoudched thepodket of hiscoverdls

"Butjuet kegprigt onbdievin,” sesad "Theashesdf aprayer aemightier then thehighe flamesof bl

"1'd best be getting back. Got the livestock to tend to. And MissMamies beenwetding meaniu dose”
"Gaton than”

"Yousureyaull beokay?'
"Been okay dl dong, ant 1?7 But it's good to be looking out for each other.”

Ransom nodded. His face was in the shadows be-yond the reach of the firdight and she wasn't able to
sehis eqresson. The anfilled the room as he opened the door and wart cutside She winoed &t the intuding light and
waited for the sound of the faling wooden latch. Then she turned her gaze back to the fire and forked up
another chunk of corn cake. Thefire ...

If oy they hed ligened to Sylvas mather. She hed tried to wam evarytbody about the Srange Y ankee with the well-battom
eyes and the podketful of money and the sneer that lurked between his lips, the snakish srile thet you aly saw
whenhed ld you

But they fel under Epiram Korban's godl, the manHdk who were dtar the jobs he pramisad, the women who care
clinganhmwhilethar men were out deating trees or saving firevood aor laying sone wells None df those women weare
ddeto reag hmfar lang Even the children were drawn to him. Whenever Korben gat afew d the young ones
together, hewauld throw apay an theground jugt to wtch them sratich and daw eech ather asthey fought over it

Sylvas mother had ressted Ephram. At least that's whet Se dwaystdd Syiva Bu Siva hedf, e wat to
work inthe menor when Sewesjud fourtean. Daddy made her. Said you was never too young to learn the pan
andday o ahard day'swork, thet there was no reason to laze around the house while he hed to gt Up befare the roogters
and mix aifu-ancHimesdution to spray on the gpple trees.

She dated out kegaing the manor's firgdlace ashes sivept up, then wias put in dnerge o the laundy as well. Her saine
ached withthemamary of heuing those ig woven beskeis aquarter miledown to the cresk, whare a barrdl of lye-water
would be waiting. Sheld let the clothes soak a while, then drag them dripping and heawy up to the top o the
washboard. Up and down, over and over, whilethe dkaine ae away a her skin And heaven hdp her if Segat aot. Thet
gpy juiceburned like a dice of hdllfire.

Syivalooked down a her knatty fingas & the lbuds of her knuckles. The scars dill wove among the blue roed
mgesd her vans These same hends hed betrayed her, dl because e hed to touch thefire

Ephram dways hed to have a fire daaing. The maen were ardered to kegp the firdoax in the beck room full &t dl times.
One hired helper was assigned to the fur-rece room downdairs to meke sure the mein diney stayed stoked
around the clock. But dl the other fire-places hed belit, too, eveninthe umma. And, es one of the house girls,
Sylvawas responsible for the fire-places on the second floor.



Thet meant gaing into the medler bedroom. She hed dweys heted the room, epedidly & nigt when, as her lagt and
most dreaded chore, she carried an amful of heavy oak and ash and white pine to the fire. She would
rest the logs on the hearth, then pile them stick by didk on the bed of embars She tried to conoanirate on her
work, but she couldn't help looking around at dl the fine things, the ova cut-edged mirror over the bureay,
theveve drgpesthet dunged framthetop of the windowss like lush purple waterfdls, the soft slk lecerinmming the

elgedf the poster bed.

She hed toudhad thet laoe, of course Seknew thefalrics of the mester bed better then anyone: She hed saen the ssordls
wiitteninthe dains of degp, and her job wasto sorub them away. To erasedl hint of coruption.

Sometimes the migtress would dready be in bed whan Sjiva came in Magaret woud weatch her with-out
gpesking, alittle amile of triumph on her face that she tried to hide behind the books she pretended to
read. Sylvamumbled "yesm" or "nom" if Margaret said anything.

Ephram himsdf was never in the bedroom during her nightly stoking. She caled him "Ephram” in her
secret heart of hearts, but she wouldn't dare cal him that doud. No, he was "magter” or "dr' or, in a
pinch, "Mr. Korban." She had wondered if he ever dept. Some of the help said he paced the widow's
wak, es-pecidly when the moon was near full. They said his shadow sretched two miles across the
mountainsin evary dredion. BEven then, thewhigparshed darted.

But young Sylva didn't believe the rumors, of how he laughed whenever one of the horses threw a
rider, how hemedethehog and catle butchers save apall o fresh blood in the springhouse, how he burned black
candles in the dark of the basement when the only sound in the degping manor was the whisper of the
grandfather clock's pendulum. They said that if you passed him in the dead of night, his eyes changed
col-ors, gold, red, then yelow, the shades of fire. But that was what the men said. The house girls sad
other things which Sjivaeqly refused to bdieve

Unil thenignt hisfireweart aut

Sylva had been late, her mother had a fever and Sylva had to feed her little brother and sister. Daddy
was gone overnight, taking a wagon load of apples doawnthenarow tral thet wesredly jud alag Scar inthe Side
of the diffs So Sylva had whipped up some porridge, splashed it out into two bowls for the chil-dren,
then changed the herb poultice on her mother's foreneed. By thet time the fingars of dusk were sratdring at the
frosty November ground.

Sylvaran the hdf mile to the manor, holding her skirtshigh, her bregth siver in the wiligt. The briars whipped &
he kness and her lang heir tangled in the laurd thet lined the trall. She knew the way well enough, but e fdt ssif Seweae
doggng through malasses Themanar seamed to be dipaing farther avay from e, asif the snekebdly tral hed ganed new
auves

Syvafirdly reeched the house, her heatt lodged in her throet and her pulse hemmaing. She quidly gethered some logs
fram the firebox and aregpt Up the back dairs She remabarad thet Margaret wes avey on atrip somenherg, to a place
cdled Baton Rouge, fancy-sounding. If only Sylva could hurry, maybe no one would notice her tardiness.

The bedroom was dark. She was afraid to light a lantern because, if any guests were vigting, one of
them might look in Sytva dosad the door behind her, hoaing the embars dill cast enough dow far her to see But the
hearthstones were cdld and the room wissilled with the pungant sench o the part fire

Kneding, dhe put the wood on thefloar and groped for the newspgpers and the tin box of metdhes thet e kept beside
the poker. Even sheltered from the cold night air, she fdt smothered asif by the waters of a deep dream,
and the smdlest movement took a great dfat. Themetdhesrattled when e knocked over the contaner. She bdled
Up ome pages d the newgpgpear and stuffed them under the fire irons. As she did, a hardh, lov sound came fram
somenhaeinthercom



She struck a match and it flared briefly and died. In that split second of light, she had seen movement
out d the comer of her eye Trying to hunry, though grav-ity worked againgt her, she struck another match. A
winter wind blew across the room and exdinguished theflame befare she could toudh it to the peper.

Shewondered why thewindows were open. Epram never dlowed the windows gpen inhisroom. Her fingers were
like water skins as she fumbled for another metch Thelow sound came again, arratiing edrelaion fdlomed by the
umidakeble cresk o the podter bed. She squeezed her eyes closed, even though the room was pitch-black,
and concentrated on the match that she wanted to scratch across a stone. The dark had never frightened
her until that moment.

Avacecame mufled and desparate and evaything but dead.
"Fuh...fire" it sad.

Sylvds heart gave ajump like a frightened rabbit. Ephvam Korban wasin the room, in the bed. She dared not
look in his direction, but the same power that ssamed to be weghing down her limbs mede her neck turn dowly
toward the bed. She opened her eyes and saw nathing but blackness.

"Sodl me" he said, a little more forcefully, amost angrily, but till muffled as if spesking through blan-
kets She nodded oMy, though he couldnit sseherinthe dark. Nor could she see him. And yet...

As she looked at the bed, its form taking shape in her mind from the memory of it, she could picture
Ephram lying there, his face stern and his hair and beard flowing onto the pillows. Handsome Ephram,
who hed never bean sck. Bphram, who dayed yourg and strong while the workers and natives had faded away
with their wrinkles and stories and tired, faling bresth. Ephram whowes said to never desp.

Two smdl dots of light hovered in the darkness of the bed, weakly goning, the anly thing in the room ghe could
see. Shetried to turn her head away, tried to drike the meich, even though she hed now been pulled from mere
waking deep to a hepless awareness. She knew which sde of the bed was his. The dots ex-panded,
hovainginthe area.near the heedboard where the plllovs were Whare Ephvamis eyes hauld be

The eyes smoldered the deep red color of adying ember.

"Cdlinthefire” heragped, asadapflide o yd-low glinted among the red dots. The glowing eyes blurred in
her tears, then she jerked the matchstick dong the stone. It caught and she gpplied the flame to the peper.
Atleg ecoud look avay fram thet tarible bed, those impossible eyes. But she had to say those amMu words
theonessMamahaed tagt he.

Thegl.

Shewhigpaed tham, hoaing to wesken thar power through ladk of vdume "Go aut frogt, comeinfire Go out frod, come
infire Go au frod, comeinfire”

Thefire legpt to life and she put some kindling on the grate As the wiood arackled and heet cascaded onto her
face, she found that her limbs were regaining their strength.

Nat daing to tum now thet theroom wias bethed infirdight, e bused hersdf dacking anights sypdly o logs onto the
irons. Her tears had dried on her cheeks, but efdt thar sty tracks Sheweasdrad ewesin troude thet e hed
committed the mogt ufagvele o dfenses She could anly dare ino the flames as they rose like yellow and red and biue
water ypthedhiney.

A hard fdl sty on her shoulder. She looked up, and Ephram wias danding above her. He was amiling. His eyes were
dep and dark and beatiful, diveinthefirelight. How slly shehed been, thinking them to be red.



"I'm sorry,” she said, her words barely audible over thesgaang o thehat logsand thehemmaing o her heart.

Ephram sad nathing, anly moved his hend fram her shoulder to her chesk, then up under her lang heir uniil his thumb
brushed her ear. She shivered even though the fire was roaring.

"Tharkyou," hesad "Webuntogethe”

Seddt undadand, dl $e knew wes thet e hed wised far this momat o mary imes while lying on her sraw
métiress beck home Those dreams hed come to her, taken over her body, brought her skin dive. Ephram's
hands on her flesh. But in her fantases, she hadn't been this scared.

Then eredized what waswrang. He was behind her and above her, his face lit by the fire. She was kneding
an the hearth, ladking up. But, somehow, his shedow wias on her faoe: She codldhnt fix on the thought, couldn't make
sense of it, because other sensations wereflooding her. Hisfavid hend treced the soft dape of her neck.

Ard agan Sjivawes smatharedinadream, aly under a different power this time, as she rose and let him put
his arms around her, as the hdlish heet of his lips pressed againg hers. She was log in his warmth, his
dregth, hisgreat shedow. When hettook her hend in his and brought it to the flames, she didn't whimper or beg.
He was the madter, after dll.

Their hands went into the flames, merged, com-bused, and skin and bone were replaced by anoke and ah
Therewasno pain. How could there nat be pain®?

The next thing she knew, she was removing her coarse houseginl skirt and homeoun bdlouse and they marged
once mare, thistimean thefloar infrant of thefirg the godl lodt fram her lips and anly Epivaminbher senses.

Sylvalooked down a her withered hends
If anly she hed feit pain. Thewoundswithout pein were the dowest in hedling.

Thetinplate st ety inher Igp. Thefire hed gone out. She shivered and spat into the ashes, She wasn't sure
which pain was greater, Ephram's loving or hisleaving her.

She hed knoavn Ephram would come badk. But then, he had never redlly left. He didn't die when she had
pushed hm df the widow's walk. He just wat into the house. Because sheld killed him under the October blue
moon.

As he had promised, wood and stone became his flieh, the amoke his bregth and the mirars his eyes the
shadows his restless spirit's blood. And his heart burned in the fires of forever.

Sedivaainthehedt of the day and reeched far the matches.

CHAPTERS

Trehousethrew agnise shedow acrossthe back-yard. Mason was tired, his face scratched from his midnight
wanderings. He'd dept poorly, his brain in-vaded by fevaigh imegesd Amng, his mather, Ejpram Korben, Lilith, a
dozen ahaswhosefaoeswarelogt insmoke. He shivered as he walked behind the manor, fdloning thewom peth
thet wound betwean two out-buildings. He dimbed a row of creosote railroad ties that were terraced into the
earth as steps leading into the forest.



The door on the smdler building was open. An old man in overdls emerged from the darkness within.
Mason waved agreding. Themen rubbed hishendsto-gether, his bresth coming out in amig.

"Bimr," hesad, aessing hswiinkled javs "Cdd asawoman's heart in there”

"What isit?' Mason asked. He'd assumed it was a tool storage shed or something smilar. The shed,
like its larger counterpart, was constructed of rough-cut logs and chinked with ydlowish red cement. A
ardl d damp apeand oedar Fallled fram the doorway.

""Higaaion" the men said. When his mouth opened on the "geg' sound, Mason saw that the old man had
about enough teeth Ieft to play a quick game of jacks. Hisovadls thregtened to svelow him, his back hundhed
framyearsof work. Thermen codked hisheed back to-ward the door and went into the shed. "Take a look-see.”

Mason fdlowed Cald ar welted over hisfaoe A mound covered the canter o the dirt floor. The dd men stooped down
and svept & thegrany moudwithhishands, reveding streaks of shiny slver.

"lee" sad themen "Webury it under savdugt o itwill kegp through ummar. Y ouwoudnit thirk itwaould lagt that long,
would you?'

"l wondered how yau keat the food add without power,” Mason said. "What about the food safety po-lice,
the hedlth ingpectors?’

"They's rules of the world and then they's rules of Korban Manor. Two different things"

The old man pointed through the door to a western rise covered by tulip poplars Wegon tracks aossed the
meadow, curving up the dope like twin red snakes. "They's a little pond up yonder," he said. "A spring
pops out ‘twixt two rocks. The pond's fenced off from the animds o it stays clean. Come the third or
fourth lag freezein Jnuery, when the water's good and herd, we go up and cut out big blocks of it.”

"Souncslikealat of work. | underdand thet heavy machinery isn't dlowed on the grounds.”
"Oh, wegat mechines A wagonisamechine Sosahorsg initsway. And, of course, they gat us too!”

Mason wat out into the n and the men dosad the door behind him. His gnarled hand fumbled in the frat
pocke o hisovadlsasif hewerelocking for acigarette. He pulled out something that 1ooked like a knotted rag
with atip of feather protruding from one end Hewaved theragin the sgn o the aoss over the frant of the icshouse
door. Themation wes practiced and fluid, gopearing returd despiteits oddness

Mason expected themento commat ontheritd, but the knotted rag was quickly squirreled away. "What's in
the other shed?' Mason asked after a mo-ment.

"That's the larder. Keep uff in there that doesn't nead to be 30 cdd, such as squesh and cucumbears and corn.
A little spring runs through there, gets piped out into the gully yonder."

IMason looked where the men hed painted and saw atrickle of water meandering through a bed of rich, black
mud. Blackberry briars tangled dong the creek banks, the scarlet vines bent in autumn's death. "Do you
pick the berries, too?"

"Yep, ad the goples They'shdlsd gaples around here Yau gomna have somdhing gople evay med. Fie, tumovears
sewed, fried gppleswith dnmamon and jugt adesh o brandy. We kegp up avegdaile garden, too, and—"

"Ransom! ™

They both turned at the sound of the shrill voice. MissMamie sood onthe beck porch, leening over therailing.



"Yes MissManie" themen responded. Thelagt hit of darch ssemed to have gone aut of him, and Mason wes sre the
ddmenwasgang to disgopesr inddehisoverdls.

"Now, Ransom, you know youire nat to traude the guests” Miss Mamie said in a high, atifiddly cheer-ful
tone.

"l was jus—" Ransom swelled momentarily, then seemed to think better of it. He studied the tips of his
worn work boots. The sun lit the slver wires of hair that were combed back over his bading head. "Yes,
Miss Mamie"

The hodess good tiumphently & the porch ral and turned her attention to Mason. "Did you deep wel, Mr.
Jackson?”'

"Yes, mdam," helied. He sneaked a glance a Ran-som. The man looked asif held been beaten with a
hickory rod. "Um... thanks for setting me up in the master bedroom. It's very comfortable.”

"Lowdy." She dagpad har hendstogether. Her pears dhifted over her bosom. *Bpghram Karben wouid be 0 pleesad. Yau
know aur matta: The salendd isdlaion of Korlben Manor wiill firetheimegirgion and kinde the creetive spirit.™

"I read the brochure,” Mason said. "And I've a-resdy got afew idess | migt need alitle hdp gding started,
though. Isit okay if Ransom helps me collect some good sculpting wood?!

Miss Mamie frowned and her thin eyebrows flat-tened. Her face wore the same expression that glared
from the portraits of Korban. Mason redized he had chalenged her authority, if only mildly. He was
sud-denly sorry he had dragged Ransom into the spotlight of her stare. She folded her ams like a
schoolmarm debating the punishment of unruly students.

After a moment, she said, "Of course it's okay. As long as his chores are finished. Are your chores
finrished, Ransom?'

Ransom ket hiseyes down. Y es mdam. I'm donetill dinne. Then| gat to aunry the horsss and seeto the produice.™

Miss Mamie smiled and adopted her deaful vace again. "Lovely. And that sculpture better be perfect, Mr.
Jackson. We're counting on you.”

“I'm kindled and fired up,” Mason said. "By the way, is there a Spece whare | can work without bother-ing
anybody? Sometimes | work late, and there's no way to beat up wood without meking enough naise to wake the
dead."

"Therés a studio space in the basement. I'll have Lilith show you after lunch.”

"No need to bother her.. I'm sureshdll be busy with the ather guests Why nat let Rensom show me?”

A hedow pessad across MissMamiesfaoeand her vaice grew cdld. "Ransom doesnit go down there™

Mason pesked & Ransom and saw the comer of the mansmouth twitch. My God. Hels scared to death of her.

Miss Mamie turned back toward the manor, her hedsdataing aorossthe wooden parch. Doar dimesjinged as
dewatindde Ransom exrded asif he hed bean hdding hisbregth for theledt few minutes

"Whet awondaful boss™ Mason sad when Ransom finlly looked himin the eye.
"Caeful," he said out of the sde of his mouth. "Shes proebly wetdhing fram ane of thewindons”
"Yaurekiddng"



"Jud follow me" he whispered, then said, more laudy, "Todshedsright through them trees™

After they had gone down a side trail far enough that the house was out of sght, Mason asked, "Is she
aways like that?'

Ransom's confidence grew as they moved farther from the house. "Oh, she don't mean nothing. That's
just her way, isdl. Everything's got to be just so. And she got worries of her own.”

"How lang haveyou worked here, Ransom?'You don't mind if | call you 'Ransom,’ do you?”!
"Respect for elders. | like that, Mr. Jackson.”

"Cdl me Mason, because | hope were going to be friends.”

Ransom looked back down thetrall. "Only outsde the house, son. Only outside.™

"C‘ﬂw"

"Anyways, you was asking how long I've been waking here and theansiver to thet is ‘Always' | wes bom harg,
inalitie cabin just over the orchards Hace called Beechy Gap. Same cabin my grandpaw was bom in, and my
deddy, too. Cabinsdill gandng”

“They dl worked here?”

"Yep. Grandpaw held deed to the north part, way back when Karben darted buying up propaty aound here
Grandpaw sdld aut and gt ajob throaninas part o the dedl. | guess us Srediers dways been tied to the land, aneway or
anothe. Family higary hesit thet my great-beck-to-however-many-grestsgrandpaw Jeamiah Streater was one of the
fird settlersin this part of the country. Came upwith Darid Boone, they sy

"Did Boonelive here, too?'

"W, he tried to. Kept ahunting cabin down around the foot of the mountain. But they took his land. They
adways take your land, see?’

Ransom didnit sound bitter. He sAd it asif it were auniversd truth, something you could count an no mat-ter whet. Thean
comesup, therooder arowss thedew dries, they take your land.

"Todsheds over yonda," Ransom sad, heeding far adeaing inadand of poplars He continued with his storytelling,
the rhythm of his words metching the stride of histhin legs.

"Grandoaw wart to wark right avey far Korben, dearing orchard land and cutting the roads. Him and two o
my udes They levded with shovds and dumped with iron bars and ateem of mules Korben was arazy about firevood
rigtfromthedart. Had tham saw Up the trees with big old cross-saws and pile the logs up beside the road.

"And Korban had a landscape scheme dl lad out. People thought he was a little touched in the head,
wearting to tum this scrubby dd mouniain into some kind of king's place: But the money wias green enough,. Korben paid a
ddlar aday, whichwasunheard of & thetime. He was big in textiles.”

“IVeworked intedilesmysdf," Mason sad. "Cant sy | ever gt tookiginit, though | modly just swapped out spindles
for minmum wage."

"No need to be ashamed of honest work.”" Rensom paused and looked inthediredion of acow's cal. Thesrdl of mag
leaves and foredt rat filled Mason's nos-trils. He noticed himsdf breething harder than the old man, who was
nearly three times his age. Ransom beganwaking agan and continued with isgary.



"When they got the road gouged out, they set to wark onthelridge Inthedd days theanly weay to get up here
was atral that wound up the south face of thosediffs Y ou seen thet drap-off diving up here”

"Yesh Doan to the battom of the warld"" Mason's gomedh fluttered & the ramembared mgedy and ta-ror of the
view. He was embarrassed by his shortness of bresth and tried to hide it.

"Thet trail was how the early pioneers, Boone and Jramiah ad ahadu o athers mede it upinthefird place
They say the Cherokee and Catanvbaiusad it be-fore that, communa hunting grounds. The whites brought livestodk
W here fighingand puding the anrimds dong the diffs. But Korban wanted a bridge. Andwhet Korben wanted,

Korben dwaysga”

"Kind of whet | figured" A dudk-planked huldng stood ahead of mem, tucked under the branches of a jack
fine ltsshekerodf weslittered with brown pine needles. Ransom led Mason toward it.

"They was about eight families mat owned this piece d mountainiop. Korben bought mamdl out and put mem
to work building the house and garnering fidd stones for me foundation. He hired me women-folk to set
out gpple seedlings and weed me gardens. Bvenmekidshdped ou, & aquater aday pduskesp.”

"Didnt anybody notice that they were doing the ssmewoark, anly now they hed amedie?”

The trall had widened out and wagon ruts led into the heart of the forest from the other sde of the
clear-ing. Ransom stepped onto the warped dairs leading ino the shed and paused. Mason wes dad thet the
uphill wak hed firelly tapped thedd marisgamina

"Yaudnt fraommongy, aeyo?' Ransom asked, rasing a white eyebrow.

"W, not redlly. Both my parents had to work dal week to get by." Mason didn't mention that his dad
worked only two days a week and drank four and a helf. Dad fathfully took doff every Sundey maming to give
thanks for the evening's pint. No other prayers ever pessed hislips thet didnt resk of bourbon. Excgat maybe fram
hishogaital bed, when dimhossesoorted him to the salf-destruction held spent alifetime toast-ing.

"Ragdearound here they fdl dl over thamsdves to gt Korbian's money. They wias soub poar, these peo-ple Thearly
cahthey ever s was once or twiceayear when they loeded some hendmede quilts or goods on the beck of amueand
took down to Black Rodk to trade: So when Korban comeinwith hisoffers nobody blamed them for sdling out.”

"I guess | would sl out, too, if | got the chance” Masn sad He wes thrking of Diluivium, his firg
commissoned piece and thewordt thing hed ever fab-ricated. Also the most successful.

Ransom furided in his overdls pocket and again pulled out the feethery rag bdl. He waved it in the strange
genuflection before lifting the cast-iron latch on the shed door.

"Um—whet'sthet feather for?' Mason asked.

"Wardng df," Ransom sdd, asif evarybody caried such a dam He pushed the door open. Bdfare entar-ing, he
kicked the doorjamb so hard that his overdls quivered around hisbony frame "Y ep, dill surdy.”

Mason wanted to ask whet Ransom thought he was warding off, but didn't know what words to use. He
chaked it up as one more of the manor's oddities. Compared with ghod daries Korben's eve-weatdfu
portraits, the jittery maid, and hearth fires burning in theheet of day, whet was onedd menis eccantridties? Next to
Amg, Rearsom wiss predically amodd of sanvity and reason.

They wat ino the sTel hed, Ransom paging W a the rafters. Light spilled from the two single-paned
windoas st inthe south wall. Workbencheslined the back room, palled highwith braken hemess and nusting plows, miliwark
and buckesof aut rells Wom-han-dled shovels, picks, and axes leaned near the door. A lag aosssaw daged



fram wooden pegs a few o its jegged tedh missng The comer was a mess o wooden planes hammars and
block-andHtadkle tangledinyd-lowed hemp rope. The room smeled of iron and old leather.

"Don't have to lock up tools" Ransom said. "Wha woud athef want with atod? Then hed havetowark.”

IMason bagen pddaing out the equipmant they might nesd. If he wias ludky, they would find adhurnk of wa-nut or maybe a
mededump. Marelikely, they would haveto heck apieceout o afdlen tree He wes dheck-ing the heft of a hetchet when
henaticed Ransom sudy-ing the dark adling aggin. * Sky's nat about to fall, isit?'

"Never know."
"What are we, about four thousand feet above sea led?A lat lessky tofdl onusup here”

Ransom didn't even amile, just scratched at one westhared chesk. Maybe Mason hed migudged the dd men
Thosegpakling and tirdess eyes Suggestisd Ransom wias o drange” to humar. But maybe the men hed his own reasons
for becoming solemn.

"Found whet you needt?' Ransom asked, weting near the door.
"Sure. Y ou mind grabbing that maul over to your l6t?Wemight nesd to do some heavy hitiing'”

When they were back outside, they stood in the dearing and arranged the tools for easier carrying.
Ransom wore an expresson thet Miason colld anly cdl relieved.”

"What's the matter?* Mason asked.
"Man'sgot aright to be scared, ain't he?
What wes there to be scared of out here? Did wild predator s still stalk these woods? " Scared of what?"

"Miss Mamie said not to tdl." Ransom sounded &-mod like a dild Mason wondered whet kind of had the
wamen hed over Ransom. Themeneven said her name with akind of frightened reverence, his hand movirgup his
ovadlshib toward the pocket thet hdd the rag-ball charm.

"L ook, if therés somekind of danger, you onveit to your guests to warn them. Plus, | thought we were friends”

Ransom looked off toward the trees at the sun that wesgatingitsdownward dideto the wed. "I redkon. Don't
ever let on to Miss Mamie, though."

"Of coursenat”

Ransom exhdled dowdy. Y au know we havefaur gatherings of guests each year. We take a month be-tween
eech batch to get things fixed up, 'cause we're too busy when the guedts are here to do repairs.
Somebody has to go around and check on dl the little autuildngs and cabing aigned homesteeds thet cantt be
torn down. Korban st it in hiswill that everything Say likeit was.

"Three of us was kegping up the grounds. We d-ways switched off, one kegping up the livestock, one
tending to the flowers and gardens and firevood, and the last playing handyman. Miss Lilith, the maid, and the
oook seeto thekitchen and the house”

"I'vemet Lilith. Pretty girl."

Ransom wobbled his knot of a head. "Not hard on the eyes Amyways lad ngt, ane o the men, George
Lawson, was up Beechy Gap checking on the old Eadey place. That was another of the origind settler
families Thelad Eadey gl worked & the houseunil she married off down to Charlotte with one of them artists a



few years back.

"W, my friend George, hewert ino thet dd Eadey shack. | don't know what happened, | didn't find no tools
or nothing, o | can't say he was doing carpentry wark. But the whde blamed shedk fdl onhm" Ransomis jaw
clenched. "Died redl dow."

"I'msoy, Rensom. Whet did theinvedigetorssay?*
"Like | said, they's rules of the world and they's rules of Korban Manor.”
Mason didn't understand. This place was remote, lut anacddentd desth aught to require somekind of inquiry.

"George was a good man. And he wasn't supid. Made it through Vietnam, so he must have had some
kind of sense. He just crossed the wrong threshold, is dl." Ransom looked like he was about to add
some-thing to that last sentence, then changed his mind.

"Whichway'sBeschy Gep?'

Ransom jerked hisheed toward the narth. "Over the ridge yonder.”
"l wouldnt mind hevingalook sometime”

"Nope. Guestsain't dlowed up there."

"Rough terrain?’

Ransom looked hmfull inthe eyestar thefird time since they'd Ieft the tool shed. "Some things just ain't pat of
theded. Yadll firdala of pleossaredfimitsat Korban Manor."

Ransom pulled the dnierm fram hispocket and mo-tioned at the shed with it. "Now, about that wood of yours.
| got to be getting back soon.”

They gethered thetods and vered dif thertral into the forest.

* * *

Adam walked dong the fence, his head full of the wildemess smdls Hefdt aure thet Manhattaris palu-tants hed
pamenantly dogged his Snuses but mayte the fresh mountain ar would add a year beack to the sx the city had stolen
from hislife. The near-perfect 9-lence was eerie, and he had dmost gone through a physicd withdrawa
inthe night as his degping sdf yearned for those congtant sirens, car horns, and bur-glar darms. And dl
this wide-open space was unnat-ud. No wonder hilllies were Seredtyped as aazed and gizded outceds There
wasnahing to impose theinsanity of dvilization upon tham, so they hed to meke up their own rules of order.

Paul was off somewhere shooting video, no doubt wrapped up in the latest project, the world reduced
to the narrow scope of his viewfinder. That was for the best. Though ditude wes kind of aregpy in itsHf, es-
pecidly in the sprawling expanse of the manor, he needed a break from Paul's company. Hed taked
kriefly with the weird phatogrgoher Rath on the poarch, and had recognized the same artigtic sdlf-absorption that
plagued Paul.

Adam saw amen by the bamn dressed in wom work clothes. It wasn't one of the handymen who'd helped
wniced theven. Prabebly someoneindarged thedathles or dse the tender of thelong garden thet sretched in stubbled
rows in the low vdley. The man waved Adam over. Adam stole a glance back at the manor a hundred
yards awvay, then gpproeched the bem.



"Morning, there," the man said. His hands were tucked deep into the pockets of his loose-fitting jeans.
A o leaned agiret thewdl besdehim

"Hi," Adamsad

"Y oureonedf theguests | redkon”

"Wejugt gotinyestercy.”

"What do you think of the place so far?"

"It's ... different from what I'm used to. But that's part of the adventure.”

"Yep, theurknoanisaways scay &t fird. But once you get used to it, you start to likeit."”

Adam looked down at a set of wire-enclosed pens beyond the garden. A guniing sound rdled acrossthe hills
"Hoggs" thermen sad. "About timedf year to get aut thelalling ketleand have uisadaughtar”

Adamisfacemug haveshovn hisrevuson

Tremenlaughed. "Daonit warry, son. Y au wont get no blood anyour hends But meet dontt get onthetede by itsdif.”
"| prefer my megt bondess” Ademsad.

"MisMamiesavesit up howeve yau like Cardu, though, shes bean knoan to teke adine to the guests Especidly
them that's young and mde. | reckon even andd cow likethet nesdsaplay-pretty anceinawile™

"Therksfor thewaming, but shesnat my type" he'said.

The men leened faward like a congairatar, hisfaoe emerging from the shadows of the barn's overhang. "Say,
can you do me afavor?'

"What's that?" Adam looked back at the manor again. Smoke rose from its four chimneys but other
then that, it appeared devoid of life. Even the breeze seemed to have died.

"Digmeahole. I'll pay you."

"l don't want to gt yauin any troue Miss Mamie seems to have this thing about the guests being kept apart
from the gaff."

Theman licked hislips. "Let me worry about Miss Mamie. But | got a sore am and I'm a little down in
the back. Pain's hdlfire blue this morning."

"Okay, then,” Adam said. He took the shove and tested its baance.

The man took his right hand out of his pocket and painted to the bese df adying gray gole tree thet good done
inadight dearing. "Right there between the roas” hesad. "About big enough to hdd ahatbox.™

Themen fdloved Adam to the spat, and Adam did the bright blade into the earth, tumed the dark sall. In a couple of
minutes he'd shaped the hole to the man's satisfaction.

"Tretsfireand dandy,” themensad. "l canhendethe rest. Appreciate it.”
"Whetaeyouburying?”



"Covaing yp far dd Ransom. Hess no-aooount, but hesbeen around o lang he getisaway with murdir. | gt to finish a
job for im."

"Widl, have a good morning. | need to get back to my room."
"Here" he said, hisright hand dipping into his pocket gain A litlesomething for your troude™

"No, redly,” Adam said, holding up his hands in protes. The dovd hande hed hegted Up the fleh Surrounding
hspems ahnt of posshlebidersto come

"You don't want to hurt my fedings, do you?' the man said. "Us mountaineers can get mighty prideful
about such things”

"Qre then”
The man held hisfig out, then opened it over Adamispdm A sTel greenthing dropped inoit

"Fouresf dove," themensad

Adam smiled. "I'm going to need dl the luck | can get.”

Adbm darted beck toward the bam, thentumed and said, "I'm Adam, by the way."

"Lanvson” themen said, now hundhed over the hde asif his bed bedk hed undergoneamirade aure "George Lawson.”

CHAPTER9

Amaanokewith light danting through thewindow, and far afew moments couldnit remamber whare e wes Thenit dl
careback, Karben Manar, Mason, the cabin in the woods with its mysterious figurines, the pained spirit of the
gr sheldd encountered.

Why hed the ghogt asked far Annais hdp? And who wias the parson in the SaM who hed fled into the for-et? Ama
shook avay the soidaweosd memary. She hadn't dreamed last night, unless that whole walk in the woods hed
teken place My inher imegiretion

"Did you have a good night's deep?" Cris asked from her bed across the room.
"l det likethe deed. Haventt dept thet well inyears | guesseven adity gil bendfitsfram the pesce and quiet”

Qs her vaice ragay fram degp and hengover, sad, "I know what you meen. In Modesto, a sren wakes you up evay
fifteenminutes Itskind of werd, though”

"What's ward?' Anna looked a Korban's portrait, then a thefire thet mugt have been stoked and benked by
one of the servantsin the night.

"For thefirg time since | was alittle girl, | remem-bered my dreams.”

"Redly?” Amathought of har own recurrent dream, of har ghodly sdif an the widow's wk, hdding thet forlorn and
haunted bouquet.

"Yegh | wasiuming acrossthe orchard out there, | hed theselong beddathes on, billoning out behind me: You know, @l
thet lecy Vidiarian duif you sseeonthe covers of Gathic noves? | was ruing in dow matian, like the wind wes pughing me
bedk or something”



"The old 'running but never getting there’ dream,” Anna said. "I had them during find exams or some-
timeswhen | Somitted a ressarch pepe.”

O likethelag time | dreamed about Sephen. What was that, nearly a year ago?

"l waant ruming avey." Griss vace faded alitie as dhe recdled the ddtals o the dreem. "'l was ruming to somdhing
Waiinginthe shedows rigt & theedge o the frees It wes 0 redl. | could fed the dew on my bare fet, the cold air
agang my face, the warmth—"

Amarasd hasdf yp on her pllow and saw Qiis har tangled, eyes bleary, but a blush apparent on her
cheeks.

"—thewamnth down there” Qisfindad asif da-tled by the force o the memary. "And | jut ket runkning. | could
fed the house behind me, dmost like it was watching, likeit wanted me to ... then | was dl thewey aoross
the meedow. The shedow thing, it moved out from under the trees, it touched me, but | couldn't s its face
Whereit touched my shoulder, thewarmth sort of expanded, fillingme up ..."

Crisswidened eyes dared pedt theroominto the remembered dream. "It was pretty intense” she whis-pered.

Amawagtt usad to pegple $aing intimete details with her. Bang an aphen hed taught her to meinain a ssfe evationd
ddganoe Shed ket ssresevenfram the few romantic interests in her life, keeping a deep pat of hasdf hidden
Now thiswomen shed aly et yesterday was sharing a sensud dream. But maybe it wes somdhing dse "Yau
found some compary. Mason, [l bet.”

Qisgimed "No, | ddintdy woud have remam-bered if something had happened with him. | wasn't that
drunk."

Amaforced hersdf to how interest in Griss dream as penance for thinking of Mason. "What do you sup-pose
it means?'

"That I'm a basket case?'

Asif dreams had meaning. Dreams were nothing but a mistake of the synapses, a firing off of excess

dedricd enagy much the way sparks jump df a aracked distributor wire in a car. Dreams were random brain
waves, no matter what the professorsin the Duke be- haviad saences program hed taught her.

Bascdly, dreamsweare nonssnse Bath the degaing and theweking kind. Espeadly whenthey compdled you to vist abig
menor tudked Highinthe Appelachian Mountains, where you searched for your own ghost. Especidly then.

"Maykeit's jugt your suboonsdous revding in your nevfound sense o fresdom,” Amasad, scrariding up a solipsiam
from one of her old psychology classes. "After dl, you haved kinds df time no deedlines no husband to pleesa
Nahing but yoursdf and whet you want to do. Maybe it's only natura that this relief doud expressitsdf in ramentic
imecgy.”

"Wow. That's good. | can't wait to get back home and tdl my andy<."

Anna was going to add something about sexud frudration due to the dream's Vidarian ovatones But thet wes
too gmicd and dotuse evenfar Amma

"Or maybe it was just a dream,” she said, dreading the coming bout of bloody diarhea thet wdoomed her to
each new day.

"Rroadly,” Gissad



Amapushed df her quilisand st up, iveing ingde her oatton nighigoan. *Dibs an the bethroom.™

"Go ahead. | need to lie here a minute and get my wits together. I'm gaing to sneek downdiars and soore a
cafane fix. Want anything?'

"No, therks"

When Ama reumed to the room, Qiis wes gatha-ing her sketch pads, a cup of coffee eaming on the
nightstand "'l reninto JHferson Spence You know, thefa wrriter. It's kind of cool to be here with actud fa-mous

people”
Anna shrugged. "We had to study his Seasons of Segp inAmaicanlit About put meto desp, let metdl you."

"He wrote that one here, a the manor. They say he wites about red pegple, aly he dhenges the rames 0 he
won't get sued. | wonder if well be in his next book."

Anna went to her dresser to pick out some clothes. "Il be the ghost-hunting flake with the big nose,
and you can be—"

"—thebimbo housanifewho heswet dreams”

"Except it wouldn't be that smple in the book," Amasad, then giiffed dantily. "Yaud be a tramding Venus,
dutching and grasping at the sheets, back arched toward the dark celing of heaven, the endless roof of
forever, the prison of night,’ et cetera and so on.

Crislaughed so hard that she snorted into her cof-fea A knodk came & the door. Ama.crosssd her ams nat
areif thenghigomn wasreveding or nat. She avoided mirrors these days.

Qisgoparatly hed litle modedy, having gonedoan:-gairs in the ydlow dip she dill wore. "Enter,” she shouted.
"Were dl decent here."

MissMamecameinotheroom, he handsdagped, asmile on her face that could have been carved in wood.
"You ladies deep wdl?'

"More or less," Cris said. "The beds are very com-fortable.”

"Ardyou, Miss Gdlowvay? Y cuwere aut lete lagt nght?” Miss Mamies eyes reflected the wamm flickea-ing light of the
fire

Was Miss Mamie dhiding her, ar mardy meking convarsation”? The hodless knew thet Ama wes a parapsydhaogs
Arma hedhit semn ay reeson 1o lie an her retreat goplication. In fat, shed leamed to teke a sub-born pride in her
peculiarities.

S desaw noressontolienow. "'l took awak," e sad. "On that ridge to the eest.”
"Did you find what you were looking for?" There wesno mdaking theddlegeinthe hodesssvace
"No." Not alie. She wasn't sure yet what she was looking for, besides her own ghost.

"Maykeit will come to yau, Miss Galowvay. Kegp your qarits up™ Miss Mamie pursed her lipsin a rgalil-an smile and
looked & the portrait of Bphram Korben.

"Y ouvegatavay srangehouse” Grissad
"The houseishis" Miss Mamie said, with adight bow toward the portrait. She touched the locket that



hugframthe drand o pearsthet arded her throet. "l just keep the home fires burning.”
She left them to dress and to speculate about the meaning df their hodesss ayplic manne.
"Thisway, Mr. Jackson”

Lilith heeded doan the narrow gars Mason repos-tioned the twenty-pound chunk of red meple in his ams
and followed her. The mugy, moig ar dung to theskin o Mason's face He 9ared doan into the dark besamat,
meking Sre eech 9ep was dlid befarefully shifting his weight.

Lilith waited at the bottom of the stairs, holding the lantem & shoulder levd. When Mason firdlly reeched the
basement floor, he peered into the gloomy and dhifting shedows trying to gt afed far the bessmant's layolt Tiny
wedgesd windows were s highin thewdls just above the ground, but anly agaying of dadight leaked through. The
aroma of dry rot gave way to a deeper, older decay.

He dumbled and histod sstdd benged agairgt hiship. The hende wes datting to dig into his skin where the satchel
dangled from his shoulder. Lilith led him past a couple of thick wooden beams, a cluster of old furniture,
and a samdl doorway. The lantern's firdight glinted off rows of dusty wine bottles tucked in the narrow
acove.

"Why isit so hot?" Mason asked. His voice was swalowed by the dead space.
"Centrd heating,” Lilith said. "Mr. Korban inssted on having hisfires"

Mason wondered if hewould be ade to wark down here for long stretches. Sculpting usudly sent the sivest
guing fram his pores Thework was as much musde as it ws ingairation. Orly the firdl toudhes the thin ddaling and
pdising, were nat 0 physicaly de-manding that they wore him out.

"Wherésthegiove?' heasked

Lilith pointed into the darkness toward the left end o the besamant. "Thares a ssparate room ove thare 0 the
workers can kegp thefire toked from the outside The ducwork runsdl through the house”

Selifted thelantem highar and Mason saw thedul metd sheeting of the ducts.
"Air-circulated heat," he said. "Tha was pretty so-phigticated for itstime, wasn't it?'
"I'm not a historian, Mr. Jackson. Miss Mamie woud bethe oneto ansver auch questions”™

Lilith led him into an area that wasn't exactly a
room. It wes morelikeahit of floor oece dvided by
timber pogtsand Eving A roughHinished cabingt
flanked the near Sdedf whet he guesssd wesgaing to
behisdudo. *

"I hope thiswill do," she said. "Weve only had a few scuptors a the menar, but mery paintas And one dd
galamenwho dd add eichings and wooddlock prints Weved maneged to work jud firedoan hae”

"Oh, doyou paint?”
"l used to."

He didn't want to comment on her career change. Hisoawn might be coming soon enough, "Maybe alile of thet
aedtive qarit soeked ino thewels”



"Maybeso, Mr. Jackson. Maybe marethenweknow.”

Shewas an odd ane, Mason dedded. If she wearentt 0 frody, hewould risk geing to know her. But he wes better off
foosng onhiswark. Besdes hewes pos-tive that Miss Mamie wouldn't gpprove of the hired hdp cararting with
theguests no metter how muchthe guests cavorted with each other.

Athidk tele goad inthe center of the dudio Space: Miason st down thelulky mede with a sdlid thump. He shook the
satchd from his arm onto the table as wel. It would gay dark doawn here even duing the day. He didn't mind,
though. He worked mogly by touch and indinct, anyway.

"WIll thet be dl?" Again Lilith seemed to be in a hury to gat avay framhim Or pahgpsit wegit hm Maybe de
wantad to be away fromthisdm, daugiro-phobic place where Mason was going to spend histime,

"Sowill I haveto arsethedarkness?* heansivered,
He pointed to the lantern. "I assume you're taking that with you."

"Oh, | see" She stepped toward the shelves, and in the lantern light Mason saw a clutter of haf-melted
cades "Thaeare metdhesinthet cupboard.”

Sewaited unil Mason it two of thethick candes Hefound anal lamp on the battom gheif and rdlled up thewidk. He hed
jugt toudhed thetip of acande to thewick when e cdled, "Goad ludk;” then eweas gone

As her echoing footsteps receded up the gairs, he muttared to himedf, "Jaez, no wondar people meke up
stories about this place.”

Masn it an extra cande and goread his tods aoross the table He dudied the sharpened edges o the blades before
tuning his attention to the red maple. Then he paced, his mind drifting into that mysterious wel-spring
from which ideas bubbled forth.

Hisfoot caught on something, causing a muffled crash. He brought the lamp down low to see what he
hed tripped over. It was a stretched canvas, the back graying with age. He turned it over.

Onthecavaswas apafedt rgorodudion of Korben Manar on a gommy night, done in the same thidk alls as the other
paintings that lined the walls of the house. The menor was drawvn to predse e ssaming ach anaturd part of
the landscape that it looked as if the house had grown out of the soil like aliving thing. In thepentingwesthe
knothdethet Mason hed naticed earlier that morning in the Sding benesth a second-floor window.

Bt the phatographic redism weanit the anly quelity thet mede the peinting <o powearful. The menor wes vi-rart, asif it
were $eking with the force of the fartassized gele The tress were wild with wind, and bladk douds hovered around the
meanar'sfla roof. Mason gatly touched the carvas and acod dedtriaty Surged up his arm. He wondered why such a
beautiful work wes rdegated to the coruptivear o the besamant.

He leaned it againg the table and brought the lamp closer, careful not to let the heat sear the finish. He
scanned every inch of the artwork, softly running his fingers dong the furrows made by the brushstrokes.
Treagesd the galeswere gaometricaly aoourate, the shading wel proportioned, the range of colors as tueas
thehumen eye Bventhe bark of thetress hed a sophisticated complexion.

Hewaslooking & thetop of the housg, a thewhiteraling of thewidow'swalk, when he gpatted the paint-ing's sole flaw.
The artist had inadvertently smudged thecdors together. A gayish blaich marred an area on the widow's wak. The
atis coud haveegsly fixad the mistake, but for some reason hadn't. Stll, the panting wesfar too slled to remain
hidden avey indarkness



Mason didrit know how long heended up gaing a the painting. It had such mesmerizing power that it seemed
to soak him into its maglstrom. Findly, he shook hisheed, redizing thet if he didnit get Sarted, he would wadte the firt
Oy o hislast dhence Heleaned the painting out of the way againgt a support timber, promisng himsdf that he
would ask Miss Mamie about it later.

He had been putting off the start of his own work, the hewing of the bark from the section of maple. He
wasamoyed to find ismind dhifting beck to the peint-ing.

"Comeon, you begard” he diided hinsdf. "Thisis it. Think of Mama back in Sawyer Creek, driveing awvay
because she made the sacrifice. Alonein the dark.”

He heard her voice in his head, tdling him to hold on to his dreams. He rearranged his toals, laying out
hisfluter, his gouge, his hatchet, his adze, his mdlet, his haf-dozen chisals with their different edges and
ages Sill oideacametohm Helooked around &t the shedows sart legping by the canddight.

Someonewasinthesurrounding darkness watching.

Afant ndieinthe come. Masn lifted the lamp. A smdl, dark thing separated itsdf from the lesser dark-ness
and sittered toward thewinerack.

A mouse Masnistoes aed ingdehisshoes Hed dways heted rodents When heweas yourg, just before hisfather hed
ded, the famly hed lived in a rented mo-bile home. The trailler park was next to a trash dump, and ras
multiplied fruitfully thanks to the wedlth of garbage.

One night, he heard scratching sounds ingde the couch that he dept upon. He turned on the light, and
watched with horror astiny newborn rats spilled from a tear in the couch's fabric. Equdly repulsve was
the familysdd gray cat, which swalloved theratlswhdle, one by ang, as they emeaged Hind into the world. The mather rat
e have bean 9ck or something;, because the couch 9ank of her deeth for weeks ateward. By then, Mason hed teken to
deganginaredinng dar on the other sde of the living room.

Ard anather, dder mamary rose, but he pushed it back into its dark chink of dumber.

This creature in the basement had been only a mouse. Mason could handle that. Mice were timid. Rats
weaetheonesto despise with ther log talls derliberate manner, and those eyesthat Sonewith addfi-ant intelligence.

Hetried once again to foaus an hiswork. Maybe the mouse had been his Muse. Other artists talked about the
garit moving them, noving indde them. Mason didn't understand. All he had was stubbornness and anger to
drive him.

He addressed the dunk of wood thet Ransom hed helped him aut from afdlen tree: "Okay, whet kind of secrets are
you hiding ingde you?"

He studied the pattern of the growth rings and carressed the grain of the wood. The dead sap pulsed.
A ddt of arwhidled through the heding cudts

"What do you want to become?' He picked up his hatchet. The draft turned into low laughter. He fdt a
hend around hisown, awam podket of guidng ar.

Hisvacerose "Whetinthehdl do youwart fram me?"

Mason sank the meta blade deep into the flesh of the mgde Thefla sSrge echo o the low sounded d-most
like a9gh of contentmen.



CHAPTER 10

Roth was irritated. He had shot three rolls of film, framing the house fird in the soft, low-angle morming
light and then in harsher, steeper shadows as the sun climbed the eastern sky. He had walked a good
dis-tance down the sandy road so he could do a series of gpproaching perspectives through a telephoto
lens, warking df atripod. He achieved a rather nice degath of fidd, menipulaing the f-stop o thet the house seamed sl
agand the surounding forest. Then hedid some doser, hendhdd work to get the opposite effedt, to meke the menor gopear
totover over thetreesand hills

And that was dl top-shelf, spot-on and dl that, but then he wanted to try somdhing differet. Hed wanted to
phatogrgoh the bridge: The narow, weether-begten bridge would make a jolly center spread for a coffee tede
pidure book, whet withdl the drametic diffsand foggy vistas.

He was pasitive he wanted to photogrgph the bridge, but by the time hed wiaked under the canopy o trees doan the
roed, theideadidhnt ssemall thet wondaful. The day weas o wam the, evenin the shede, his fore-heed beeded with sveet.
A goeem d neussaand dzzness pessad over im Befare he came around thefirdl bend whare the menor grounds gave way
tothe dumimeing rocks held deaded thet the lridge waould be abloody waste of good stock.

S0 hewadked back toward Korben Manor. By then allittle breeze sporang up, and he fdt better as the swesat
dried. He sgoped mare pidures of the house fram the exadt same locations as before It wes dl such a bundch of

poppycock.
"I'mgaing ctt, isdl,” hemuttered under hishregth,
"What'sthat you sad?

Thefamdevace hed comefram somenhareto hisrigt. He suinted into the hedow o the trees, hoping héd maintained
hisBritish acoant while hed been mut-tering. One musint dip.

"l was saying, 'What alot of bother,'" he said.

He saw her now, stiing an asunp besde a sycamore She had a sketch pad in her 1gp and a charcoa gtick
dutched betwean her fingar's Rath eyed her lang legs gopreniating thet the dey waswarm enough for her to wear shorts.

"Youtkingpidures?' easked

Fictures. Gawps and ninnies took pictures. Roth framed the vitd, captured the essentid, immortdized
the utterly proper. Stupid bird, he thought. Still, in his experience, the emptier the space updairs, the
tighter the compartment below.

Hewas cdiing frudrated with hiswork anyway. Mayte the time ws ight to line up an eveanings com-panion. "Yes ny
Oeax," hesad, rasng the cangraand painting it at the woman.

Selodked avay.

"Dartt bedy, love Makeny camara hgpy. | wont even make you say ‘cheese’ or anything of that sort.” He
zoomedinon her deavegewithout her natiang.

She looked up and smiled, he clicked the shutter, and then put the camgra avey. "Say, didnt | sseyau & Miss
Mamigs little after-dinner last night?"

"Yesh | savyou YaureWillian Rath, ight?”
Roth loved it when they pretended not to be im-presssd by his odenity, but $e coudntt hide the sl gparklein



her eyes Maybe heweasit afanousmovie Sar, but neme recognition definitdy cameinhendy for bedding the birds. “I'm
evey inch of im," Roth said. "Ardtowhomdo | havethe plesare?!

"Cris Whitfidd. Cris without the h." She held out her hand in greeting, redized it was smudged by the
charcod, and put it back in her Iap.

"Charmed.” He arched his neck as if to look a her drawing, but wes aduely pasking down her helter top.
"Wha are you drawing?'

"Thehouse" shesad, nodding towardit

"Mindif I'vealook?'

Shesrugged and tumed the sketich ped toward im He took the gppartunity to tend over he.
"I'm not very good,” Crissaid.

Looked quitegood fromthelittle peek | got.

"The house isn't an easy subject,” he said, reaching for the pad. "I can hardly get a decent framing for it.
| canttimegine how frightfully anvfu draning thething would—"

Hed expected a stick-house drawing, something thet the Big Bad Waf coud dow over with a hf a breath.
But not this . . . this asylum the woman had sketched. Not coming from this little ponytailed gil who
looked like aMdlibu beach bumy, who prabebly sudied EST aor raki or whetever New Age pap weasdl the rage now.

Because the drawing was definitely of the manor, but was of much more then that.

It was dl droopy and dark and pessmidtic, a cross between Ddi and that Spanish artist, Goya. They'd
found some df Goyals peintings eter hed died, hidden away in his house because no one could bear to lodk & tham Rath
fought asudden urgeto touch the sketch.

The charcod was as thick as fur on the paper. The shedons d the patico weare dap and dep, ad Rah
could dmost imagine winged creatures fluttering in thet darkness Thewindows o the gbles were leging eyes the
lagefront door aravenous maw. He glanced fram the draning to the house, and for just asecond, so short a time that he
could convince himsdf thet it was atidk of suggestion, the house looked the wey she hed drann it, swaying and
thraohing like alive, growing beast.

"Blaody hell, gn," hefirelly meneged. "Wheredd that come from?*

She looked shyly down at the tips of her hiking boots When she shrugoed, he anly helf noticed her jigrdling
breasts. "I don't know," she said. "It just sort of happened.”

Rath shook hisheed.

"I've never done anything that good,” she said. "I mean, I'm not that good at dl."
"Looksacetome”

"Not this picture. | know it's good. But it's not be-cause of me. It's because of the house.”

"The house?' Roth thought about how he couldn't menege to meke himadf phatogrgph anything but the house
Anrd how hed fdt alitie quessy when hed bean welking down the roed toward the bridge At leett il he got back
within Sght of the house.



"It'slike it's got this ... energy,” Cris said. "When | weas draning, the chercod dimogt ssamed to be movirg by
itself."

"Likehypnatic suggesion and thet rat?' he snarted, then regretted it. Soom wegnit the wey into awomen's heart, or any
of the other warm parts, either.

Gisslip ared She dgppad the sketch ped dosed. Thehaunting, warped drawing ill lingered in Rothis mind.
"Everybody's a critic,” she said. "Why don't you just go back to pushing your dlly little buttons?

She stormed past him, kicking up leaves. Roth wetched her walk onto the weagon roed and toward the house,
He shifted the strap that was digging into his nedk, then checked the camgrathet was perched anthe tripod.

Blav ago & he, hethought. What do | care about any twopence line drawning, anyway? Artigs are a pack of
fools, going on about "meaning” and "creative sairit" and such nonsense Al it came down to was morgy,
power, and s, and how to ssoremore of eech.

He perad thraugh hisvieMinda a the menar. Gris bounced up the wide sps leeding to the porch. As se disgopeared
through thefrant door, Rath couldntt sheke thefeding thet the house hed siellowed her whdle

The foret looked differat in the daytime Its edges were dunte, the brandhes less meneding, the shedows under the
canopy lesssdlid and auffocating. Ammattook inthe afternoon air, feding dive, fresh, renewed. Korben Manor ad
themountianswerebinging back her gppetite, meking her forget thelong darknessthet the cancer pushed her toward.

Setook arnght a the fak in the tral, remembaing thet Robat Frogt poam about the roed less travded, be-cause the
right fork was little more than an animd path. But the trail led to an opening on a knall, a soft rounded
skull of earth weering a cap of grass. In the middle of the opening stood a square section of iron feos ad
whiteand gray gravestones pratruded fram the diirt within it.

"So thisis where you keep your dead,” she said to the sky.

Amamecke her way to thefence Shelodked around, but the forest was il and slent. This wouldn't be the firgt
cemetery sheld committed trespass againg. She heaved hasdf over, gipang the wiought flad desgn ad
srdlwark o thefenceto kegp from gpeating her-sdf on the sharp-tipped ends.

Two large marble monuments, beautiful though womwith agg, domineted the graveyard. Thefird reed

BHRAM BLAHKORBAN, 18331918 TOO SOON SUM-MONED. The aone beside it, digtly less omete, said Sy
Magaret. Amakndt and pressed her pim to the sail above Ephramisfire reding place

"Anytody home MissGlloway?"

Anna looked up. Miss Mamie stood by the fence, somehow having crossed fifty fest of gpen fidd with-out
Annanoticing.

"l wasjust aut farawak, and | gat curious™
"You know what they say about curiosty and the cat. Mogt of our guests repect fenoes™
"Doyou meen theguesswho walk, or the oneswiho float?"

Miss Mamie's giggle echoed off the monuments. "Ah, those ghost stories. | couldn't resist gpproving
your gpplication, you know. Paranorma researcher. That's too perfect.”

"It's just as much an art form as painting and writ-ing. It's dl about seeking, isnt it?"



"Cleve. Andjus whet areyou sseking, Amng?”

"l suppose I'll know it when | find it.”

"Onecananty hope Or parhgpsyouwont haveto search. Perhaps it will find you.”
"Thenyoudont mindif | proM inyour gaveyad?'

MissMamielooked & Korben'smonumat. "Méake yoursdf a home.”

"Dont be late for dinner, though. And be careful if you're caught out after dark.” Miss Mamie started to
leave, then added. "Y ou're one of those, aren't you?"

"One of what?"

"What the mountain people around here cdl 'gifted.’ Second Sight. The power to see things other
people can't.”

"1'm not so specid.”

"Those ghogt stories are so ddightful. And good for business, too. What artist who fancies himsdf living
on the edge could possibly pass up an opportunity to come here? If you see anything, youll tdl me, won't
you?"

"Cross my heart and hopeto die"
"Don't hopetoo hard. Not yet, anyway."

Annawatched the woman cross the grass and enter the forest, then she headed toward the rest of the
grave markers that stippled the dope. She explored them, reading the names. Hartley, Streater, Aldridge,
McFal. Then the names gave way to smple flagstone markers, in some cases chunks of rough granite
propped toward the heavens as a forlorn memento of a long-forgotten life

Would her own death be so little noted? Would her mark be as inggnificant? Did it even matter?

At the edge of the scattered stones, where the rear of the fence met the woods, a pde carved
tombstone stood in the shade of an old cedar. Anna went to it, read rache faye hartley etched in the
marble. An ornate bouquet of flowers was engraved above the name.

"Rachd Faye, Rachd Faye," Anna said. "Someone mug have loved you."
And though Rachd Faye Hartley was now dust, Annaenvied her just alittle.

Sylva watched from the forest until Miss Mamie left. Anna looked smdl and logt in the graveyard,
tak-ing to the stones, looking for ghosts among the blades of grass. The girl had the Sight, that much was
plan. And somehing dse wes plain, thet dark aura around her, hanging around her flesh like a rainbow of
mic-night.

Amawesfixingtode

Sivadren her e dose together, hdding it with one knotted hand. The other held her walking stick, which
deleaned on to regt for the trip back to Beadhy Gap. She didn't get out much these days, especidly now thet
Korben's fetches were walking loose Things were mighty dlired up, and part of thet hed to do with the coming blue



maoon.

The other part had to do with that girl in the grave-yad, the ane who dared a litile too log & the grave o
Rachd Faye Hartley.

"Youll be joining her soon enough,” Sylva whis-pered to the laurd thicket around her. "If Ephram will
let you, that is"

Thesnwassrking by thetime Amadimbed bedk over the fence, full of vinegar for such a sck person. Ama
ddnt know thedd ways wesweek inthe power of charms and such. The girl wouldn't understand the power of
the heding roots, bone powder, and speciad waysd dling. Bu maybethetdat wes aly buied in her, not lost
forever. Because blood ran thick, thicker than water. And magic ran through tunnels of the soul, Ephram
dways sad.

But Ephramwesalia.
Bathbeforeand dter hedied.

A screech owl hooted, a sound as londly as a night winte wind Sgn d deeth, far one to hoat duing dyHight
Bu lady sgsd desth were evaywhae comring at dl hours. Sylva said a spell of safe passage and dipped
into the woods, hurrying home as best she aoud beforethean kissed the edge of themountains

CHAPTER 11

Spance pounded onthetypanriter keys prelading not to hear her.

"Jeff?" Bridget put ahand on his shoulder.

He sopped typing and lodked up. Y cu know nat to bother me when I'm working.”
"But you didn't even cometo bed last night.”

He hated the plaintive note in her voice, her eager-ness to please. He despised her concern. Modtly, he
was annoyed by the distraction.

"l hope the typewriter didn't keep you awake" He ddnt redly care whather it hed or not. He was meking
progress, chasing the dusve Muse, and that was dl that mattered.

"No, itsnat thet,” Bridget sad. Y oujud ned your rest.”

"Therewill be penty of imefar reg dter I'm deed. But at the moment, I'm feding particularly and effu-svey dive
Sobeadesr ad le mecortinue”

"Butyoumissdlunch Thetsnat likeyou™

Spence wondered if that was some kind of barb a hswaght Bu Bridgg never aitiazed She hednit the
imegreion to attack withwords Spencewestherdgning master of that genre.

"It's ds0 unlike me to interrupt my work to have a litleromantic det," hesad, then sretched hisvonds aut inhis



Adley Wilkes aooart. "Now, why dont yal mekelike Scahldt and gat yossf gorewith thewind?”

"Don't be mean, honey. I'm only trying to help. 1 want you to be hggpy. And | know youre anly heppy when
you're working on something."

"Thenmekemeaecddtic” hesad. "Leave”

A smdl sob caught in Bridget's throat. Spence ig-nored it, aready tuning his attention back to the half-
findned pege and thethinty ather peges dacked besde the Royd. He would do some revisan, he knew, but it wes exodlent
work. Hisbeg inmeny years Andhedidn't want it to end.

The door opened and he cdled to Bridget without looking. "I'll see you & dinner," he lied.

The door closed softly. Spence amiled to himsdf. Se didnt have enough sdf-esteam to dam the door in ange.
Shewoud begodogang by thisevening, think-ing the little scene was dl her faullt.

Sewas by far the mod enjoyade o Spences cor-ruptions, out of dl the Bgidh mgars and marmed pro-fessors and
young literary agents and assigtant editors wiho thaught they'd fdlen in love with im But, in the end, they were
nathing, just meaningess dacks o bones sefdds to prop hm up when the landiness wes untbearadle When he wes
warking and warkingwell, he needed no one's love but his own.

"And yours, of course," Spence said to the portrait o Karben, let hisaredive bendfedtor fromn

Foence pidked yp the menustript and begen reeding Thegrace d thelanguege, thetight santence srudiure, the powerful
description were dl superb. He'd never been gy about petting hinsdf on the back, but now he had topped even
hisown lofty literary standards. He woud shamethemal, from Chauoar to Keetsto King,

Heddnt quesiontheaign of the words Thet wes a mystery best Ieft to those whose livdihood was de-rived
framthe shdaty vivissdion of the humenities But hed never before writien with Such esse ashehed lagt nightt and today .

Automatic writing. That'swhet it fdlt like.

Whet Soence dways cdled, duing those few ooca:sons when theink floved o fredy, “"ghodwiiting” As if the paper
and typewriter themsdlves were sucking words out of the air. Asif his fingers knew the next word before
hshrandd Asif hewerena eventhere

Approprige to the menusip, to cl it ghoswwitten, he thought. It hed a Gathic fed, somewhet darker then the
southarHlavored literature thet hed once medehim the darling of New Y ork. And then there was the pro-tagonig,
the hendsome, bearded, and odd men wihose neme he'dill hedhit decided upon. Thet was drange, to be so far dong in
the manuscript and not even know the main character's name.

He caught himedif looking, for the tenth time, & the painting of Korban that hung on the wal above the desk.
Then he closed his eyes. After amoment, he re-sumed ghosiwriting.

"Did you hear that?'
"Hear whet?'
"Athumpngsound”

Adam drained his ears. Paul was probably just being paranoid. He had dipped outsde and smoked a
joint after dinner. Paul was two things when he was stoned, paranoid and horny.

"Probably that fat writer banging his chippy in the room below us" Adam said.



"If it is, they're the most uncoordinated couple in thehidary df thehumen race: Quicked, too.”

"All | care about rigt now isus" Adam sad, resting his head on Paul's shoulder. "Thanks for the good time”
“No, thenk you."

"And| promisenat to bring up the sulject of adop-tion for at least a week."

"Youjud broughtitup!”

Paul. "Forget | sadanything”

Adam pulled the covers up to hisdin and aurled hisbody againg Paul's warmth. Adam was &raid hed hae
troudle degaing The mountainiop edate wees too quiet far adty boy, and Adem hed never expaienoad such near-total
darkness. He ill missed the bright lights, traffic, and aggravetion.

"Doyou fed like getting out the radio?' he asked.

"Did you bring batteries?"

"Yegh FHgured wenight need alitle contact with the outsdeworld. Theredidsinmy beg”
"l'dhavetoaam over youtogetit.”

"l won't bite."

"I'm too tired, anyway. 'Fagged,’ as that phony-assed photographer would say.”
"Yaujugt drark too muchwing thet'sdl. And you know what pot does to you.”

"Tonight was for fun. Tomorrow, I'm going to be working again.”

Adam collected the radio, brought it back to bed, ad smitched it on He twided the did, switched bends from
FM to AM. Nothing but weird static. "'l guess redio waves gat blodked by themounians”

"Or else cool-freaky pop gets censored up here.”

They lay for a moment in the darkness. The house wes dill and hushed The eambars hed goan low in the
fireplace, and Adam didn't fed like fumbling for a match to light the ail lamp on the bedside table.

"I've been thinking," Paul said.

"Newsflagh. Sopthepresses”

Pau dbowed Adamintheribs Adam tidded iminreturn.

"But serioudy,” Paul said. "I'm thinking of doing a documentary on this place.”
"Thisplace?"

"Karben Manar. Its pretty unique and | coud gt allat of soenic foolage Bphram Korben's hisary sounds pretty
interesting, too. An indudridist with a God complex.”

"A hidoricd doaumentay?'
"Something like that?'



"What about dl the footage you've dready shot, dl thosewesksinthe Adrondecks and the Alleghenies?”
"I'll kegp it inthecan. | can useit anytime.”

"I don't know, Paul. The grant people might get upsst. After dl, you Sgned on far an Appdachian necture
documentary.”

"To hdl with the grant committees. | do what | want.”
Paul was pulling his Orson Welles bit. Even in the dark, Adam could visdizethefamous"Paul pout”

So what if Paul spent months on footage, and dill had weeks of postproduction, editing, and scripting
let? Those were arly tedicd detals Paul wanted to be the artit, the podturing auteur, the brash visonary.
Stubbornly refusng to sl out.

Nométer theood.
But Ademweant inthe mood to ague Nat gter the good time they'd just had.

"Why donit you degp anit, and we cantalk aoout it in the morning?' Adam stroked one of Paul's well-deve oped
hiogos Luggng atwenty-pound camaraand bttery bt through the mountansdl summer hed re-dlly toned him up.

"I mean, thisislike an dien world or something,” Pad sad “"No dedriaty, psople v like they dd a hundred
years ago. And the servants, dl of them dill live here, like serfs around the castle”

Adam was drifting off despite Paul's excitement. "Uh-huh,” he mumbled.

Hemue havefdlen adegp, because he was danding on a tower, the wind blowing through his hair, dark trees
swaying below him—

No, it wasn't a tower. He recognized the grounds of the manar. Hewas on top o the house on tht little flat
goece marked df by thewhiteraling—now, whet hed the maid called it? Oh yesah, the widow's walk—and Adam
found himeef dimaing over therall and lodking down at the stone walkway sixty feet below, and the clouds told
him to jump, he felt a hand on his back, pushing, then he was flying, faling, the wind shook him, why—

"Adam Wake up!" Paul was deking hisshoulder. Paul hed sat upin bed, the blankets around hiswad. A decant amournt
d timenLe have pessad, because alit-tie moonlight lesked thraugh the window.

"Whetisit?' Adam wesdill grogpy fromthe dream and the after-dinner drinks.

Pau painted toward the doar, his eyeswide and wet in the dimness. "I saw something. A woman, | think. All
dressed in white. She was white"

"Thisisthe southem Appdachians Paul. Evarybody'swhite™ Adam shook away thefragmanisdf thenigh-mare.
"No, it wasn't like that. She was see-through.”

Adam gave a drowsy snort. “That's what happens when you amoke Paramanian arangeharr. Its a won-der
you didn't see the ghost of J. Edgar Hoover in drag.”

"I'm not joking, Adam.”
Adam put a hand on Paul's chest. His boyfriend's heart was pounding.
"G back under thecovers” Adam sad. 'Y aumuet hevefdlen adegp and hed awerd dreem. | think | hed one mysdf.”



Paul lay bedk down, hishregthing rgpid and Selow. Adem opened his eyes momentatily to see Paul daing & the aalling.
"No dirksar amoketormarmow, okay?"

Thaewas adretch o sl ane thet anly anase-polluted New Y orker could truly appreciate. Fndly Paul
sad, "l told you I'd be working."

Adam knew thet tone They'd argued enough far ane vacation. Adoption, Paul's video, his drug use. And now
Paul was seang things Adem suddenly wondered if their rdlationghip would sunvivesix wesks a Karben Manor.

Hetumed hisbedk on Pad and burowed into the pillows.
"Sehadfloves” Pad ad

Masonis hends ached. Savdust and wood avingswere cattered around hisfest. Wood ahips hed worked their way
down the tops of histennis shoes and dug into the skin around his ankles. He tossed his chisel and malet
on the table and stood back to look at the piece.

He hed worked in afever, nat thirking about which gran to fdlow, which pats to exase where to at. He wipad his
foreheed with the deave o hisflanrd dhirt. Theroom hed groan wammer. The candees hed lang since melted away, and
the ol was low in the base of the lantern. He must have worked for hours, but the sorenessin hislimbs wes
theanly evidenced pessng time.

Exogtfor thebust beforehmontheteble

Hed never atempted albugt before He brought the lantern closer, examining the sculpture with a critical eye.
He could find no flaws, no features that were out of proportion. Even the curves of the earlobes were
naturd and lifelike, the eyebrows etched with a deli-cate awl. The sculpture was fathful to its subject.

TOO faithful, Mason thought. I'm nowhere near good enough to produce this caliber of work. I've
had successes along the way. But this... Jesus Henry Christ on a crutch, | couldn't do Korban's
face thiswdl if I'd KNOWN the old geezer.

But it was Korban's head on the table, the Korban that filled the giant ail paintings upstairs, the same
face that hung above the fireplace in Mason's room. Most amazing of dl was that the eyes had power,
just as they did in the portraits. That was ridiculous, though. These eyes were maple, dead wood.

Stll...

It was dmog asif the figure had life. Asif the true heart of the wood had dways been this shape, as if
the bust had dways existed but had been imprisoned in the tree. The face had been caged, and Mason
had merdly inserted the key and opened the door.

He shook his head in disbelief. "I don't have any idea where you came from,” he said to the bust, "but
you're going to make the critics love me"

The love of the critics meant success, and that meant money. Success meant hed never have to step
foot in another textile mill aslong as he lived, he wouldn't have to blow chunks of gray lint out of his nose
a every break, he wouldn't have to wait for a bdl to tdl him when to take a lesk or buy a Snickers bar
or race the other lintheads to the parking lot at quitting time. Sure, he dill had years of carving ahead, but
success started with asngle big break.

He was dready planning a corporate commisson, the gravy train for artists. Hed buy Mama a house,
get her some advanced text-reading software and an ex-pensive computer, and then find dl the other
ways to pay her back for the years of handicap and hardship. Best of dl, he could make her amile.



Or maybe he was being suckered by the Dream Imegg thehighthet came dter comdding awork. Hedill hed to
tregt thewood, do thefine ssnding and paHshing. A hundred things could ill go wrong, Bven as dry as the migple had
been after yearsin the forest, the wood could split and crack.

Mason rubbed his Shoulda. His dathes were damp fram sivedt. The weatiness thet hed been building under the surface
now cresed and arashed likeawave: Bventhough hews tired, heft too exated to degp. He took onelegt look &t the bugt
d Korben, then covered hiswork with an dd canvas drop dath hed foud inthe comer.,

Thefird red raysaf dawn gabbed through the grounddevd windows Mason's subdle itched. Badk inhisdd life hed be
anhisthird aup o aoffeeby now, waing on the corner for Junior Furman's pickup to haul im towork. Thedatt of
another dey thet weslikeathoursand other days.

IMason traced hisway bedk acrassthe besamant, ducking under the low beams and Sgaping around the sadks of dored
fumiture Hefirdly found the dairsand went up to the main floor. The smdl of bacon, eggs, and biscuits drifted
from the east wing, and kitchen-ware danged in some digart room. Mason's somech gromMed. An dder coudle
pessad iminthehell, geem risng from their ceramic coffee cups. They nodded a way greding. Mason redized he
prabebly looked bleary-eyed and unkamg, likean escgped luneic whod bro-ken into the medicine cabinet.

When Mason reached his room, he looked at the peining of Karben aggin, mavding a how dosdy his spiure
resambled thet gam face But the faoe ssamad alittie less gem this moming. Andl the eyes hed teken on a little more

light—
Don't be bloody DAFT, hedhided himadf inWilliam Roth's accent.

Mason took along, hot shower, then lay in bed as dawn snegked through the aracksinthe aurtains Inhis mind's
tired eye, he saw Korban's face, then that dis-solved away and he saw Anna Then his mother, fea-tures
worn, made even sadder by the pathetic light of hope that somehow dill shonein her diseased eyes. Then
he pictured Miss Mamie, with her haughty lips. Ransom, dutching hiswarding charm. Korban, dark puals
hddingwretdhed sacrets Amng, ot and some-how vuineraile, herbaring her ovn sacrets

Korben. Hismather. Thebust. Amna.
MissMame Ransom
KabenAmaMissMamieAmeKorben
Ama

He dedided heliked Anreisfaoe begt, and thought of her until he dept and dreamed of wood.

CHAPTER 12

Amawoke before the fird rooder’s crow broke the black slence. Across the room, Cris rolled over in her
demp. The darkness behind Anndls dosad eyes waanit as tatd as the roomis darkness Sreeks of due and red flared
across the back of her eydids.

She dipped into her robe and went into the bath-room. The antique dumbing ussd ganty to flush the talles and
the water pressre wiss incongdat, though the central heating ensured plenty of hot water. She lit a globed
lantern before extinguishing her flashlight, then sepped ino the hover and umed thetaps



Under the dull drumming of the water, she forgot the pain in her abdomen. She hadn't dreamed last
night, though the questions had swirled around and around as e goun doanthedran of dep.

Whearewas her ghot? Who wes Radd Faye Hartley?\Why wes Miss Mamie So auaus about Annas'gift? How much
timedd se havelet? Whet woud heppen after that time expired?

Andthebigge woudanyoneevencae?

She peded back the hower aurtain and wrgpped atowd around her. The room had grown colder, and with the
wate tumed dff, the seam hung heavy onher skin. It coated the mirror above the sink, and though she wasn't in
the mood to gauge the darkness of the drdesbenesth her eyes $e wanted to meke are de could pass for hde

and hearty.

She was about to reach up a corner of the towd to wipe the mimar when the room grew even cdlder, asif a
wind had crept through the crack benegth the door. Her blurred face in the mirror breathed migt.

Thenthewaer adleding on the minar ranin dreeks, and Amadidnt bdieve her eyes Because even some-body who
saw ghodts didn't see thingslike this.

Letersfomed, asif dravn by thetip of aninvisblefinge, thes/miodssiver inthe soft gow o thelanp.
GO.

Amasaw her oamn widk eyes refledted in the word, as the ssoond st o Ietters etdhed itsdf egaind the aur-face of the
mirror. O-U-T.

"Goau?' Amawhispared, now thet her mind trans-lated the symbols into words.
Wasthisamesseged some sort? Fram whom? Go out from where? Did something wart her out of the houss?

But another word was forming, even as the steam threatened to turn to ice and shivers stretched her
Kin tight.

FR-O-STjut abovetherimdf themirror.

Amafought down a bregth, though her lungswere like frozen stones. Then the letters blurred, the cold steam
collected and ran down the smooth glassin rivulets, and the words were gone.

"Gooutfrog, Amnasad.
Setonded quiddy and hunied beck inotheroom to stoke the fire,
"It'sgoing to be beautiful.”

Miss Mamie gazed lovingly at the bust that Mason hed caved. The sculptor wes gifted. Ephram hed dho-sen
wall. But Ephram hed dwaysdnosmwal, inlove inlife, and now in death.

"Mr. Jackson worked late” Lilith ssid, hdding the lantamn higher 0 theligt caught the angles of Korben's hewn fedtures
"Hewonit bedown far anhile”

MissMameadhed to fande Korbansfaoe, but e didn't dare risk drawing any of its energy away. That weatt
for her. Thet wasfar Ephram. Shewould touch imagain soon enough, The dlue moon was any two nights away.

Lilith went to the corner of the studio space and lifted anal peinting. " Thswesmy fasaite” fesdad



"Rut thet down. Y ouire donewith peinting. And oishe. Know your place.”

Lilith returned the painting to the shadows. Lilith wesjugt anather sarvant, anather tod thet hdped build Epphrais
briche bedk into thiswarld. But Liliths saiit dill hungin the ar, an edho o the dreems dhe hed cre-ated, dreans thet fed
Ephram and fuded hisdegaing ou. Se weas like the athers too hugy for her oan reum, too obsessed with he own
exgpeframthetunnd.

Sheddnt know that shewould never excape
"Yaurmey go now," MissMamiesad. "Hdp seeto lunch. I'll be dong shortly.”
Lilith took another forlorn look at the painting.

Asif frewould ever beas gifted an artig as Ephram, Miss Mamie thought. Oh, Lilith hed tried, shed saori-fioad, but
dewss jud dating to leam the besics when sheéd drowned in the pond bdow the bem. Her urd o the sod dways led
bedk here tothisdark besamat where she had once dared to create.

Lilith cdlimbed the stairs and closed the basement door.
Theywaredone
"Oh, Ephram,” Miss Mamie said to the budt. "It's better than | ever dreamed.”

The ok flexed and dreidned, the eyestwitched be-tween their wooden lids: Then the lips parted. "Yes. The fit
israther nice"

She qudtad 0 thet e wes a eyeled with im She droked the rough dhesk, ran the beck of her hend dong the
engraved beard.

"Itswarking,” shrewhigpared. "t asyousad”

The giff brow lifted. "It's going to take a little get-ing used to. Soon, Magaret, y love 11l heave amstto hold
you again. Hands to paint with, eyes to see the wald anew, legsto wak besde you But the sculptor mug wark
herder. | nesd to befindedintime”

"Il make him gtart this evening.” She wondered whet thoseamswould belike, once Mason Jedkson finded the
lifeszad datue They might be aude and dumsy. But even weating wooden flesh wias better then baing trapped in the
damp sone, bleak walls and cdld glass of the manor. Ephram could eventudly use his megicto soften the wood,
tameit, and mekeit tender.

Hewas gaining powver asthe due moon goproeched. She coud sneeit, asif he weare abed of embars an the edge of
erupting into hot flame. He was summoning his fetches, those who had died under his spell, those who
feared the dark dithery thingsin the tunnds of ther souls He aethar dreems and fed them feer. And e hed hdped
by caving thar poppets, which were hidden away in thet dd cetin on Beadhy Gap, and therr souls could never leave
the mountain.

"Soon," Miss Mamie said, the word like an ache, along promise.

Thiswas the end of decades of waiting, of dark desdsand degth, of platting, deding, endaving. Time wes nathing
to Bohram, but MissMamiedill dung to the impatience of mortality. Possession worked both ways itstug equely
grong ontheliving and the deed.

Ephramiswoodan lips pressed togather, then dretched into asmile it weskens meto leave thewlls”
"Yaull bewhdeagan Twomaorenights™



"And Ame?'
"Sheswek. Dying"
"Ah Svest dreens”

The bug gimeoed, eyes dosad, forenead areasad in concentration. "Make him finish me" Ephram said with
effort.

"Mr. Jackson has passion,” Miss Mamie said. "He lovesyou Hewarshipsyou Hewanitsto pleeseyau”
"Hewardhipsanly theflesh of hiswork. But no mat-ter. His spirit ismine”

"Weadl bdangtoyou They dreamof you"

"Asthey hould”

"Anddter youvelured Sylvatothermeno—

"Yaurenat to mation her neme” Thebud's eyes opened, flickering in bands of orange and red. She cringed,
waiting for Ephram to punish her, give her back theyears ded avey the gt of youth. She kndlt, heed bowed, tears
dreaming down her face

"Doyou know why 1\ve never led yau thraugh your tunnd of the soul?' Ephram said, voice cold, long dead,
and dmost weary.

MissMamewipad her eyes and siiffedin hope. "Because you love me?!

That was the only dream worth having, the only dream that would last beyond death. Love absolved
them of evil, mede the killings and the soul tridks and the torture of deed thingsdl warthy and ndde: Love forgave what
God could not.

Ephvarislaughter was dorupt and hearsh, cowvding the ddear of the besamant. Shelooked into hisaud, hot eyes.

"No, no, no;" hesad, more camfartable now in the wood, ssgaing into the angles and grooves and shaved peces uniil it
was hisfaoe "'l gpareyou because | nesd you. Y ou're the one person | know will never betray me.”

Syiva hed barayed hm, though Miss Mamie weant gang to remind im Hisanger & Sylva might become misplaced
agan, asit so often did. But Miss Mamie might find out the one thing that bothered her, if she asked the
right questions.

"l haveto know," e sdd, breathless theroom di-fling. Do you love me the most?!

The bust 9ghed. Miss Mamie wondered if a dead menwes cgpdde of lying No, nat Ephvam He never lied,
and he aways kept his promises.

"Margare, thereisarly you Forever. Why do youthirk | 'velingared here, drained my soul to thishouse with you?”

If only she could be certain. But a house of love waant built on afoundsiion of doutat. "Then why have you kept
Sylvadive, too?"

Slecefilled the besamatt, the shedows wating imaetiently a the edge df thelantemis gow. Se hed anly dared drdllege
Him because she knew, with the lue moon goproeching, thet Bphram nesded har mare then ever. And she wanted them to
possess each ather, mind, body, and spirit. No secrets.



" kept her old," Ephram said. "And I've never brought her into my heart. There's only room for you
here, on the insde, the dead side. And soon, when | havelegs wewill wak both Sdes; together”

Miss Mamie blinked back tears. How could she have doubted him?

Shecoudnt hdp herdf, eleaned doser, hdd her face againgt the wood, scorched her skin againgt her lover's
seaing lips.
Thenhewas gone, back ino thewalswherethefire could warm his soul.

Mason woke just in time to miss lunch. Hismouth felt asif it had adirty sock stuck init. Someone had
doked thefirewhileheéddgat. Hedressedinhisather pair of jeans and aplain red flannd shirt. He thought about
thesculptiureashe brushed histegth, wondaingif held redlly finished it inasingle night.

His studied his reflection in the bathroom mirror. Dark wedges heunted theflesh under hiseyes Hewaant usad to
kegping odd hours Heua Ely fdlowved the*dow and Seedy” theary of work, but hed never before bean sivept upinaudh a
aedive som ashe hed whilefegHaning the bust. No wonder o mary o the so-cdled "true visonaries' crashed and
burned at an early age.

"Ohyeah, I'm ared visonary, dl right," he said to hsheary rdfledion "Daudevisoay."

His reflection shimmered alittle and he rubbed his eyes. A wave of dizziness struck him and he reached
aut to belance himeeif. One hend gripped the srk and the other pressed againg the mirror. The glass was wam
benesth hispem. For the brifest of moments Mason saw the bugt hed soulpted indeed of hisoan reflection, then the
hdluanation passed. Mason frowned and splashed some water on his face. It was bed eough s
Korben evaywharean carvas lut if the bastard was going to swim nonstop before his eyes then maybe Mason
nesded abresk. Or adink.

The upper floors were quiet. Waking down the gtairs, he heard datering noises rigng from what he
figured was the kitchen. Maids had carried food through the door to the left of the stairs. He wondered if
anybody woud mindif he ducked infor asneck.

Mason poked his heed through the snviveled door. A dump, dour women wredtled with a cegt-iron sdllet & the snk. A
frath of sogp bubdesdung to one chesk.

"Hey thae”” Mason sad. "Isit okay if | greb aquidk sandwich?!

Shedaed a hm throughhim He looked over his shoulder. When he looked badk, she gave atarse nod to a counter
by the stove. A loaf of homemade bread sat anaauting boerd, three or four white dices sadked to the side.

Mogt of lunch hed been deared up and put avay, bout the odor of fried trout dill hungin the air. Mason passed a
long cookstove with its thick metd grill. There was a door on each Sde far dioking wood, and awide door in the
middefar abeking oven A sl gove sood df near the comer, its piperuming up and making an elbow through the
wadl. Mason marveled thet anyonecould codk & dl an these primitive gopli-ances, much less create feadts lavish
enough for the manor's pampered guests.

Mason picked up two dicesdf breed. "Anything to put between these?!

Thecook gowered and wiped abutdher knifewith her towd. "There, in the icebox,” she said in a thick Bavaian
aooat, panting the knife toward whet looked likeasouat ighboy with doorsindeed of dravers

Mason opaned ane o the doors and codl ar weted over hisface On the meid Sdves ware ome eggsinabeske, a
thidk whed of cheesg, apitcher of aream, aboned chunk of cooked ham, and assorted fruits and vegetables. A
block of ice sat on the highest shdlf, its corners rounded from mdting. Water dripped into a catch pan a



the bottom of the icebox.

Mason pulled out the cheese and ham and placed them on the counter, then took a amdl knife from a
wooden holder. He cut a couple of dices from each, then stacked them on a piece of bread. He could
fed the cook's eyes on his back.

"Don't worry, Il clean up after mysdf." Mason's sile evoked no dengein her hard eyes He pulled a couple
of leaves from a head of iceberg lettuce, added it to the sandwich, topped it with bread, and mashed the
whole thing flat.

"That's how we do it down in Sawyer Creek," he said, taking a bite.

The cook fromned and retumed to the dirty dishes Thet's when Mason saw the peining on the well above the dooar.
Anaher partrat of Korben. Thisane dorein deep shadows, those eyes as cold as in dl the other paintings.
Was there aroom in the house that didn't have that man's unrdenting scowl?

A ooffegpat rested on the smel cookgove Caramic adffee mugs hung fram hooks an a rack near the Srk. Mason
stepped around the counter and reached for one.

"Pardon me" he said, as the cook flinched. Mason log hishelance dill groggy fran hischeated desp. He put out
hishend to avad fdlinginto her.

When he touched her shoulder, she gave a screech and dropped a plate. It shattered on the floor.
Mason stepped back and looked at his hand.

No. That couldn't have happened.
The door swivded open and Miss Mamie entered theroom. She worealulldog mesk of disgoprovdl.

"Sary, itwesimy fault Mason sad. He was dboout to add that held be happy to pay for the broken dish, then
ramembaed thet hedidnt haveany morey.

"Gatrude?” Miss Mamie sad. Her eyes ssamed to grow even darker as the cook's face paled. The cook
daoad & the portrait of Korben abovethesrk.

"No, redly, it wesme" Mason sad. "'l weesjugt gat-ting a cup—"
"Guestsnomrelly arent dlowved inthe kitdhen aregy Mr. Jackson, for reasons I'm sure youll understand.”
"Unh are | wesjug leaving'" He cdlledted hissand-wich and made for the door.

"Back to work now, Gertrude," Miss Mamie said. The cook immediady punged ha ams into the sogpy
dgwaer, too drad to sop long enough to svegp up the shards of broken ceramic.

MissMamiehdd thesnivd door open so Mason could pass, then followed himinto the hal. "How do you like
working in the basement?' she asked, once again chearful, as if the incident in the kitchen had never

happened.

"Itsparfet,” Mason sad, aontiruing down the e, sill uneasy. "It's private, with enough room so | can smMng iy
dbowsaound, and thewelsand floor areinauiatad o | dont haveto warry about bathaing any-body.”

"Lovdy," hesad. "Mader Kabenwould beplessed”
"Saysalitiewamdownthere though”



"W, wesmay mud kegp the canird firegaing. We pride oursdves on having hat water avalladle twenty-four hours a
day."

"Sure | underdand. Itsnat inderdde or aything Thewordt pat isthet | gt dl siveety and dinky, and | wouldnt wart to
Laedf theaher guests”

"Thetswhy wehavethehat water, Mr. Jackson.”

Mason had reached the door to the basement. He had to go down there and see if he had actudly
sculpted the bust of Korban or if the night before had bean a dreem. He wondered if Miss Mamie was gang to
fallow him down.

"W, Nl sseyoua dinney, | reckon,” hesad, wat-ing by the door.

She put a cold hand on his arm. "Youll be getting some more wood this evening, won't you? I'll have
Ransom hook up the wagon.”

"W, | nedtofinshsomahingfird.”
"Oh, | thought you were going to do a life-szed piece.”

Mason searched his memory. Had he mentioned such a thing? A humean figure? Had he even thought
ebout it? Maybe hishig dream imegeswere getfing S0 oversize that he was babbling about them before he could
even get Started.

"Yeeh, | was thinking of something like that,” he said.

"Y ou're going to be successful. But you have to have the fire. Master Korban aways said hard work is
itsown reward. Y ou know what they say about idle hands."

Mason hed up the hand that wasn't holding the sand-wich. "Wdl, I'd better get to work, then.”

Miss Mamie wore a look of anticipation as he reached for the doorknob. Mason didn't want to show
anyone the work until he was sure it was finished.

"And I'll get up with Ransom about that wood,” he said, dipping through the door. He closed it behind
him, sumbling alittlein the dark. By the time held inched his way down the steps, his eyes had adjusted
to the daylight trickling through the smdl, high windows.

He reached the workbench and lifted the drop cloth. From the table, Korban stared back at him.
No, not Korban. Just ahighly detailed replica.

But for just a moment...

Easy, guy. You 'rejust alittle short of deep, isall.

Then Mason looked down at his hand, remembering how it had fdt when it had touched the cook.
When it had passed through the cook.

Remembering how his hand had sunk into her flesh as if she were made of soggy, store-bought white
bread. Remembering how his hand had burned.

Okay, so you 're more than just a little short of deep. You must have hit yoursdlf in the head
with the mallet last night.



Maybe hunger was the culprit. He took another bite of his sandwich.
Y eah, hunger. Held better fatten up during his stay. There might be leen days ahead.
Unless he kept producing work like this.

The sculpture was solid proof of his ability. Fine, lifdike detall. Each eydash defined. The lips setina
Soft sneer between the thick mustache and beard, ready to part in spesking. Even when he turned away,
hefdt asif the eyes were fallowing him.

Hefaud an dd broom in the comer and sivept the wood davings into a plle near the comer. Then he saw the ail
panting where held |eft it leening againgt the cahingl. Hed fargatten to ask MissMamieaoaut it.

Mason picked up thefinided view of the house He hdld it High <0 he could adimire the brushairokes in dayHigt. Yes
beautiful, if arly the artist hed fixed thet lit-tle smudge.

The smudge had grown larger since the night be-fare The gray area hed dretched wide enough to cover two
baudters of the railing.

It m.a have been aflaw in the paint. But Mason hed never heard o all pant deteriarating <o rapidy. Though tharoughly
dhed, the paint wesfar fram andent.

Ormayethiswesdl inhisimeginetion.

The incredible expanding stain, Ransom and his dherms Ammaiand her hints of ghodts the aregpy Llith, the
insubsgtantial cook. Sure, he could chak al those odd things up to hisimagination. But better to blame thet
good dd ganchy, thedlHimefae

Sress

Becauethiswestt, theleg hureh, thewhdeendhi-lada, the redly big shew, the last grab for the brassring. The
last big dream. Becauseif he didn't produce here, it was back to thetextilemills prolasbly for good.

And THAT would meke Marma proud, wouldnt it? After all her sacrifice.

Mason finged his ssndwich, even though hed logt his appetite. This bust couldn't be his masterpiece. Mis
Mamiewasright. Bigoer wes better.



CHAPTER 13
"Did you get any footage this morning?* Adam leened agand the bureau and fdded hisamms

Pad put avey hiscamara "'l haveto save my batter-ies. | only have four. That gives me about eight hours of
juice. And there's no way to recharge them out here.”

Ademwetched Paul dack theequipmantinthe doset. His pertner hed acuiee bodly, he hed to admit. But Adem someimes
wondaredif thar rdationdhip was kit an anything besdes the physcd. Paul liked Times Souare, and the place gave Adam
the cregps Paul liked ooffeehouses and parties, and Adem liked auling up on the sofawith agood book. Whenit cameright
domntoit, Pau waslaenigt MTV and Ademweaswedkend VH-1

And there was the issue of adoption. Adam was reedy to raseadhild, to derethewedth o loveinhisheart. He
hed plenty of money from hisinheritance. Enough to pay the adoption fees and lawyers enough far the courts to be
sidied thet Adem hed thet mog-Oesired parentd queity: thet Adem would be dde to dford whetever ouirageoudy
eqadvetoy wastrendy eech Chridmes <0 the dhild wouldnit grow Up as a sodd outicest, Subobed by pears and forever
Oespised by advertisers.

Adamweasdradinsomesrl pat of himsdf thet he anly wanted achild to tie Paul down. Paul wes a bt of a free qairit,
and even urknoningly hurt Adem by gaing on awesklong auisewith an dder men before Adam hed mugtered the courage
to e hisfedings Paul hed ben fathiiu Snog but Adem wondered if perhaps the right temptation had never
arisen. In fact, hethought maybeyou couldnt even cl it “fait" uniil thet faith had survived a test.

"What do you want to do tonight?' Paul said. "Go down for drinks?"
"Yauooudhavejoined mefor lunch”

"L ook, we don't have to spend every damned sec-ond together, do we?'

Adam didn't answer, because something shifted in temimar, aflider cagt by thefirgdace
"Whetswrong?' Paul said

Adam rubbed his eyes. "Nothing. I'm just alittle messed up, | guess”

Paul ginnadl "Ch yesh Maybe you saw thewomeninwhite And youthought | weslying”
"Toomary ather werd things are hegppening | jud sawv—"

"l don't know. Jugt the reflection of the painting. | fed like ... like everything's going out of contral. |
mean, we're fighting dl the time and I'm supposed to care about your dupid vidso when you wontt even listen to
aword | say. And this place, it's getting on my nerves.”

"Comean, thisisonly our third day here™
"And theseprablemsaresupposad tojust go avay?"

Paul's face clenched in anger. "I don't have time for this right now. In fact, | never have time for these
pointless arguments. All you want to do istak in cir-cles”

"Look, | don't mind paying for this vacation, but | thought youweregaing to bewarking onyour pro-ject—"
"Ch, haewe gowith thet argp again. Y ou and your money.”



Ademwasonthevaged tears Paul soomed tears and would ssy Adem wasbang ally litle gi. And Paul waould sy it
withthesmLg supaianity of some-one whoseeraionswere dwaysin check. Exagat the emotion of anger.

"Oh, Princess," Paul said, coming to him, hugging hm "Did someone ups the tea cart? Do you nesd an-other
forty mattresses so you won' fed the pea?’

"Goaway." Adam puhed Pau'samsfram around hiswaist. ™Y ou bastard.”
Adam's vison blurred from rage. This was crazy. He never logt control like this.
"Hne Rincess” Pad said. "Daont bather weiting up for me”

Adem st on the bed asthe door dammed. Hewished they'd never come to Korben Manor. He stood and grabbed the
bedgtead, then garted pulling thetwin beds apart. When he had them in separate corners of the room, helodked up
a the portrat of Korben.

"Paul can have the woman in white, and I'll have you.”
Thefirercareditsgpproval.

The horses were beautiful, deek, their muscles bunched in grace. No wonder they were Annds fa-vaite
anmds Onoe before the fadidic onodagy re-port, She hed dreamed o onvning a geble and boarding horsss But thet
dreemwas asfleding and insUigiantid as dll the others, whether the dream was of Korban Manor, Stephen, or
her own ghost.

She heard an off-key whidle whet sounded likean attempt & ™Y ankee Doode™ and tumed to sse Miason walking doawn
theroed toward the bem. He waved and stopped besde her a thefence, then lodked aorossthe pasture asif watching a
movie projected againg the distant mountains.

"Sp, howstheghos-hunting going?” heasked

She didn't need this. Stephen was bad enough. At lesst Sigphen bdieved in ghodts though his ghodts hed enargy
reedingsindesd o souls But Mason wsjust anather seif-oentered losar, proebly aldind athad, cock-sure that nothing
exided after breath ceased. Athasts warefar mare prasdytizing and svug then any Crvidian Anna had ever met.

"You know something?" hesaid. "People like you deserve to be haunted.”
Mason goreed hisarmsinwounoed resgnaion. "Whet did | say?”

"Yau dont have to sy it with words Your eyes sy paty. Your eyes sy, Whet a lovele flake Shés bound to be
impressd by agreet atig such asmysdf and its only a matter of time before she fdlsinto my bed." "

"Y oumug hevemeconfussdwith William Rath”

"Sny," esad, knowing $e wes teking her frustration and anger out on a ratively innocent by-dander. But
o onewas comdedy innooat. “Imjug alittle unraveled at the moment.”

"Warttotak sboutit?”
"Yeeh Likeyoudundergand.”

"Laok, I've ssan youtaking your lang walks snegk-ing out & night with your fladhligt. So yau like to be dane Thet'sfire
So do . Butif ward things are hgp-pening to me, they're probably hgppening to you, too. Maybe even worse
duif, because noway inhdl wauld | go aut there inthe dark” Mason nodded to theforet that, even with the explosion
of autumn's colors, ap- peared to harbor fagt and sharp hedows



"Whet ward things are yau telking about? | thought you were a skeptic.”
"Ah | figured I'd arouse your saentific curiosty, if nahing dse Have you seen George around?'
IIWI

Mason moved closer, lowering his voice as if to deter an invishle eavestrapper. "How lang does some-body
haveto be deed before he becomes aghodt?'

Amalooked & Korben Manar thraugh the trees; a thewidow'swak with itsthinwhiteraling, where her dream figure hed
good under themoanlight. "Maybeit happens before they're even dead.”

"Okay. How about this ane? Can yau be heunted by something insde your own heed? Because I'm seding Ephram
Korban every time| close my eyes, | see him intheminar, | ssshiminthefirgdaos, my hends carve his goodanned
faceevenwhen| tdl tham to work on something e

"I think the shrinks cdl it ‘obsessve-compulsive disorder.’ But that describes every atig I've ever
knoawn And ningy-nine peroant of dl humenmeles™

"Hey, were not dl assholes. And | wish you'd get df your parsondl vandetta agand evarybody who hes a
dreem. Some atigts are nonmel people who just hgp-pen to meke things because we cant figure ot how in the hell to
communicate with people.”

"And some d us are nomme pegple who search far proof of the dtarife because this life sudks in o mary ways and
humans dways disgppoint us. Ghodts are easier to beieve in than mogt of the people I've met.”

"Truce, then. Obvioudy we're both crazy as hdl. For a minute there, | was afrad we didnt have
any-thing in common.”

That brought an unfamiliar amile to Annas lips. "All right. Let's start over. | guess you've heard dl the
ghogt stories. About how Ephram Korban jumped to his death off the widow's walk, though the best
legends dam that one of the servants pushed him to his death because of the usud reasons.”

"Whét reasons are those?'

"Unrequited love or requited love. Why else would you want to kill somebody? And, according to
gossp and even a few pargpsychology articles, Korban's spirit wanders the land, trying to find a way
back into the manor in which he invested so much of histime, money, and energy.”

"You don't bdieveit?'

The horses heard a cdl from the barn and took off a a gdlop. "I wish | were that freg" she sad.
"Maybe I'll get to be a horsein the next life"

"The downdde s, you'd have to die fird. Like Ephram Korban."

"Wdl, he has a grave Ste up over tha ridge, but a grave's nathing but a hole in the ground. | haven't
seen hisghog."

"Youredly think ghosts are here?'

"l know they're here. When your life burns up, you leave a little smoke behind. And don't ask me to
prove it, or youll remind me of someone I've spent the past year forgetting.”

"Il take your word for it. Maybe I'll ask Ransom to let me borrow one of his charm bags. Says they



keep redtless sirits away.”
"Can't hurt,” Annasaid. "I'm going down to the barn. Care to join me?'

"I'm heading there anyway. Miss Mamie has dl but demanded that Ransom hep me find a whopping
big log to turn into a life-szed satue."”

"Ah, you poor suffering artists. Always having to please the critics”
"You poor critics, dways having to fake that world-class cynicdam.”

By the time they reached the barn, Ransom had led the horses under an open shed built onto one wing
of the barn. He hooked the cinch under the belly of the big roan, whose ears twitched as if this were a
familiar game. Two lanterns blazed ingde the barn, dangling from the dudty rafters. Leather straps and
gleaming bits of metd hung aong one wall, and four saddles were lined on a bench benegth the pieces of
harness.

"Widl, hdlo there, young 'uns," Ransom cdled in greeting. He looked a hit longer a Anna and glanced
a the sky with afrown.

"Need any help?" Annaasked.
"Don't need none, but | sure do like company. Y ou know your way around a horse?!
"One end eats and the other doesn't,” Mason said.

"And one end might kick you in the crotch, if you send off vibes of supidity.” Anna rubbed the nose of
the chestnut, and in seconds it was nuzzing her neck, blowing softly through its nogtrils. If only she were
that good with men. Back when she cared about such things, anyway. Or ghodts. It would be a welcome
change for them to rush out of the land of the dead with open ams and a amile

She snapped the reins on the bridle and fed the leather through the sted rings. "These guys are grest,”
ghe said to Ransom.

"They suretook ashineto you."

"] was raised around horses once."
"Once?' Mason asked.

"A long story, one of many," shesad.

"Watch out, Mason," Ransom said. "A woman with secrets is generdly bad news. Will you folks give
me a hand hauling out the wagon?'

They headed for the interior of the barn, Ransom pausing to push the diding wooden doors farther
apart. He was about to step indgde when he looked above the barn door and grabbed the rag-ball charm
from around hsnedk. Hewaved it and dosad hiseyes whigpaing something riythmic thet Amaicouidnt heer.

"Danged if they aint changed it again,” Ransom sad He rdled awooden bard to the door, dimbed onit with
tramiding legs then good and tumed the horse-shoe thet was ralled above the doar. Hehurngit o thet the prongs pointed
up, toward the sky.

"Does the luck not work the other way?' Anna asked.



"That charm is a heck of a lot older than what you migt reckon. Its come to mean Tuck' to most people, but
Sgs0et watered doan and weskened ‘cause peo-ple farget thetruth of them. Same asafour-edt dover”

"Sure, they're magicdly ddicious, like the cered.”
"Usad to be, it gavethe parson canrying it the power to see ghosts and witches. Back when people be-lieved.”
Amacagt Mason'slook. "So pantsdoan onthe horseshoe is bad, right?”

"It's practicaly throwing open the door to every kind of dead thing you care to imagine | like for the
dead to stay dead." He again gave Annathat sad, dis-tat look. "Too bed nat everybody around these parts fed's
the same way."

Mason hdped Ransom doan fram the barrd. Ammactethered the horses to a locust post and followed the men
ingcke the bam. Harsedrawn vehides were lined againg a side wdl. The hay wagon stood nearest the door.
Bedde it were two deighs, a surrey with its top folded down, and a fancy carriage with a lantern at each
corner. All of the vehides were restored and mantained inthe kind of condiion thet would ssnd anrtique dedlers
scrambling for their checkbooks. The aomadt cottonsesd al and leather fought with the hey dust for dominance
of the barn's air.

Alagemdd hey rake st inthefar comer, dightly red from rus. Therewasasnge set for the oparator, and a coupling
inthe front to yoke the draft animas. The large sted tines of the rake curled inthe ar like a claw.

"ThetsawidkedHookingmechine” Masonsad.

"Y' Ransom sad, undodding the wheds of the wagon. "That's the windrower, that sharp part that lookslike
anovegown pitdfork. And you can ssethe hay-cutter arm. Works by the turn of the wheds. We 4ill do hay
the hard way around here."

"I'll bet the horsesloveit,” Annasaid.
"Yeegh and they/'ssmat enough to know they gt to eet the hay, come winter.”

"Yougangto aut any while were hare?' she asked, thirking how much fun it wauld be to hdp. Hard physicd labor dd
wonders for the depressad and sdfpitying mind. "Some of those meadows around here are get-ting pretty

high"
"We had to hold off for awhile because the sgns werein the heart.”
"The heart?'
"Aint a good time for cutting oats or whesat or any regang aop. Itsatimefit aly far the harvest of deed things™

Mason deared histhroat and et loudy. "Ugh Hay dugt dnoking me” He looked & Amaand sad, "Sorry for being
crude. That's the way we do it in Sawyer Creek."

"In case you ant noticed, this an't Sawyer Creek," Rasom sad. He mationed them to o to the rear of the
wagon and he picked up the tongue. "Throw your shouldersin, now."

They menawvered thewegon out the door and under the shed. As Anna and Ransom hitched the team, Mason
explored the barn. A few minutes later, he poked his head outside. "Hey, what's under the trap-door?”

Ransom stroked the mane on the chestnut mare. "Taters, sweet taters, cabbage, apples, turnips. Root
cdlar for quff that don't need to be kept so cold.”



"Can | look?'
Rarsomwart to the bench and tugged anapar of rough |eather gloves. "Hep yoursef.”

Annafollowed Mason to the corner of the barn, whaethetrgodoor wes st in the floor betwean two stacks of
hay bales.

"Gat doors on the battom floar, where the barmis st againd thehillsde” Rensom sad. "We can hed fram the orcdherds and
gadasdraght upto here saveala of handing Then therés atunnd goes bedk to the Big House. Ephram Korban had
it dug in case a blizzard grudk or something He was dwaysgaing an about ‘tunndls of the soul,’ for some reason.
| expect he was aout hef aaey, if somed them legends are true”

"Or maybedl thelegadsaretrueand hewesdl theway crazy,” Anna said.

IMason ket and lifted the heavy wooden door. Thecdllar smdlled of sweet must and earth, with afaint scent of
rotted fruit. The darkness beneath had a weight, like black oil. A makeshift ladder led down into the
ssemingly bottomless depths.

"Aint much of interest down there,” Ransom said. "Unless you like to St and talk to the rats.”
"Rats? Mason let the door fal withadam, knodk-ing dugt loosefram thereftars Amalfought asnesze
Ransom giimned, his parse teth yellow inthe weeek lardlight. “Rets asbig around as your thigh”

"l hate rats," Mason said. "'l grew up with them. Sounded like cavelry behind the wells of my bedroom. Whét |
hete the mogt is those beady eyes, like they're Szing you up.”

"Daritwany,” Ransom said. ""They gat danty to et without having to gnaw on the guests™
"MissMamiewoud probetly sodd them far having bad manners.”
Armalaughed Maybe Mason weant 0 bed. At lesst heweaant drad to Sow weskness Unlikeher.

Mason good and wipad his hends on his jeans: Something fluttered fram the reftars and brushed Anreis faog, and ge
wipad & it asif it were cobwebs

"Jesus, don't tdll me that was a bat," Mason said, ducking. "Bats are nothing but rats with wings"

"Thet wesabludaird" Rensom said. "Ludky far you, young lady. If a bluebird flies in your path, it means you're
going to be kissed."

"Gedt," desad. "Ard | thought | eamed my kisses by casting megic soells on unsuigpeding men™

"Bdieve what you want," Ransom said. "l reckon you see thraugh the Sgrs better then anytoody. Now, 1'd best
get on with the chores.”

Mason wiped his hands on an old horse blanket hanging from the rafters. "So, Ransom, do you have
timeto hdp mefind an overgroawn log thet'sjud right for statue-making?”

"Why do you think we hitdhed up the wegon? MissMamie dways gets her way with things”
"So I'm gtarting to find out.”

"Let's get on before dark. Might have to go below Besdy Gap, where we hed a ig windidl a few wintas
beck. Want to comedang, yourg lady?"



"No, therks I vegat somedhoresaf my oan”
"| redkonsomethingsgat tobedonedong” hesad.

Amawagt arewhet to meke of Ransom He kept dropping hints but a deep fear was hidden behind his
eyes. Maybe he had secrets of his own. She waited uril Mason and Ransom dimbed up anto the buck-board
S, then e pessed Ransomtherains

"Seeyoulater tonght?' Masonasked her.

Ammafet the hef smile on her faog and weanit aure which way she wanted the corners of her mouth to point.
"Well see”

Ransom flipped the reins and the team headed up the road, where the wide sandy ribbon threaded be-
twean thetressinto theforest. Shedid the bem doors dosed, then looked up &t the horseshoe

[twaspointsdownagan
Dead thingscomein.
Shelooked & theforest.

Unde the fringe o shedowed undatorush, amid the laurd and loougt and briars, the women inwhite ood, the bouguet
hdd outindhellange Theghost dared & Amnalikeamirrar, then tumed and dhifted anong the trees.

"All right, damn you,” Anna said. "I'll play hide-and-seek with you."

As she entered the forest, she wondered how you could ever catch up to your own ghost. And why it
would hide from you in the firs place. Ransom was rigt about onething. A wamen with ssords ganadly was
bad news.

CHAPTER 14

And the night goread, saping like warm all over the hills expanding, filling the valleys and risng up the gray
Appalachian dopes The night became an ocean, an ink-stained bloodbath. The night became the sky. The
night became a mouth that snallowed the night be-fore, dl the previous nights all the nights to come, the night—

Spence rattled on, ringers pounding the dick keys. He was an automaton now. There was no world, no
room, noSTel o lantem smoke and Siveat and sivet Bridget nearby, anly thedowing bettiefidd of the helf-ampty pege No
auter nght lurked beyond thewindow, only the night that came to life through words, the night that swelled and
surged through hisveins, that pumped darkness through his extremities, that burned in the ebony furnace
of his heart.

Hewas drly aware o the drand of drod ruming down one side of his cheek. He grinned, and the drool
leaked onto his cotton shirt. The sdiva was from an-other plane, a redity so fla and dull and sensdess
compared to the magicd land unfolding beneath his keysrokes Hiswrigs ached and his fingas were diff, eyes
watering from gtrain, but those problems were of thefleh adthiswork wasdf the Word.

Themede, the paper, urged im on. Commanded him forward. Trumpeted revelle with a Josua ham. Ordained hma
ood, dbat alesser god



Becauehewasasavar to thegrest god Word, the onetrue god. Word who gveh and teketh away, Word who gave
hsany begatten a.ffix so thet Spenceddl nat paish but have evalading metgohor, Word who spewed farth fram buming
bueh and gaven teblet and mighty cloud. In Word we trust.

A hend dropped onhisshoulder, aninrusan from somewhnere onthet dreary pdlane of il and subgtance: Ah, that must
be the Muse, who was dso dave to Word, made Word from dust and bit of bone, Muse who dffered the
frut, Musewho saved as ededive to hisimproper noun.

"Hf," Sresang, and lovdy was har music. He wanted to weep, bt the tears would blur the gaious pege His pege Ard
Sencssmomat o varity broke the godl, angering the god who was Word.

Hestoppad typing and glanoed around, blinking,
"Cometo bed, horgy," Musesad. Y au haventt degt in thirty-six hours.™

A thick ream of manuscript was piled on his desk. Hiseyes bumed ad he foroed hisdy eydids to doe Muse
was draving himaway framthewarld a Word, down fram the sait high temple. Parhgps Muse wias no friend diter dl, but
anenay. "Whet do youwart?'

She was no longer Muse, only Bridget, a Georgia sophomare dhivaing in a shear nighitgoan, her nipdes hard
from the chill in the air.

"Imwarmied ebout you' Sheleened over imfram benind and wrgpped her ams around his dhet. Spence let the smivd
dhar ssg backward. Now thet the oal of Word wias broken, aidly duiced through hislimos One corner of his eye
twitched.

Bridget kissed him on the neck, just below the line d hisnamy groawn duidde ™Y aure warking 0 hard. Why
don't you come to bed?’

" can't work if I'min bed.” Hisirritability returned now thet theletters hed Sopped floming
"I'mlondy for you, honey."

She had forgiven him for the previous day's mis-treemat. Or hed thet been legt Ngt? A hundred years ago?
Timelog dl meaning & Korben Manor.

"Der, dedr, deax,” hesad, letting esch word danglein the air like a noose. "Whét is your londiness com-pared
to the great |oss the world would suffer should my work go unfinished?"

"I know it's important. I'm not like you, though. | ned alitie compenionghip now and then”

"Sudy you can tum your nat incongdarade damms toward proouning yoursdf a bedmate You can pay your illusary
gamesd lovedsenvhere withmy lessng”

Bridget pulled her arms from his chest. Spence snvivded thednar 0 hecould edmirehislates beude Her comdy
auvesundulaed benegth thedinging fab-ric o her gown A treesure A pretty, usdessthing

" Jeff, | don't want anybody else. | love you."

Thisddradion wes gdiing interesting. Perhgpps Word would fagvehmamomatsideness Surdy even Bpyam Korben
played endiond gamesinhiscy.
"Love" he sad, ad the word floved asif ooken by Sr Laurence Olivier himsdlf, the liquid of the phonic

dripping off Spence's tongue. A classc oratory was aaming on, risng fram his bones to his dhegt, thraugh hislugs
and throet, ar medewisdom Theanly thing that ever changed was the audience.



"Love theutimetevarty," hesad. "All loveissdf-love Mathaly, brothely, sexud, puppy, rdigous sec-rificid. All love
ismasturbation. And so, | give you permission to love yoursdlf, since that seems to be what you require
of me"

"Honey, dontbeso...s0..."

"Obdurate. From the Latin 'to harden.’ Synonyms. firm, unbanding, infledde Oh, how | wish thet were true But
themind embraceswhet thefleh drirksframin shame.”

"Dartt do thet. Youknow | dontt care about your—
about our—prddem”

Spence laughed, his girth wiggling from the sheer ecdasy o his df-love He reeched up and sroked her harr, a
romencenove didhg slkentassds soun gdd Her chesks ware pirk with hoerded pession, lipsdightly perted as she gesped
a histouch Her dangoned like honey in the firdight.

"Our pradem,” hesad.
Shehad aossed theline Thisdemeanded aregponse

His hend dosad ino a fig aound her har. He pulled her head forward, reaching behind him to grab the
manuscript. He flung the loose pages a her face, pleased at the dgpping sound the paper made aganst
her skin. The pages kited to the floor as she grunted.

"Fick them up," he said, twisting her hair, forcing ha to her knees Shewes petite, no meich far isgreet bulk. She
obbad ss efurbed anog the pgpers Hejerked her to her feet, though she had collected only a amdl sheef
of pages.

"Reed," hesaid withcdd menece

Her eyeswerewide, cheskswet with tears, lower lip quivering.

"Reed” hesadagain Cdmnow.

Her eyesflided acrossthe pege, shouldars eken with Solos, breedis swaying misaradly egaindt the conHfines of satin.

"Alod" He was once again Hferson Davis Soence, the legend, the genuine article. No more illusons of Muses
and far-off literary gods, no more lofty aspira-tions, no more symbioss with the Roya typewriter. Now he
coudfoasontheat o audty.

" 'The night spread its f-filth like spies, like flies' " she said, voice trembling. " The n-night walked the
ngt, dimbed itsomn sairelikealadder, thenght ra-tled the bones of its own cage ..."

Foance rdaxad hisgip on her heir, and now sroked her. He dosad his eyes ot in the predous iythm o his own
prose.

"'... the night growled, hissed like a snake, sput-tered like a bladk firevork, the Nght entered itsdlf, laved itsdlf
with its own tongue, swalowed its own tail..."

Ah theMusewassngng again All she nesded was the proper sheet music.

"'.. the night tastes of charcoa and ash, the night testesdf licorice, thenight tedes of testh—yes of add teeth ...
go out frost

He vacetraled anvay, but Spencedill rocked back and forth in his chair like a babe Iulled by its own sonorous



babble.
"JHf?" Shetook acardul depbeckward.
"Y ou stopped reeding, | didnit tl youto stop.”
"Thisguff is... thisguff is..."

Spence amiled, his face warm with satisfaction at this smdl but tender tribute the peak of sdf-love. He
braced for the paroxyam of bliss awaiting her gacula-tion of praise.

"Thisisjust so avful." She dropped the section of menusaipt to the floor. ™Y auivee been weding your td-ent on
this? This. .. maggot mess? "

Spence, anticipating the rush of sweet vdidation, ddnt register her words & fird. But the tone wes dear. Bven
withthar southem flavar, thewords were exadtly likethosedf Mrs: Bilean Foxx, hisfifth grade tescher. Foxx in Socks, the
kids cdled her, because they weren't clever enough to come up with something lewd or connected to
bodily functions

Mrs. Foxx had berated him in front of the whole class because heédd had the temerity to mispd| the
word receive. He stood at the chalkboard, breathing the dust of a thousand mistakes, while the other
children howled with laughter, relieved because it wasn't them this time. And the warm wetness spread
beneath his waig, his amdl bladder voided, and the laughter changed in pitch, rose to the levd of
schoolhouse legend.

And on that sunny spring afternoon at Fairfidd Elementary school, a new grammear rule was formed: |
before E except after P.

Born aswdl that day was Jefferson Spence, the writer. The one who would out-obtuse Faulkner, who
would out-macho Hemingway, who would out-wolf Tom Wolfe. And though he couldnt reach back
through the hdls of time and grab Mrs. Foxx by the frayed seams of her cardigan sweater and smash
those ever-pursed lips, he could act now. He could vent againg the critics and the sneerers and the pretty
popinjays, al the other Eileen Foxxes of the world who deserved retribu-tion.

He swept his hand hard againg the cheek of the faux Muse. She moaned and collgpsed back onto the
bed, an am bouncing againg the brass bedstead, another arm flopping across her chest. A trickle of
blood leaked from her mouth, and one nogtril clotted red as well. As the flesh of her cheek warmed from
the blow, her eyes stared back at him with dl the severity of Eileen Foxx's.

He turned from her gaze,

Ah, Ephram smiled. Ephram, who had offered sup-port during Seasons of Seep. Ephram, andly in a
uni-verse of amal-minded fifth graders who would never understand.

It wasn't that he dways falled with women, or that hisliterary output was uneven. It wasn't a flaw in the
equipment. It was them. It had dways been them.

They stood between him and the true light, the bright shining path, the burning Word. Who needed
mere physicd pleasure? What one needed was the shedding of pleasure, the remova of distraction.

Ore nesdad to become the Word, acommunion re-duced to its Smplest form.

Spence placed his fingers on the cold keys of the typamite. Thelantan hissed in goprovd, the firgdace umided
with hat cdlight. Helooked & Ephram agin, and then at the blank page, his greatest dly and his most dreaded



enemy.

He scarcely heard the door close behind his back. He pressed his fingers down, seeking the approval
of thetruegod Word. Hishendsmoved of ther oamn ac-cord, asif encased inliving gloves.

Anna sumbled through the trees, tired but deter- mined, the ghodly figure dwaysjugt on the edge o her visan
The moon hed risen in syndroniaty with sunset, anly asel aurve dioad fram its white roundness: The flaghlight was
unnecessary in the dearings and dretches o mesdow, but the moon couldhtt pendtrate the cdld shedowss benegth the
fores canopy.

Theghos women feded inand aut of view, asif fighing to kegp itscongtituion. Annahed called aut to her severd times,
but not even the wind responded. Thefores wesslat, and even the aidkes ssamed to be huddingin dreed. Thear
wasdhlly and dew hung heavy on the maple, laurd, and birch leaves that brushed her faceand Soudas Thegame
d hide-and-seek ssamed dand, asif Amawould farever have to chase this spirit, the two of them bound in a
shared purgetory of londiness.

Amathought the ghog wissleeding her to the cain where she hed sen the ghodt of the young gl on her firg night & the
menar. But her deed tour guide tumed up theridgewhen they reeched the meedow bdow the cabin, heading higher into
the steep hills of Beechy Gap. Amaweaved her way among granite boulders thet angled fram the ground like wom
fassls Thetral Segp-ened and narrowed, and the viegdiation chenged as wl, fram lesfy dediduous to dunted belsam and
jack pine

Amascoated across alag flat juk of gone She was on the ighest part of the rocky ridge The grest sea of mountarns
dretched out toward the harizon A whisper of wind tried to dlir itsdlf, then gave up and sttled bedk to earth.

The tress weare thime herg, and her bregth dumed from her mouth like the smoke of her soul. The few dtars
hung in the cold sky, shivering and twinkling. Even the familiar Dog Star and the orange wink of Sum
oave her no comfart. She wias done, exagt far the tranduoant women who hovered above the add dit and dore o the
riobe Theghost beckoned her faward with a wave of the haunted bouquet.

Amreisfiaiigt played over amessd fellen pogs and splintered boards scattered in a tredless stretch of ground
Theghod womenwasamong therunsdf the old shack, her ethered figure penetrated by a dozen ragged pieces of
wood. The ghogt opened ha mouth, trying to form a lost language. Bits of broken glass glinted in the
flashlight's beam.

Annadid off the rock toward the twisted debris. One thick piece of timber jabbed forlomly at the sky.
Anna stepped closer, answvering the summons of the ghod. The wamen sood walting, eyes vecart, the bou-quet
hdd outinather wdoome ar gpdagy.

Then thenight fell in.

One of the broken timbers lifted from the ground and cut an audible arc in the ar as if smung by an in-
vishde gat. The heavy wood dammad into her somrach. The flashlight fdl at her feet, its beam sending a thin
streak of orange into the underbrush.

Armadoubdled over, oearsd firewending through her gut, rusty nails driving into her temples, her teeth biting
tin roofing. But it was more than the agony of cancer. This pain was bone-deep and deadly serious. Her
rigtwig wes spueezed inaknifeedged viee

Amadosd her eyesand collgpsdl.

No dow-motion countdown would take this pain avay. Through the hemmaing of her puise se could hear
tremarsinthe buldngsrubble Wood rat and corruption assaulted her nogtrils as she writhed in the muddy fdlen



leaves.

Inthejumtded ruin, e saw atund, along, dark, cdld mouih gpaning up befare her. A ddle breeze bew up from the
depths of the tunnd, but it had to be her imagination, because the tunnd led down into the eath. Her siveet
wasdivasd iceon he faoe, the cdd swvabhing her bones and she thought of those words from the bathroom mirror.
Go out frog.

Then ghe heard thevaioe asoft mourful wall thet stretched over the hills.

Amaaopenad her eyeswith effart, visan durred by tears of pain. Two forms drifted among the ruins, the ghost
wamen knedling, asscond ghost snaling and hoveing over thefird. Theather ghog wesameninduejeans flard hirt, ad
workmers legther boats his clothes as tranducent as his sick milk of skin. A fev dreds o nedaus flesh hug
franonedeaved the shirt. His one hand hdd the piece of timber that had struck her. He looked down at
the ghost woman, hiseyesas degp asthe cdd black turd hed been,

A radiance shone around the dead man, an aura of mdevdet enargy. Hisedtolaamic face wes twided in rage,
the lips pedled back to show jagged teeth. He dropped the timber and put his lone hand around the
womansthroet, and Amacoud ssethedrenghin hisfingers as they tightened around surred flesh. Anna's throet
bumadinsympathetic pain. Theghod women screamed soundlessly, struggled for a moment like a wind-driven
linen caught in a briar vine, then faded from view, agan a corpse, dead a second time, the bou-quet
fdling from her fingers and disspating into mist.

Anna rolled onto her hands and knees and Started to crawl away. The caudtic fires dill scorched her
inddes, but now a black surf of fear washed over her, momen-tarily dousing the raw ache. She glanced
back and saw that the man's aura had grown brighter, asif the sirit murder had fueed some infernd fire.
He amiled at her, histongue dithery as an ed and his eyes sailling forth a darkness that rivaled the black
night.

The mouth parted. "That you, Selma?"

At leadt this ghost remembered language, though its tone was crazed.

"Itsme" it said. "George. | knew you'd come back. Korban promised me”

Come back? FromHISside or hers?

“I'm not Sdma," Anna said, trying to rise, but the weight of the night sky was too gredt.
"l got a present | been saving just for you. We got tunnds of the soul, Sdma"

The ghost hdd something in his hand, something that dangled like asmdl kill from a hunter's belt. Anna
thought at fird it was the bouquet. Then it wiggled.

It was his other hand, the one that had logt its place &t the end of hisright arm.

As she gruggled in the dirt, the spirit tossed the hand toward her. It landed on its fingers and scrabbled
after her like a spider. The ghodt's laughter echoed across the dismd hills "Hand of glory, Sdma."

Annaturned, tried again to regain her feet, but the pain had made her drunk, awkward, confused.
The severed hand closed around her ankle.

That was impossible. Ghosts had no substance, at least a substance that could take solid form in the
red world.



But this IS the real world. And sometimes, it's not what you believe, but how MUCH you believe.
Sebdievadinghosts They exiged. Y ou coudhit tum faith off and onlikeweter from agaigat

Toobed

Becausenow shehed whet hed dwayswanted.

Physicdl contact with thedeed,

Her ankle was numb, hot ice, liquid fire, ringed by dull razors.

Thefingas pressed ino her mest. Amawes jarked fla on her somach. She flalled at the air, grabbing for a
nearby pine branch. The hend pulled her beckward before she could reech the branch. Toward the ruoble Where he
waited.

"Comeon, now, Sdma Dont kegp dd George-Boy wating" The ghogt's vaice hed cnanged, degpened.

Shedg he firgarelsino theground, daning & the hap gones ad pire nesdes She gunied, redizing for the firgt
time since she'd witnessed the spectral struggle that she was ill breathing.

Bregth

Thet meart e was dive Not aghog yet. But if this saint hed the power to murder ghods whet would it do to the
living?

The hand tugged again, diding her across three fest of damp dirt: Wet leaves worked ther way undamegth her shirt,
chilling her belly.

A strange sound spilled across the ridge, like the soreem of adyingmouming dove Amnalooked & the ghostmen,
hssmilegretding and lesking red, arange, yelow, the cdarsmdding into ameldyametic aurora thet sumounded him asif he
waelit by hdlfire

Annadid another couple of feet closer to the ruins, desperately kicking at the hand. It was like kicking
a ratted fidh She wes pulled again and the harp ed o a piece of wood pressed into the back of her leg. The
thing was dragging her into the spiked tips of broken timber and the samtegth o the ripped tin rodfing. Se was
about to be sacrificed at the stake.

But why?

Why would aghost want to kill her?

"Snakes crawl at night, honey," it said. " Snakes crawl at night.”
More backward pressure.

The sharp wood againg her leg dug into flesh and sent bright sparks of pain shooting up the chimney of
her nervous system. A board knocked againg her ver-tebrae, drumming her spine as if it were a
xylophone. Broken glass dug into her knee, cutting through the corduroy of her dacks and dinging like
acid. Theflamesin her abdomen expanded into her chest, into her head, sent lava through her limbs. She
closed her eyes and saw streaks of light againg the back of her eyelids, like popping embers or shooting
gars. Behind the streaks was the black tunnd, expanding endlessy outward, and shimmering at the far
end was the woman in white.

So thisiswhat it fedlslike to die.



She had come to Korban Manor to find her ghost, pushed by the prophetic power of her dreams. This
was what she wanted. Except sheld never expected it to be so painful. More shards, splinters, and
crooked nails worked into her skin as the rubble shifted with her weight.

Slly girl. Guess you were wrong about everything. You thought death would be cold, but it's hot,
hot, and that tunnel is so deep—

The hand on her ankle yanked, insstent, tenacious. Then a hand gripped one shoulder.

And words came from somewhere above her, like the voice of an insane angd: "Go out frost, go out
frot, go out frogt."

The pain fell away, and only darkness remained.

CHAPTER 15

Getting the log onto the wagon, then to the manor and down the gairs to the basement, had been a red

hitch. Rensom refused to hdp cary thelag through the house, but MissMamie hed roussd some drinkers fram the study,

enliging their help. Paul, Adam, William Rath, Zaineb, evenLLlith It wasamirade they hedhit dropped the log on
their toes, but at last it stood up-right, Supported by sorap lumbar and wirestied tofialsin the joists overhead.

"Thet had better be some statue, after dl this trou-He" Miss Mamie hed cdled fram the heed of the base-ment
dairs before damming the door and leaving Mason done.

No. Natdone

He lifted the sheet of canvas. The face of Ephram Karben dared & hm Had Mason redly carved such sug
pafedion?But thework wesnt complete Now thet Korben hed afaoe, he nesdied legs ams hends anoak heart.

Thiswould be the sculpture that earned Mason Beaufart Jackson amantionin the megaaines Forget The Artid's
Magazne ar Art Times Thisbeby wes gang to land him in the pages of Newsweek. Mason began writing
headlines and artidle leads in his head, a fea-ture in Sculpture to start with.

MILLTOWN BOY MAKES GOOD

If you heard that an artist was named "Mason Jackson," you'd automatically assume that he'd
adopted a nom de plume.

(Wait a second, "nom de plume' isonly for authors. Okay, cdl it a pseudonym then. The article writer
would work thet bit out.)

But there's nothing put on about this up-and-coming sculptor. Jackson has been called "the
Appalachian Michelangelo.” This young southern artist may have his feet planted in the land of
moonshine and ski sopes, but his hands have de-scended from a more heavenly plane. Jackson's
sculpture series, The Korban Andogies, is open-ing to wide acclaim at the Museum of Modern Art
in Philadelphia and will soon cross the ocean to London and Paris, where critics have already
rested the heavy crown of "Genius " on the unpre-possessing man's head.

Jackson's tour deforce is the powerful Korban Emerging (pictured, left), which Jackson calls "a
product of semidivine guidance." The Rodinesque muscularity and massiveness of the work has
im-pressed even the most jaded critics, but there's also a singular delicacy to Jackson's piece.



No less a discerning eye than Winston De-Bussey's has found the work faultless. He calls Mason
an "uncanny master" of wood, a medium in which so few top artists dare to work these days.

"It isasif there is no difference between the pulp and human tissue," raves DeBussey in a rare
moment of expansiveness. "Jackson breathes or-ganic life into every swirl of grain. One almost
expects to look down and see roots, as if the statue is continually replenishing itself from the juice
and salt of earth."

But Jackson takes the praise in stride, offering little insight into the mind behind the man.

"Each piece is conceptualized through a dream image,” Jackson said, speaking from his
farmhouse-cum-studio in Sawyer Creek, a small mill town nestled in the North Carolina foothills.
"And | have absolutely nothing to do with that part of the process. My job is to take that fragile
gift and somehow not misinterpret it through these clumsy human hands. Because the dream is the
impor-tant thing, not the dreamer™

If Mason started taking like that, Junior would elbow him in the ribs and Mama would make him stop
watching public tdevison. Such nonsense would earn him some funny looks & the hosiery mill, where he
was more at home than in any art museum. He could fool himsdf into thinking he was good, but fooling
others was much harder. If he wanted to fool the entire world, this monstrous piece of oak before him
needed to be turned into the most beautiful dream image ever concelved.

First hed haveto skin the bark.
Then find theman inside.

He lifted the hatchet, looked at the dark spacesin the corners of the basement. He didn't belong in the
mill. This was what he was bom for, the reason hed come to Korban Manor. He'd never fdt so dive.

He thought of Annas words, how Ephram Korban's spirit lived on in these walls. How a soul might be
nothring more than the sum of a person's mortal dreams. How dreams could lie How dreams could turn
to ash.

No. Thiscreamwesred.
Thehatchet hitintothewood

Thebony hend on Anngs shoulder tugged her dhirt, lifted her. So the ghostman had her now. She was fi-ndly
going to find out whet it was like to be dead. Or maybe she was dready a ghogt, because the worst of
the pain was fading.

Annatried to stand, but her legs were like damp snoke She kndt on ane bloody knes, feding far pur-chase
among the broken boards. She opened her eyes to face the dead thing, resgning hersdf to crawl into the
dark tunndl.

But it wasn't the leering soirit that held her. It was an old woman.
"Ought to welch yoursdf amite better,” thewomen said.

Her faoe was wiinkled, the moanlight revedling her svollen veins, her eyebrows as white as ice. But the blue
eyes set among those sagging folds of skin were bright, young, intdligent. And Anna recognized the $am
thet was drgped around thewomeris gooped shoulders.

"Youwaea thecaoin—"



"Hugh yoursdlf, dhild. | ssen what you seen, and we bath ssen wey too much, Let's get awey fram here, then we can
have us along cha."

Anna got to her feet, pushing the broken boards aweay fran her legs The pein was gang ad the ing o fire
around her ankle hed feded. Themoon weashigner now, approaching the zenith of its arc.

Anna studied the rubble. It could dl have been a dream, except for the tearing of her clothes and skin.
"Come on away from there. George got fetched over, but thet donit meenyougat togoye,” thewomen said.

The old woman led Anna from the falen building. Thewormen hed aprisng srangih far someonewho gppeared
to beinher eghties Amawetched her dimb over thefla rockswith the aglity of amountain goet, even though she used a
thick walking stick to steady hersdf. Amalooked for her fladhlight, but it mugt heve rdlled into the thomy underbnush ad
aut o gt Sehurried after the woman.

The old woman paused on atable of rock, looking aut over thegret expansedf mountans Thesky waswoden
gay, but Amacoud meke aut theripdesand svdlsd earth sreidhing out to the harizon

"Karben about setched you™" thewomen said without tuming toward Ama " Thought I'd get a chence to wam you fird.
Bu dd Ephramisadways been theimpartient sort.”

"EphramKorben, youmea?”

"Tremede o theehare pats Or, d lesdt, helikesto think so.”

"But you'retaking in present tense. He's dead.”

"Likethet mettarsmuch” She goat dif therock inio the tops of the trees below.

"Whowesthet women | saw?' Anmneisheed was dearing alitile. "And the little girl at the cabin?”

Theddwoman laughed, but it wes a broken garde, heavy with cynicism. "You got the Sight, dl right. Knew it
whan| firg lad eyesonyou Now, no more questionstll we ga avay fraomthisplece ‘Causethisplace is Korban's.™

Amafdloned thewaomen dif therodk and down the narrow trail, amazed at the way the woman's hard lesther
shoes dodged over pratruding roots and sones the walking stick nimbly stabbing at the dirt in search d purdhese
They heeded dff theridgeto the beck Sde of Beechy Gap.

Anna paused to catch her breath, rubbing her ab-domen. "One question. What does 'go out frost'
mean?'

"Old mountain spell. Means 'dead stay dead.’ " Annawould have to remember that one. She hoped
that, unlike what Ransom had said about horseshoes and four-leaf clovers, thislittle piece of magic hadn't
been worn thin by time.

Adam had spent the long hours of insomnia trying to nab the thoughts that orbited his head like space
juk. And modt of thethoughts were about asking MissMamie if there was a way he could cancd his Say a the
manor. He didn't care about a refund. Paul could remanwith his camara and his pouty lips and his aro-gance for
theret of thesx weeks asfar ss Adam was concerned. All Adam needed was aride out of this place.

Theyd hed anather agumat, thisoneinthesudy after carrying the log into the basement. Paul was $oning df
far William Rath, who wias hitting an sev-erd women & onog, and Adam tried to get Paul agde for a chat. Paul had
sneered and said, "Why don't you goto bed, Rincess? 1 know how bored you gt taking about anything besides
yoursdlf."



Adam had findly fdlen adeegp sometime around whet fdt like midnight, though the moon wes < bright thet time
hadn't seemed to pass at dl. And again he'd had the dream, the dream of the fdl from the widow's walk.
But this time he recognized the man who was trying to push him off the top of the house. It was the men
hed imegined ssaing in the doset when Padl wies puttting away his camera. The man in the portrait. Ephram
Korban.

Ard agan Karben hed Adam leening over theral-ing. The hard wood pressed againg the amdl of his back.
Even as he was dreaming, he redized that you weren't supposed to fed paininyour dreams.

But dl his senses were working: he could amdl the sweet beech trees, hear the duminum tinkle of the
creek, taste the rancid graveyard stench of Korban's bregh, s the dars gaming aaaly above as the men
pushed him backward over therall.

"Yauhaverovanty," Korben said. "1 cant et your dreams. They're made of air.”

Adam's fingers tangled in the man's beard, desper-ady gipang the coarse hairs But as Korben pushed him
anay, theharsripped aut a thar roats Andjus as Adam fdl, losing his grip on Korban's woolen waist-coat, he
stared into the man's eyes.

Theeyesflidkered fram dharcod bladk to asz4ing amber. Korben's odd iron hends rdessad thar gip on Adami's upper
amsand Adem sreamed ashehurtled to the packed ground sixty feet below.

Thear whigtled like ategkettlein pain.

The great guif of space yawned overhead, farther and farther away, its softness logt to him even as he
grasped for a handle on the dars.

The housss windoas geamed in dreeks the shutHtars Huming in his paipherd vidon His blood rushed to his feet. This
dreemwas dranger then ay hed ever had. Because you were Spposed to wiske ypwhenyau fdl in your dreams.

But Adam was aware of the impact as his head pounded into the circle of the driveway. He dearly
heard the crunching of bone as his spine folded like a paper kird, he gegped &s his breeth whooshed fram his
lungs, he hit his tongue in hdf and the amputated tip souirted fram between broken testh, he tated hisoan warm
blood, then vomited as his shattered pelvis speared his somach and kidney.

Ashsruned flesh lay gramed and lesking on the ground, he dearly saw his own eyebdls lying beside his
head. The eyebdls glowered a him, their brown irises hepless in the ovate globes of white, the pupils
largewith shodk and feer, no sodkets or eydids to hidetheir win disgpprovel. Even dreaming, he recognized the baurdity of
sy hisomn eyes Heaoudnt wat to tel Paul about this.

Except you aso weren't supposed to fed pain in a dream, ather. Andwhet dse could this be but pain, this sheet
of red that dropped on him like a hundred sulfu-ric guillatines? Ribbons of dectricity shot through his
broken body, his naves sreaming like four dams & a firehouse. Adam tried to laugh. Wasn't this funny,
ex-periencing this helburst of orange that flooded his brain, when he was surdy dead?

But wait assoond. Canyou dreemthat youredeed?

But how would you know if you were dead ... this wes the kind of tiling thet would gve you a heededeif you
didnt know you were dreaming But Adem hed a heedeche anywiay. He ket to strgpe his salled brains together, soooped
them up, and put them beack inthar broken shell.

Ashisfingassimed through the seaming wiirkles of his own cerebrum, he redlized that his body was dayed out
beforenm Thiswas odd, surred, Ddliesue He expacted to aweken a ay momat to find himedf ggging into his pillow.
But hedidnt weke Up. He stood, locking a thepod of red thet segped fram beneeth hisbody and the sour bile around



his head. A splinter of ferur proruded fram ane thigh, aging out fram aripin the gray pgames The bone geamed
kright and wet inthe pelelight. The body's heed wes tumed away inthe direction of the wide stone steps thet led into
Korban Manor.

But his real head, at least the one that housed his oU, wasdaing highe, & the bladk portd of the door.

Shapes silled out of the maw, white wigpy forms like bits of shredded cobweb being swept dong by
the breeze of a broom.

Some coaesced into more or less human figures, men, women, and smdl children, ther faces blank,
their eyes as black as the interior of the foyer. Some of them were in coarse crindlines, or trousers with
button-up flies afew men in overdls and fdt hats, the women in bonnets or with their hair pinned up in
buns. The young boys were in knickers, mended stockings sag-ging over square legther shoes, the girls in
plan shifts, ribbons in ther pigtails. An infant materidized at the feet of one of the women, its ragged
digper mingling with its ragged legs.

Adam stepped backward as they walked toward him. Except they weren't walking, they were flitting,
floating, flying, arms wide, mouths dack with grim purpose. There were about two dozen figures, and he
saw Lilith among them, the maid with the flowing dress, but she was as midy as the others. The plump
cook, whom he'd seen earlier pouring dishwater off the back porch, was wiping her hands on her apron.

He screamed, but no one could hear you when you were dead.
It was long past time for waking up.
He tried to run, but stood trandfixed, frozen, as cold as a December tombstone.

The crowd gathered around the body tha lay on the ground, the ghosts—yes, of course they're
ghosts, if I'm going to have a bad dream | might as well go for broke—the ghosts merged and
intertwined, showing no concern for the socid congraints of personal space. And Adam, now more
fascinated than frightened, also looked down &t the object of their attention.

It was he, himsdlf, the person formerly know as Adam Andrews. There was the mole on his cheek, the
amdl white scar above his elbow where held fdlen off hshicydea agening the avkward bend in the ssoond toe
d hiskicking foat thet hed severdy didocated play-ing high schod soooer. Therewashishand, theralls uneverly timmed, a
faw threeds of Korben's beard heir dill dutched intherigid fingers Thare wasthesiver ring with the gamet gone thet Paul hed
gvenhim

Therelay hisblood, hisflesh hisbody.

A low sound filled the lawn, gsretching across the hills afunerd dirgethet reminded Adem o recordings of wheles
hed heard. It wesahizarelanguege sonarous and sad. The s/llades o the tundess sound phesed into ard dheos, athick
datted nose It wesemareting fram the manar, asif thefoyer weare thebuilldngs throet.

The ghods tumed toward the doar, sdenn as arly the dead could be. Adam gulped, looked down a his
hands, and saw he was made of the same mig as the others, spun from the same insubgtantiad threads.
He was a ghost. That meart...

Hewasredly deed.

Hegmiled to himedf. He dosed hisdreaming eyes He'd have to forget being mad at Paul at leest long eoughto
el hm about the dream. He wondered if hewas snoring, then remembered that hed pushed the beds apart, o
he couldn't count on Paul giving him a nudgein the ribs And rigt now, hed love to be tick-led, cuddled awake,
to pull Paul's body close, to fed some humen hest.



Becausebang deed was adhilly busness Hemug have kicked the quilts off in his deep.

Yes of corse Any arazy thing mekes ssnse if you analyze it long enough. And deciding to leave Paul
must have stirred up some funny things in the old Jungian jungle.

But why shouldn't your mind pull atrick or two on you while you 're adeep?

And what could be a better vacation site than this theme park of the deceasad? What wes that dd
blad-and-white movie? Yeah, Camnivd of Souls, dancing with the dead, wake up and say, "It was
all adream.” And old Ephram Korban IS a nightmare-inducing sort.

S why not enjoy it, laugh it up, go along for the ride? You'll be awake soon enough, back in the
real world with real problems. Like how to deal with Paul. For real.

He opened his eyes, and found himsdf il in his nightmare.

The ghogts were bending, lifting the corpse. Amused, Adam joined them. When one of the bloody arms
ldlled outward, Adam placed it back over the chest cavity. The ghosts hoisted the body toward the door
of the house, pae pallbearersin a dlent procession. Adam trailed after them as they wafted up the steps.
Waiting at the door was his maefactor, Korban.

The man flashed a cold smile of triumph, his eyes like onyx marbles.
"Welcome to your tunnd of the soul, Adam,” Korban said.

For a moment, Adam forgot he was dreaming. Korban held the door wide as the procession entered
the dark-ness. Adam was unable to keep from fallowing.

Korban's face loomed near, and the man held out a welcoming am. As Adam drifted into the waiting
murk, he redized that it wasn't the manor that was swalow-ing him. The foyer was a tunnd, a tube of
frigd stone-glass wadls, an ever-widening mouth, dl darkness, beyond light and the things that light
touched. Adam shivered, colder now than ghost-cold, unwilling to let hisid play anymore.

Time to wake up now.. .
Because Korban was changing, his eyes turning from dead dark orbs into fiery hateful suns.

Because Korban was glowing with loathsome heat, Korban was reaching out to him, reaching in him,
into his chest, into his heart—Please, please, please wake Uyl

Korben'sfinga's squeezad and new pein eupted, apain beyond human understanding, so intense that eventhe
dreaming deed Adam screamed, and Karben pulled him deeper into the tunnd, and he knew that whet wes
waling aheed would be theword thing thet any part of his brain could concoct.

He sreamed again, Soreamed and soreamed, dosad hisdream eyes 0 thet hewouldnit ssewhet wes eheed—

But he knew what was ahead, the thing he'd buried 0 degdy inhismind thet hed forgatten. Though like dl true
forced forgettings, it had only gained power during the long years of hibernation. And when a buied
memay firdly dawsthroughitsadffin dgsitsway through the dirt to the surface, it's not going to look kindly on
the undertaker.

Thiswasamemary thet hed tegth.
So he sreamead again, and the hend inhischest wias shaking, sheking him—



"Wekeup, Adam.”

He opened hiseyes but hewasdill sssng thedim-mers of his buried memory, the image making him throw his
ams out in panic. He struck Paul in the shoulder.

"Hey!"

Paul stood beside Adam's bed in his underwear. Adam Sared & him, uldinking A fant fuzd' moorHight lesked
through thewindow and thefiretirew red light onto the walls.

"Youmwe heve been having ahdl of adream,” Paul said.

Adam lay dill, rdling hseyes around inthar sock-ets, his dhest sore fram remambared pein. The quilts were bunched in
knots around him. He glanced at the cor-nas d the room, a the dosst doar, exqeding the frely exhumed
memory to play out itsimeagein the nearest available scrap of shadow. He looked at the portrait abovethe
firgdeos watding far Karben'slipsto part and welcome him into the tunndl.

"l meen, you even woke me Ypwith your threghing around,” Paul said, then added, with the dightest hint of soom
inhisvace "ad | wesdl theweay acrossthe room.”

Adam flexed hisfingats reeched up, and wiped the sweet from his forehead and upper lip.

He drew in a bregth, a svedt Iiving and weking bregth, and nothing had ever tasted so fine, not the chocolate
dhary ssuce onhisfavaite undag, nat the driest Char-donnay, not a new love's firg kiss.

Paul put hishendson hiships impetiet now. "Did you dream about my women inwhite? Or are you dill not talking to
me?'

Adam opened his mouth, glad to find the tip of his tongue brushing reassuringly againg his teeth.
"Yauwereright ebout anething” Adam whispered, thewords dry inhisthroat. it wes ane hell df adream”

CHAPTER 16
Begutiful.
Soance hdd up the pege 0 the moanlight fram thewindow would flagh flly on thewords

It hed been wating here All these years The Muses blessing, the sweet ingpiration, the deeping dream of
cregtion. The Gift.

Thehousshed gvenhimanather megapiece

He leened beck inhis dnair and laughed. The sound echoed dif the wiood of the room, ratled the dressar on the mirar,
modked bedk & hmfram thewansodting, curled around the cornice of the fireplace mantd, played off the cold
rock hearth and swirled in the ar like stirred dust. Korban's portrait grinned in the mis-chief of a secret
understanding.

The room was much nicer now thet it wes ampty. There was only Spence and the Royd. Spence and words
Anrdtheworld beyond thewords?

The world itsdf didnt matter. What mattered was the interpretation, the human reflection, the sheping
of theilluson. The craft. Symbolism.



Thewards

Foencsswords

So what if those latest novels had meandered off course, had faled to sustain themsdves, had crept
plotless into unresolved graves? The important thing was that Spence had been anointed. The critics
loved hm The New York Times Book Review hed hm an the cover, nat once, but twice And the litle people, the as-
piring writers and the coffee-shop crowd and pathetic English mgjors, gobbled up his books like bottom-
fedngfish Thswasbeforethe @adf tdevigon talk-show best sdllers fashioned ther follow-the-leader tastes into
adrab society of the mutudly hip.

Not that the little people mattered, aside from pro-viding the simulus of mass adoration. Spence didn't
write for them. He didn't write for the critics, either. They were asblind as Homer hed been, puffing them-salves up
asif they hed ahend in the aretive process: hogs who couldn't recognize they were feeding at the same trough
they spat in. Even editors were nothing morethen inrudars moreinlovewith the product then the act.

Ultimatdy, Spence's whole life and career had re-volved around the search. There had to be a way to
grip away the layers of symbolism, to get right to the heat of themeaning. To reech the truth of things withrout the
ddradion df the typawritar’s dacking, without the dumsy fingers that served as the brain's agents. Sudy a mare
snmpedaity eddsd then the black and white of ink on pulp.

Soon, hewould arive At thet arituel pinnede, themomat when dl humen hidary, dl unvasd lans dl thedogies evary
oeck of dug and gran of metter and mote of thought could be condensed o its purest fam Whendl of evearything could
becometheone

OretruieWord.

Spence sghed. Until he achieved that godliness, thet commeand of the essenog, he hed to work through these
idiot tools of language. Poe dways ranted about "unity of effect,” how every word mus contribute to the
whole. That paranoid, absnthe-swilling madman was on the right path, but wouldn't it be much better to
find the Sngle word that was the effect?

At least he could love what he wrote, despite its mor-ta shortcomings. He read the last completed
paragraph.

And he, becoming Night, found his limbs, his blood and joy, stretching across the hills. Seeping
out beyond the cold dark stone that was his prison, the mountain that was his sepulcher, the house
that was his heart. His fingers were now more than mere trees, his eyes more than mirrors, his
teeth more than broken wood. He, becoming Night, could spread his inky waters, could lap his
tides at far shores, could engulf and drown the surrounding nondarkness that no longer
threat-ened.

The Night walked both sides of dawn, once again bold and dreaming.
Spence lad the page on the desk. He rubbed his eyes. Two days. Had he been writing for two days?

His stomach gurgled. He could use something to eet. Bridget would be waiting a breakfast. Maybe he
would even deign to forgive her.

He rolled a blank page into the Royd before leaving the room so it would be waiting when he returned.
He looked back at it from the doorway. The white paper glared accusngly at him.

"Don't worry, the Word will come" he said to it, to the room, to the house and whatever was waiting in
itswals. Then he closed the door.



Sylvacrossed the cabin floor and tossed apinch of sdt in the fire to keep the fetches away. Then she
put the poultice on Anna's knee where the cuts were degp-est. A little of the gummy mixture dribbled out
of the cloth and ran down Annas leg.

"That ought to mend you up right nice" Sylvasaid.
"What'sinit?'

"The usud. Chimney soot and molasses mixed with a little pine rosin. It's best to wrap a cut with a
cobweb, but ain't many spiders this high up.”

"Won' that cause an infection?'
"Nothing's much cleaner than chimney soot. Made pure by thefire, you see"

The wound would hedl fine. Sylva didn't think she could mend the other things that were wrong with
Anng, the bad cdls that burned indde her. And she didn't think she should, even if she knew what herbs
to use. Part of having the power to hed was knowing when to let na-ture run its course. When to let the
dead be dead, and when to let the living move on to other business of the soul.

Annawas marked as dearly as if her fate had been written by a judge. The shame of it was, she was
just getting started in her life, just beginning to grasp her mighty and frightsome gifts. But Sylva knew that
the young woman'sillness dso made her powers stronger. That's why it had been so easy for Korban to
summon her.

Anna pressed the poultice to her knee and drank from the hand-fashioned day cup. "Thank you,
Miss—"

"Sylva SylvaHartley."
"And thanks for the water. I've never tasted water as good as you have here on the mountain.”

Sylva nodded and threw a gtick of locust on the fire. Anna was putting off talking about it. Nobody
liked to remember close cdls. And Sylva had learned over the many years of waiting that patience was
the only thing a body needed to be good at. She had waited along time for the October blue moon.

"Y oudbout gat fetched ove”
"|sthetwhet you cdl itwhenaghog murdarsyou?”

"Yegh Cdl it bed ludk, too." Sytvadiood and fishad her henging kettie framitshook over thefirgdlace She poured some
of the geaming water into Annas cup. Thenghe arossad to the aupboard and took some leaves out of acaramic ja.
Seaurbal afen o theleavesinto Annas hot water.

"Smdls good. Sort of likemint." Anna breathed in the aroma.
"Yep. Mint with alitlewild chary roat mixedin Might ease up your headache.”
"How ddyouknow?'

"They dwaysgve me aheedache, when I'm godlling them off. Them fresh dead, they're easier to see but theyre
herder to best beck doaninothegae”

Amasppad & theteaand gave Sjivaasdavayslook. "How come they haven't ‘fetched' you yet?"



Syivagavealaughthet wesmoredf aliquid hicoup.

"Gatmy ca bonesand my snekeroat and ny lizard powder and a whole cupboard full of other roots and heos
and rqptile skins And herésimy gpadd pleced protection.”

Syivarummegad under her 9aMl to the place near her heart. She held out her pam to show Anna the amdl,
dhriveed white thing that Sylva wouldn't have traded for a cape of soun gold.

"Rebhitsfoat?” Annas dark eyerows mede arow-tips on her forehead.

"Not just any rabbit's foot. Thisis the left hind foot of agraveyard rablait, snered on awinte midnight.”
"Ancther oned theddsgrs likeRansomtddme”

"They mean as much as you want 'em to. It'sdl about how strong you believe

Amast he ap ontheraughhean tadle Srediv-ered despite the nearness of the fire. "What a night. | fed a
thousand years old."

"Old? | expect you wouldn't believe that I'm a hun-dred and five mysaf, give or take afew. Then again,
you might, but | hardly bdieve it mysdf. | keep up with my hedth and dl, but | suspect it's got a little to
do with Korban. Like he's dretching my years on out so | don't up and die a naturd death before he's
done with me"

Amaresed he dininher hends Thefirerdledted in her blue-green eyes.

Themeyes Lord, hesRachd'saittin' imege.

"Whet does Karbenwat?' Amaasked. "Ivesud-ied ghodts for along time, but most of them just seem o be
trying to escgpefram here THswarld, | meen”

S/ivadared ino thefiredang with Anna. Thesun wiss tridding through the eest window now, bt ill the room wies dark,
asif Nngtwesrdudat toleave

"Katenwarsitdl beck. Evaything thet wesever his, and then some.”
IWI

"Why?' Sylvahed thought about it mery times over the years, but dill didn't know the right answer. "Cdlinghm
el woud betoo gpplepie essy. Maybe he was evil back when he was dive, but it's way be-yod thet now. He
liked to oan things Shgpethemup to fit hisworld. | reckon he dill does. Is it evil to want to hdd on to evaything
yauever loved?'

"I'm not sure I've ever been loved.”

The words gripped Sylvas heart. Korban fetched Amaback far aresson. No matter whet Redhd tried to do.
Mayte nobody ever excgped from here, deed or dive

"Ephram ..." Sylvas voice fdl, uncertain. She was Sxteen again, awkward but with aflaming heart, as if
both she and the world were young and sill full of promise "I loved Bohram Wedl did, the women, | meen. He
wasmighy hendsomeinhisway, but it waant just looks Therewas samething aoout im, some megHeisme Nobody could
resghimforlog

"l took a job tending the house, like most other women thet lived an the mountian then The men were busy
working to clear the land and keep the place up. Nobody redly sad awthing when people sated dying



Somebody's ax-heed wauld fly off and deaveinthar skul, atreewouid fdl on somebody’s bedk, they'd fird abody in one of
the ponds; the sin puify and their tonguedl svdlenblue It wasjugt aoddants; inour minds ‘A run of bed ludk,' wed sy to
eech other, thoughwedl knew better.”

Sylva squeezed her fids againg her chest. Sheld never told anybody this next part. She'd kept that all
niceand unbothered and lyinginthe back o her mindlikeallizard in amuddy arevice But this dhild hed way worse things to
gothrough Sylvasonn affaing was nothing compared to that.

"Orenght, hsfirewat aut. | wes scared to degth. Thet wasimy onermein job, thething thet Epiram medke a mention of
every time | saw him, which wasn't that diten. But evary timeyou ssenhim, by God, youd re-member it, and you
would play it back in your mind, his face, his hands, his voice, until your heart was adhing At lesdt it wes thet
way with me, and I'm pretty sureit westhe samewith the ather wamafdk”

Sylvafdl glent. Even across the decades, the mo-ment Hill retained its vividness. She was filled with a
wam flood of pession, mixed with thet same guHipaing dread. Her eyes were misy, and she didn' fight it this
time, she just let the tears rall down her cheeks.

"Baram, hewasintheroom. Exogt it wes like hislife was the fire He judt Iad there on the bed, gegaing, kind of. And |
weas S0 Scared, dhild, youwoudnt know how scared | was."

Sivagiffied "But then agein, meybeyouwould | forget you jugt hed your oan ruriine And he mede me light that fire
and say those words | never shoulda said.”

Amatouchad Syivas knee Thegesure gave her the strengtth to finish.

"When | firdly gat thefirelit, Ephram come to me He took me up in his arms, and | looked into those black
eyes, and | would have done anything for that men And hekissed meand then dd evaything dsehe wanted. But
thething was, | wanted it as much as he did. After it was over, he sent me out. Didn't say a word, just
buttoned up his trousers and jabbed at the firealittie likel wesapiecedf meet hed jut killed far sport.

"l herdy ever looked & hmagain, | wes 0 scared. Scared both that hed want me and that he wouldn't. Buta
fav wesks laer, | misssd my ime of the month, Lordy mercy, | was redly scared then. But there was no ather
Sgs 0| wat anabout my business hoing and praying. Months passed, it got winter and then spring. Along
about summer my belly firgt started to sndl, but jud thetinies bit. Thetswhen | knew. And | knew it wes wrong, s
dow asitwesgang”

Sylvasheat wasthundaing now. All thedd anger and wasted love was filling her up, poisoning her agan Ama
reeched far her hend and squeszed it. Thet sattied Syivadoan allitle She hed to do this for bath of them.

"Korban liked to get up on top of the housein the dead of night. Up there on the widow's walk. Folks
whigpered thet he was cdling aut to the dark things invisble creatures that dithered and floated around in the
cracks of the night. But by then, | knew what he was redly doing.

"He wes cling yp his fetches Making them do hisbad work. Spelling them. And | crept up them dairs ane
ngt. The moon was full, a due moon in October, like what's coming tomorrow night. | remember the amdl of
sassafras in the ar, and the dew so thick you could fed it on your skin Thelitile trgpdoor thet led to the rodf wes
apen, 0| poked my heed through and saw im ganding dong theral, looking aut over the moanHlit nothing.”

Thefire popped and edrded alog hiss Sivadosad her eyes and finished the story before Korban got up the
grength to stop her.

" eesad my way up anio thewidow'swelk, and he dlill had his back to me. When | got my feet steady, | sood
up, and Lardy, how thewind wasbowing, Like it was the breath of the whole sky let out dl at once. | ran towad



Ephram, my datheswhipangdl out be-hind me in the breeze. He turned just when | reached him.”

Armas mouth was open, her aup batwean her loose fingers. The fire spat, sending a cod toward Anna. Siva
reeched out with her Shoe and rubbed theember into the floor.

That wasa sgn of baing marked for death, aure asany. When the ember shoats at you, you 're donefor.

"Whet heppenad tha?' Ama asked, her eyes wide As if they were gtting on a front porch somewhere
swapping made-up ghost stories. Asif thiswerent redl.

"l pushed him over, off therail. And he let me. Didnt raise a hand to stop me. Just amiled as he went
over. You never heard such a scream. The kind of scream a rabbit makes when a horned owl digs its
dansinothe beck o itsneck. Exogat way langer and louder.

"But therewas alaugh mixedin, too. Thetswhen | knew gting rid of Ephram Korben weanit gaing to be so easy.”

Anna nodded. Sylva could see she was thinking about it, sorting it out, trying to make the pieces fit. It
fdt good to be tdling after dl these years. Maybe she could die with an unburdened heart when and if her
time ever came.

"What about your beby?' Annaiasked.

Sivadared ino thefire She wes tired, aushed by the weight of more than a century of haunts. Keeping tabs
on them dl these years wasn't easy, especidly when they had her outnumbered. She hoped her con-jue
begs and her faith and her godlswould be enough Therewearealat of poppetsinthé litle cahin, apesde of dead folks.

"Sriscomingup” fesad. "Ought to be ssfeenough now. Y au and menead to go far awelk.™

Bloody birds

William Rath hoped to catch arecHailed hank inflight, or at least something colorful like a blue jay or cadrd.
Naures way wes to gve adar to the mele of the pecies, while the femade was designed to blend ino the
bedkground. If anly thehumen birdswouid be-have thet wey, fdlow the order of things Grisand thet tight littie wonder called
Zarebwaeasdusveasay of these Appdachian avians. The only winged things about were ravens black ad
Wy and wetching fraom the trees as if waiting for afunerd.

Roth looked through his lens a the cusp of sunrise. The southem Appeladhian mountans raminded him of
Soatlands rounded and rich He would take afew rdls of soenic Suff, thet wes dways fodder far travd megaezines and
the like. If he wasn't going to have any luck with the ladies, might as well carry the old lunch bucket.

He Sepped aut of the tresswhere the wooden bridge spanned the great valey of granite and scrub vegeta-tion
Far bdow ranasiver dream, tumtding between bouldars onitsway to the oceen. Karben knew how to live dl rigt. St up
amars & thetop o thewarld, have a house full of young sarving girls, play artist, and enoy the high life Whod
dame the bldke far nat weniing to let such plesaures go? If Rath were Korban, hed catanly become a ghogt and harg
cbout.

Rath chudded. Ghodsand thet rat. Hed sean pho-tos that people daimed depicted spirits. Roth could adheve
the ssme trick by fuzzing anggtive ar daying with the light in the darkroom. Give him an hour and he could
crank out a hundred different double- and triple-exposures, and he didn't need a digitd file or computer
to do it. He could put Elvis on the moon, he coud have Ephram Karben diifing over the menar, he could dick Qiis
Whitfidds heed on Mailyn Monroes nude bodly .

Now, that wesaproject thet might be warth puraring. Or maybe Spence's chippie, whom held seen be-fore
dawn, waking the hdls with a blank look in her eyes. Had a lovdly blue bruise on her face, Spence ma



heveplayed a kit roughin the sack. Maybe Rath could hidein thar bethroom, get afirdit Shat of the dd bedard gvirg her
whet far. Bladkmel imor sl it to the tabloids, either way atidy bundle.

He waked out onto the bridge smitded to a langer lens and advanoed the film The ar dimed around hm, that
mountain wind that could cut right through a bloke's bones. But it wasn't just the wind. The ravens had
swooped from the forest and lit on the rails of the bridge. Dozens of them. Staring a Roth with those

beady black eyes.
Wating
"Bloody hdll," hesad
"Hdlisanly inthemind Mr. Rath"
He turned, and Lilith stood in the middle of the bridge How inblazes? Where hed she comefram?
"1 hope you're not thinking of leaving us.”
"Um. | was just getting thisviga" He hdd up the camera " Theviensaround here are pafedly lovdy:”

Hegaveha adose look. Thet black dressdung to herinarather dramdtic fasion Shewasalt pele reminded him of
those girls from North England, the anesfram fadtary tomswherethe smog and rain aut down an the sunething Sill,
de was yaug ad de hed auves If saving giis were good eough far Korben, why nat Sr William Bloody
BdlodksSmngng Roth?

"Lots of lovdy views around,” he said. He smiled. Youga giis liked his amile Or preeded to, which
amounted to the same.

"Yes | used to pant them Befarel want to wark far Ephram Korban.”

"Wok for Karben? Hedied alogtimeago, ad you're just a pip.”

Segaeha omnanile afleding, mydeiousting Coy bird, that one.

"Say," he said, gently stroking hislens. "Mind if | get the most lovdy view I've found since | got here?!
"Beour guest, Mr. Rath "

He lifted the camera and aimed it a her, zoomed onto her breasts, focusng on one nipple. Bras weren't
pat o theunifam, goparantly. Likdy nat panties a-ther. Thsgil was ddfinitdy quidk to save

Hetook acoupled piduresd her faog, framed yp nicewith thet heir and eyes as dark astheravens sin fresh as rocks
inthe rain, lips quick and clever with a amile. When he'd devoted enough attention to thor-aughy flatter her,
hesad, "Yau ever gt ay timedf?| wouldnit mind getting to know you a it better. Teke some pidures inamaore seduded

"That canbearanged, Mr. Rath."
"Cdl meWilliam, love™
She imitated hisimitation accent. "Okay, William Love."

Had asansed humar, too. Shéd beajoy to tumide Roth moved toward her, wanting to get close enough for
her to marve at the sparkle in his smoky eyes. Something crawled across his face and he brushed it

avay.



God savethebloody queen, itwasasaider.

He sepped back and saw theweb oun betweeniimand Lilith, stretching across the bridge like golden wire the
dew cadhing the surie He deteted quidars From the African veldt to the Arctic tundra, the little buggers
jumped at you with their sharp pincers. He'd reed somewharethet, no metter where you good on the gabe, thered
beaguider withnsx fest of you, and he bdlieved it.

He looked down &t the rough planks of the bridge. The ydlow-driped begtard weas meking for a arack its legs
scrabbling, its arachnid brain no doubt having a lauigh a Rathis expanse Rath brought aboat doan on the qaider,
girdngitinothegan of the wood, send-ing its soul to spider hell, where hopefully God fed them nothing but
DDT.

"Sorry, love" he sad to Lilith. "Hope that didn't upset you."

The amileflitted across the thin lips, fast as insects. "You didn't kill it. You ddivered it."
"What'sthat?'

"LiMngthingsnever die they just movean through deeper tunndls of the soul.”

"Er, righty right.”

"Now, if youll excuse me, Miss Mamie will be wondering where I've gotten off to. | can't stay away
from the house for long."

Shewakad pest im, and hetook awhiff o her fra.grance. He liked that sort of thing, collected their scents the
way some blokes collected phone numbers or underwear. This one smelled a bit like earth, ripe and lush.
Fertile and moist. He could dig it, dl right.

She stopped at the end of the bridge. "I'll see you later, then."

"Wouldn't missit for the life of me" he said, and watdhed her ddigtful sTell arse dheke as e waked Lp the
sy roed lesding to the menar. When she disappeared through the trees, he turned his attention back to the
view. The ridges had lost their glow now thet thesunwasrisng Hed best peck anvey.

The ravens watched as he returned his lens to its case Bloody hirds hed no fear. He thought about wav-ing
them on, sending them scattering over the valey. Oh, bather thet. The day was lodking up, with far and tender
Lilith on the agenda.

Hewas about to heed bedk for themenar and breek-fast when he saw the web again. Still spread out in those
fine and Snigter patterns, shipshape. Lilith had walked right through it. And dill it hung there, whole ad
pafed, wating to setch thingsframther.

This place was going to drive him daft if he wasn't careful.

CHAPTER 1/

Mason hewed the flesh of the oek, exated by the tamic sl of the wood. He worked with his hetohet, scraping it
around as if skinning an animd. The log wes bracsd with acoude d dd dednut boerds, apain in the rump to
work around, but art was never easy. With the wires adding support, the oak waited for his touch like a
masochigic and naked lover in a torture chamber.



The reddish drips of peded bark were pled aroud his feet, and he sumbled in them as he fdt dong the
wood's smooth surface. Here would be the arms, one knee here a drong goreed of douda there This knat
could become the bl of one loose fig.

He hedht lied to Miss Mamie The datue wauld be warth the trouble Nathing gredt wes ever arested with-out a little
risk. Suffer for art, that was the ticket to the top. Sanificeevaything and evaryone, epeadly your-sdif.

Mason drove the hetchet Sdeways into the area thet would be the neck. He drew beck and druck eggin and again, the
auiire d the fam bumed ino hismind, his hands sure of their work. He chopped urtil his right shoulder and
biceps ached, removing the sections of dead wood that blocked the emergence of the true shape. The
flames at the end of the candles bobbed as the air stirred with his blows and breath.

When he could no longer lift his arm, Mason stood back and pushed away the wood sorgos with his shoe He
moved across the dudio goece and dudied thelog from different angles. The height of the shoulders, the angle of
the elbow, the distance between the fet, dl hed to be pafedly mesared. As he wes teking a Sep back to get
another view, heknocked over theal pant-ing that held leaned againgt the cupboard.

He ket and picked it up. Again he wias drudk by its sngular beauty. How would hefed if hisoan work never It the
besaman, if it Sayed farever inthe shed-ow's, never to be appreciated and admired? His work would be better
then this, but the painter had tdent. The soft brushstrokes and colors, the off-white of the manor, the
splendor of the night forest, the turbulent storm clouds as fresh as wet redity.

He looked closer, at the top of the house. The smudge dog the widow's walk wes brighter now and hed
spread severd inches across the canvas. Mason peered into the mig and blinked. There were angles ad
dgpesinthesmudge Hebrought thelantan fram the table and tilted it toward the painting.

Mason traced a finger over one of the shapes. The shape was a deeper gray white than the smudge,
ug-geting ahumen shepe: More forms hovered beyord it, behind the thick pale line that portrayed the ral of the
widow's walk. People?

People would be out of place in the painting. The house weas the Subjet, S0 dominging an imegein itdf thet to
besmirchit with humenity wauld be a aud inguit. Had somebody dse mede the same dosarvation as Mason, and tried
to blot out those shapes on the roof? Or did the artist redlize the mistake upon completion, and sought to
correct it before the ails had dried?

MissMamewaud know, ar maybeLilith whod shown an interest in the painting. Perhaps held be a-lowed to
tekeit to hsroom and hag it besde thet por-trait of Karben. A meder and hisdomeain

He leaned the painting back againg the cupboard. Hisovnwoark was more impartant. Thet wes the atid's firgt
tenet. Crestive duty firdt, everything else second.

Besdes Mamawaswetdhing.
His wood cdled to him in the language of the un-born. He answered, with chisd and claw, tooth and
hatchet, sharp blade and hungry soul.

Adamfoud MissMamiedter breskfest. Shesstinawidker der inthe dudy with her hendsfddedin her 1ap. She was
dressed in forest green today, her decol-lette gown showing the pale expanse of her upper bosom. She hed
faregore her pearl neddaceinfavar o a black Slk choker.

Selifted her hends reveding some sl pieces of wiood oreed acrassadath. She hed aknifein ane hand, bits of wood
dingrgto theblade AsAdemweatched, Sediced aleghdf thidk vineand begen wrgpaing it around what [ooked like
the torso of adoll. The doll's heed looked likeaknob of dark, drivded frut, the feartures dretched and didorted fram



theadt of dying

The Abranovs weare a the far end o the study, awey fram the firgdlace and the snlight thet poured through the hich
windoas They weredayingaminuginan-dante that was reminiscent of Mozart. Ther cdlo and vidin trilled in
counterpoint, then shifted into a de-scending harmony. The rich notes vibrated againgt Adam's skin.

He sat on the sofa across from Miss Mamie and bowed his head in respectful silence. He watched the
muscans fingers glide over the strings. The duo in-creesad ther tampo, then want ino the recapitulaion, toying
with the melody before findly sustaining the tonic and fifth notes as a finde. Adam joined Miss Mamie in
applause.

"Braxg" desad. "How edraodinaily lovdy. Ephrram Korban would be pleased.”
Asthe Abramovs garted anew piece, Adem leenad over to MissMamie "How are you today?"

"1 fine Mr. Andrens How do yau like vy litle hobby? An old Appaachian craft, passed down by Edgram
himedf. They ssy whenyauwhittiea poppet, you're building a house for alost soul.”

"Laokstoughonthehands”
"But they make lovdy gifts. What do you think of this one?'

She held up the gnarled figuring, the twisted limbs of vine making the poor thing look crippled. It was
hideous theeyesaude, onelage thenthe ather.

"Thetswondaful. | dontt think Danid Boone could have done any better.”

"Areyouejoyingyour sy ofer?”

"Advally, | wented to tak to you aoout thet. 1've de-cided to cut my vigt short. | have, um, pressing bus-ness
to take care of "

Miss Mami€es brow darkened and she pursed her lips. She dropped the little wooden figure and it
clat-tered off the hearth, the shriveled head ralling away. "Oh, dear, what a greet fdl," she said, so softly
that Adam barely heard her.

Adam held up a hand. "I'm not looking for my nongy back. My roommite Paul will bedaingaon”

MissMamielooked aut the window. A doud mud have passed over the sun, because the room grew darker.
The Alramov mdody dhifted into aminor key and began twigting in agitato.

"Nobody canleave” esad

"I know the van doesn't come back up for another coudedf wesks | was wondging if you coud poss-bly
make other arrangements.”

"Yau dont undersand. Nobody can leave Espeadly you.”

Mrs Abramovsfaoe dendhed ess deinaessad thetempo of her chaotic meody. There weas little of the beauty
thet the couple hed been sueszing aut of the instruments only minutes before. Now the notes were more like
tortured walils than musc.

Adam looked out the window. "Can't one of the hendymen take me down on harsgbedk? | saw two o the
guedts out riding the other day."



"ltsnat imeye,” MissMamiesad, firdly looking away fram the window. Her eyes djittered with whet Adam took to be
angg. "Thepaty istonight. A lovdy dfar, up onthewidow'swak under the ful moon Its something of ahdlloved tredition
& Korben Manor”

"l can pay extrafor the trouble. | know what a bother thisis™

Miss Mamie glowered and touched the locket that danged unfasiongdly from her dhoker. "He—he doesnt
want you to go."

"Paul?'

Miss Mamie seemed to recover jus alittle. "Black Rodk isahdf day'sjoumey by harse Andyoubdong here”
Thegringmuscinaressad inintansty, fragmanting into chromatic chaos.

"'l walk, then."

Themusc Sopped aoruptly, adminded fifth quiv-ering in the air, embarrassed at its isolation.

"Nooreleaves” fesad

Adam followed her gaze to the portrait of Korban abovethe firgdace thet same face thet hed whispared dreem
wordsto Adam ebout turdsdf the sou. Adem shivered. The house itsdf brooded, as if the wdls were weary
of darkness. The ar was heavy, and even the blazing fire added nothing to the room's cheer. Adam
moved to the hearth and rubbed his hands, trying to drive the remnants of the nightmare from his mind.

He looked down at the broken figurine. A scrap of fabric was tucked into a splintered crease in the
torso. Gray cotton, like his pgjamas.

"Play on,” Miss Mamie said to the Abramovs.

Roth found Spence on the smoking porch, Stting in a hand-carved rocker whose legs seemed to bow
out-ward from the stress.

"How goes the Shakespeare bit?' Roth asked.

The writer dready had a drink, scotch, judging from its amber appearance. It was scarcely ten o'clock.
Spence was certainly living up to his reputation. Roth had hdf suspected the writer had affected an
aco-halic's indulgence that was as phony as his legendary womanizing or Roth's own accent.

"The best ever, as dways" Spence sad, face pae and eyes nearly pink from lack of deep.

"Youd like to feed it to the critics with a shove, wouldn't you, mate? | mean, they've been bloody hard
on you these last few years."

Spence let out awet Sgh, his chinsflexing like a grubworm. "There's only one critic | want to nal. My
fird one"

Roth sat in a swinging seat that was woven from thin reeds. He placed his camera case on the floor. If
he worked it around right, a disspated Spence would make a great addition to Roth's gdlery of
deceased cdebrities. Because Spence was clearly running head-long toward some invishble diff edge.

"Your old mum, | bet," Roth said. "They can be rather overbearing.”

"My mother wesasarnt. TheaitictowhomIved-luded islong dead. But | have hopes that a meraful God will



bring me face-to-face with her in the after-life.”
Rahginnad Y esh, whet useisheavenif you cant have a go at dl your old enemies?”
Foancetook alag svalow of sootch. ™Y aure bor-ing me, Mr. Roth. | loathe boredom.”
"Listen here, mate, | had thisidea—"
"Let me guess. You have abook you want me to witeand well it themoney dter | dodl thework.”

"Not quite that bald. | was thinking about a coffee tablebook on Korban. 11l take the photogrgphs, dig up some
ddadivd duff, convat somed these partraits to digitd files All you have to do isput your neme on the cover and type a
fav pegesssafarenord”

"My nameisnt what it used be."

"The project's a natural. Some eccentric bloke buldshimsdf arud empire then dies by myserious means. We
can even play on the ghost angle. I've no quams about inserting some transparent orbs or fary dust on
the film."

"Soeeking of farnes” Spence sAd. Through the porch screen, they could see a young man carrying a video
camera toward the forest.

"His friend let him go off aone like that? Seemed the jedlous and dingy sort." Roth had occasiondly
been driven to experiment when no birds were avail-able for plucking. Mades were a bit too rough
around the edges for histaste, but they offered an dement of danger thet no women could metch, Sill, if Spence
warethat prim about such matters best to ay it draight. He made no comment.

"Ephram Korban would have despised such de-praved mord weakness," Spence said.
"Yautak asif youknewhim"

"No, but | understand him. I can fed him. This house was hisin more than mere ownership.”
"Ah, you believe that ghost tripe?"

"I'vefdt the spirit move me."

Roth wondered how many drinks the man had downed with breskfast. "Then why not a book? We can
do it as atribute if you'd rather."

Spence lifted himsdf with effort. "I'd sooner write a trashy thriller, something with vampires and a
Martian Pope and a government conspiracy. And an unlikdly love interest. One mugt have a love interest
to make the pot bail."

"Think about it."

"Excuse me, | have work to do. Red work." Spence carried his empty glass toward the study, no
doubt for arefill.

Roth sat in the shade of the porch. Spence, dead in the bathtub, his fat, white gut dislayed in a
two-page tabloid spread. Moby dicked. That would be a picture worth a thousand words. And multiple
thousands of dollars.

How to make that overtaxed heart explode? A me-nage a trois with Bridget and Lilith? Or put Paul



and Adam on him. With his homophobia, Spence likdy had some serious bonesin the closet.
Roth amiled. There was an easier way, one that wouldn't involve the complicity of outsiders.

If Spence were s0 bloody in love with his work, what would happen if the work went into the
fireplace? Best of dl, he could blameit dl on a ghost. Who could ever prove otherwise?

The wind played through the trees that surrounded the graveyard, a londy musc for a dead resing
place high on the edge of the world. Sylva leaned on her waking stick, watching from the fence, too
brittle to risk dimbing over. The old woman had kndlt in the grass, searched the ground for a minute, then
picked something and passed it through the fence to Anna It was a four-lesf clover.

"Lucky charm?' Annaasked.
"Better than luck. Letsyou seethedead.” - "I dready do."

"Only when they want. This here gives you the power over them." Sylva nodded toward the grave of
Rachd Faye Hartley. "That's the one youll be wanting to sum-mon.”

"Summon?'

"Comeinfire, dead come back. Say it. Third time's a charm.”
"l can't dothat."

"It'sin your blood. You just got to believe.”

Anna stared at the cold stone, the flowers chiseled by some delicate hand, a bouquet that never wilted.
She bdieved in ghosts, and so she saw them. And since sheéd arrived a Korban Manor, shed see them
more clearly than ever before. Maybe it was dways a ques-tion of faith. Part of the belief might originate
from the dead spirit, and a ghost had to dream itsdf back toward the living world.

Perhaps Anna and the ghost had to meet hdfway in a union of sad and endaved souls, and if she only
hed to recite an old mountain folk spdll, that wasn't so much to ask. The ghog, in this case the person
who had lived by the name of Rachd Faye Hartley, had to put forth the red effort. After dl, it would be
Rachd who wrenched hersdf from the dark peace of eternd dum-ber to rise and return to a world
perhaps best forgotten. A world that held only the promise of pain and londli-ness.

Annalooked down at the clover. Could she bdieve in magic? With cancer eating her flesh, she had to
put dl her fath in the permanent existence of the soul, or ese she might as wel legp from the top of
Korban Manor hersdf. Without faith, whet westhe paint?

She closed her eyes and said the words: "Comein fire, comein fire, comein fire™

A dill caressad her, a soft immardl coldness When she gpenad her eyes; the women in white Sood befare her, the
bouquet in her digphanous hands. It was asif Amawerelockinginto atridk mirar, because e rec-ognized hasdf
inthet pele and transparant faoe

"Amg" thewamen sad, inthet samewhispered tone thet hed heunted Annels dreams, hed cdlled to her from the trall, hed
led her into the woods where George Lawv-sonis ait ssized her inits severed hend,

"Yau' Amasad. "Y adrethe onewho Smmoned me here, It's wasn't Ephram Korban at dl."”
"Yaugrew up beatiful, jugt likel dwaysfigured” Thewordswerelikedahesd icewae.



"What are you taking about?"
"l heted to send you awey. | thought it westhe anly wey to ssveyoufromhim But | didhtt know:”

"Sadmeavay?' Amalooked & Syiva who puled her S moretightly about her bony shoulders Sivanodded her
knat of skull bone, her facetired, wiinkles deepening, asif sheld aged fifty years since arriving a the graveyard.
Annalooked at the ghost of Rachd, back to Sylva, and again at the ghost. Their eyes had thet same Shepe,
thedark ach of brow, thesamehint o mystery. Just like Annas.

JelikeAnnds

"You're her." The redization diced through Anna with the dow sureness of a glacier, more implacable
then cancer, an impossible truth that was dl the more honble because theimpossble hed become adinaty.

Armas boad fraze in her varns as had as the frog that dill sparkled beneath the patches of tombstone
shadows.

"It's dl my fault" Rachd said. "That's my sorrow, the'swhet hauntsmeinny tund o the sod. The fear that
Ephram uses to control me”

"Hahram Korban. Whet do | care about hin?' Anreis tears ran down her cheeks like the tracing of lifdess
fingers

The ghodlly lips parted, Rachel's form glimmered under the sunrise. "It was hard on me to lose you,
herder even then dying. Harder even then being deed. Because bang deed isjud likebaing dive, anly worse™

"Hard on you," Anna said. "Every night, in every new foder home evay time some srange” tudked mein, |
prayed to God that you'd have to suffer. Even though | never knew you, | heted you Because | never got to
belong.”

"| sUffered, too."
"l heted youfar nat bang there, far never edsing And now | find you, and youdill dont edd.”
"Y ou dont underdand, Ama Wenesd you.”

“Nead, nead, nesd. Whet about me? | hed neadts too!" Amafiugthedover to the grave grass; the sobs dek-ing her. "Go
away. | dont bdieveinyou”

"Anna" Sylva said. "She may be dead, but she's blood.”

"You can keep your blood. I'm done with it dl." Ammamoved bawean the dones visan bdured by tears
scarcedy aware of her fegt, wanting only to be away, bedk inthewarld of ordinary pein, ardinery londiness

Rachd's voice reached across the grass, weaker, as if leeking from ingde the mouth of an endless
tunnd. "He haunts us, Anna. We're dead and he till haunts us.”

Amaddnt even dow down. She hed come hare to find ha oavn ghot. Now e hed, and it wes worse then e ever
coud haveimegined Her ghod didhit provide solace and the comfort of life beyond life Her ghost brought the
promise of eternd londliness, proof that Sewoud never bdong, no metter which sded the grave dlaimed her.

"Yau donit know wiet itslike'" Syivashouted &ter her, the words swept by the October wind. "It's way worse
toloseadaughte. | ought to know. 'Cause | log Rachd "

Arma stopped near the shedow o Eghram Karban's monumat. She tumed, and her tuming seamed as dow as the



oinning of the earth, trickles of angry sorrow add on her chesks fleth dreedy nunb to this new impossible
truth.

EphramKobenad Syiva
ThenRadd.
ArdAma

Korben's rame hovered befare her ina watery heze, as if the chisded lettars on the monumat gave weght to Syivas
words Blood. Ephvam Karban's blood ren through her, as tainted as that ancestral side which cursed her with
the Sight, dl bound up in this ridge of ancient Appaachian soil, a sorry dirt that couldn't even hold down
its corpses.

Sivacdled once mare, but Amawesnt ligening. Shedimbad over thefenoeg her heatt onfirewithasn-gle wish.
Dead gay deed.
Deed day deed forever.

CHAPTER 18

Mason wiped the sweat from his forehead. He had removed his shirt, but dill the room was too warm.
Oak chips stuck to his chest and arms. His shoulders had passed the point of aching. The pain had trans-
fomedinto aduil, congant dumming somewhereinthe back of his mind.

His soulpting indructor & Addaly, Damis Graves had told him that the key to art was amina. Mason's firg
assgnment had been to carve the letters of the word damina ino ablodk of white pine Thet dumsy effort now
rested across Mamas dead tdlevison set. Hed gvenit to her like akindagatner whod brougt home a finger
painting. That was back before her blindness, though after her eyesight faled she often held it in her lap
and ran her fingers over the letters.

Someday he was going to do another word just for her: dreams.

Hewoud feghion it in branze o copper, omething durable. Maybe even granite. Except then the word waud
betoo heavy. Maybeit would betoo heay evenin balsa wood. Or air.

Mason had finished with the hatchet and adze. The rough form was fleshed out. The sky had grown
darker in the basement's smdl high windows. He didn't know if that meant rain or that dusk was coming.
Hed long ago logt track of time.

Mason worked with his broad chisd and mdlet, shaving off sections of the oak. The gran was
cooper-ative, asif in ahurry to become its true shape. The tatue was reveding itsdf too fast, and there
was no way that he should be this far dong aready. It was d-mogst as if the wood was pumping energy
back through histools into his hands.

Sure, Mase. Whatever you think. Artistic license.

And look here, the shoulders are squared, one of Korban's arms will be across his stomach, the
other hand behind his back. An aristocratic pose. A man who knows what he's all about.



The dead space of the basement swallowed the sounds of metd on metal and metd into wood.

Come out, Korban. | know you 're in there, some-where insde this godforsaken hunk of oak.
SNG to me, you beautiful old bastard. Rise up and walk.

Mason squinted as a spray of sawdust skipped back toward his face. He drove the chisdl's blade into a
space beside the statue's left arm. Stamina. Dreams.

He'd have to send Dennis Graves another word.
Spirit.

You had to have spirit, or you were lost. The mater-ia had to have spirit. You couldn't squeeze soul
out of astone. It had to dready exig, to have existed forever, waiting there for the artist to releaseit.

The bresth of spirit wind blew from the four cor-ners. That's where dream-images came from. They
weren't redly new ideas or visons They were things that aready were, that just had to be reveded to
human minds.

Okay. Okay. Now you're losing it, linthead.

Artistic pretension is expected, and all that gibberish might come in handy after you get
"discovered.” But right now, the reality is that you ‘re working your-sdlf into a lather and you
can't make yoursalf stop. You should have taken a break to eat and rest.

But YOU CAN'T MAKE YOURSELF STOP.

Mason frowned and rammed the chisd off the flank of hip. He didn't think it was a good sgn when
people started having philosophica debates with themsdves. He was supposed to be in a credtive
trance. He wanted it, searched for it, prayed to the gods of impossble dreams.

He looked at the bust of Korban, and it seemed to amile a him from the table. The wooden lips parted:
"So why can't you stop?"

| can stop any time | want to.
"Certainly. | believe you, Mr. Jackson."

Look, you can't just turn creativity off and on at will. You've got to roll with it while you've got
the wheels. You've got to take the Muse's hand when she wants to dance.

"Fine. No arguments. But let'sjust see you stop.”

Okay. But | want you to know that my shoulders and arms and finger muscles are going to
scream in pain because they 're wound tighter than a spool of factory thread. Besides, I'm doing
this for Mama, not me.

Thebust said, "Excuses, excuses.”
I'll show you. Herewego. . . .

Mason flailed at the chisel. Two inches of dark red wood peeled away from the section that would be
Korban's left kneecap. He repositioned the blade and drew back the mdlet for another blow.

The bust laughed, a sound like the shuffle of ro-dents. "Y ou're not stopping.”



Okay, already. Get off my case. | just had to get USED to the idea.

Mason curled another gtrip of oak away, then looked down at his tools scattered around the floor
among the shavings.

See? | can take my eyes off it if | want to. Just as an experiment, I'm going to think about
something be-sides Ephram Korban's statue. Take, for instance, the lovely Anna Galloway. ...

Mason paused, a drop of sweat hanging at the tip of his nose.

"Ah, s0 it's far Anna that makes your heart sng," the bust said. "You can have her, you know. Once
you finish. | promise. And | aways keep my promises”

Mason clenched his teeth and gave the hammer an extra-hard swing. He could stop any time he
wanted. He just didn't want to think about her right now. Didn't want to think, didnt want to think, didnt
want to think—

"l say, who were you talkking to?'

Mason spun, hammer in hand, raisng it as if to ward off an attacker. William Roth stepped back, his
gray eyes dartled wide. He dmost dropped the canisters of liquid in hisarms.

"Easy, mate."

Mason lowered the hammer. The spell was broken. "Sorry. | was just getting carried away there for a
minute

"Looks longer than a ruddy minute to me. Have you been working on that thing nonstop?'

Mason nodded. The pain in the back of his shoulder blades sent its firdt red twinges to his brain. He
rubbed hisright biceps.

Roth looked past Mason at the statue. "Good Lord, how did you get so much done dready? You mugt
be working like a pack of beavers.”

Mason looked at the statue and tried to see it as Roth did. All the limbs were dearly suggested in the
meass of wood, and it was disinguishable as a human form. The heaed wes a festurdess blodk but in dose
propartionto the rest of the body. The legs rose up from the base with a vibrancy and strength.

"ltscomingdog” Mason sad. "l promised MissMamie it would be lovey.”

"Whetstherud?'Y ouregang to bug abdooming artery if you keep a it like that.”

"Say, can| askyousomething?'

"Aslong asyou put domnthehamme:”

Mason lad thehemmar ontheworktable besde the bust. " Take a look at this panting.”

Rath st hscanigas onthe table and Mason lifted the canvas to the light of the nearest lantern.
Roth pursed hislipsin gpprova. "Quite a piece of work."

"Wt do you seinthet amudethere, & thetop of the house? Along therralling of the widow'swelk?”
Roth bent close and peered at the shapes. "L ooks likepsople to me Wonder who messsd it Lp”



"Waudyou bdievemeif | tdd you those pegple weren't there two days ago?”
Rath looked & Mason and then bedk & thepainting, *I'd say youire ass over teskettie from ovework.™

"W, maybeitssomdhing to do with the dremicasinthe part. It just bugsme thet'sdl. Asan atist my-sdif, | know howit
fedsto comeup ot o pafedion”

Roth gave his barking laugh. "Don't kid yoursdf with dl that ‘artist’ rot. 1t's dl about jack, sdling out for
whatever you can get."

Mason rubbed his chin and fdt the scratch of stub-ble. He had been neglecting his hygiene. He could
ardl his own underarms. To Roth, the studio mugt have stunk like the laundry room a a gym. Mason
kndt and retrieved hisdhirt, shook the wood dipsfreg and put it on. He glanced at the statue and felt guilty for
thinking of abandoning it.

"What are you doing down here?' he asked Roth, beforehismind could fixetean Korben agan

"Going to develop some negatives. Miss Mamie sad | could use the wine cdlar. Dark enough down
here, don't you think?'

"And warm, too. They must be keegping the man furnace going full tilt. It's on the other side of the wall
there | hear trem doking it evary three or four hours”

"ThsKorben bloke mLd nat have been much of asave-the-trees sort.”

Mason looked & the daue again "Maybeinsome crazy way, he is the trees.”
"Get some sun, Mason. Y ou're Sarting to go a bit dodgy.”
"Maybeyou'reright."

"Loosn up, heve some fun” Rath ginned, fladhing hiswdpne tegth, "Have a go & thet quirky bird Ama She's your
dyle"

"No, thanks. | have enough worries. I'd better get somefoodinmeso | eanfinshthisting”

From the stairs, Mason took alast ook back at the statue that would be Ephram Korban. 1t was going
to be wonderful. Dennis Graves would eat his malet in jedousy. Thisarestion wes gaing up to beagod.

Joenceweat.

Thebeauty, the degance d the prose, was sivesaing over imlikethe black tide inhis novd. He could fed it goproeching.
Withevay satence, evary prgposition, evary pundugtion mark, hewes nesting the Word.

The keys sang as they dapped againg the carriage, the ringing bdl of the return herdded the coming
glory. Spence could barely see the page through the dur o histears evenwith the un pouring through the window,
bt he didntt nesd to sse The ghoswiter wies compdling his fingers, sending them flying over the keyboard, the
wordsnolonger even rematdy hisoan

Soance wondered if thet medke ary differance The word author was derived from authority. He had a-ways
prided himedf on hiscontrd and medary o languege, o jugding the dphebe, triddiing verbs, relling doan nouns But this
wasthe uninhilited wiiting, the degper languiege, the aracks batwean sound and thought. Communication thet gat to the heart
d thetruth

He was dmly avare o Bridget on the bed. He waould go to her laer, when darkness came New drangth surged in his



fleh, s blood wes rguvenated, his power to par-fom restored. The gt and bdessing of the Word. The adt of saaifice
dwaysgave power back to the ane mek-ing the sacrifice.

Theroomweas cdd, evenwith thefirelegaing up thedinmrey asif yeaming far the fresdom o the sky. Hisfingas were like
winter dicks but dill they ratled the keys the musc of ice aubesin a gass Bphram Korben weatched Spence fram the
portrait, the mogt encourag-ing of editors, his dark eyes suggesting plot twists.

Bridget could wait, impatient and aching in the wam bed. For now, tharewas anly the pege: Thefird page.
Fancesghed Theadingwasdwayslikeasrdl deeth.

Thosehittersivest words The End.

Maybe Endwasthe One TrueWord.

Theonly word thet hed ever mattered.

Themanar wecomed Annabedk, withits dark weinsaating and high adling and thefire roaing in the foyer hearth. And
Korban, benevolent old Ephram, Grandfather Ephvam, amiled kindy down fram his vigilant perch above the
mantdl.

Maybe she did beong here. As much as anywhere. She bdongad nowhere dsg, dter dl. And Korben Manor
wastheend of thewarld, thekind of place where Amnadesarved to pess her fird days walking these windsivept ridges in
the hard heart of the Appaachian winter. If she died here, her spirit would answer its true cdling, her
ghost would drift above the manor just as sheld seen so many timesin her dreams.

Andwastha 0bad?

Aslog as Redd Faye Hatley dayed inthe graveyard o heunted thetrallsof Besthy Gap, never arossing this threshdd
d goneand woad, then Amacould be as content as any dead and restless thing. To gaze framthe widow's walk,
awidow without a husend to moum, nor even amathe for thet metter, and wait for whelever came dter the pessing o
forever. Could auch an afterlife possbly be worse than her actud life, which she hed diifted through without any
postived-fect, never knoning theful and mysaious power of love?

No. Death could never be worse than this life the one that canoar hed invaded, whare she had bemn aoan-
doned, where she had walked amillion sad miles done.

God. Not him, not now. She wiped quickly at her eyes praiending they hed bean dung by the snoke thet came
down the chimney as the wind turned. "Hi, Mason."

"Imdad | found you. I'\ve been meaning to ask you something.”
"Aslongasitsnat persord.”

"Hey, areyouokay?Y oulook alitleshook-up.”

“Like I've seen a ghost?' Anna managed a bitter laugh.

"W, thet's sort of whet | wented to ask you about. Because there's a painting of Korban Manor down in the
basement—"

Anna moved closer to the inviting warmth of the foye’s firgdaoe udaing her hends together. The adion wes
Oesigned to put didance betwean har and Mason, but he hovered uncomfortably near. He checked the hdlways,



then spoke, his voice lower.

"Thepeanting hes a smudge on the rodftap,” he said. "And the way the paint's breaking down, it looks like the
atig may have hidden some figures on an erlier layer o part, sort of likeasudimird imege Because the smudge
isgtarting to look like people.”

"Dont artists sometimes recycle their canvases? Maybe the painter covered over a mistake or a rough
draft.”

"Widl, that's what | thought, too. But now | can see ther faces.

Amalooked up & Korban's partrait, wondered how many times that face had lived in a painter's fevered mind,
how many hours her long-dead rdaive had sat in giff repose as an adored subject. Even Cris had talked
about how the manor and Korban's face kept cregping into her mind urtil dl her fingers wanted to do wes
record imin dharaod, ink, and Conte arayon. And Mason had told Anna about the bust of Korban, how the
Oeed manisimege heunted hisdegp and drove him into obsessive bouts of work.

"Let me guess,” Anna said. "One of the faces is Baran Korban's Because you ssehimevay timeyou close
your eyes”

"Oned thamisEBavam Karben" Hedanoad sdewaysa the portrat, asif nat quite ruding it enough to turn his back
toit. "But that's not so strange, consider-ingthet nobody seams to do anything aredtivee around here without invaking
thedd bedardinsomeway ar another.”

"Helooks sort of charming, doesn't he?'

"Asdnaming asanes of 3ekes maybe”



"Korban gets painted alot around here. Big dedl. What dse is strange about the painting?”

"One of the other faces. | mean, the all paint is dry, and from the dust on the frame, it might be a year
old, or might be twenty. Maybe more. And you told me you'd never been here before.”

"l never lie unless| have a good resson”” Exoept to myself 1've been lying to myself since before | learned
to speak.

"Then Snceyoureaghod hunter, youmight beinterested to know that your faceisin the painting.”
Thefire et an embear anto the hearth, towvard Amma Mason crushed it out with his foot.

"Sovme" Amasad

CHAPTER 19

William Rath pulled the negdtivees fram the glass jar with practioed movemants Hed unwound hundreds of rdlls of filmy but
this was the firg ime hed done it in awire adla. A red ligt would have bean hendy, but ths was no harder than
developing in a tent in Sudan or a shadk in the Ameazon besn. Hed mixed the damicds by the light of a lantern,
doused the flame, done his business, and rinsed thoroughly.

All that remained was to let the film dry. The base-ment air was ill, which might hep keep the heavy
dug off the emulson. Dust hung everywhere about ths plaoe, whet with the aghes of condart: fires difting about.
Ard thet felov Masonwithdl hissavdugt and grrit.

Rahfdt dang the surface d theworkbench, found the matches and the warm globe of the lantern, then stroked
the match to life and touched it to the wick. Hed rigged apiece o twine across the sTel room, and now atteched
thesx rdisd fimto it usng dathegains borrowed from the maid. After hanging the lagt strip, adding an extra
clothespin a the bottom to take the curl out of the cdluloid, he brought the lantern closer for a look at his
work.

Ah, there weare those shais fram the bridge, and even cdarless and with bladk, white, and shedes of gray reversed, he
couldtdl the phatoswould add to the legend that was Roth. He scanned down the squares of im-ages, coming
to those of the bridge and Lilith.

"Bloody hdl?' He brought the lantern closer, even though he risked warping the cdluloid with the hest.

There spanned the length of bridge, where it disap-peared into the trees leading back to Black Rock
and cvilization. Those creepy ravens were perfectly plan inrevarseimege dog the bridge ralls and the froged
spiderweb hung in the pictures like a dark piece of lace. But Lilith didn't appear in any of them.

Rath wiped Hs eyes Maybe hed advanced thefilm too fa, teken the sais of her dter hed reeched theend o the rdl.
Thet wes the sort of thing ameteurs did, gawps and nimies nat megas When wess the ladt ime Rath had made a
mistake?

"Blaody goddamned ;" hewhigoered, hsacoat ablend of Mandnester and lover-dass Cevdand. Mayteit westime
far adink, acomiy firesde and ahit of rest. The fringe benefits of fame and fake charisma might prove to be
fledting if he kept on like this. Especidly snoe Spencewasproving to beagonewal. If Rathisluck didn't improve
soon, he might start blaming the curse of Korban or some such.

He lifted the lantern high, the dusty bottoms of the batties surounding im like andent eyes He pulled a batle
framtherack thet lined onewell. Thedark gassbore aplain label, corked right here at the edtate. In irk, someone



hed hendwitten 1909. Probetly adeoat year. Decent enough to blot out that memory of the bridge & ay rate
And maybe decent enough towamm the heatt and part thellegs of thefar and tender Lilith

Roth tucked the bottle under hisarm and | eft the besamant, hisphatogrgohsconagned tothedarkness
"Sewontldmeleave Adamsad

"Damn." Paul took another draw off his joint. The svedt sTdl of marjuena diifted across the back porch. "Too
bad, Princess.”

Pau'sthird jaint of the day. Retiondl conversation would beimposshble But then, hedht it dways been? There weaant much
et to dsoussayway.

Adam dood agand the ral, daing out & the mountains. Paul sat in one of the mule-eared rockers, not
bothering to move his chair closer to Adam's. The ndse of the piano lesked fram the sudy, doaning aut the
morning song of birds. Someone laughed drunk-ety ingde the house, no doulat ancther aUffaing atis who hed
sdf-nflided misay to diveanay.

Adam didn't even have that pathetic excuse for his nghtmeres Because heéd goneto bed odd sober, ad his
mind was far too clear, preserving every detail of his desth and subsequent resurrection.

"Yauknow something?' Paul'sfaoelooked Snider as he sucked in alungful of smoke. He held it in, then edded
toward Adem with an exeggeraed flauidh "Maybeif youid loosan up, you could gt alitle more joy out of life Do you
dwayshaveto be 3o damned se-rious about everything?!

Uplight aty boy. Thet wes Adam, dl right. Worried about muiuel funds when mogt people were waried about scoring
the night's lover, deciding which band westheflasar o the month, or dhoosing albrand neme dathes desgrer. But &
lesst Adam waant seifish Thet waswhy meking the rdationghip work was So impor-iant to him. Thet was why he wanted to

adopt adhild,

He wanted to share what he had to offer, to give himsdf avay. Hewanted a homein somebody's heat. Orly he
now feered it wouldht be Paul's

"Leitou," Adam sad. "Go aheaed and destroy me That's dl you've done since we got here, anyway. Might as
wadl finish the job."

Paul giggled. "The martyr. Nailsin your pdms and agpear inyour Sde Poor boy. Youve gven me an idea for
my next video. The Noble Suffering of Adam Andrews. FHimed in whine-a-vison.”

Ashde Asshde

Adam dendhed afid, the anger maging with the feer, aregting a hat nrix thet bumed hisgut. But losing contrd wauld be
leing Paul havethefird vidary. Adem dwayslog with grace And hed hed laisdf practice

Hefaroed hisvaiceto remaincdmand quiet. "Look, Snce I'm stuck here for five more weeks, we may as wal
beavil to eech ather. Thet way, maybewe can look back at this one day and pretend it wasn't dl bad.”

The rocker squeaked as Paul stood up, and the ember of the joint stub arced into the damp grass be-
Sck the porch. Pad waked over to Adam, leaned for-ward uriil his face wes 90 dose thet Adem coud sTdl the
marijuana and liquor on his breath.

"Now youre taking," Paul said. "Since we're stuck with eech ather, wemigt aswel enjoy it
Adam ttried to dide away from the contadt, but Paul hugged him hisbreeth hat on Adamis neck.



"Paul, | don't think—"

"Shh. You get dl hot and bothered over Ephram Kaorben, tdking about imin your degp, but I'm prob-ably a
litle more available.

"l can't, knowing you don't care about me. Now stop it, Miss Mamie might see us"

Paul stepped back, looked into Adam's eyes. Smiled His damned heir wes touded, boyish, he wes dead cute
and knew it.

Suddenly his face changed, contorted, and Ephram Korban, that twisted, crud face from Adam's
night-mare, leered at him like a Halloween mask.

And the dream came back in dl its brilliance and re-alism, Korban leaning him over the raling of the
widow's wak, only kissng him this time, breath hot and foul, tongue like an inggent snake, mouth
geding the breath from his lungs Then, drained and empty, Korban sucking him into the long tunnd
toward the thing that Adam knew was waiting around the bend. The thing he feared most.

For Adam, there would be nathing. In Adam's part of the tunnd, after he passed through the row of
ghosts, he would step into the pitch of his childhood nightmare. The one of suffocation, no sght, no
sound, no touch besides the texture of the darkness pressng down around him. No taste besides the
bland airless nothing.

No feding besides the fear that came with isolaion. And the dread of knowing that the bubble was
com-plete, intact, unchanging. Eternd londiness

Was that why he was so desperate to adopt? To make someone need him? To make it so the child
couldn't leave, at least for many years? Y ears that the awful col-orless texture would be kept away.

He blinked and it was Paul who stood before him, not Ephram Korban. The piano notes were like
needles of ice driven by the wind.

Only a flashback, he thought. How old were you when you first had that dream of suffocation?
Three? Two? Even before you knew about words?

And this house has brought it back, the dream comes sniffing around your heels like a strange
black dog that follows you home. That neither comes close enough to be petted nor gets left far
enough behind to be forgot-ten.

Adam didn't know what the dream meant, and he wasn't interested in a shrink's opinion, either. He only
knew that he didn't want to be done. Even if it meant surrendering, losing, grabbing and hanging on in
des-peration. He wrapped his arms around Paul, dung to him asif anking in quicksand.

The degth dream. Egiram Korben. The ghodts All part of it. The house would take him in its jaws and then
snvdlow him ino its bladk gomech. Svdlow him adone, unless he took someone with him into that air-less
dlence

"l care about yau" Pau whigoeredinhisear. "Cantt you tdll?"

Paul cared about the flesh, the meet. But that was dkay. Thetsdl they were, anywey. They hed no sant. Two
sadsooud neve mingeas ong, nat evenindreams

Adam let out a sharp breath. He hated the fedings that flooded his body, the passion that betrayed him.
But love and hete were bescdly the same thing, and bath were better then feding nathing. Anything wies better then the



afocation o dlitudethet waitedinhistunnd of the soul. Hepulled Paul dosar.

"lhaveaniden” Pau sad. "Lets go yp an the rodf. Up thelitle Sairs Fod around up there whare you hed your dream.
And| promisenat to pushyou off”

"Thetswhet they dl sy, Adeam sad. "Ard thenext thing you know, you're looking down & your own ghost.”
"Trug me" Paul took hishend, ledhimingde

Asthey entered the house, Adam redlizad thet peo-ple never gave awey their hearts howvever willing or desparate or londly
they ware. Hearts dways hed to be taken. By force or trickery. Love was murder, the inHliction of death by
cardiac theft, and the dternative was even worse.

Korben's painted eyes looked doan & tham, dimmering with cold empathy, wise to the futility of humen
dreams.

* * *

Anna held the lantern higher. The ar in the base-mat srdled of wood and decay, the shedows aregaing from
the corners like solid things. Mason's statue skulked in the flicker of flame, the raw festures sug-gesting
an obscene drength. The bust of Korban was even more unsdttling, because the face had grown
ecomfortable in the polished grain. It had been fash-ioned with dl the love God might have summoned in
crafting Adam and Eve,

"Whet doesit meen?' Mason asked.
" think it means you're obsessed.”
"I'm talking about the painting."
"Youddadl of thissnceyesterday? "

"Hey, the aitics will love me Mamawill be proud, I'm the Mountain Michdangelo, the unsung hero of
sculpture, blah, blah, blah. But look at this damned painting.”

Annalooked. There, on the widow's walk, a host of figures stood in white rdief againg the dark back-
gound Foramog wasthewomen Ammathed seeninher dreams thewomenintielong floning goan, the bou-quet in her
hands. The woman's mouth was open, caught in a scream or a whisper, the eyes imploring, pleading for
deliverance from the grasping shapes be-hind her.

"Thetsyou," Masonsad

"No. | thought it was, at firet."

"Y ou've seen this painting before?’

"Inmy dreams For the pedt year, ever Ince | found ou—since | dedided to cometo Korben Manar'”
"If it'snot you, thenwhoiisit?

"Youwontbdieveths”

Mason waved hisarm to indicate his work. "I've tumedinto agenus predicaly ovemight, esay el close my



eyes Korban is right there tdling me to get back to work, you and Ransom and hdf the gueds are
convinced that this house is haunted, and this picture hes peinted itsdf while nobody was wetching. Now tdl me
whet dse | wouldn't bieve”

"Okay, then Fromisenat tolaugh”
"I\venat beeninalaugingmood sncel gat here I'm a sexvious artist, didn't you know that?"

"Chyes Yaouve gt 'aifeing witten dl over your face It's your didd agargt the wardld. Thet's your ex-cuse for
keegping people away. Y ou're as wooden as your goddamned statue.”

Mason's eyes fladhed ange, ad for amomat Ama saw Stephen, his mask of bardy suppressed rage a
Annds acceptance of approaching death, his calcula-ion o whet her loss woud meen, his scom when hed
learned she was going off to a"haunted” house that hed never regidered anomdlousairica deta

Mason grabbaed her am, soueezed herd eaugh to hurt. "Lisen to me. When | was Sx years old, my mother

bought be a peckage o mooding day. It wes like megic, dgging my fingarsin thet uff, widing it and eping it however |
liked For thefird imeinmy life, | could control something.

"I made my mother a dinosaur, copying it from a pidureinabook. | even put arow o lile bony plaes up its
spine and spikes on its tall, two long horns and eyes that looked like they could stare down a T. Rex.
Mamaloved it. For thefird imeever, I'd done some-thing that redlly made her proud.”

Mason squeezad harder, and Amafeared thet hed lost his mind, was going to snap her arm asiif it were one of
his whittling sticks. He talked fagter, face red, eyesdak ad faavey. "And my ded camein saw the dinosaur,
knocked it on the floor, and stomped it flat. Caled me a goddamned useless daydreamer, a lazy-bones
sack of crap. | can dill see that imprint on the floor, the tread of his boot in the clay. Made me fed red

gpecid, dl right.

"And you're specid because you see things that dont edd. W, le metdl you somahing, Litle Miss Strange.
Thisisnt one of your campfire tales. This is happening, thisis red.” He pulled her closer to the painting.
"You can see it

She twisted away, retreated with the lantern. The maion o theligt medethe shedows dift, gave theilHuson thet
the datue hed dtered its position anong the boerds and wires thet Supported it. She gazad into the sl flame o the lantem,
whearethe arange gave way to due and then to ydlow. Maybe if she bumed out he retinas, sheld never have to see
another ghogt in the dart imeshe hed It to live Blinoed to Ssoond Sgt or any sight.

"That's not me" she said, commanding her tears to evaporate. "It's my mother.”
"Your mother?"

"Seshae esdead. Sesoned themnow. Ard they can have her, for dl | care.”
"Onedf who?Wataminute Yourelosngme”

"Join the club. I've logt everybody ese dong the way.”

She dammed the lantern onto Mason's worktable haerd enough to rattle the gass The shedows jurped &s the
flame bobbed, then the darkness began its dow cam tovard Ama "Heae Y oure gaing to need this because it
odsanfully dark whenyour heeds upyour ass™

She headed for the stairs, welcoming the cool ar that drifted over her skin like fingers of fog. The pan
care g@n, in gatle prods, ramindas of the sand thet poured through the nerow hourgiass ggp batween pre-sent: and



past. Soon the sand would run out and dark-nesswould dam her. Soon but nat nearly soon enough
On each wooden step, she stomped out her ritud countdown.
Ten, round and thin.
Nine, loop and droop.
Eight, adouble gate
"AmaWwat"
Seven, sharpand even.
Ix, anarcandtrick
“I'm sorry."
Shewassory, too.
Five, abrokenwing.
Four, anorthfork
"I'm scared."
Jointhedub.
Threg, askdeton key.
Two, an empty hook.
One adividingline
"Hdpme"
Zao.
Nathing

She opened the door and went down the hdl, into the arteries of the house, aware of its patient and
hed bregh, its wam and wdocoming heat. Acogptance braught peace: This wies the fird and legt place e hed ever
bdanged SivaHatley wesrigt. Shehed come home.

Sehad comehome Sylvaground the dried blood-roat, pusewarking her vers like a snovmett buding through rocks
a the tall end of winter. Only a handful d hours uriil Sundown, and then therising of the Hue moon. Sylva had
prayed for this night for nigh on a hundred years and the adhes of a prayer were dronger then the hottest fires of
hdl.

Tregartsshifted inthedirt, tumed inthar tunnds resless disuroed by Epivam Korben'srising power. She knew Bhram
better then anybody, better then even Margare did, or "MissMamie” as shed teken to bang caled Many wes the nght
Ephraris vace haunted the wind of Beechy Gap, whispering to Sylva, sending her scuttling for the charms.
And he was fetching up a sorm now, had dready called over George Lawson and one of them new
guests, with more soon to follow. By the next sunrise, Korban would have them dl. Even Anna

Especidly Anna



Sylva clutched the day jar of catbone, sprinkled some on the hearth. Her hand ached from gripping the
stone, but the powders had to be fine as grave dust. She crushed the mixture again, worked the dry
herbs, trem-bling. The fire spat, which she took as a good omen.

Would her faith be enough? She had the spells down, dl her life had been dress rehearsal for this one
megic night. Mighty long had she waked these hills, collecting roots and legends, crossng over to
com-mune with the dead, even when the dead just wanted to be left done. The spdl hung on her
cracked lipslike a fevered drool.

When the time was right, sheld say it. Frost and fire. Ephram Korban was frost and fire. Dead and
dive Both exactly the same, when you got right to the heart of it dl.

She pulled agmdl cedar box from a chink in the log wal. The scrap of cloth was gray with age, Sained
with the soul juice of the one who had worn it. Sylva brought it to her lips, whispered, "Go out fros,"
kissed it, and placed it amid the pile of powder.

She ground the stone againg the cloth, the threads fraying, ashes to ashes, dust to dugt, frogt to fire

CHAPTER20

Roth licked hislips. This was the good part. The hird hed fdlen far hisline of poppycodk. Svalowed it as if it
were aworm. Which gave him an idea about what he would get Lilith to do when they got to her room.

Se had led him through asvel doar in the pantry, a door he hadn't noticed before, a place of drafts and
shadows that seemed spot-on for the common class. Come to think of it, the servants were ever-present,
asif they never needed to deep. Hed seen one of the meds tading the fire in the stiing room & three in the
morning, and the hired hands werein at dl hours with their loads of firewood.

Roth followed Lilith down a narrow set of dairs. Thswes a sparate ssdion df the besamant, waled dff from
the part where Mason worked and where Roth had developed his negatives. When the door swvung dut
above tham, they weare in pitch-darkness Nather had a lantern, and the ingbility to see excited Roth, made his
skin tingle in anticipation. Or maybe it was the chilly dead air, the sense of enclosure, that caused his
heart to pump fagter.

She'd been easy and eager, dl right. Most women acted like the old in-out in the middle of the day was
an affront to the gods. Lilith didn't even need to finish her firg glass of filched wine before she was leaning
on Roth, giving him that specid happy amile, looking into those smoky gray eyes that no woman in her
right mind could resist.

He reached in front of him, keeping one hand on the wal so he wouldn't lose his balance. He touched
Lilith's hair. He did his hand down to where her shoul-der should be, but she managed to stay a few
steps ahead of him. She hadn't spoken snce hed made his suggestion, only smiled in submisson and
tilted her head to her secret door. She was one for games, she was.

Roth stepped off the cresking wood onto a hard, fla area. Then he heard a maich drike a few feet
away, and atuft of flame erupted. Lilith's face wasin the circle of light, but that was impossible, because
she was beside him. Her black dress made her body invishle, and for a moment her face and hands
appeared to be floating un-attached in the air. He let go of her har, or whatever he was touching, and
jumped back as shelit acandle.

"We should have afire" she whispered, her voice husky. Roth looked down at his hand and saw thet it



was covered with cobwebs. He yelped, then wiped his hand on his pants.
She giggled. "Did that scare you, Mr. Roth?”

"I hate spiders, remember? Ever since | was nine and got one in me mouth when | was crawling around
under the porch. Had nightmares for aweek after.”

"Poor boy. Y ou're safe with me."
"l hope not too safe, en? | live for danger, and you're looking pretty bleeding dangerous, love™

As the candle caught and flared, he could make out the dim corners of the room, wondering if spiders
lurked in the shadows. Six feet from anywhere, they sad Asla as they Sayed sx fed avay. He naioad an
doovethet hed anather candeinit. How hed Selit thet one®? He thought maybe the room led into another, but then saw
Lilith's back and his own face. A mirror, as large as the bed benegth it, reflecting the room. Kinky bird.

Helidked hislipsand ran histongue over histesth. TheroomweassTel and the wells were sone mesorty, o thidk thet no
sound would escgpe Maybe deliked to get in full voice while having a go. That was fine with Roth.

The room was empty of furniture besides the bed, ad thet bothered Roth for a momat. Thae were o
blankets on the mattress, only an old linen sheet that looked like it could use a wash. The place was as
dissmd ssamaksadl. But hefagat dl thet when Lilith placed the candle on the hearth and sat on the bed,
looking up a him with wanton eyes.

Blaok eyes Deper then aNewcasie cod St He didn't see the things he wanted to see. He liked his birdsto
haealitiefear, or & leedt alitle pafamence axigy. Madethemtry herder to plesse

But he wasn't going to get particular. One was the same as another, when dl was said and done. And
her skin looked creamy enough. He would have thought ge migt bush alitle but e anly smiled agan, ad
somdhing about the gile bothered im

"You wont get in trouble, will you? Having it on with the guess?* he asked, more to breek the suffocat-ing
Slence than because he cared.

"MisManmie ssys guet stidadionisthe key to re-peat busness” she said, and again that devilish smile was
on her lips. For a moment, Roth fdt like the se-duced ingeed df the seducer. But thet was idaulous It was his
fame, his charm, his aura of power that had sivayed her. Hisrame an athousand gossy phato aredkits.

Hisheart pounded herder and hemoved acrossthe room to the bed. She lay back on the sheet, spreading her
ams, opening hersdf to him.

"Am| aspretty asapicture Mr. Rath?'

He gulped. Maybe it was dl that wine held tossed back, but he was getting aroused too fast. He fdt
like an idiot schoolboy looking at agirlie mag. He didn't like to lose control. No bird could play with his
emo-tions that eeslly.

Her breadts hed flattened out benesth the nedkline o her dress and he raisad her kness 0 thet her legs were spread.
Her dress did dong her thighs, and Roth couldn't tear his gaze away from the shadowy space bewean her
hips Hed never bean thistumed on.

Or maybeit westhe house, the odd ingehed fdtin the back of his head since. held arrived. The tingle seemed
to grow more intense and spread through his limbs Fre thefswhet it wes A mild fiush of wamth expanding into
aglow.



He kndlt, wanting to touch her. He'd have to take it dow, or heéd become ananimd. He didnt wart to jud have
adam, he wanted to go nice and easy. He liked thet. Heliked to hear them beg to befinghed off.

But now he was afraid he was dipping, that the power and control had shifted, that she was the one
cling the shats: His hends trambed s he reached far her, and he was suddenly angry with himesdlf. He never trembled.
Hed taken photos of charging rhinas from thirty feet, with a handheld camera, and they'd come aut asdear
and foocusad ssaneyedat.

S0 he did what he dways did when he wanted to prolong or deny his passon: he thought about his
work. The betch of negetives hed developed thet &ftar-noon. Something about them bothered him, but he couldrit
ramamba & themomant. Ddlintdy thewine had gotten him. And his anger a Spence had clouded his thoughts,
too. Wéll, only one way to drive out the devil.

Heput hishendson her barelower thigs Her skin was tqaid, the same tampardure as the room. Odd, but hed warm
her up soon enough. Nothing like a bit of friction for that. But not yet.

Rath dimbed onto the bed, thought about removing his pants then dedded to wait. Liliths hends were on his shoudars
aound hisnedk, pulling hisface to hers Whet the hell, no usemeking her wifer any longer. For some reason, her ladk of body
hegt exated hmfurther. Maybe it was this blooming crypt of aroom that chilled her. He took it as a persond
chdlenge to stoke her fires.

His lips pressed againg hers, her tongue uncertain inher mouth For abird with such afeg come-on, $e wes
ading like shed never kissad before He hesitated, because something weswrong with theinsde of her mouth.

Roth pressed himsdf down on top of Lilith, her body molding to his even through the dress. Her bresds
compresssd under imand heliked thefeding. But he was careful not to like it too much. Nice and easy was the
ticket, even though his blood pounded herd through hisflesh Whet wiasit bout theinsded her mouth?

It wesjue liketheres of her, alitie too cod. Whet ws the temparaiure under the ground, a congtart fifty-Sx degress or
something? But aurdy her mouth Should be hat, and nat quite o dry. It wasdmod likedoving histongue into a ccet pocket.
Hehoped Sewast thisdry everywhere e se,

Lilith moaned into his mouth. Didn't she have any juice?

Shewithed undar im, S0 heforgat about the awk-wardness of her tongue. He reached out for the shoulder of
her dress. He started to pull it lower, to expose more of her flesh to the candldight.

"Yes" shegesped

"Yes'" cameanother vaice

Bloody hdll?

Prabebly just an echo df thesonewls A tridk of the acoustics.

But the deed air of the room gobled sound and swal-lowed it whdeinsteed of boundingit bedk and farth

Roth caught a flicker of movement that distracted hm fram the blood nding bdow his wag. Then he
remambared the mimar and looked Up & it Maytbe wetding im and the lovdy lass benesth hm waould rekindle his
arousdl.

In the mirror his face grew larger, asif he were wetdhing himadf through a fas-zooming less And why was that
S0 wrong?



It was oy adit ssoond, but denty o imefar imto notice that the mirror was faling onto the bed, onto them,
asifindow mation And thet Shet of gessmug weigh a hundred pounds. If it broke—

If it broke hewould bebedy aut.
Bedly.

But he couldn't move, Lilith had her limbs locked around hm, and dloody hdl, she wes srong, he gunted ss he
tried tofight her off, bout she hed too meny ams; too many, sratiching and duiiching & him, and hesaw her reflection in the
mirror and she wasn't Lilith, she was a black spider, squat and thick, pincers twitching near his lips,
searching for a soul kiss.

Black widow, hismind sreamed & hm, e aways eats her mate.

Looking up, he hardly recognized his reflection, eyes large, his mouth a black tunnd, the stems of
Liliths eght arms dasping him, the barbs of her fore-limbsin hisflesh.

But before the pain could spin its web, the mirror was upon him, and as the glass shattered, it wasn't his
face in the mirror, it was Korban's.

Then the siver shards diced inio hisflesh and Lilith loosed her venom and he was in the long dark tunnd ad
Ephram K orben gmiled a him, hdding up a spoon thet souimed with thefrantic soreblling of qaiders

"Timefar agpat of teg Mr. Rath," Karbensad.

"How is our statue coming dong?' Miss Mamie hoped her impatience was buried deep, just as dl her
enationswere, exogat when under the neked gezed Ephram.

"ltsgaing to belovely," Mason sad, danding inthe doorway of hisroom, eyespuify, heir dishevded. Y cu want to come
in?'

She and Ephram had spent many precious nights here, hours that seemed even sweeter with the distant
years. But the room disturbed her because it dways bore the sink and taint of Sylva, asif the wdls ill
harbored the memory of Ephram's an. She could for-gve dl rigt. All women coud fagve, thet wes how love
worked, but shewouid never forget. Evenif Eptram let her live to be a thousand.

Mason held gpen the doar, and he peared pedt im to the fireplace, the dew drying on the windowsll, the
amiling face of Ephram on the wall.

"l oy haveamomat,” e sad. "I'm busy prepar-ing for the party.”

"The blue moon party. It's something of a tradition & Korben Manor. Your presenceisrequired”
"Sure. | guess| could sparethetime.”

"Not too much time, | hope. | know you're dedi-cated to your work."

"That reminds me. Do you know anything about that painting of the manor in the basement?’

Repefilled MissMamie bumed her, soorched her like her dead husband's love. She no longer cared if Mason
saw theflamesinher eyes He couldnt escgpe ayway. Hewas s trgoped haeass e wes

She forced a amile, the good hostess. "Magter Korbean, Imérad He onoefanaed himsdf apanta”



The anger opened a dark tunnd in her heart, the conolit through which Ephram kept hishdd over her. Anicy
wind blew fram the mouth of the tunnd, fresz-ing her chest. Ephrans threet and Epfrans promise: He nesded her fear as
muchashe nesded theemations of the others. She only wished her love was dl he re-quired. But love by itsdf wes

never eough
"Hewas gifted" Mason mugt nat have natiosd her torment. She was good at hiding it, after dl these decades.

"One of his greatest sorrows was that he never firnrished it," she said. "Therés something mdancholy
about an artist's find work, even when the artist's tal-ents are ordinary and mortal. One aways hopes to
mekeanimpresson thet will liveon dter degth”

"Our vanity," Mason said. "And | reckon it's what dives us aazy. Because we know well never adhieve
perfection.”

"Perfection.” Miss Mamie didn't need the painting before her in order to remember. She could close her
eyes and see the house, the lighted windows, the low clouds, the widow's walk. She could taste the
breeze thet hed down fram the nartrwest, aigp fram its jour-ney over Canedian tundra Sring music quivered in the ar,
gmnoke poured fram thedinneys asit roseino the round eye of the moon. And Ephram caled them up, fetched
his oirit daves, and sent them after Rachd Faye Hartley.

Ephram didnt like his own family keeping secrets from him. Rache had fled, legpt to her deeth from the
widow's walk. Rachel had taken her secrets to the grave but camied tham bedk framthegrave aswl.

The hurt rose ingde Miss Mamie, consumed her in a blaze of hatred. Ephram and Sylva were bound by
blood. Hisilliat family would dways hdd the biggest place in his evalading heatt, no metter whet sarifices Miss Manmie
mecke No méatter how degp her devation. And that painting, the one Ephram called his work in progress, was
an eterna reminder.

Setunad avey, into the hll, the portrait of Bjphram doseenough to touch, " Thet peining should heve been burned long
ago," she sad.

"Amasadha mather wesinthepening”
"Forge Ama Y adretothink only of your getue”

"Ama sys $6s never ban hare bfore How could Korban have known? HeE's in the painting, too. And
somebody who looks like you."

"lluisons” MissMamiesad. “Never trug en atis, because dreanrslieand visorsaretamparay.”
"Can | trust anybody?"

T your heatt, Mr. Jackson. Thet'stheanly thing worth believing in."

"My heart is getting pulled in three different direc-tions.”

She studied the young man's face. He was alot like Ephram in some ways, stubborn and proud, afraid
of weakness and fallure. But Ephram had taken matters into his own hands, determined to leave none of
his work urfinidhed. Olosessad with contrdlling hiswarld. "'l guess youll just have to tear your heart into enough
pieces to go around. Aslong as the biggest piece goes into your Statue.”

"Don't worry. Il make you proud. I'l make them dl proud.”

“I'm sure you will. See you tonight. Don't belate.”



The door closed. Miss Mamie touched the locket thet hung around her neck. When Ephyam wore flesh again,
hewould prove that love never died. Sylva, Rachd, Anna, Lilith, and dl the others would be for-gotten,
would be the embers of memories, fading, dying and & lad, log to darkness While Miss Mamie and Ephram
bumad on, together forever.

Amasa on her bed, hudded inallanket. Theroom hed groavn cdd during the aftemoon, the temperaturefdling as the fire
bumed low. She found herdf daing & Bohram Korben's portrait, sserdhiing his fece far gendlic fedures thet hed been
pessed doan to her. Karben, Redd, Syiva And somenwharein there, a facdess fatther, who'd dipped her off the
mountain, abandoned her with only a firg name, and died rather than return tothemountains By hisoawn hard
and noosg, accord-ing to Sylva

She had drifted for so long, rootless and uncon-nected, and now she bdanged to too mery people Her dloodine
wastoo crooked, the gangrations skewed by whetever megjc doved the ravages o time here & the manor. Because if
Sylvawas a hundred and five, and Anna was twenty-sx, then Rachd had died less than three decades ago.
Or mayewhen you died, you were agdess and theyearsnolonger counted.

There was a knock and Cris entered. "Hi, girl, what's up?"
"Jetbrooding”

"Hey, that's no way to spend an artists retreat. Leaetet totheidaswhothirk itsokay to gavefar art. Or to
pigheaded photographers.”

"Ahwhet'sthepant?"
"That's exactly the point. If it doesn't matter, if it's d asdowet dream, thenwhy nat enjoy yoursdf?'
"Maybeyaureright. I'm teking thingsalit too sai-oudy.”

"That's the spirit." Cris dipped into the bathroom, paused at the door. "Excuse me. Time of the month.
Full moon tonight.”

"ol hear”

"And a big party on the roof. Miss Mamie saysit's not to be missed. If Mason's there, maybe youll get
lucky." Cris winked, then closed the bathroom door. Amapulled the blanket moretigty about her shoul-ders.

Whan Qiiscame out, sherummieged inher dresser for asvester. "Hey, did you messwithimy sketich ped?!
"| hevent been heretodky.”

Cris hdd it up. Scrawled across a large sheet of peper, indading srokes o red aayon, were the words Go
out frost, comein fire.

"Maybe it was one of the servants,” Annasaid. "A raminde nateto put morewood on thefire”

"It's getting cold, dl right. October in the moun-tars If it waant for thefdling leaves | thirk I'd rether have Rio.
Seeyautonght” Qiswaved and Idft, tying her hair back in a ponytail as she went.

Amawatched thegan o the door asit sMrled and bent inward. A shape superimposed itsdf againgt the dark
oak pands. A pde hand, holding a bouquet, the wamen with desparate eyes And thet one whigoered word,
"Anna"

Redtingin peece was goparently nat dlowed for e-ther the dead or the living.



CHAPTERZ2L

Mason wished held brought a lantern, since the af-ternoon had grown suddenly dark, heavy clouds
svegang fram the northwedt like snokefromadidart prairie fire. At least he was out of the house, having dodged
the quedioning gaze df Miss Manie He ddnt want to go down into the basement, at least not until his head
cleared. Annawas right, he'd become ob-sessed, and it was far more than just the pursuit of praise that
drove him.

He headed down the road toward the barn. It was about time for Ransom to feed and put up the
horses. Maybe Anna had gone to hdp him. Like Mason, she probably preferred the company of the old
mountain mento thet o therowdy revdasinthe menar. And e was nuts about the horses.

If he saw her, then he could gpologize, tak plainly. Maybetry to undastand he. She knew mare then de let
on, and unlike the other guests, she recognized that something serioudy weird was going on a Korban
Manor. And the two of them had something ese in common.

Because, though she tried her best to hide it, a suffaing ran degp insck her, tiulet wate's benegth the cdm
auface Or mayte hejud liked locking into her cyan eyes and his imagination had done the rest. His imegrgion
hed dways bean hishlessng and hisaurse, both his exit door from alifeimein Sawyer Hosery ad the damon thet
rode hisbedk inevary weking mo-ment and most of his degping ones.

Hefdlomed thefenceling siopping onceto gance beck & the house Thereweare svard lighted windows but much o its
facade wes dark and fedrdess A few high plano nates tinkled inthe breeze. Helooked up a the roof, at the flat space
above the gabled windows whaetheral maked df thewidow'swalk. A few peo-ple moved about beyond thewhite
raling, prabebly the servants sdiing up far the party. Mason compared theredl thing to the painting in the basement.

No contest. The red thing was much creepier. He didn't buy Annas lie about never having been to the
menar, though Korben mug heve peinted the pidure decades before her birth. Mason had memorized her face
wal enough to know it wesdanty Amawaking in that painted haze, complete with the bouquet and lace dress.

Miss Mamie didn't like that painting, either. She'd adted dmest drdd o it, depite her dovious adoration of
Korban. He shook his head. Why was she so adamant about his finishing the statue? She seemed even
mareawiousto get it done then Mason himedf, as if she had her own critics to please.

Heput hishendsinhispockets Theforest ssamed closer and darker, asif it had picked up and moved whileno
arewaslooking Anom hooted fromadand of trees to hisright. He walked alittle faster.

Imegnetion
Right, Mase Big dreamimege Korbanonthebrain.

Tredeamwasacock, asrdly ple of wheteve it wes thet hed just Sepped in The bam lay aheed, afant square of
lantern light leeking from the open door. Mason humied toward it. He looked above the door and saw that the
horseshoe was points-down on the wal. Heooudnt remember if thet was the good position or the ghodiswlk-orHn
postion Hedmogt wished hehad arag-ball charm to wave.

Mason stepped indde, his sneskers muted by the hay scattered across the planks. He didnt see
Ransom o Amma Thesmdl o thelesther hamess and the siveet sorghum odor of the horse feed drifted across the
ar. The opposte door leeding to the meedow wes dased dff. He svellowved and wes about to cdl out when he heard
Ransomisvaiceamong thewegors "Ga away, George Yauant gat nocl to behere™



Thedhedows o the surey and wegons were high an the wlls, and the staves and whed spokes and the tines
of the hay rake cast flickering black lines on the wooden walls. Ransom spoke again, and this time
Mason located him, crouched behind one of the wag-ons.

"Gatmeadnam beg, George Y oure supposad 1o leave me dane™ The hendyman's eyes were wide, Sar-ing across
the buckled gray floor.

Wasn't George the name of the man who'd been killed in thet aoadent? Had Ransomis bdlief in ghodts and fdlk
megcfirdly diven imadff the degp end?

ThenMasonsawv George

And George looked dead, with his hollowed-out eyes sunk into the wispy substance of his impossible
shape, the sump of one forearm held adoft. George looked 0 deed thet Mason could see through hm And
Gaorge wassiling asif baing deed wasthe bet thing that ever happened to him.

"Been sent to fetch you, Ransom, old buddy." The words ssamad to come fram evay comer d the room,
ratling a few crigp leaves that had blown in during winters past. A chill ran up Mason's spine, his scap
tinged, hefelt asif heweas gang to pessaut.

Becausethiswasnodreamimege
Heooudntblamehisimegiretionforthis

"Get on back, damn you,” Ransom said, his voice seky. He kaat his eyes fixed an the Georgething and didht
natice Mason. George took adep forward,

Except that waan't a STEP, wes it, Mason”? Because George didn't move a musde, judt floated forward like a
windy scarecrow on a wire.

Cold ar radiated off the George-thing, chilling the cramped spece o the bem. Mason wesnt reedy to cl it a
ghost. Because when he told Anna held believe it when he saw it, it turned out that he had lied. He dill
didnt bdieveit.

And he didn't believe what was dangling from the Georgethingslane hend. The missing hend, itsmilky fingers
flexing asif eager to get a good grip around somebody's throat.

"Come on, Ransom,” the cemetery voice said. "It aly hutsfar assoond. And its nat <o bed indde onoe you
get used to the snakes.”

"Why, George? | an't never done a thing to you." Ransamis eyes were wide with taror. "You wes a goad,
God-fearing man. What you gone and got yoursdf into?"

Laughter shook thetinradfing. Miason's heart did asomersait.

"Gat mysf into thetunnd, dd buddy. 'Causel judt hed to know. Now let me fetch you aningde Karben don't like to
be kept waiting."

There wes a nudy aeek, and the hay reke rdled for-ward. Ransomis eyes dhifted from Sde to Sde ladking for an
escape. He saw Mason.

"The charm an't working, Mason. How come the charm ain't working?"

George turned in Mason's direction, again without moving any of its withered, fibrous extremities.
"Fenty of room ingde, young fdlow. The tunnd ain't got no end.”



Ransom ducked betwean the wegon and the surey and Mason turned to run. Too late. The barn door screed
aoossitstrack and dammed it

Mason fled dang theingded thewdl, meking sure he kept plenty of distance between him and the ghot—you
just called it a GHOST, Mason. And that's not a good sign—urntil he got beside the surrey. He dropped to
his knees, his bones dattering againgt the floarboards He aanmed to Ransomis Sde "Whet the hll is that thing,
Reansom?'

Ransom peared betwean the gookes o the wagon whed. Miason could sl the mans fear, st and cop-per and
greenbriar.

"What | been warning you about, son. He's one of them now. Korban's bunch.”
"l don't believein ghogts."

Ransom's rag-bal charm was clenched ingde hisfig. "That don't matter none, when the ghodts bdieve
inyou."

Theshgpe flodted farward, armsraisad, the ragged end of itsamputation fluttering with the mation. Mason found himsdlf
daing at the sump, wondering why a ghost shouldn't be dl in one piece.

Ghog—you called it aghost again, Mason.
The hay rake creaked, ralling out of its corner to-ward the pair.
"Goaway," thedd mensadinahigh brokenvaice "I got warding powers.”

"Come out and play, Ransom,” said the George-thing. "Gets londy ingde, with just the snakes for
company. We can st apdl and tak over old times. And Korban's got chores for usdl.”

Ransom hdd up the cham bag. "See here? Got my lizard powder, yarrow, snakeroot, Saint
Johnswort. You're supposed to go away."

George laughed again, and thunder rattled in the savesd the bam. Horssswhimiedinthe naghbaring salls.

"Danit bdieve ever litething they tall you" George said. "Tharis jugt albunch o dd widows tdes 'Cause it ain't what
you believe, isit, Ransom?'

"It's how much,” Ransom said, defeated, looking down & thelitile sScrgp of oaotton thet hdd the herts and powder.
Thedath westied with a piece o frayed Hue riblbon. White duet tridded fram the gpaning,

Suddenly Ransom stood and threw the bag at George. "Ashes of a prayer, Georgel”

IMason wesfrazen by hsoan fear and adrangefas-cination as the bag came untied and the contents oreed aut
inadoud of greenand gay dud. Themeterrid wted over the ghogt, mingedinits vgpor, caught a stir of wind from the
crack benesth the door, and swirled around the shape.

Gaorgeimmedd, faded hridly, fizded likea can-dle about to burn the last of its wax—
Jiminy H. Chrigt, it's working, Mason thought. ITS WORK—
The cloud of herbs settled to the floor, and George wiped at its eyes.

"Now you boyshave goneand medememed” the ghodt said), itsvaicefiat and cdld, segaing fram the cor-ners o the room
likeafog. "l tied to do it niog, Ransom. Lt you and me, teking us anice lag walk into the tuid like dd friends But you



triedl to spel me”

George shook its see-through head. The motion medealreeze thet dhilled Miason to the bone. Ransom ducked
behind the wagon whed and tensed beside hm Theghod fluttered farward, seedily, now arly twenty feet away,
twelve, ten. A rusty metdlic rattle filled the barn.

Georgehdd up theampuiated hend. " They took my hammering hand, Ransom. He took it*

The ghost sounded amogt widful, asif debating whether tofdlow the orders of an absant oversssr. But then the
deep caves of the eyes grew bright, flickered in bronze and gold and blazing orange, and the face twided
ino somathing thet wes berdy recognizatle as having once been humen It was drunken, wizened, a shriveled rind with
pockmarks for eyes. The voice careagn, but it waat jus Georges vaice, it wes the combainad vaice of dozens a
congregation, adhorusd logt souls. " Come inside, Ransom. We're waiting for you."

The horses kicked their gdl doors. A cdf bawled fram the mesdow ousde The surey and the wegons
rocked back and forth. The lantern quivered on the flaor and shedows dimbed thewdlslikegant inssds

The cdf bawled again, then once more, the sound somehow ganding out inthe caoophony.
"Cdf bawled three times" Ransom whispered. "Sure Sgn of death.”

Mason arouched besde him, wanting to ask Ransom wht in the hdl was hgppening. But histongue fdt like a piece of
harness againg the roof of his mouth. He didn't think he could work it to form words. Ransom looked at
George, then a the closed door. The door was much farther.

Mason reached out to touch Ransom's deeve, but came up with nahing. Ransom mede anun far it The ghot
dadnt move as Ransons boats drummad across the plark floor. Mason wondered if he doud meke a run for it, too.
Ransom moved fast, arms waving wildly.

He's going to make it!

Ransomwias about S fet fram the doar when the hay reke pounced—POUNCED, Mason thought, likea cat—witha
goend dressad 9ed and wood, the ndy tines of the windrower sivesping doawn and forward. Rensom tumed and feoed
thedd fammechineasif to beg for mercy.

Hiseyesma Mason's and Miason knew hewould never forget thet ook, eveniif he gat ludky and escgped George and
managed to live to be a hundred and one. Ransamis faoe blanched, blood rushed fram his skin as if tying to hide
degpinhisaganswhaethehay reke couldn't reach. Ransom's eyes were wet marbles of fear. Thelegthary in df
hsjans dretched tight ashe opened his mouth to scream or pray or mutter an an-cient mountain spell.

Thenthewindronve sivept faward, skeweaing Ren-som and puding him bedkward. Hisbody dammed egaind the doar,
two dozen gart rells hemmared into wiood. Ransom guged and ared mis pewed fram his mouth. And the eyes ware
gaang domnmwhetever tuntnd desth had cast him into.

The wagon and surrey stopped shaking, the walls satled bedk into plaog, and a sudden slece jared the ar. The
ddmenshody ssoged onthetineslikearaw dudk gesk & theend of afork. Mason foroed himedf to look away fram the
vigaad camege Thelantan threw off a burst of light, as if the flames were fed by Ransom's soul-wind

leaving his body.
Gaorgefloated toward Mason, who took agep backward.
"Yaurenat hae" Mason sad. He put up hishands peims apen. | donit bdieveinyou, <o you dont edd.”
The ghost stopped and looked down at its own gSlken flesh. After a stretch of skipped heartbests, it



looked a Mason and grinned.

"l lied. It an't what we beieve that matters” it said softly, gfting forward another three feet. "It's what
Korban bdieves”

The hand reached out, the hand in the hand, in a maty wdoome Matle cod and grave-dirt deed.

Mason tumed, ran, wating for the pounce d thehay rake or the grip of the ghost hand. He tripped over a gap
inthe floorboards and fell. He looked back at hisfeet. The root cdlar.

Hewrigded backward and flipgped the trgpdoor apen, then sorambled through heedfird. He grabbed thefird rung of the
ladder and pulled himsdf into the damp dakness o the adllar. If pations and prayers didnt work, then a trgpdoar
woudnt Sop aghod. But hismusdestook over wharehisrationd mind hed shut down,

He weas helfwey ingde when the trgpdoor dammed doawn on his back. Stripes o siver pein sresked Up his spindl
column. Then he fdt something on the cloth of his pants. A light tapping, waking.

FHngas

He kicked and flailed his legs, grabbed the second rung, and heaved himsdf into the darkness. He was
weightless for a moment, his ssomach lurching from vertigo. Then he was fdling, a drop into forever that
was too fagt for screaming. The door dammed into place overhead as he landed in the root cdllar. The ar
was knocked from his lungs, but that didnt matter be-cause he wasn't sure hed bresthed snce hed
entered the barn.

The cdlar was completely dark except for afew splinters of light that leaked through gaps in the floor-
irg above He equaimantaly moved hisams and somdhing tumided to the ground. He reeched out and squeezed the
thing under his hand, then fdt it. He had landed in a sweet potato bin.

Mason rolled to his feet, then ducked behind the bin Hetried to remambar what Ransom hed said about another
door & oneend of the cdllar, and atund leecking bedk to the house George might dreedly be down here How well could
ghogsseinthedak?

Boats marching fed, fel loud and heavy above him, then he redlized it was his pulse pounding in his ears. He
opened his mouth S0 he could ligen better. The up-dars was quie. Mason sdled the eath and the svedt gpples. He
tried to get a sense of the cdllar's layout, to figureou wherethe exit wes, but hed log hssense o direction in the
dark.

Heoould fird the ladder aggin, but atrgpdoor worked both ways What would bewating for imif he wert beck up? The
hey reke, its tines diipping red? George, reedy to gvehim ahand up? How about Ransom, full of holes, now one of
them, whatever they were sup-posed to be?

He thought of Anna, her quiet self-confidence, her hidden inner srength disguised as doofness. She
cdamed to understand ghosts, and hadn't ridiculed Ransomisfdk bdie's Sewouldnt fresk if e sav a ghost.
She would know whet to do, if only he could reach her. But what can anybody who's dive redly know
about ghosts?

Hisradng thoughtswere braken by a soft noise At firg he thought it wes the aresking o the hey reke flex-ing its metd
daw up in the barn. But the noise wasn't grating and metdlic.

[twesansied fingasondah.
Thehad



He kicked and flaled, and more siveet potatoestumkbled to the cool dirt.

The noises came again, from dl sides, from too many sources to be five ghodly digits.
Then he recognized the sound, one hed groan familiar withwhilelivirg by the Sawyer Creek lardill.
It wasn't acreaking, it was a squeaking.

Ras

CHAPTER 22
"Goaway," Amasad to the ghod thet hed Sepped fram thewl, thet now stood befare herin evanesoant splendor.

Rachd drifted closer, the forlorn bouquet held out in gpology or sorrow. "I never wanted to hurt you,
Anna"

"Thenwhy dd yousimmonme beck hare?Why didn't you just let me die dumb and happy, with no-body to
hate?'

"Wenedyou, Anra | nesdyou.”

"Nead, need, nesd. Do you ever think | might have nesded somebodly, dl those nigiswhen | aied mysdf to degp? Ard
now you expect meto fed oy far you just because you're dead?

"Itsnatjus me Anna Hestrappad dl of ushere™

Did the deed have adhaice about wherether soliswere bound to the redl world? Did the doorway open on a
paticular place for each person, or did ghosts wander their favorite haunting grounds because they
wished themsdves into existence? Those were the kinds of questions the hard-line pargpsychologists
never asked. They were too busy trying to vaidate thar omn exidence to fed ay enpethy for those goirHts
condamnad to an eéanity of wandaing

But Annawasn't strong on empathy hersdf at the momat. "Andif you were freg wherewoud you go?'
Redd looked out thewindow, & the mountainsthet retched to theharizon "Awey,” desad
"Ard Karben hesbound your soul heee?\Why wauld he do that?!

"He wants everything he ever had, and more. He wantsto be saved and worshipped. He hesurufilled dreams.
But | think it's love that keeps him here. Maybe, behind it dl, he's afraid of being done"

"Somdhing dsethet unsin thefamily;,” Amasad. "Wl | dontt mind bang dong, nat anymore Because | found whet |
thought I'd dwayswented, and now | see | never wanted it at dl.”

"Wehavetumdsd the sou, Ama Where we face the things that haunted our lives and dreams. In my tunrd,
Imurede to save yau, and | wetch as Bhram twists your power until it serves him. Our family had the Sight,
Sylva and me, but it's stronger in you. Because you can see the ghosts even without usng charms and

sodls”

"Maybe the spdlswill hdp me" Annasaid. "lsnt thereanethet mekesthe deed 9ay dead?'Go aut frod, is that
it?"



"Dant sy it, Anna. Because soon yadll gt fetdhed over, too, and Ephram will be too strong for any of us to
sop.”

Annarose from the bed. "Go out frost."

Rachd dissolved a little, the bouquet wilting to trangoerent threedsin her hand, her eyes ful of ghodly sadhess
"Yaureour aly hope ItsSiva”

"Goout frog”

Rachd faded againg the door. "Sylva," she whis-pered.

"Go out frogt. Third time'sacharm.”

Radd disgppeared. Amalodked Up a Epyam Korben's portratt. "You cenheve he, fardl | care”

Armaput on her jadket, odlledted he fladhlight, and wert far awak, wanting to be as far avay from Redd as possle I
Redd wasgang to heng aut a K orlben Manor, then Amawauld take adrdl to Besdhy Gap.

Rachd had said Sylva knew some sort of secret. Maybe Spvaknew agodl thet would keep dl ghods away.
Amahed dedicated alaig pat of her lifeto dhesing ghods Now thet they weare evaywhare e never wanted to see
another aslong as she lived. Or even after that.

Mason kicked himsdf backward, pressng agang the mag day berk. Another sivedt patato tumbded to the
ground. At least he hoped it was a sweet potato. More squeaks pierced the darkness, a sour chorus
rising around him.

Hewould rather face the ghodt of George Lavson, sray hend and bloody hey rake and dl, then whet was down herein
the dark. He thought about meking adegh for the ladder, but he was disoriented. He was jugt as likdy to run
into the apple barrels or trip over one of thepaldsthet were scattered acrossthedirt floor. And fdlingwoud bring his
facedonnto ther led.

Tohislet came adicking agraming, anoise like teth againg tinfal. Maybe five fet avay, it wes hard to tdl in the
blackness. The room was like a coffin, with no dir of ar, no edge or ed thet mede ay diffe-ence to the one
trapped indde. He huddled in a bdl, looking up & the cracks in the boards, at the yelow lines of light thet
were hisonly comfort. He smdled hisoan siveat and fear and wondered if the salt would bring the rats closer.

Leaveswhisked acrossthefloor upgtars thenthe barn door did open with a rusty groan. That was folloved by a
Ul thump and Mason pidured Ransomis bodly hitting the planks, limibss ldlling usdessy. Then thelantiem wert aut
above, and Miason dosad hiseyes againg ablack as degp asany hehed ever ssm.

No. Tharehad been aworsedarkness

Funny how things come back to you. Maybe this wesaned thosetudsdf thesou. A memary o lag buried
thet the mest had rotted off its bones, that the skeleton had started its dow turn to dugt, thet the exis-tae
d it coud no longer be proven. But dweys thet spark remained, that hidden ember, just waiting for a breath of
wind to bring the corpse back to full life, to resuredt themamay indl itsaniu gary.

Funny how thet heppened.

This was it, the memory. Only this couldn't be redl. Or wasthe fird time the one thet wes shedowy? It didnt
matter. Because they were the same, past and present ewinedinthe same heart-dopping fear.

Thesquesking.



Trerats turdinginthe dark like svedt patatoes ar a child's toys. How many?
Onewastoo mery. How many squeeks? Mason hdd hishbreeth so he could ligen Ten FHftean. Forty.

Mamawes out of town. Somebody hed died, thet's dl Mason knew, because hed never ssn Mamaay 0 much Ard
Mason sensad adengein har when Mama gave him dl those extra hugs and kisses, held him in her 1gp for
hours. Then she was gone,

Ard Daddy, Daddy with his batles wes dl Mason knew dter thet. Helay inthe aib, hisblankets wet, too scared to
wall. If he cried out, maybe Mama would come. But if she didn't, Daddy might. Daddy would aily g
med, ydl, and bregk somdhing

So Mason didnt ssy aything Timepessed o deit didn't. There was no sun in the window, only the light thet
Daddy tumed onand off. Daddy dgat onthe floor one time, and Mason looked through the wooden bars of his
crib, saw him with his bottle tipped over, the broawn liquid pouing out acrossthefloar.

Daddy woke up, rubbed hiseyes ydled, looked in & Mason, It hm wet agan Daddy tumed aut theligt, and as the
door dosed, Mason ramembared the vanidring wedge df brightiness how scared he was asit gat sveller and sdler, then
the door benged St and thedark was big, thick, everything.

Time passed or ese it didn't, Mason's tiny heart pumping, pounding, screaming. Crying would do no
good. Mama wasnt here. And his cries might bring them He dased hiseyes opaned them One black was the
same color as the other.

Setingintheroat adlar, Mason dosed hiseyes opened them, trying to blink away the memory. He covered
hsface with his hends He remambeared reedting somenhere thet rats dways wart far the ot parts fird, the eyes and
tongue and genitals. He didn't have enough hands.

This was the memory, the firg time. The skittering in the dark. The scratching againg the wdl. The tick-
ingaf daws acrosswood. Thesquesk of plesaure & the discovery. So dark in the room that he couldn't see thar
diny eyeswhen hefirelly forced himedf to look.

Mason heard them, though, even with the wet blan-kets pulled tightly over his heed. Soft whigpers of tiny tongues againd
liouid Deddy's battle Thegailled SLif hed brought them Wauldit be enough toffill then? Would they go away?

Fleess, please, goaney.

The squesking sounded now like laughter, like a mag, dabbay sidkaing Go awvay? OF course they wouldnt
oo away, thswesthe dark and they owned the dark. They arept toward the arib, the hugh of thar tals dragging behind.

No, no, NO.

Thiswas now and nat themamary, hewaant asrel child, and he wasn't afraid of rats anymore. And be-cause
the root celar was darker than the world outside, he might be able to see the outline of the door. All he
hed to do was open his eyes.

Mama's voice came to him, and he couldn't swear whether the words were spoken or merdly imagined:
It's ALWAYS the memory, Mason. Big Dream Image. Don't ever let go of your dreams. They're
the only thing you got in this world.

And something quick and wet and warm flicked at his face, just under his Ieft eye, it may have been
only the corner of a blanket shifting, yes, of course, that's what it was, rats don't egt little boys, that's not
tiny feet pressng againg your legs, it's only your imagination, and you dways had a good imaginaion,
didn't you?



And you lived long enough to learn that the dark-ness doesn't spread out forever, that rats don't own
everything, just your dreams, AND DREAMS ARE THE ONLY THING YOU GOT IN THISWORLD.

And Mama came home findly and opened the door and turned on the light and held you but it was too
late, days too late, years too late, the rats had EATEN you, esten your eyes, now it's dark dl the time
and they own the dark and Mama can't open the door because they ate her eyes, too, and she's gtting in
her rat's-nest chair back in Sawyer Creek and—

"Lookslikeyourein aright smart pickle."

The voice, from nowhere and everywhere, seemed part of the dark. And darkness had to have
different colors, because the deep black tunnd opened like a throat before his closed eyes. Standing a
the edge of the tunnd was Ransom Streater, dripping wounds and al, a perfect row of punctures across
the chest of his overalls, one buckle bent. Ransom with his grinning possum mouth and old freckled bad
head and dead, dead, dead eyes.

"Korban fetched me up to your bad place” Ransom said. "You ought to see mine. | got it worse than
you do, believe me. But Korban saysif I'm a good helper, then | get out of my bad place for a little bit.
All | gotsto do iswak you out.”

"Whaeam|?'
"Why, in the heart, that's where. 'Cepting K orban wantsto sand you beck. Saysyou gat dhoresto do”

"What chores?' Mason forced his eyes wide, even though the rats were hungry and eyes were soft and
juicy. But the image didn't change, Ransom stood dimmeing befarehim, the tunnd retched out black and deep
and cold, only now there was a light at the end, predouslight, beeuiiful light, a raless ligt, Mama was opening the
door.

Mason stood, heard the rats dither back into their unseen holes. He said the only thing he could think of
to say. "You're dead."

"Andit ant no Cakewdk, let metdl you" Ransom touched hiswounds his eyeorons lifiing as he fingered a hole in his
ribs. "At least you got a choice."

Mason stepped closer, the light beckoned. He took one glance backward in the darkness, heard the
noise of whiskers and claws and wet, sharp teeth. He shiv-ered. Karben would kegp thisplacewaiting far im

But the best thing to do was put your fears behind you, as least for as long as possible. Deny their
exis-tence. Bury them.

"Where does the tunndl go, Ransom?"
"Why, totheend. Wharedewouldit go?'

Mason swvdlowed. He ramembared Ransom, the dd, living Ransom, had said the tunnd led back to the
manor's basement. He thought about running for the ladder, but heheard a squesk and awhigoer o tangue Then,
Mamés vaios umidskable, poured from the dark throet of the turd. "Dreamsisdl we gat, Mason. Now get in here
and make Mama proud.”

Arditwagit aly Mamesvaiog hereinthe damp, dark dirt of Korban's estate, that bothered him. It was the
suggestion of squeskinessin her words, asif they had spilled from between large, curved, rodent teeth.

Mason followed Ransom into the black tunnd, blinked as the light grew unbearably bright, then



soft-ened. A lantern was burning on the table. Mason was in the studio, his unfinished statue waiting
before him.

"Tunnds of the soul, Mason," Mama said. "I'll be watching.”

Mason turned just in time to see the long hideous gray rope of tal disappear into the dark tunnd.
Ransom stood by the shadows of the basement. "We dl got chores. My batch is waiting back in the
tunnd. Yoursison this sde, for now."

Mason kndt, trembling, and sdected a fluter. He took up his hatchet and approached the statue,
Sudied the rough oak form. Ephram Korban was in there somewhere, just as he inhabited everything. At
the heart of it dll.

Mama lied. She 'd said dreams were all we had in this world. But we have nightmares, too. And
memo-ries.

And sometimes you can't tell the difference.

Mason attacked the wood asiif hislife depended onit.

CHAPTER 23
Syivaopened the door just before Amarreached the cabin. "Been expecting you.”

Amamoved pet her without waiting for aninvitation. Sjivalooked & the fdded dath on the mantd, the one that held
her spdling charm. Every trick in the book, and a few sheldd only heard whispered around long-ago
campiires wareground up and qrinkled inrside the cloth, and words had been said over the con-coodion thet few
lipswould dare spesk. But thiswaant atime for the scared or the fant of heart.

"Wamyour bones” Sivasad, mdianing to en dd cane chair by the fire. "Tonight's one of them that lets you
know winter'sright around the come:”

"Yauddnt 1l meevayting’ Amasad, gangto the hearth but kneding instead of Stting.

"They's such a thing as knowing too much. Bad enough you got the Sight. But if you don't mind your
dep, youregang to end up too soon anthewrong Sde of dead.”

"But why does my mo—no, nat my maother, | meen Rachd Hartley—think I'm some kind of saviar far the haunted?
Why did she summon me here? If Korban's aready got them, what can | do about it? Just because | can
see ghosts doesn't mean | have any specid pow-ers.”

"Remember what | told you about power. It ant what you believe that matters, it's how much." Sylva
kept her eyes fixed on the legping flames, wouldn't let her gaze dide over to the folded cloth, no matter
how hard they itched for a look.

"l don't owe Rachd anything,” Anna said. "You said blood runs thicker than water. But that's not dl
that makes people belong to each other."

"Child, I know how it hurts. I've hated mysdf for my weakness, my sn with Korban. | tried a hundred
times to tdl mysdf that he caused it, he spelled me and made it happen. But it's dways easy to lie to



yoursdf, ain't it? It's easy to just push it down into the dark where you hope nobody will see the truth of
it, least of dl yoursdf."

Oh yeah, woman, you know the truth of it, don't you? Ephram let you kill him under the blue
moon so his spirit could go into the house. But you never knew that Ephram would take up
collecting, would fetch over everybody who died on his grounds. And you surely to goodness never
knew he'd keep Miss Mamie young, turn love into poison like that.

"Your 9n was along time ago,” Anna said. "You ought to be able to forgive yoursdf after dl these
years.”

"l was dways afrad to let loose and love him," Sylva said. "You don't know the times | wanted that
night to happen again, a the same time | was knotted up indde with the frights Maybe it was dl
Ephram's doing, one of his tricks. But it's a scary and wondrous thing when your heart gets plumb stole
away. And it's scary and wondrous to burn with hate over something, too."

"But Rachd—"
"I loved her, same as she loves you. | reckon as much as Ephram loved me"

"You said Miss Mamie was kegping him dive. That, and the spirits of those he's trapped at the manor.
The ones he uses for fud, some sort of soul siphon, feeding on their pain and dreams.”

"What do you reckon Ephram burns for?* Sylva bent and took up the poker, stabbed at the back log
until sparks spat up the chimney. "The dead is just like living. They want things they can't have. Ephram's
got unfinished dreams, abig appetite. That's why you're here.”

Sylva fdt the trembling in her old limbs, the rough coursing of her blood through narrowed veins. She
had been old far too long. She had too many regrets, had been played for the worst kind of fool. If only
she could close her eyes and rest in peace. But Ephram Korban wouldn't dlow it.

Sylva was bound here come hdl or high water, and Rachd had found out way too late that what
belonged to Ephram aways came back. Rachd's dying here was Annads only chance. Because Ephram
would find out where Annawas, that gift of the Sght would shine like a ghost beacon in anight sky.

"And my faher?' Annasaid. "Do you have any pic-tures of him?'

"Folks don't keep pictures around here, especidly of them that want to stay dead. You ever heard of
pop-pet magic? Where they sted your face and then stedl your soul? Y ou're the only one that can free
them from Ephram.”

"What do | care?' Anna said. "The dead will dill be dead, and I'll ill have nothing. At leest if | die a
the manor, I'l have awarm place to haunt.”

Sylvale the tears come. That was a mighty fine weapon to have around. Anna fdl for it, came close,

hugged her.

"Rachd gave up her life so you could get away," Sylva whispered into Annds ear. "If Ephram takes
Rache now, youll lose her forever. And them that's bound to the house, not dl of them are touched by
an. Like that gl ghost, Becky, you saw on your firs night here. Tree fdl on her, right out of the blue.
Thet child never hurt afly. If anybody's spirit deserves to be st free, it's hers.”

Anna clenched her figs. "What am | supposed to do? I'm just one person. I'm weak, I'm dying, my
soul's not in such hot shape in the firg place. How in the hdl am | supposed to believe? ™



"You gotta follow your heart, Anna" Sylva went to the window. "Sun's about to set. You know what
that means.”

"Y eah, yeah, yeah. The blue moon.”

Sylva crossed the room, stooped dowly, slently cursing Ephram for knotting up her bones and
wrinkling her skin. She put a hand on Annas shoulder, let a tear gather in her eye, then said, "You just
falow your heart. That's what bdieving isdl about.”

Sylva gave her another hug, and thistime Anna re-turned it, held on with a desperation that might have
been born of a lifdong londiness. Sylva findly let go and stepped back. "You'd best get back to the
house, now. Miss Mamies waiting."

Anna went out into the darkening forest. The wind was sharp, cold enough that the early dew was
dready turning hard. This was anight of frogt, Sylva thought. A night for the dead.

She closed the cabin door and went to the mantel, caressed the folded cloth, and offered up ashes of
prayers for its contents.

"Y ou gentlemen are early,” MissMamie said. "Just enjoying the view," Paul said, feet propped on the
rall, aglass of the housewinein his hand.

“Alovely Lret” shesid

Adam looked aut & the edge of the warld, the ridges capped with molten gold, the dopes rippling with d-
temeting fddsaf cdlar and shedow. Thewind carried the promise of change, the air ripe with the lagt bitter-svest
odorsd auumn Maybe thet weswhy hed been so morose the last couple of days. Winter dways fet like death
to him, a gray wasteland to be endured, muthlikethenigimerefram hischildhood. And hed dlamed Padl for it thet
seesond hift thet brought un-ease deep ingde him.

"Arant you dad you sayed, Mr. Andrens?' MissMamie said to him.
Adamand Paul exdnengad danoes "Yes" Adam sad. 'l tend to gt alitiemdodrametic & times Right, Paul?”

"Sure, my litile poppet.” He patted Adam's hand, what Miss Mamie might take as a dgn of mord
sup-port ingtead of a romantic gesture. "We're having the time of our lives”

Paul tumad to MissMamie "Isit okay if | bringmy video cameraug? Thissoenay isto defar.”
MissMamiesmiled "Why nat?| think tonight will be quite memarade, and well warth presaving”

Lilthcame by, rdilled Paul's gass offered wineto Adam, who held up his hand in polite refusal. "No, thanks.
I'm driving."

Miss Mami€'s laughter carried on the wind. "Oh, you're afunny one. No wonder Ephram is so fond of
you."

"Soeeking of whom, I'm surprisad there are no por-traitsaf im onthewidow'swalk," Pad said.

"This was one d his faarite heunts back when he was dive. He loved nothing better than a good party,
epecidly under the ful moon.”

The Albramovs were seeted againg the raling near the impranptu ber, tuning thar ingrumants The drop in tamperature
afected thewood, and they hed to congtantly adjust the tension of the strings. As they ran through svad saiesd
Ides thedhfiing pitch gave the music a discordant, atona qudity.



"The Abramovs have promised an origind duet,” MissMamiesad. "Wiitten jud for the coceson. Now, if youll
excuse me, | have preparations to attend to.”

Afta Seldt, Adam leened foward inhisdar and gripped the widow'swalk, daing himedif to look over the Side to the
gmdl danting roof above the portico, and tothe herd arc of diivieway Sxty fet bdow. To the gpat where he hed died.
Heswdlowed and dossd hiseyes, leaned back in the chair.

"Whetsthe metter, Rincess?' Paul asked. "Yauve gone pae.”

" Shouldn't have had that second glass of wine."

"How am| ever gaing to tum yau into aperty gi if you cant hdd your liquor better then thet? Thenigtisyoung.”
"Yeeh, but | fed ahundred yearsald”

Paul patted Adam's knee. "Y ou stay here and rest your andeant bones then Imgang to get ny camera”
"And probebly sneek afew hitsoff ajaint?’

Pau gavethd imesdible mishievousgin "Makesme creative. And dl the rest.”

"Sareomeforme”

"You haven't changed a bit, no matter what they say." Paul looked around leaned forward and kissed
Adamonthedhek. "Liketheledy sad itsgang to be anight to remember.”

Adam watched as Paul crossed the widow's walk and dipped through the trgpdoor. Lilith and the dough-faoad
cook were siting up abuffet teble The Abramovs had returned their instruments to their cases and now stood
near the ralling, talking to the Mediterranean woman, Zaneb. Smoke difted fram thefour dinnegys risng above the
tressthet surounded the meanar.

Adam huded into his dr, divaing. He woudit mind a fire right now. Fal was dying and winter was
coming on. Cold and gray and suffocating. Too bad this night couldn't last forever.

Swesat poured from Mason like blood from a shot-gun wound, his musces screaming as he ran the
fluter under the dope that would be one of Korban's cheeks. He rammed his gouge down across the
wooden shoul-ders with hisleft hand. He had never carved with both hands at the same time before, but
anything was possi-ble now. The wood seemed to ped away as if shucking itsdlf. They were in a hurry,
both he and his statue.

The voice came from the busgt again, the voice that had been urging im onward, driving Mason into a
frenzy of chisding and chopping and planing. It had scared him at firgt, but now the voice was just that of
another ingtructor, dbeit the most demanding one Mason had ever worked under.

Thiswasthe most demanding of critics.

Thetunnd waswaiting if hefailed.

The dark crib and the rats and his mama with the squeaky voice and long gray tall.
"More off the shoulder, you foal," said the bust.

Mason looked at the bust, a Korban, his cregtion, hisfirs masterpiece. The lantern on the table threw
the left side of the bust into shadow.



The wooden lips moved again. "Hurry. They're waiting."

"Who?' Mason's syllable was awhisper. The ar of the basement was charged with an eerie datic. The
hairs on the backs of his hands tingled. Flames roared up the centrd chimney on the other sde of the
sonewdl.

"Get onwithiit, sculptor.”
"l need to rest.”
"Youll have plenty of timeto rest later.”

Mason lad his tools on the table, wiped his brow, sagged to the conarete floar in edhaudion. Then he saw
Korben'spaning o the manar, the one someone mug have dtered while Mason waant around. Because the figures were
deaty vishle dabbed inthidk srokes of al. The women with the bouquet hed moved into the foreground, beyond the
raling, and her postion had danged, her ams goread, eyeswide Shewasfdling

Ard Mason didnit care what Amasad, dl thet nonksanse about the women baing Anngs mather, because that was
Annds face and those were Annds eyes and the woman wore that mysterious haf amile that no aher
wamenintheworld coud pull off.

"Ah," the bust said. "So it's the woman you want, after dl. Precious Anna”

"Whet about he?' Mason wesfar pedt thepant of doubting his sanity. Some artists damed their work gooke to
tham, so maybe hearing Korben's vaice waant unusud. But the dividing ling, the step from mere ge-nius into
certifiable tortured soul, occurred when you started talking back to the object in question.

"Yau can have her, onceyaufindme e dreedy promised youfame And | dwayskegp my promisss”

Mason's reponse westo teke hishull parnt fram the table. He lifted his mdlet, bent his elbow to test its weaght.
He thought about spinning and driving the thick iron point between Korban's eyes. A blow from themdle
wauld it the bugt inkelf. But how could you kill somathing thet wes dlreedy deed?

The statue quivered before him, the rough-hewn limbs flexing. Grain split dong one forearm, and the
block of head tilted, a amdl knothole parting in the placewhere Miason hed plannad to carve the mouih

"Anshme" moanadtheknathde

Mason dropped hishemmer and sepped bedk, sivet and sawdust and fear ginging his eyes. The wooden ans
reeched for im, fledks of aued oek fdling fram the unt hands Miason dumbdled ageing the teblle, knodk-ing over the bust.
Helodked doawn and saw the eyes looking up at him. It was the same cold glare as in Korban's partrat updars
Too pafedly thesame

"Whet about Amnel?' Masonsdd,
"l promiseyou twowill be together. Wl dl be one big happy family.”

Thet mede sansg, as much sense as Mamawetding from the tunnd, and probably a drunken and mean-eyed
verson of Dad aswdl. Judt like old times, with ratsin the wals and darkness dl around and Dad passed
out on the floor. So if he could drag Anna in there with him, the darkness might be a little more bearable
Korben dways kept hispromisss How could you nat trud thosewiseand wondaful eyes?

Mason picked up the hatchet. The critics had spo-ken. More off the left. Fnish it. Make it perfect. Big
dream image brought to life. Create.



Wood.
Hesh
Heat.

Dream

CHAPTERZA

Annafdt asif she were back in one of her dreams, those that had filled her nights in the past year. As
she had so many times before, in that logt land of deep, she approached the manor from the forest. The
house's hulking form rose between the trees that surrounded it like guardian beasts. The windows were
eyes, glaing and cold even with the light of a dozen fires behind them. The chimneys spouted a bregth of
ephemerd trangtion, matter into energy, substance into heat. The front door whispered a soft welcome,
the darkness in-sde promisng peace.

But this waking dream had features beyond dl those previous ones, as if a saventh sense had been
added to her other sx. The grass was thick under her shoes and glittering frost dung to the skin of the
earth. The sky was bright on both the eastern and western horizons, painted with lavender and maroon
by some large and ragged brush. The wind had settled like a Sgh, and au-tumn's surrender hung in the
cool ar. The manor waited. Ephram Korban waited.

Isthis where | belong? Annathought. Am | really coming home?
Sylvasad that Annawas fud. That Korban would consume her, use her, leave her soul as ashes.

What did it matter? Let her love and hate and anger and pride flow out into the house. Into Ephram
Korban. No one dse wanted it.

She laughed, giddy as she crossed the porch, the raw gatic energy of the house flowing over her body,
warm-ing her, making her fed wonderful. Coining home. Home is where the heart is

Miss Mamie was waiting. She opened the door and stepped aside, sweeping her aam out in welcome.
"Ephram said you'd come.”

Annafdt drunk. Even her pain was ebbing, the fires of cancer dying down ingde her. She would offer
every-thing. Korban could have her pain, her londiness her feding of never having belonged. Bon
appetit.

Yes, she had come home. This place had opened her soul, had dlowed her to see ghosts. Given her
what she wanted. She could die happy here.

"Y ou're looking lovely this evening, Anng," Miss Mamie said to her. The words sounded as if they had
come from far away. The fire roared and crackled at the end of the foyer. Anna looked at the portrait of
Korban above the fireplace. Grandfather. With eyes so bright and loving.

How could she have resisted getting the family back together? Let the circle be unbroken. Did it matter
if some were dive and some were dead? When you came right down to it, was there any difference?

One, adividing line.



Then zero. Nothing. All the same.

Anna looked at the house with new eyes. The columns, the corners, the carving in the hearth, the
red-dish brown lower panding, the polished oak floors. She didn't blame Korban for never wanting to
leave this beautiful place. She didn't want to leave it now, ather.

"Yaurejug intimefar the paty,” MissMamesad. "Up on the widow's walk."

Fud.

Reirting

Somdhing about the peinting. Her danding here by the fire. Mason.

"What isit, dear?' Miss Mamie put a cool hand to Annas cheek. "Y ou're not feding ill, are you?'
"Where's Mason?'

"The sculptor? He's busy right now, but hell be joining us. As soon as he's finished.”

Amald hasdf beled to the dairs Somathing about the wells bathered her, somdhing e knew she shoud remambe.
But they were asoanding now, MissManmielesding theway. They reeched the sscondHloor landing and Annallooked doan
thehdl toward her room. Theadtrd lamps dong the wal seemed to brighten and thendm, asif fed by adow, even
bresthing.

They reached the third floor. Anna hadn't been to this part of the manor before, though threads of some
dm ancestra memory tugged at her. The walls were covered with boxcar Sding, cheap interlocking pine.

No paintings hung here. There were doors that must have led to other bedrooms, and gabled windows &
eeched o thefloar. A conductar'slantem on ahendimede table near the dar ral wastheanly light.

Thelanten
Masonhed orelikeitinthebesamat.

Whaewas Mason? Sretried to pidurehisfaog but it was logt in the migt ingde her head, dong with evaything
dse Thewdls throbbed, svelled, and conHracted. The house was moving in hythm with her breathing. She began to
get dizzy, then Miss Mamie leaned her againg asmdl ladder.

Armalooked up, asif thraugh the eye o the warld, at the clouds that caught the blue slver of the risng moon.
The widow's walk. The top of the end of the world. Where her own ghost waited.

Sheforced her arms and legsto climb. It wastime to meet hersalf.
Spence had found the Word.
He sensed—no, knew—it would be waiting at the end of thisfina paragraph.

Truth comes in unlikdy packages. The One True God comes in the oddest of shapes. All gifts are
weighty. Each gift demands its equa vauein sacrifice.

The shifting and bulging walls of the house had dis-tracted him at first. Just another evil, another thing to
ged his atention, to turn him from the road to glory. Bridget gasped and screamed as they took form, as
the migy shapes fdl from the caling and rose from the oak flooring, as they drifted cold and hollow
through the room.



Spence impatiently brushed them away. The True Shining Path beckoned him, and dl ese was
superflu-ous poppycock and bombadt, literidic excess. The True Peth led to the next sentence tha
caused the next word to press itsf into the wood pulp, as metd hammered ink into paper into existence.

The night was ready, breath borrowed and held pris-oner, lungs of ebony and earth, feet of
granite, arms sweeping seasons of deep from the eyes of the sightless. October screamed, a carpet
of frost, a turn of brown wind, the end of something. Time turned backward, cold to hot, hard
water. Go out frost and comein ...

He tilted forward in his chair, not caring if the chilled air sapped his strength. He needn't waste his flesh
on Bridget. He had a better intercourse here, him-sdf and the True Word. White shadows moved across
the room in sllence, the fire paused in consuming, his fingers itched.

Comein ... what?
TheWord hung there, tessing, wating, dranving im body and soul orward hoveing ever aut of reech.

"| sy, chep, whet areyouwating for?'

Spence thought at firgt the line had come from his own mind a bit of clipped didogue that was trying to
farceitswey inothe naraive Thefireroared, yet afrigid breeze skirled across the back of his neck. His fingers
rested on the desk.

The voice came again, no Muse, no Bridget, no Korben. "Ga anwithit, men Its nat the bleding ed of the
world yet."

Spence turned glared at the photographer who good inthe comer o the room, face obsoured by shed-owss.
"Damn you, why didn't you knock? | can't abide interruptions when I'm working."

Roth's accent flattened became nasdly and mid-western. "We got tunnds of the soul, Jeff. And guess
what's ingde yours?'

"Yauremad' Soance Ad "Comeout whael can see you.”

The photogrgoher waved a quidk hend toward the portrait of Korben. "He said you can have atypawniter, but dl the
keyswill be stuck."

Spence tried to rise, anger throbbing through him and sending a bright flash of pain across his Ieft
tem-ple.

Roth laughed his voice changed pitch, accelerated into that shrill and Strident voice from Spence's past.
The voice of Miss Eileen Foxx. "l before E except after PEEEE," she said Roth's body shaking with
her glesful laughter.

"F-faxx in So0ks?' Spence sAd confusad his dest it with pein A warmth goreed around his gainy an unfamilliar
wenessthet wasdmogt pleesart.

Rath moved bedk into the shedows and was gone: Bllean FoxX's legt admonidmant hurginthe ar like athreat: ™Y ou'd
better make the grade, Jefferson, or I'll be waiting. Y essirree, youll be saying after school with me."

Spence stared into the fire until the dampness be-twea hislegs grew cdld, then he faoad the typawriter again,
the words on the page dmogt like symbols eiched by pegple fran some logt avilizaion They no longer hed
meaning, but he knew he wasn't finished. He needed that word.



The class would laugh a him if he didn't find the word.

Mason lifted the bull point again, the mdlet in his didk right hend. The pile o wood davings wes ankle-deep
around him, the statue hewn into a recognizable shgpe Theheed nesded alat of work, but the ams and legs were
there, the torsd as drong and gy as a Sump. This was a hideous masterpiece, a raw stroke of ge-nius, a
cregtive vison that no eyes should ever see.

Byes

Thething needed eyes, so that it might see. And once it could see, then what?

"Y ourenct working, sculptar,* thebust sad.

"I'mthinking,” Mason said.

"Yaull thinrkwhen| tdl you Now finish "

Fnish. And he could haveiit dl, fame, fortune, Mamas approva. And the girl. Oh, don't forget the girl.

He looked at the painting again. The painted Anna had changed position, was ddfinitdy fdling, and her
amswere now areed wide, the bouguet dippaing fram her fingers, the hdf amile shifted to a dark, round tun-nd
of a scream.

Anna Something about Anna that he should re-mamb, if anly he could thirk about anything besdes the statue.

The whispers spilled from the corner of the base-ment, and he was afraid the tunnd had opened again,
that Mama would come out and siiff a him with her pointy rodent nose, show her sharp teeth, wriggle
her whiskers, and tdl him about the power of dreams.

But the whisper stirred again, and the voice was Annds. "Mason.”

The voice was coming from the painting.

"Dont ligen to her, sculptor,” the bust said. "I need you. Give memy eyes. And my mouth. I'm hungry.”
Anna spoke again from the painting. "He's burning you up, Mason. He's burning us al.”

"Work," the bust commanded.

"Burning our dreams," Anna said. "The closer | get to being dead, the more | understand.”

Being dead? Anna?

He had to find her. Something was wrong. Something was wrong with him. He looked &t his blistered
hands, the tools, the things that had shaped these mongtrosi-ties before him. Where had these graven
idols come from? Not from his own imagination, that was certain.

"Dream meto life”" the bust commanded. "Don't stop now."
Dream Korban.
No.

He wanted his own dreams. Good or bad, whether or not they ever brought him fame. Whether or not
they made Mama proud.



He wanted his own dreams. Not Korban's.

Mason raised the bull point, pressed it into the hulk-ing chest of the Statue, swept his am back, and
smashed the mdlet into the sted. The bust screamed. Mason flung the hammer at the bust, knocking it to
the floor.

"Sculptorrrrr,” Korban roared, voice like a thousand wildfires egting the ar in the room, sheking the
tim-bers of the house.

Thedatue quiveared, itslimosmoved with agroen o splinters, then it tore itsdf free from the nals that held itto
the upport boards Thewooden hends reeched Up and fumided with thewires Thelegs hed been dvided &t the battom, but
thefed were nat refined, mere dark dumpsdf oek covered inbark. Theheavy fet Sorgped acrossthefioar.

Movingtowardhim

Mason kicked the table, tumbling the lantern over. The flame extinguished as the globe shattered. They
werein darkness.

Both heand Karben.
Exagt Karben was used to darkness, Karben fed on darkness, Korban was darkness.

Mason groped in front of his face and headed to-wad where he thaught the dars were He tripped over
something metdlic, then he fdl into the arms of the animeted 9atue, hisbones knodking onwood—

No, it wesanly an dd fou-poder bed frame But hewas confused now, dl directions the same, and he head the
twitching and soueeking behind im Rodant noises.
No, no, no, nat thecrib.

And on the tail of that thought came another, eguely figtfu one He hed langed to aregte alading work of art.
Anrd hehed doneit. THswashisundying success.

The dtatue's limbs snapped as it searched for its meke, the sound like dry bones bresking. Korben wes
dretching, rying anhisnew body inthe darkness Hiswandaful but dumsy body, arafted by Mason'sloving touch.

“I'm blind," came Korban's muffled voice, asif he waedening onsavdud. Y ou havent fingad my eyes”

Mason's fingers brushed one of the support beams. He ducked behind it and knelt in the dark. He tried
to dow his breathing, but he couldnt. His pounding heart was going to give hm away. The heavy
wooden feet shuffled in his direction.

If he's blind, he's deaf, too. Unless part of him is ill in the bust. Then maybe he can SMELL
youl.

Mason shuddered a the image of a rat leaning back on its haunches, whiskers quivering and nose
wrin-kling as it sniffed the air in search of sustenance. Korban was a rat, a rodent king, coming to get
him. The thick tall did across the cold concrete floor. Mason pressed agang his eydids until the pain
drove the image away in a burst of bright green.

"Come here, sculptor,” Korban said, and the voice was clearer now, more drident. Had Korban
moved from the statue back into the bust?

The dumsy wooden feet shuffled closer, then moved away.



Where arethe stairs?

"Dont betray me" Korban said. The voicefilled the room, but the echoes were swallowed by the dead
ar.

The statue must have found the bust and lifted it off the floor. Which one did Korban inhabit? Or was
he in both a the same time? If he could fill an entire house, then surdy bouncing around between a
couple of pieces of dead wood was no trick at all.

Two heavy steps forward. The ragping was ether Korban's labored, unnaturd breething or warm air
drift-ing through the ductwork overhead.

"We need each other," Korban whispered.

Fame, fortune, and the girl. And dl Mason had to do was what he dready lived and longed to do, what
was in his blood, what he was born for and would risk death for.

To create.
Todreaminto life.
He was made to make.

He could make Korban, and Korban could make him. What was it Anna had said? It was not what
you believed, it was how much. He believed in his art.

Mason was tempted to reach out and touch it, caress the deek muscle and wooden skin.

Thiswould be hislasting work. It would be smple, redly. Just transpose the features he had carved on
the bust onto the statue. Bring Korban to full and find life

He heard a dicking, a soft sound that might have been a chuckle. Or arat's Sgh. |,
"Finish me," Korban whispered.

Surrender would be so easy. Surrender to the dream. Why bothering running from the deepest desires
of his heart, the cdling of the firein his soul?

Annds voice came from the darkness, from the cor-ner where the painting stood. "Hell eat your
dreams, Mason.”

Mason scrambled for the gtairs, sumbled upward, the basement dive with the angry creak of wood
and the dither of things unseen, the cold tunnd of darkness licking a his hedls and threstening to swalow
hm for-ever.

CHAPTER S

Sylva stood before the front door. She hadn't been in the house for many years. Not since the night of
Rachd's death. A shiver swept over her, brought on by more than jugt the October chill. This was like



entering a church, holy ground, a place where souls walked free.

She pressed the charm that was secreted indde her blouse, hdd it againg the warmth of her heart. She
was scared, but she had fath. The moon was rigng, throw-ing cold light over the mountain as if a new
sort of day was bresking. Maybe it was. A day of endless night, when things got reborn, when dark
promises were kept and broken. When spells carried the weight of prayers.

Sylva pushed open the door without knocking. Ephram knew she was here, dl right. No need to snesk
around. And the others, they moved about in the walls, stirred in the basement, shifted among the cracks
inthe hearthstones.

Ephram's portrait nearly took the last of her breasth away. She'd seen that face in a thousand dreams,
hdf of them nightmares, the other hdf the kind that made you ashamed when you woke up.

"Look a me," she whispered.
Ephram dared & her with dark, peinted eyes

"I'mald,” she said. "l spelled mysdf divedl these years. Sticking around, waiting for this blue moon of
yours. Wdl, I'm here now, and | ain't sure what you plan to do about it."

The portrait fdl from the wall, the heavy frame splintering, the canvas folding. When a picture fdl, it wes
adresgnthet the ubject wes mearnt to die But when a picture of a dead person fdll...

The flames rushed out of the dimrey, fingas o fire reeciing toward Syiva, raminding her of thet Ngt on Korban's
bedroom floar, thernight he planted the sead of Radhd degpingdeher. A night of cdld buming

And this was another night of forbidden heat, a night of fros and fire. She headed for the dairs,
leav-ing Ephram'’s face lying on the wooden floor by the wamth of the housss heatt. They ware wating up thare
anthewidow'swalk, under therisng moon. Amaand MissMamieand Lilith Ephramwould jain them soon enough, and
Sylvawouldn't miss this for the world. For morethenthrewarld, ar any wald beyond thisone

She uezad thediamunil her fingars ached, her heart pumping faith as she dimbed the dairs.

Masonfdl into thelangdight of the hellwey asif it were ahedling weter. He dammead the besemant door shut behind him,
did the metd bolt into its seat. Why was there alodk on the outside? Whet hed been ket in the basement that
required locks?

Now that he was out of the suffocating basement, his head cleared a little. And the thoughts that came
were dmog as frightening as the credtive trance that had been consuming him from the insgde out. He
leenad ageingt the door, heart pounding.

Smooth move, Mase. In case you forgot, this guy's been dead for eighty years and you think a
DOORSgoing to stop him?

But Korban had been dumsy and iff when dhifting into the statue. That's why the ghost or spirit or
what-ever moved into man-made objects. Because Korban needed that energy, that made-ness, before
he could daim something as a vess!.

Then maybe helll dip into the DOOR, sawdust-for-brains. It's not like he has to follow the rules
or any-thing.

Maybe s0. Mason dammed his fig againgt the door in frustration. The door thundered in response as
wooden hands chopped from the other sde. Mason looked down the hdll.



"Help," he shouted. Surely someone would hear the hammering on the door and come see wha was
wrong. There was movement down the hdl. The pantry door swung open.

"Thank God,” Mason sad, sepping away from the basement door. One of its wooden panes
splintered and cracked from the pounding. "Theres a—um—"

Mason was dill searching for words when he red-ized they would be unnecessary. The cook came out
of the kitchen, a cleaver in her chubby hand. He could see the utensl's raised wooden handle. All the
way up to its gleaming tip. He was looking through the woman's hand.

She was made of the same milky substance as Ransom and George.
Which meant—

Mason looked to his right. The hal ended in a smdl closet door. HEd have to go past—or through
—the cook to get to ether the front or rear doors of the house. And he had a feding that he needed to
get out fast, because the walls were buzzing with that same strange stetic held fdt in the basement.

The basement door splintered, gave way, and the gdden red oek of Karban's hends staboed through, The cook,
addenly dlid, blodked thehdl with her ethered girth. Her lipwes aunled asif sheld juet teken awhiff of rendd butermilk. The
deava danod inthear before her, its metdl blade reflecting the flames from the lamps.

. Mason backed awvey fram her, though there was nowhere to run. Karben reeched through the geeh in the door,
dubbing Mason with one crude stub of fist. A spark-filled darkness flooded his skull, and he fdl to the
floor. When he Hinked himsdf aweke blood legk-ing down his scalp, he saw swirls in the grain of the
wainscoting.

Thewal was moving, or ese his head was swim-ming. No, it wasn't the wall. It was something inside
the wall.

A faoe took dgpe and emarged fram the wood, The fece qlitinagin asit epped into the hell. The ghogt o George
Lanson waved its gpare hend and drifted to-ward Mason.

Korban shattered the laich and the basement door smung open. Mason forced himedf to sand and ren to-ward
the cook, hoping she was as soft as she looked. Hedudked low and dived toward her kness theway heldd been
taught in peewee footbal back in Sawyer Creek. His bones jarred as he plowed into her chilly flehadhe
heard somdthing popinhisshoulder.

Ghogts weren't supposed to be solid. But then, ghostswerent supposad to be a dl. Thedeaver whistied through
thear and helooked Upjugt intimeto see the cook's faoe, deed and undnanged. Se could judt as egslly have been dhgping
carasfor agew.

Hetried tordl to hisleft, but the deaver ganoad dif his upper biceps. He let out an agonized breath, and drops of
bood werefiug aosshisface as de rasad the deaver for anather blow. He camed like a aippled spider across the
floor, skittering past her, Korban's massve feet thundering down the hall.

Mason legped far the dars greblaing theral to pull himsdlf forward. His heart throbbed, sending fresh nudesof
kood framhiswound as he careaned Up the steps. The blood reassured him in an odd way, a re-minde thet he
wesdill dive Inawald where dreams mede nighimares, blood wasweloome, and peinmeart thet he could il feed.

IMason reeched the seoondHfloor landing and peared down the hdl to the master bedroom. William Roth goodin
the shedows beside Spences dosad door.

"R’ Mason ydled, furiding to dosethetam ggp in his arm. " The ghosts—K orban—"



Then dl speech was logt as Roth stepped into the ligtd theadrd larps The photogrgoher’s facehung in rags,
acrisscross of fresh scars making a gridwork of his amile. His eye sockets were blank, like empty lenses.

Thephatogrgoher hdd out apelefid as Mason tried to shape his vocd cords into a scream.

"Hiyer, mele” the Rathrghott sad, the words mumtbled and muffled. The diced lips opened again, and wet
gardy thingsfdl fram the dead merismouth and begen aanding down hisripped shirt. Soiders

Bahendsd thehdl darkened. A harsh wind extin-guished the lamps on the walls. It was the long dark tud,
nehing & imfromtwo diredions; thet would leed Mason back to the rats.

Ransomisvace aeat framthewals "Wegat tun-nds of the soul, Mason.”

The statue clambered up the gtairs, awkward as a durken mamaouing Mason pesked over the beniger and
saw the bugt cradled in the statue's arm like an in-fant carried by its mother.

The bust's maple lips parted, and a cry echoed off the woodwork, as if the entire house joined vaice with
Korban: "Finish MEEEEEE."

Mason fled up the stairs. The third floor was dark. Only amilky saill of moanight through thewindows prevented
Mason fram ruming full-goead into awell. He tried to sudk breath into hislungs but the dlack ar wes like a sdlid thing, a
afocing thickness Mason heard voices and looked up, saw the square of lesser darkness.

Thetrgodoor tothewidow'swalk.
Wheare Amais ghodt hed screamed fram the paint-ing.

The swollen moon rose, cutting through the tree branches. The forest glittered with frost, and Annas
breath hung slver before her. Miss Mamie led her to the railing, and Anna looked out across the land that
woud be her hame She bdonged to thishouse, to thismountain, to Ephram Korban.

"You're beautiful,” Miss Mamie said, lifting her lantern to Annds face. "I can see why Ephram wants
youso bedy. For thet, and for your gift”

ThreAbramovs st inther drs drew ther indruments to their bodies like the mesat of lovers. Paul perched his
vidso camgraon a tripod, Adem wetching hm Qs and Zaneb dretted neax the ber, Lilith laughving and filling their
glasses. Other guests stood in a dude by thefar raling takinginlow, exated vaices

"You know why you're here, don't you, Anna?' Miss Mamie said.
"Becaue| bdang hae” Thewordsware somere el se's.
"Sdol," Spvasad, and MissMamietumad, faoed the old woman.

"No," Miss Mamie said, cheeks burning with rage. "This is Ephram's night. He told me you'd never be
back, that he had used you up.”

"Ephramnesdsmemorethen henesdsyou.”

" kept im dive, and he kept me young. Look a you, you pathetic sack of skin and bones. And you
thought hecould ever lovesuch asyou™

"Loveslike a door thet sMings bath ways And S0's death. Frost and fire. But you wouldn't know that, woud
you?'Y au donit know athing about megic, o spells, or faith, or any of the things that kept Ephram'’s spirit here
dl these years™"



"You're just a crazy old witch-woman, muitering ove dugt and hats I'm the one he nesds | know how to
make the poppets.”

"Widl, hell be dong shortly, and you can just ask hmfar yoursaf. Now, whet do we do about deer litie Anne?”
Armalifted her heed & themation of her name, thengt likewater, thewarldindow mation

The Alramovs bagean a dam dud, bows didng across the dtrings with meancholy softness, the notes
vibrating on the wind. This was Anna's house. She waait AmaGdloway, hed never been. Thet life was a dream,
the lethd cancer abdl that had sounded her hame degth jus adow transtion thet carmied her beck to herself.

SewssAmaKorben.
Andhewoddwak thesewdlsforeve.

The cold of the world became the coldness insde her, the frozen heart of forever, as she stepped to
thet dividing line.

"What about her?' Sylvasaid.

"Oh, Annadies" Miss Mamie sad. "For the last time"

CHAPTER 26
Mason srambled through the trgpdoor and upinto the cold night.

Thepresence o the grest Soace around him, and the depth b ow, mede his heed svim and his somech lurch The ssa o
ngt and the ddant rdling waves of the mountains took the strength from his legs, as if they were bondess He
faroed himedf nat to think about the ground far blow ondl Sdes A pethdic fear of heghts peled in comparison to dl the new
feashed discovered.

IMason hlinked the lood fram hiseyes and took inthe unredd soenary of thewidow'swalk. Amnaiwes by the rall, betwean
MissMamieand anddwomeninafilthy dressand shawl. They seamed to be auing over Anng, who looked drugged o
degyy, svayinginthe strange light cast by the moon. Mason's sweat cooled inthe auurm ar, and he toudhed the
gehinhisshou-der. Thepeinyarked imdet, and heranto Ama

"Thepaning"' hesad."Y auwerecdlingtome”

"Whoaeyou?' Amasad.

"Wheaesthe daLe?* MissMamie asked im "Yau didn't leave it down there done, did you?'
He looked behind him, at the trapdoor. "Weve got to get out of here, Anna”

Mason took her arm, and the coldness of her skin flooded throughhimlikean dedtric shock. Helooked into her
eyes and saw a blackness ingde that never ended. Tunnds. Her eyes were tunnds of the soul, leading
down to death or opening from a deeper dark-ness ingde her.

Beforehe coud dheke her, ask her whet waswrang, the Satue quck itsroughrhenn heed thraugh the apanting. Shrieks



erupted from some of the guests as the daue rose avkwady anto the widow's walk, its heavy limbos clattering,
Mason's chisd dill inits chest, the bugt tudked under its thick wooden am. The Abramovs sopped in mid-apeggio.
Awingjas ddtered. MissMamie gasped and rushed toward the brutish form. "Ephram!”

Asthe statue stood on ungteady legs, the cradled bust stared &t Mason with hot anger in its eyes. Miss
Mamethren ha arms around the wooden torso.

The dd wamen reeched insde he e and pulled out alayer of dath. She urfdded it and gpproached the Satue with
dow geps "l brung youwhet you wanted, Ephram.”

Mason looked from the old woman to Anna. They bath hed those same hauntied oyan eyes and Miason re-dized
why they seamed <0 familia. Because they were the eyes that held lovingly carved into the bust of Ephram
Korban.

He reached for Annaagain, to pull her toward the trgpdoor, unedeto think of anything besdes meking a run for
it. Three flights of tairs, the house dive with ghogts. Korban would never let them leave. But they had to

try.

Before Mason could order his legs to move, the ghost appeared near the railing, the spitting image of
Anna. She held a bouquet before her. Just like the woman in the painting.

"Mother," Anna said.

This wasn't the way Miss Mamie had imagined this night, the way she had wished it during dl those
thou-sands of londy hours, when she had only Ephram's face in the mirror, his spirit in the hearth, his
words coming from the portrait.

This night was supposed to be perfect, aunion of two souls, dl dse forgotten. Ephram and his beloved
Margaret, together again, joined in Smultaneous life and death. With dreams to fill.

Yet there was the old hag Sylva, who had tempted poor Ephram so long ago. And now Rachel was
here. Rachd, who was never supposed to be in the house. That was the reason she and Korban's
servants had chased her, made her legp to her death. Ephram said those who betrayed him could never
be free, but those who served would be alowed to die a second and find time. That's why Miss Mamie
hed carved the apple head dalls, the little poppets that housed the endaved souls.

"The sculptor didn't finish," Miss Mamie said to the statue.
Thebugt answered. "Hewill."

Sylva kndt before the statue, unfolded the cloth, held up the collection of powdersin both her wrinkled
hands. "Ashes of a prayer, Ephram. | did just like you told me"

Miss Mamie dung to the statue, her beloved Ephram, who was wearing flesh after dl those years of
being re-duced to smoke and shadow. "What's she taking about, Ephram?"

The Statue swept its oaken am, shoving Miss Mamie to the floor of the widow's wak. She rose to her
hands and knees her dresstam, thebeautifl gown shed been saving far the dlue moon. For thar sscond hongymoon

"Ephram?' shesad.
"He don't need you," Sylvasaid.
MissMamie aamed toward Ephram, hugged his chipped legs. "Ephram. Y ou love me™



Thegauekicked her away."Spdl me Syiva”

"Give me her yearsfird," Sylvasaid. "Make me young again. Like you promised.”
"l me”

"Yousad you dways kegp your pramisss™ Syivaheld up the doth full of folk potions.

"What's she taking about, Ephram?’ Miss Mamie said. Suddenly she fdt cold, asif a glacier had cut
through her heart. She looked a her hands. Wrinkled flehrose on her skin, degp areeses caved thamsdves into
her flesh, tiny rivers of age running dark in the moonlight. She touched her face, the skin drawing gt
aoross her dadl even asit ssgged under her din

OhGaod, dewasgoningdd.

"Yaupromissd me Bpyam” e sdd. "Togahe forever.”

The statue and bust joined in laughter. The guests renfor the trgpdoor, but Lilith dosed it and stood onit
"Nobody ever leaves Korben Manor,” e sdd, ginning like a skeleton.

Anna stepped toward Rachel, moving asif under dark water. "Whet are you daing here?'

"| tried to warn you, but you wouldn' listen.”

"About Syive?

"Shes dways loved Karben. Thetswhy gekilled me, to please him. That's why she learned folk magic, the
goelisand pationsthet ket hisgarit diveuntil she coudfirelly bringimal theway beck"

"Thisisdl acazy, sreved-up dream,” Masonsad.

Annaflashed him a hdf smile Couldn't he see the obvious? Everything was so much easier when you
wee deed. Because the deed no longer havetto dream.

"Tmsadingit, but | dontt believeit;” Paul sad, heed tilted into thevienfinder of his video camera "Thisis greet duff. Romero
anadd, Jon Caperter onabudgg”

Adam yanked on hisarm. "Weve got to get out of here.”

"Shodwumantay. | woudnt missthisfor thewarld”

"Damn you, Paul, thisis like my dream. Don't you see? Everybody's dead.”

Paul 1ooked up from the camera, gave his boyish grin. "Not dl of us, Princess. Just you."

"Don't belikethat," he said.

"You're either working for the man on this side, or you savehmaonthe aher sde You can be deed if you
want, but me, I'd rather be the next Alfred Hitchcock, just like Korban promised me”

"I'm not dead, you stupid bastard.”
Pad laughed "Whete."
Adam|ooked & the hend thet gripped Paul'sdeave



The fingers passed through the cloth, clutched on nothingness. He put a hand to his chest. When had his
heart stopped beating?

Sveat Jesus have mercy, when did my heart Sop beating?

Paul pointed over the raling, to the hard patch of driveway below the porch. Adam couldnt hep
look-ing. There was a shape down below, prone, twisted, torn. Sx feet long, dressed in gray pgjamas
that were dark withliquid The shgpewas degthly dill.

Arddone
Uttty dore

Spence placed a quivering finger on the Royd. The ghosts had drifted pagt, their nebulous flesh
throwing achill around the room. Roth was gone, Bridget away somewhere.

Spence pressed akey.
F.

The One True Word, undressng itsdf, shucking its golden skin, opening its warm flesh to him. An
invitation to enter.

The gir of ghodts ruffled the pages of his manu-script as the white shapes filtered into the caling. His
greatest work ever. The grestest work ever. They could drag him back to Eileen Foxx's class, but this
time he would have something to show them, to shut their dack little mouths and amaze ther dull and
crud eyes. He had proof of his superiority.

His gut ached, swesat pooled under his armpits, his scalp tingled. The dectric tensgon of the ghosts made
the hairs on the back of his hands stand up. He pressed another key, and i dapped into place beside the
f.

He thought the One True Word would be something rare and noble, something with seven syllables that
only literary giants and dictionary-makers knew. Funny that the word was common, demental. But
Spence's opinions held no weight here.

He was only the insrument, the sword and scepter, the pen, the flint and sted. The Word was the
beginning and end of things.

Go out frost and comeinfi. . .

He dammed home the r, weeping at the finidhing of his work, areedy feding the old emptiness, aready
bracing himsdf to need Bridget again. Someone to save him from himsdif.

He looked up a Ephram Korban, a the kind face, the encouraging eyes, the generous lips that had
gven him every wondrous word of this magnificent manu-script.

"Therkyou, ar," Spencesad.



The ghods were gone now. No didradions No ex-cusss Jd himedf and Word and Korben. As he watched, the
portrait faded to bladk, likethedying of andd tube tdevison set.

He searched the keyboard, bind fram tears, and put isdumsy, unwarthy finger inthe beeutifl aup of the key.

Sylvafdt the energy rush through her veins, the weainessfdling avay, the sivet juice o youth wesghting over
her like a brisk waterfdl. She tilted her head back and laughed. Let Miss Mamie fade to dust. Eavam
loved anly ane, the onewho hed mede the secifices The anewho hed faith Theanewho hed aumrWed the bloodied
burial gown of her own daughter, who had crushed owl bones and raven fegthers and dongroct ad a
dozen ather goedid subdtances

The one who gave Ransom bad charms. The one who built Ephram'’s bridge back to this world on the
ahesd athousand prayers Theanewho hed sad the spells, who had sent magic on the winds and sum-moned
Anna, hooked her in the deepest meet of her heart and redled her in, tricked her blind so that her death
could complete the circle.

Oh, Sivahed thefaith dl right, and shewarted dl the fruits of faith.
Shewarted Ephrambeck.

She rose, fourteen again, eager to give her restored virgnity beck to the men who hed gden her sou, who hed
lit an everlagting flane in her heart. She tossed a pinch of the specid dusgt toward the Statue, imagining
those big arms loving her, those crude lips hot on her d4in, those eyesbumingino hersfareve.

"Sy it thedetuesad
Shewhigoared, ramiing, "Goaut frogt, comeinfire”

CHAPTER 2/

At Sylvas words, the four threads of smoke from the chimneys insnuated themsalves, thickened into a
great gray fog. The smoke sent its frayed fingers to-wad Anmng, weanding baween Mason, Sjlva, and the datue
thet housed part of thesoul of Bpbram Korben. Thebug, which contained the rest of Epframisinvis-ble and eternd i,
amiled & Annawith perverse af-fection.

Mason swvtted & the smokewith both hends; but it dipped pest im and themoaniit gray fingesaaned over Annalike
cold earthworms. They found the soft pat o her throat and became S0lid, sueinginagantle pressure that was
amog erotic. She reached up to pull them away, then reaxed under ther inggent ca-resses. Her lungs
burned from lack of ar and an icy dizziness rushed up her spine to the base of her skull. Shetried to ek,
Mason hed her by the houldasand was Seking her, Sewasdmly avared movamat an the widow's walk, but the
gray tide was segping in from the edges of her vison, pushed by a great black wave of nothing.

Sheddnt know when the drenge ooccurred. Thelinehad been thinner than sheld ever imagined. For the briefest
of moments, she was on both sides, dive and dead a once, but the moment passed and she crossed
over. Shed findly found hersdf, her true sdif. Sheld becomethe ghot shed dwayswanted to be

Trepanindewasgore Inits place was an unsaHling hdlowness an evply ache Lordiness Shewes dead and she
dill didn't belong.

Ard degth wes juet like life, because the warld wees the same: Sylva whispering something to the statue, Miss
Mamiekneding andwalling, her hends cupped over her face as if trying to hold her flesh in place, Lilith drifting
under the moonlight, the Abramovs dumped with vecat eyes now paying afunared tung Mason crouched before



her, ydling a her, raving about a taking peining and Karben in the wood and dreams come to life and dl sorts of
nonsense. Couldn't he see that none of that mattered?

Degthandlife dl thesamenow.
Redd hovared befare her, hdding out the bouquet. "I'm sorry, Anna. | failed you."

Anmareached for thebououet. Her body collgpsed.

"Anna" Mason jumped toward her, tried to catch her and dow her fdl, but the body she'd abandoned
dumped beyond his reach. She heard her flesh dam againd thewooden panksd the widow's walk, but her spirit
kept fdling. Through the house, through this placed dark emptinessthet would be her home

Desth wasn't arelease. Desth, at least in Ephram Korban's varson, wes jus anather prison, thisaneful of the
same aUffering that shadowed the living. Only here, therewasno escape, no hope, and ill nobody to belong to.

"Ama" Radhd'svaicg amoaning graveyad wind, a desperate fetching.
Andsill Amrefell.

* * *

Mason hedd Annain hisarms. Her face was pale, eyes glazed and protruding. He put his cheek to her
mouth. No breath.

No bregth.

Argg and fear roseinhim, tearsdinging his eyes He looked up at the obscene, bloated moon. She was deed.
Andit weshisfaut. Hed faled he.

Hegatly lad her doan, wiped the blood fram hisface, and turned to the statue. The old woman that Korben
hed called Sytvahed dhenged, was now young, her face twisted in a Sick rapture. Mason rose to his fe, though
thelong drop beyond theraling mede hisheed svim, the sanse of bang onthe top of thewarld cauised his guts to dench
in dread.

"Go aut frog, comeinfire” Syiva repedted, her skin vilbrant and hedlthy in the moanligt. Haohnt Amna sad something
about frost and fire?

Gad, why coudnit heramamba?
Anddditevenmata?

Because his 9aue, his aredtion, hiskig goddenmned dream imege, good there an the widow's wdk like a monstrous
wooden idol, born of vanity and faith and love Yes love Because Mason loved hiswark.

"Youll finish me, won't you, sculptor?' The bust spoke camly, cradled in the thick arms of the statue.
"You love me. Everyone loves me"

"YoupromissdmeAmg" Masonsad

"Ch, ha. Shésnahing. A necessaty evil. And yaull learn that flesh is flegting, but the Spirit is for eternity. 1an't
thet right, my dear Sylva?'



"When you gve somebody your heatt, you owe them,” the women sad. And though she now hed a beauty thet rivaed
Armas the shedows around her eyes weare ddear then the Appdachians, dark and cold and full of terri-ble
secrets.

"Thenpey your ddt,” Epiyamsad "Hnishthegpd.”
"Thrdimesadram” e sdd. "Bu, fird, they'sane more promise you got to keep.”

"Promise? What promise?' The statue raised its faceto themoon, and thegaind the oek gparkied likea hundred
damonds Frodt. It hed setled anthewood.

Fogandfire

Mason wesit sure o the comnedtion batween those two words. But he understood fire. Miss Mami€'s latan
dowed ner theralling, whare shed st it down upon Korban's arriva. Mason wondered if he could reech it before
Karben deddad it westimeto dart hui-ing bodies from the top of his house.

"Amg" Rachd cdlledagain

Anmaopened her eyestodarkness

The darkness wasn't absolute. She blinked.

"Where am 7" she asked, her voice passng asif over a hundred tongues.

"Inthebesamat”

"Wedl live here" said someone dse, and a hand wasin hers, smdl and cold.

"Yau' Amasad, "thegil ghogt framthe cahin, the one Sylva cdlled Becky.”

"Youcametohdpus" Andthegi amiled

" can't hep you," Anna said. And now she saw Radd, éhared and Simmaing againd theaurtain of darkness,

"I hed towat for youto de Amg”" Redd sad. Y au havethegift, even sronger then mine Korben killed me because he
knaw | was drongger then Sylva But nat like you, When you were dive, you hed the Sght. Seoond Sght. But you hed to die
toget Third Sght”

"Third Sight?"

"Thepower to look fram the deed back to theliving. The power to jan ustogether. To hdd our dreams; the way Epgiram
never could, because hewanted them far himsdlf. He wanted our fear and hate. But he forgot aoout fath Because
webdieeinyoy, Ama"

"Bdieve S0 systhewarldsgregtet liar" Srewidhed ecoudlaugh butintisblesk, gay land of nathing-ness, such a
sound couldn't exig.

"Bdieve" Rachd said. "Become the vessdl. Hold our dreams, our redl dreams. Let our dreams go into
you, so we can findly die

"Youwattode?'
"Maretrenanything” thegil sad



"Hdpus" cameanather vacefram thegray smoke of this new dead world.

"Free us from Korban," said another, and then an-ather. How mery souis hed Korben trapped here over the
years? How may o Sylvas paionsand godished spun their sick binding meagic?

"Fallowyour heat,” Rachd sad

"My heart. It only leadsmeto hell."

"It belongstotheliving.”

"No. | belong here”

"Sivalied, natme”

"l don't trust any of you. Why should | believe you?
"Ligten. I'm not your mother."

"Natmy mothe?"

"Ephram’s power istha he lets you see what you wat to sse Hegvesyouwhet youwish for. Why do you thirk
yau canfirdly seethe deed?'

Annadidn't think it was possible to descend into a chill deeper than death, but the reveaion made her
soul spin. She had been afool. How could you ever find your own ghost?

"Sylva used you," Rachd said. "She used me, too. Were judt pieces of diftwood to throw on her saarifi-cid
fire"

"l heted you" Amasad. "When Sjivatdd meyou were my mather, | thought I'd firelly found somebody to blame.
Now it'sjust me. I'm just aslogt as ever.”

"Imsoy. | wanted totdl you, but Ephram contrds me, too. All | wartisto have never bean bom”
"Thet goesformg too,” Amasad

"You're not done, Anna. Something's happened. The binding spdll has broken.”
"Theddls" Ademsad

"Adar?’ Amasad. He sad eyescoudnt ssehimin the gloom. " Are you dead?”

"They syl am, ol mug be”

"What about the dolls?' Rachel said.

"Miss Mamie made them," Adam said. "Carved, with little apple heads. | saw mine, only | didn't know
whetitwes | think she carved onefar evarybody wiho died.”

"She's dead,” Anna said. "I guess she never carved her own dall.”
"Then she can't bind us anymore,” Rachd said. "We're free”
"Not free” Annasaid. "Not until Ephram'’s been killed for the find time"



"Saveus” Backy sad
"Gausouof hae" Adamsad
"Youre the one" Rachd said. "You were fetched here for areason.”

Other vaioss camefrom the sumounding darkness, pleading, encouraging. Annafdt their energy flow aound her,
acurat d hedt thet stimed her deed heatt

"Third Sight, Anng," Rachd said. "I'm not your mather, but | would be proud if | were Because yauire strong.
Even gtronger than Ephram.”

" don't know," Annasaid. "What am | supposed to do?"
"Sy it Whet Sylvataught you. Only beckwad”
"Frogt and fire?"

"Yes. And bdlieveit. Living stay dive, dead go back.” Living. Maybe living wasn't so bad, even with its
pain, sorrow, and falure. But a least life offered hope, second chances, choices. Was that the pain that
rose in-sde her soul now? The pain of hope, the yearning for forgotten flesh, the regret of things left
undone and words left unsaid?

She thought of Mason on the widow's walk, facing the wooden mongter he had made, a monster that
would haunt this mountain the way no ghost ever could. Haunt it like a god, with anger and power and
arrogance, asif dl thingsliving and dead belonged to it.

"Go out fire, comein frogt," Rache said. "Say it."

Anna opened her dead and dreaming mouth. Dozens of voices joined hers, Becky's, Adam's, Rachd's,
dl blended into a chorus, a chant of hope, an ache for the find freedom. "Go out fire, come in frost. Go
out fire, comein frost. Go out fire, comein frog."

One, adividing line.

Two, an empty hook.

Three, a skeleton key.

Third time's a charm, opening the door.
To aroom of hope. A house of faith.

A homefor the soul of AnnaGalloway.
Shewas Anna. Shewas dive.

She opened her eyes, saw the blanched cirde of the moon, fdt the October chill on her kin, tasted the
smoke that skirled from the chimneys, smdled the decay of windblown leaves, heard the hollow distant
roar of Eph-ram Korban's heart. She put a hand to her own heart. Begting. In rhythm with his. And with
the spirits she carried ingde her, the combined hopes and dreams of the unhappy dead.

Fud.
Ephram wanted fud, shewould give him fudl.



Sherosg, and though her body dill lay prane on the widow's walk, she didn't need flesh for this task. All de
nesded wesfath o the sainit. Because hed firdly found something to bdang to, something thet offered more than just an
endless darkness, something larger than hersdif.

Her house was full, and Korban's was a house di-vided.

Caughnt betwemn frogt andfire

CHAPTERZ28
MissMamerosefram her datter of bonesand husk of corpse.

Whearewas her flesh, the beauty thet Ephram hed gven her? Shewanted amirar, because minars never lied. And nather
dd Ephram Because Epvam loved her. Hed killed her for a reason, surdly.

Maytether loveweas meart far the other Sde nat the mortal side. That's the only thing that made sense. Shedill
hed eyes ge could see the martd warld, and could taste dl the strange wonder of deeath, and death was the
same as life, only better.

Sewaud go to Bohram now, onhistams theway he had made her.
Butwhy was Syvadill dive? And young aggin, and beautiful ?
Ephram could explain everything. After dl, they had forever.

She went to him, though her spirit seemed stitched tothengt ky, heavy and thidk, and e fought to gep from
the fabric of darkness.

A dull aura shimmered around the rough cut of the statue's shoulders. Ephram hoisted the polished
maple bust doft asif it were a trophy, showing himsdf the world, showing the world to the man who
owned both sdes of it.

"Make her go away,” Sylvasad to him. "Then I'll finish the godl.”
"Sylva" Ephram said, the statue and bust spesking in unison. "'I've given you everything.”

"l want more than everything. It aint enough that | get your heart. | want her out of your heart for

"You'retheonly onel ever loved."
"Yegh, but that's the same thing you said to her. Except you lied to one of us”

Miss Mamie fought the gravity thet pulled her to-ward darkness. Tunnels of the soul, Ephram said
we all have tunnels of the soul. What's in mine, Ephram? What do | fear more than all the world?

Sylva stared with wide loving eyes at the handsome hunk of oak. Her spdls had brought out a misty
horde, collecting around the statue like worshippers at the feet of a resurrected prophet:

Ransom, confused and sad, fingers fumbling for a charm that had no power.
George Lawson, offering hisragged hand in tribute.

The Abramovs, ther ingruments forgotten, the music playing on without them.



Lilith, fading in and out like a haf-finished painting.
William Roth, dribbling spiders from his empty eyes.
The bust amiled at the night sky. "Good-bye, Mar-garet.”

Miss Mamie moved her hand to the locket. But it was gone. It lay among her empty gown and the dust
of her desiccated body. And she redized she was dready in her tunnd. Because this was her greatest
fear, and she mugt watch as her love spun unwanted down a dark drain, her sacrifice refused, a century
of promises adding up to nathing.

She fdt her soul scatter on the wind, to be carried df themountan and avay, where Epvam would be d-way's
out of reach.

Noway.
Nowayinhdl.

But Mason couldnt dany it. Anngs body hed dlired beside him. Her eydlashes quivered. Her chest rose dightly
benesth the splotch of Mason's blood on her blouse. Annas breath cooled the sweat on Mason's pam.
She was back.

Ardesaninhisfrigt and bewildement, asurge o pleasure rushed through his bloodstream, a joy like none he
hed ever known. Thiswas dl a crazy dream, hedto be but deamsweaeeaythingnow.

Mason looked & thelovdy red wood of the detue he made, a the spirits gathered around it, at the meple but
thet demended Svafinshher ol

Annds eyes opened, and her irises were no longer cyan. They were red, ydlow, orange, dlittering in the
colors of fire.

And sherose exogat her body sayed ontheplanks Shestood. A ghodt. But sill her body bresthed.
Shewasonbath 9desa thesametime deed and dive

"She—she ain't supposed to come back," Sylva whimpered, draning into her dd woman's hunch de-saite her
yauth "Yaukilled her likeyou did Redhd."

"I need her," Korban said. "She's part of the house. Now finish the spdll. | kept my promise. Margaret
isgone”

Annas living lips parted in that glorious haf amile, spilled words in a chorus of dead voices. "It's the
fire, Mason."

Hetoudhed her chesk, and it wasldaang with humen heet. Do you trust me?' he whispered, the kind of tinghe
would sy inadream. Nathing to los2

Maybe this was the true art, the creation that gave back, the work that made itsdf. This was the biggest
dream image of them all.

"Maybe" Annasaid. "Thefire" - "Maybe' wasenoughtorik everything. Mason knew whet hehed to do, whet
heshould havedonelongago. He eased toward the lantern, seeing Annas eyesin itsintoxicating flame.

Oh Lordy, something aint right.



S/ivatossad thediarm dugt onto Ejphvam, pressed Rache's burid gown to her heart.

Annawasn't supposed to be back at dl. She was supposed to be dead and haunting the house, serving
Epram, waking as his blood and juce ad powe. But there de lay, brething and Hirking and whigoaing to the
sculptor.

Ard Amraseyeswerant right. Too meny people looked through them, and evary ane was medder then aweesd! in a
hatbox.

Sewoud mekehmga riddf A, too, juet likeMissMamie And Redhd. Gt rid of themall. Only her and Ephram.

Seitded totry out thisnew body. A cartury o wating wes ety lang enough. Shed goant ten thousand drarms an this
menand it westimefar alitile peylbeck.

Thebesuiiful bugt gpened itsmouth. It would be avk-ward kissng thet thing, meking loveto thisdatue thet didntt even have
ditspatsye, but they dwayssad thet lovewaoud firdaway. And she hed foreve to leam how. Forever to tamehimand
teechhimthevauedf her odlsand conjures and darms Forever to be nesdied.

Shegpened he mouihto cal inthefireafind time " Go out frost and come in—"
Annaknew this was the moment, atime of eternd crossing. Of burnt offerings. A time for ghosts to die.

"Here comes your dann fire” Mason shouted above the med music and rttling leaves He grabbed the hur-icane lantem,
thefleh of hshend sz4ing Hegrang a Ephram, screamed at the sky, and raised the lantern over hisheed, then
svept it down toward the Setue

Annaled the leap out of her body, her spirit a con-duit for thetrgoped dreams and log hope of dl heunted souls.
Fud.

Thelantem smeshed ageind the atug, the thick al soaking into the oak, orange and red and blue ropes of fire
oreeding across Korben's uganly fam A blaze of ydlow racsd yp ane am, igniing the dark mgde o the bust. Twin
screams splintered the night as the fire roared to full life, whipped by the frenzied wind.

Annds chest emptied as the tortured ghodts of the menor routed thraugh her, flew across the boards o the
widow's wak, and swarmed into ther hated master. Thar fud boosed the fire tafdd, twertyfdd, and the Statue
sumbled and waltzed in blind agony. The bust dropped to the floor, the lips peeled back in endless pan
Mason kicked theflaring bugt toward the tatue, back into the hdllish pillar of fire.

Amasoramded beckward, vad o dl ganits but her own, the conflagration too dering to wetch even with Second o
Third Sght. Aaid smoke bddhed fran the manor's four chimneys, and rich red sparks cut tracersin the air.

Thehouse svayed, its Sding budkling and popping, the eaves sngpping like dry bones. The gables themselves
moaned in the anguish of collapse. Vines of smoke spilled from the manor's doors and windows, auding up
thecdummsand dakening the ky.

Korben goun in the darkness ina S Vitus dence o ovardue degth, Syiva kneding & his fed, the deed and dive
scrambling to escape the fire that raged on both sides of the dividing line.

CHAPTER 29
Awdl o flame dretched acrass the widow's walk, auiing off escape thraugh the trgpdoor. Mason souinied againgt the



smoke, the nerves of his scorched hand soreamingin dtareting ribbons o red and ydlow pein, his head and am
aching from their wounds. Mason dumided to theraling and looked down a the dizzy-ing darkness.

A hand touched hmand hetumed, reedy to suren-der, to let Ephram Korban pull him into the manor's endless
nightmare

ltwasAma
"Thetress" Amasad "'l thinkwecanreechtham”
"l cant," hesad, throat dry. "Heights."

"We dl have to face our fears sooner or later. And you just burned your masterpiece. What dse do
you have to lose?'

"YGJ."
"Okay, then. Come on, because I'm sfish as hell, too. And | don't want to survive thisthing aone.”

She dimbed over the ral at the point farthest from the surging blaze. A poplar swayed in the firés
back-draft, its branches raitling agang the raling. Glass shattered below, flames shooting out the
windows and spewing from the screaming mouths of the chimneys. The entire house groaned and
crackled in the throes of destruction.

"Ephram Korban," Anna said. "He's dying with the house.”
She gripped the branches and pulled hersdlf over, then reached back for Mason. "Hurry."

He took her hand, closed his eyes, then swung out and wrapped a leg around a thick branch. His
gomach fluttered, feding the space beneath him, the long, yawning gap between his body and the
ground—

Don't think, Mason.
She came back from the dead, and you're worried about a little thing like falling.

But it wasn't the faling he was &rad of, it was the landing. The dying. Because held seen the hollow
and vacant eyes of those who had stared down those black tunnds. He'd take blindness over any of the
those deeply hidden horrors, those secrets of his soul that were stashed far away from the light.

He scrambled dong the branch, her hand gripping his bloody shirt, and by the time they reached the
thick trunk of the tree, he was gripping her in return.

The wals were collgpaing. It was the end. Spence stared at the paper, at the Word.
F-i-r-e

Hames crawled dong the cracks in the baseboard, smoke erupted from the fireplace. The window
shat-tered outward and flames gushed from under the closet door like colored water.

A dhill voice pierced through the crackling of the firer "Get out, J&ft,"

The Muse? He looked up from the typewriter, confused. The work was beautiful. Out of place in this
mdefic chaos, this destruction, this Dantean inferno. But the Word—the word couldn't harm its maker,
could it?



Hehed beanwrong. TheWord hed lied.
Korben hedlied.
The writer was the magter. The language was the dave.

The room was filled with smoke now. Bridget, dauing fram the hell, ducked out of Sght. Spence s forward
with a squeak of chair springs. He tried to scoop yp his manusaip, but hungy flames ipdled up the back of the
desk.

He stood, eyes bleary, fingers numb. Smoke filled his mouth and throat. He started toward the door.
He couldn't leave his manuscript. He turned with effort, dazed from lack of axygen The peges hed bugt into a
kright bortiire, the sntences now vgpar, the Word lodt in the hest of its own blinding glorious lie

Spence blundered againg the door frame, atug of regret in his chest. He hadn't pressed the period, the
fird key. He hedht finged the manusaipt. He darted back into the room, but the caling was fdling, the house
adlgosng, thetypawiter lotinatidedf yelow and red.

Thefire sudked axygen thraugh thewindow, and the hot breeze sent a sheet of paper out the doorway. Spence
grabbed it, hdd it to his chest.

Wegaing, he gaggered down thehell, coughing and spitting.
"—firg”" Sivawhigoared, finding the godl, though it was far too late.

All the years of waiting, of sacrifice, of deception, wasted now. The years thet Ephvam hed gven har bedk, the
onessddenfrom Magard, were fading, refregting into the past. By rights, they should have been hers. Ephram
should have been hers.

Her wooden lover writhed and twitched on the dnared husk of the widow's welk. Behind thewd! of flames he
hed somehow logt aliie of his mgedy. But he dill hed thet power, thet megnetiam thet hed dhiven her to sacrifice
everything for him. He was dying again, the third and find time, and he needed her. She fdt it as keenly
as she fdt her hair dhrinking from the hest, as she fdt the moisture of her skin evaporating.

"Sylvaaaaeh,” he roared or it might have been the hungry tongues of the flames.

She crawled toward him, into the fire. Unlike the firg time with Ephram, this time the fire burned her
both body and soul.

Asthe blaze stole her bregath, as her eyes dried in thar sodkds as her brain balled, e redized thet possesson
worked bath ways When you gave somebody your heatt, they owed you And you owed theminre-turn,

Bahways
Frogt andfire
Ard pain, adesp freeze of buming agony. Thething cdled love A suiddd, mudaing thing

Amalowvered hersdf, weaving through the branches Mason wies dase behind, warking hisway down with frartic care
The het fram the house flowved over her, hits of wood and aeh flying pest on thewind o the firestorm. The sensation
reminded her that she was dive, thet the degth she hed weloomed was now something she wes srugging to avaid,
Maybe bang dive meant nahing mare then fighing to day thet way

Maybe



Or maybe Rachd was right. You have to live for something bigger then yourself, bdong to something
that matters. Then you earn your rest.

"Hang on, Mason, were amogt there.”
"Good. Because | think the houseisfdling.”

They firdly reeched the ground, Mason dumiding, weak from his wounds. She supported him, leading him
across the lawvn away from the manor. The heat had mdted the frost, and the grass was damp, steam
risng. When they reeched sddy, e and Miason cdl-1gpsed on the ground, ridding their lungs of smoke, watching
Korban's funerd pyre asit stretched its fin-gers toward the moon.

Thegat skddd framenvark o the house was aut-lined in black, and Anna saw Korban's face in the flanes a
hundred imeslife-szed, trgpped inhisoan bladk tunrd, the ane where his dreams died, whare his sarvarts abendoned him,
whaeehisheat tumed to ash Where he owned nothing and no one and his work went forever unfinished.

The great gables folded, the ralls tumbled over the sde The lonic adunms igpped and the partico thun-dered
doan. The windows wept firg, the wells tudked themsdlves into each other, the piano works made a brassy
clamor as they tumbled into the basement. Glass datared and flames Souttered, smoke tunnded from the top of
the house like the mouth of hdll at the end of the world.

"Look," Anna said, pointing across the frost-coated lawvn to the edge of the forest. Matchstick figures
moved among the shadows.

"Some of them got out,” Mason said. "They are dive, aren't they?"

"Sure” She redlized her Second Sight had been Hindsd, somehow it hed parished dang with the ghodt of harsdif
dehed gvento Bohram Korben.

Good riddance

Horses gdloped across the meadow, whinnying in fright. Then the night was torn apart by a
soul-searing dhriek that echoed across the mountains. The ground shook, trees bent backward, and the
barn collapsed. The fences dso fdl, gleaming like wet bones in the moonlight.

"Hestakingital withhimy" Amasad
"Doesthat mean he's... 7'
"Dead? Doweeven know wihe thet meansany-more’?”

He put hsam around her, and Se rdaxed agarg him, grateful for his warmth. "I think it's dl a dream. But
dreams aren't such abig dedl. | like being awake better.”

"Sdol."
They tinthe grass watdhing thefiredwinde and waited for dawn.

CHAPTER 30

"The bridge is gone" Cris said. "There's nothing left but some timbers braced againg the edge of the
diff."



"Imnat suprised,” Amasad. "Korben took evary-thing thet bdonged tohim A contrd freek to theend.”

Thermaming un hed lifted over theridges meting the remainder of the frogt, and the mig rose off the ground like
logt qanits janing the legt threeds of smoke fram the sddaing house Ama and Mason st on bdes o hay, dag with
Zareb and Pau. Amahed tehered the two Morgans to a nearby locust. The other horses ad the cattie hed
wandered into the orchard, no longer fenoad off from the Siveet autunn gress Higs played & the edge of the little pond
a the foot of the dope, and wrens sang like the world was new.

Amadhedked on Mason aggin He hdd his hend in the watering barrel, where a pipe supplied cold spring
water from the hills. He had a second-degree burn. Thaewaud probedly be scars but the wounds wauld hed
eventudly.

EVERYTHING hedls evertually, Amathought. Even if you don't have the power of charms and spells
and herbs. Or the power over life and death.

Paul tore a gtrip off the waist of his shirt, dipped it in the water, then wrapped Mason's cut arm. "Used
to be aBoy Scout,” he said.

"Eagle?' Mason grunted.

"No. One of thelesser birds. Buzzard, maybe."

"Sorry about your friend.”

"Yeeh. I'll deal withiit after | quit lying to mysdlf. After | figure out what happened.”
"Weadl have our guilt to ded with,” Mason said. "And we learn from our mistakes."

"l sure as hdl wish | had salvaged my videotapes, though. | could have been rich and famous. Who will
ever believe it now?'

"You don't want any evidence" Mason said. "And if you look at what you have to pay for success, it's
not such a hot ded.”

"Ishein shock?' Annaasked Paul.

Paul looked into Mason's eyes, then fdt his pulse. "No. Maybe on the edge, but—"
"You're not getting rid of me that eadily,” Mason said.

"Shock's not a bad way to go," Anna said. "A dying soldier's best friend.”
"Wherein theworld did that come from?"

"1 don't know. Just popped into my head."

Paul stood up and rubbed at his eyes. "I guess were dl suffering from disorientation. Or maybe mass
hysteria Because my camera didn't lie”

"All of it had to go," Annasaid. "Becauseit dl be-longed to Ephram Korban."
"Then how will we ever proveit wasred?'
"l don't think we want to proveit,” Mason said.

"l wonder if they saw the smoke from down in the valey," Cris said.



"Arabedly o, Amasdd. "Therewould have been srens o a Forest Savice hdioopter by now”

It was drange to be reminded thet anather world ex-ised dif thismountaintop, awad of snity and order, where the deed
dayedinthe ground far the moet part and people difted through ardinaty lives Anna stood, heeding for the wreckage o the
bam. "Good thing the fire department didn't get here in time to put it out, hu?1 dont thik any pat of Bavam
doudreman

"What are we going to tdl them?' Mason said. "I mean, what redly happened here?"

"I've got a theory. But a theory's worth about as much as amatch in hell. There's supposed to be some
old trals that go down the side of the mountain. I'm gargtofind one and ride down to the river and fdlow it until
it meets aroad.”

"Need somecompany?' Mason asked.
"Not the kind that gets woozy from heights. Plus you need time to hed."
"Il gowithyou," Zainab said.

Anna shook her head. "No. They need you here. And I've had alot of experience with horses. Itll be
fagter if | go done”

Paul nodded. ""Thewrite’shaving traudle bresthing. Atealitletoo nmuch smoke Good ludk, Ama”

Paul, Cris, and Zainab headed up the road, where Spence and Bridogt gethered near the houses foundadtion
like ghosts who fdt an obligation to haunt. But therewareno moreghodsa Korben Manor. They hed dl moved
on, to wherever their detination had been before Miss Mamie copied them as crude little dolls ad
Korben hijadked thar michigt flight to etamity.

Korban Manor was nothing but ash and charcod and a sprinkle of embers. And Korban was nothing,
just a burned memory, aflash in the cosmic pan. A dream that was dready hdf forgotten, one that faded
by the minute, and Anna was sure his magnificent mar-ble grave marker was only a handful of dust, those
words too soon summoned crumbled like the lie they were.

Jugt before sunrise, sheld hiked to Beechy Gap and vigted the Ste of the cabin where sheld seen the
grange little carved figures. The cabin was gone, asmdl pile of ash marking its passage. The figures must
have exited, too, wended toward the heavensin smoke and fire. Free at ladt.

Anna sorted through the falen barn timbers for a saddle and bridle. She lifted a shattered board and
saw Ransom's blank face, atrickle of crusted blood a one corner of his mouth. The scrap of doth from
his charm was clenched in one rigid hand. She covered him be-fore Mason noticed.

The dead deserved her respect. Degth wasn't roman-tic or glamorous. She was through worrying
about their motives, their hopes, ther endless dreams. Her fascination had faded. She had no desire to
ever see an-other ghogt, epecidly her own.

Even Rachd's, though the two of them had shared an intimate bond that ran far deeper than mere
mother and child.

Maybe this was how Anna was destined to belong. Those were her people, her connection, kindred
spirits, however briefly. In an odd way, maybe they lingered in-side her, invisble in her blood, in the
tainted, cancer-ous cdls that corrupted her organs and pushed her inevitably toward the find darkness.
She was as much a ghost as she was amortd. A stranger in two strange lands.



But they dl were. Every organic thing that had ever caught the spark of life. The dying begins with the
birth.

So what?

Did she redly expect that, by becoming a ghost, she would understand what being a ghost meant?
Sheld bem divefar twenty-sx years and hed come no dosar to the meaning of life in dl that time. Why should
Oeeth beay lessdf amyday to those eqpaiandng it?

Asfor today, the air was fresh and the pain ingde was somenhare down around X, an ac and tridk, ar maybe
afive abrokenwing A hdl o along way fram zero. She could live for those who had gone before, and those
yet to come. Weeks or months, it was dl a precious and fleging gift.

Amasaw aflesh o dul siver in the braken lumber, moved some timbears and found a bride, then a sedde and blanket.
Sepuled tamfram the ruddle Mason watched with interest as she harnessed one of the Morgans.

Some of the smoke that had collected in her lungs had started to rise. She cleared her throat and spat
loudly. “Isthet how they doitin Sawyer Cresk?'

Mason amiled at her. It wasn't such a bad amile, though it wes surounded by aface gray from soke, ash, and
weainess Secamed theblanke tohimand covered him up.

"Better keep you warm, just in case," she said.

"Go out frost?"

"Thetsnatfury.”

"l know."

Spence grabbed at a piece of black ash as it wafted to the ground.
No. It weant theWord.

Hegrabbed anather, thenanather.

TheWord woud endure Merefirecouldnit desroy it. He coughed. The ashes had stuck to his tears, mak-ing
his cheeks fed thick and clotted. He coughed again, his somach quivering.

"Why donit you come away from there? Thet smokeés no good for you.”
Hetumned TheMuse?
No. Bridggt, Ms GeorgiaPeech, thelatest cormuption.

"Yaudupd bowhad” Bridget sad. "Bedad thet uff gat bumed. Mayte someday you can wiite ared dary, somahing
thetsnat possumwvamit”

Red?How daedeaitidze—

"Andyau canleavemeaut of it She waked away, then turned and stood with her hands on her hips. "I dont
knovwhet | ever sawinyou But | can sresse you now.”

"Don't leave"

"l believe you said this was dways your favorite part. The End." Wéll, it sounds good to me, too."



Spence watched her go. She didn't matter. She was jud anather prop, another dhaeradter sketch. Ored the little
people. He stood under the snowfdl of gray and bladk, wating for the Word to comefrananhigh

Maybeif hecoud remermber thestary, bringit beck tolife it wouid leed Him aggin to the Word,

Somahing about the nght? He toudhed the aumded page held tacked indde his jacket. Maybe later, after years
hed pessad, hewould be ddleto reed it. And mayeit would contain somehint of thenightslong sodll.

But the night was leaving, retregting over the far ged-bue hills gang on to ather writars ather vessds It would
goread itsloving doek on ancthe part of thewarld, shower itsgiftsdsanvhare whigoer its seoret sentenoes And Spance wes
agan done with nathing but himsdlf and words.

Theadhesraned on.

Mason tried to curl the fingers of his scorched right hend A drip of dedric pan jdted up hsam, pausng aly
hridfly a the aut inhis Soude to gather momantum before reaching his brain. He bit his tongue to keep from

crying out.

Maybethisweswhat aifaingwesdl ebout Theat of sacrifice. It wasn't about enduring starvation, strug-dirg
for recognition, fighing the fear of fallure Maybeit ws about finghing leting go. And redizing thet the dreams you bring to
life sometimes have no place in the world, and are best left as dreams.

The toughest critics weren't in New York or Paris. They waent inthe at schods They ddnt wear bareis ad
goart tiny mudaches and drink espresso. Somdimesthey lived in your mirror.

"How areyou hdding ya?' Amaasked, tightaning the cinch around the horse's girth. She had strong hands.

"Wdl, | don't think Il be doing much sculpting for a while™ Mason thought of his tools, buried
some-where under the hesp of ashes and bones in the base-ment. He had no desire to see them again.

Anna nodded at him and adjusted the saddle, then stroked the horse's ears. The Morgan snorted with
pleasure.

Hehad to ask. "What wasit like ... you know?"

"Tobe deed?' Amais oyan eyesfixad on afaravay pant somenheare beyond therange d gt
"Uhhh

"Somebody wholovesmesdd itsthesame asbang dive, only worse.”

Mason looked up at the thin pillar of smoke. The wind was carrying it away, and he caught the odor of
apples. Now that the sun was out, the sky was a shade of winter-born blue.

Decamba would come with its soft snows then the nights would get shorter and soring would arrive. Grass
waud gow ove the ruins looust and blackbary vines would spring up from the burned-out spot. The granite
would deep under its skin of dirt. The sun woud rise and fdll, the ssesons waould tum, the dodk's restless hands
would spin in only one direction.

Forward.
"Whet aeyougaingtodolater?' Mason asked

" don't know. | think I'm cured of metaphysics, though Let the deed rest. Theveeamedit” Seput afodt inthe
dimyp and smug adride the harse It wesanaturd fit. "What about you?'



"Depands Assoon as| gt to back to Sawvyer Cresk, I'm going to tdl Mama that dreams aren't the only thing
we got in thisworld."

"Redly. Whet dsshavewegat?'
Ilmnll
"Dreamsand pan W, thetsalovdy mix. Maybe you can add ‘faith’ to thet lig."

Thekind o mix thet maybe love wes mede of. Mason wondered if one day hemight find out. He looked doan & the
gound and saw abit of cdlor amid apiled loose hay. He kicked & the hay, and then saw the flovears A bouguet of dluets
flareazden dades baby's breath, painted tillium Saring mountan floves fredraut and sivedt, the dams wrgoped indean
lace He camed themto Anna. " Somebody mud havelelt thesefar your”

She took the bouquet and held it to her nose, eyes moist. "Dead day dead,” she whispered. "And rest
in peace.”

Amatudked the bououet into the bride, eesad beck antherains and the Morgen raisdits heed.
"Saeyou soon, Mason. Tekecareof yoursdf.”

She twitched the reins and the horse started down the dirt road.

"Hey, Anng" he ydled after her. "Did you mean whet you said up onthewidov/swak?'

She didn't stop, but turned in the saddle and looked back. She shouted over the steedy clop of the
horse's hooves, "About trusting you? Maybe."

Amagavehmakhdf amle thenldt imto wonder which hdf of it she meant.
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