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PROLOGUE

Stone Mountain isthe only truly rough peak in the Peconics. Its gray, cracked ridges stretch for about
three milesin that otherwise benign chain. They are so loose and treacherous that even the most
obsessiverock climbers avoid them as offering too unsubtle adoom. The Appaachian Trail, deferring to
the fact that old Stone has been known to dice agood pair of Beansto shreds, skirts the mountain and
passes through the orchard-choked exurbia of the little town of Maywell, which huddles benesth the
mountain like an Isradlite at the feet of Pharaoh.

From the grand and crumbling Collier estate at one end of town to the dark Victorian buildings of
Maywdll College at the other, the ridges ook down on the whole of Maywell. Thisis not an area of
superhighways and roaring commuter buses, Maywel | has been bypassed by the roads and the
developers. Once again, old Stone isto blame. No highway construction company would bid on aroad
to cross that miserable expanse of cracked granite, so Maywei remains much asit was a century ago, a
town as pretty asit can be, done, and largely content with its own gentle sdif.

Maywell prospersin aquiet way, on the orchards and the farms whose produce is trucked off to
Philadel phiaand New Y ork, and on the maintenance of Maywell College, an ingtitution smdl in both size
and reputation, but more than adequate to provide the town itsfull share of raucous students and middie
culture.

Maywell does not redlly like the modern world. It has atendency to look to sorter eras with
well-dressed, gentedl longing. It is peaceful, moral, and respectable.

Itis, inshort, just the sort of place where peculiar things happen.

These things may be grim and awful, aswas the raising by Brother Smon Pierce of hisResurrection
Tabernacle, or pretty much the opposite of grim, such asthe witchy goings-on out at the Collier etate.

They may be odd, asin the case of poor Dr. Walker. He was a brilliant biologist whose abrasive
personality and dogged obsession with his own bizarre theories made him tiresometo hispeersat Yale.
Eventualy, when he raved to the newspapers about bringing frogs back to life, he was hurled out. So
now he continues his career in this forgotten comer of the academy, teaching freshmen the intricacies of
the zygote and plotting the breakthroughs that will vindicate his genius.

Besdesits beauty and isolation and its smattering of eccentrics, Maywell has something else odd about it.
Thisisabit more serious. Thisis quite terrible and quite wonderful—if such words have any clear
meaning. Terrible conjuresimages of huge, gaping beasts or sulking psychopaths; wonderful bringsa
slken princess and athomless rose.

Both words might conjure acat.

Certainly ether suggeststhe great King of the Cats, a creature known amost exclusively to students of
obscure Cdtic mythology, and holding sway, according to Robert Graves, “upon achair of old silver”
whence he gave “ vituperative answers to inquirers who tried to deceive him.” No doubt he/she accounts
in part for the androgynous nature of Puss In Boots and was the progenitor of the first Cinderella story,
“The Cat-Cinderella,” which isitsef afolk memory of the very ancient legend of the cat asfriend of

| shtar, the fierce old mother goddess who once swayed over Sumeria.



Among the fragments of the old mystery religion of the Greeksisthe identification of the goddess Diana
with acat. From deep time, the female witch hasidentified amale cat as her familiar. And, of course,
there were the Egyptian cats, most of whom were mummified and persist to thisday stacked inthe
basements of museums.

The extraordinary creature that inhabited the ridges of Stone Mountain, though, was no candidate for a
museum. Indeed, at the moment it was very intensdly aive, and not out on the windy ridges, but
wandering far more ddightful redms

All was not perfect: long ago it had been touched by one of Constance Collier's spells, and something
wastied toitsear.

Thiswasaninvisble thread, which led from the ddightful relmsal the way into Maywel, whereit joined
the other invisible threads being woven on the loom of the town'slife.

The other threads turned and twisted constantly, crossing as the druggist married the grocer's daughter,
dipping apart when he died, becoming knotted when she aso passed on, and so on, the cloth never
finished, itsinvisible patterns ceasdesdy shimmering and changing.

Only one of the townspeople, Constance Callier, had both the wisdom and inclination to Sit occasiondly
at the sacred loom and maneuver the threads around a bit, perhaps granting some indigent follower of
hersalittle good fortune or causing the business affairs of one of her adversariesto come unraveled.

She never touched the thread connected to the mythica cat'simaginary ear, and hadn't since she had first
tied it, a deed she had done on a soft spring day when she was till full of hope. Many long years had
passed since then, while Constance had plotted and spelled and hexed and waited. But she had never
needed to cdl the cat. She had gone from being a beautiful young woman to awise old one, and had
become patient with her lifetime of waiting.

If the thread was pulled, it would bring the cat back to Stone Mountain, and down into innocent,
unsuspecting Maywell. There was, however, only one reason to do this appalling thing.

Of late Constance had known renewed hope. There was a chance, after all, that thefina chapter ina
very old story would at last be written.

Congtance, Dr. Waker, Brother Pierce—three of the main characters are in place. There remainsonly
one more, and sheisdready approaching the town, chugging aong in her ancient VVolkswagen Bestle.
Even more promising, it isjammed with luggage and easdls.

An observer of theinvisible could seethat the particular thread that istied to the cat's ear has wafted
down and falen across Morris.Stage Road. The old V olks wheezes, its gears grind, and it moves closer.

Hidden breezes blow the thread about, entangling it in the lower limbs of an autumn-fired birch. Now the
thread istight.

Closer and closer the car comes, its blond young driver peering out. There are no exit markers here. She
has been told to take the third right after the big crossroads. Sheis counting and staring as the car
sweegpsinto the thread. She experiences nothing more than atrickle and a sneeze, but off inthe cat's
redm things are quite different. The cat isdragged, howling with pain and anger, dl the way to the dreary,
windswept ridges of old Stone.

For amoment nothing more happens, but that is only because the cat's eyes are shut tight.

Asthe shock wears off, it blinks, then beginsto gaze.



Huge, golden cat eyes appear, hanging above an otherwise empty expanse of rock.

The cat glares down into the weave of Maywel'slife, to see what fool has dared this conjuring.

BOOK ONE:
Godfather Death

The glacier knocksin the cupboard,
The desert Sghsin the bed,

And acrack in the tea-cup opens
A laneto theland of the dead.

—W. H. Auden, “As| Waked Out One Evening’

Chapter 1

The frog wanted desperately to hop. But it couldn't hop. It jerked, then jerked again. It stayed where it
was, clamped down tight. It flexed, tightened, jerked. The hot, dry hurting kept on. The frog worked its
tongue. Pain. It tried to move its head. Pain. Thingswere piercing it. Again and again it tried to hop. But it
Stayed right where it was, in this hard white place with no leaves and no whirring wings and no sharp
delicious bugsto wrestlefrom the air.

It tried to hop.

Sill, it did not move.

Ittried. Tried. Tried.

It hurt, it had to move, it had to hop.

“There we go—no—hédll. Bonnie, the animal is till too dick.”

Painful, tormenting, scraping al over its back, hot and dry. It hopped hopped hopped.
“Thanks. Now. . . yeah!”

“That did it, George. The probe'swell seated. | haw agood signd.”

“Okay, Clark. Let's get started.”

On Stone Mountain the creature—which was gill only eyes—began spinning itsdlf acat body so it would
be ready as soon as the sun went down. Two sparrows, who saw something astonishing create its own
solid presence out of thin air, took flight, screaming in the silence. A raccoon gtiffened and stared, and
mewed. What it saw had no taxonomic classfication. No, indeed, for it belonged to arare law, this
creature of mercy. Pacing now, it waited for the sunlight to rise away from the streets of the town. And
suffered dong with thefrog.

The frog understood nothing it saw around it. There were long strands sweeping out aboveits eyes. It
could see every turn and wrinklein the wiresleading from its skull. But it did not understand the wires It
saw them aslegs, and thought of bugs.

It liked to useits good eyes, to see sharp. Seeing sharp meant eating well. But there were no wings
whirring, no fat bodies, no good scent connected with the sight of these long legs. The frog'stongue



swelled with the blood of hunger. It wanted to seeinsects, to smell dampness, to bein green water. It
wanted to hop. But it was stuck right where it was.

“That looks like agood, steady e ectroencepha ograph to me, Clark. The frog's normal. Not too happy,
but normd.”

“Don't let it jerk out my dectrodes, Bonnie. | hate frogs. Give me something big any day.”
“Likewhat?’

“Like aperson, Bonnie dear.”

“Congtance wouldn' like that.”

“No, and she doesn't like this elther.”

“Youredoingit.”

“She might not like our work, but she appreciates the decessity, at least. That's more than | can say for
the Stohimeyer people. Sometimes | think they're secret followers of Brother Pierce.”

“God, don't bring him up. | don't want my hands to shake while Pm working.”

A slencefel among the three peoplein the lab. They dl knew the eventual object of their experiment, the
god given them five years ago by Constance Collier: to kill ahuman being and return him or her back to
life. Her god, her program.

But Congtance didn't like dl the animal killing they had to do to succeed. “I fed every one of those
deaths,” she had told George. “Maybe I've made a mistake. Maybe you ought to stop.”

Hewould never stop. He had pursued thisgod at Y ale and destroyed his career mere. He would pursue
it a Maywdl and drag his name up out of the mud. He was going to vindicate himself in thislittle
backwater. One day this college would be famous because of what he had done here.

Thetechnician, dark, findly spoke. “Okay, folks, I'm ready to proceed.”

“I'm s&t,” said Dr. Walker.

“Bonnie, how about the audiovisua?” dark asked.

“Up and running.”

“Right. Here we go. Beginning the count. Five.”

Thefrog felt heavy, asif it were buried in mud. Heavy and smothering. Its heart began to beat harder.
“Four.”

Something tickled ingdethe frog. It wasterrible, thisfeding, like nothing € se the frog had known, tickling
under its skin, like water spiders running there. Thefrog tried to move, to escape thetickling, but the
weight seemed to bear down the more. Fear made its eyes bulge.

“Three”

It was asif the frog were being torn gpart. It had avision of talons, of huge whistling wings.



Death cameto it then, and its heart dowed.

The sméll of water rose up around the terrified creature, then became avision, water in darkness. The
talons|let go, and the frog fell into the quiet water, then it was dawn and flieswere rising, and the frog was
on alily pad Snging up the sun.

“Two.”

The dream sank to dark, and the frog fdlt itsdlf faling into nothingness.

“One”

The black parted, and the water dream of amoment ago lay before the frog, and thistime it wasredl.

Thefrog wasfree. It hopped easily to the good-smdlling water, and the water splashed around it and
made its skin jitter with pleasure as it dove down into a black bass pool. Reefs of tadpoles swept past
and sticklebacks darted in shafts of sunlight, then the frog went up again and broke the surface amid
blooming lilies

“We have complete termination. It's dead, George.”

Cloaked by darkness at last, the cat began to move down the mountain. Asit did, itsform flickered and
grew ever more solid. When it crossed the ridge, it was ashadow of acat, a shudder in the light, awisp
of colder air. When it reached the edge of Maywell, it was a scampering, dark suggestion of something
quitefamiliar.

By thetimeit cameinto the streetlight at the comer of Indian and Bridge it was quite clearly an old black
tomcat with atorn ear and aproud, bent tail.

At leadt, that'swhat it looked tike. Animas and children, though, were not decelved. They sensed the
true shape of thisvast and terrible being, and werefilled with dread.

Atl over the town cats awakened and stared at darkened windows. Strays did beneath porches or
huddled under cars. Birds stirred in their trees and dogs at their masters feet. Here and there angpping
infant screamed. On the grounds of the Collier estate old Constance paused in her walk, closed her eyes,
and entered the immense space within hersaf. She knew she should try to stop Tom, but she did not.
George would manage, hewas a survivor. And the poor frog!

In any case, her gesture would probably be futile. Such adeep violation of the laws of life was making
the cat awfully mad. Constance's interference wouldn't even be noticed.

The black torn began his progress across Maywdll, intent only on one god; Anima Room Two,
Terrarium D-22, Walff Biology Building. He hurried down the sdewak on the right Side of Bartlett
Street, past the tdl homesthat had housed the same Maywell familiesfor generations, the Haspells and
the L ohses and the Coxons, families whose ancestors had seen the Revol ution from those leaded-glass
windows, who had legped in the springtime fields and | eft mandrakes for thefairy.

Thetorn passed ared Mustang convertible benesth which an elderly and very arthritic tabby hid.

Thetorn heard itswheezing breath, saw the painin its eyes. Frightened of the enormous spirit it saw
gtalking down the walk, the tabby yowled miserably.

Thetorn stopped. He lowered his head, concentrated on the neglected, dying animd beforehim. A
sensitive paw reached out and touched the cowering tabby. | give you the gift of death, old cat. Y ou have



earned it. Instantly the tabby's body dumped. The torn watched its soul lesp up like smoke into the Starry
ky.

None of the tabby's fleas crossed to the torn. They chose rather to risk the cold autumn ground.

The torn continued on itsway, and everything sensitiveto it took notice asthey might the trangit of a
wendigo. Asit passed the Coxon house, it brought a vision to the innocently open mind of little Kirn, the
eleven-month-old baby. She began towail in her crib. She didn't know words, but in apainful, true flash
from the enormous mind that was passing, she had seen her own end, far from now in adeek blue thing
shedid not yet know was caled acar, in the bellowing water of aflooded river, on another autumn night.
And in the prime of youth.

Hearing the desolation in her cries, Kim's mother came into the nursery, picked her up, and clucked and
sang and patted. “ Oh, had aburp,” her mother said. “ Such abig burp!” When the wailing passed, she
put Kirn down.

Thefrog found fat, lovely flies skimming dong the surface of the water. It caught them, aming with its
keen eyes, darting itstongue.

Something the frog might have called agoddess, had if known of such things, marched the water, raining
desire down on the feeding bull, making it forget its feeding and follow.

“Monitor the blood flow in die extremities. Well wait until it stops completely before we bring our baby
back.”

Thefrog wasjumping and lesping for the green goddess, wanting to show that it was the grestest bull, the
bull of bulls, huge and strong and thunder-voiced. It dove deep, shot to the surface, dove again.

“That'sthelast of it, George. No more blood flow.”
“So we can confirm one absolutely dead Rana catesbewna. . .12”

“By any definition. Even the Stohlmeyer Foundation's.” “Thistime. Doctor, they'll accept our protocols.
For sure.” “Thanks, Bonnie.” George Walker kissed her straw-swest twenty-year-old hair. He stood to
hisfull height, sx feet of dim but fiftyish mae. God, he thought, the beauty of her youth! “I have ninety
seconds of null readings, Doctor.” “Good, dark. | think well convince 'em thistime.” “For sure,” Bonnie
repeated.

And if we don't, George thought, you kids are going to be' out of Maywell State College on your tight
little asses just like me. No Stohlmeyer grant means no professorship—and no assistantships either. But
then again, what would dark care—he had the Covenstead to return to. Bonnie wastoo wild to livein
Congtance Callier'switch village. Asfor George, he kept his house in town. He had hisreasonsfor
staying away from the estate, chief among them his career. It was one thing for people to commute into
New Y ork from the Covenstead, another for them to try and work in the town.

Any professor foolish enough to have open contact with the witches could forget things like tenure.

If the Stohimeyer grant ended, Constance might find George some money for hiswork, but the grant was
the validation that the college trustees needed to dlow him to continueit here. Loss of the grant meant
loss of career. George could not bear that thought: he had worked so hard, and been so misunderstood.

“Let'searn some gold, kiddies, and bring thislittle sucker back to life.”

Thefrog heard, thrumming in the whole air, arush as of bird wings. It waslow and large, too large even
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to beabird. Wasit wind?

The frog saw scud on the surface of the waters, saw the liliestearing, saw the leaves of cypressand
willow lift into the black sky, heard the thrumming riseto a scream. It waited no longer, but rather leaped
for the dark, safe deeps.

A shimmering, golden goddess of afrog swam there. The bull's heart was captured and he went deeper
and deeper &fter her, hisloinstingling, his muscles singing in the quiet. Shelured him farther and farther,
deeper than any frog should go. Come, she said with her quickness. Swim, she said with her grace.
Swim! Swim!

The wind was seething behind him, roaring through the lilies, ripping the green and quiet waters, the holy
pond.

Swim, little one, the goddess called, svim with al your soul!

The black torn began to run. He rounded a comer onto, Meecham Street. The neighborhood changed
from housesto arow of nest little shops. Bixter's | ce Cream was open, its video games clattering and
buzzing. Beside it the B. Dalton bookstore was just closing up. Joan Kominski locked her register and
turned out her lights. The passing torn, unnoticed by her, shot her avison of her own future: shewasina
hospital room dragging breaths that would not fill her lungs. The halucination was so detailed that she
could smdll the oxygen, see a picture of aclown on thewall, hazy beyond the plastic oxygen tent, taste
her own drowning fluids. And fed Mike's hand in hers and hear him catling “ Doctor, Doctor!”

She paused, stunned. With shaking hands she lit acigarette. She stood in her darkened bookshop,
smoking, caming hersalf down.

Thetorn trotted quickly down Main and crossed the Morris Stage Road. Mike Kominski was roaring
home full of Amtrak martinis, late as usua from hisjob in New Y ork, and it would not do to be caught in
front of that particular Lincoln.

The wind was just behind the frog now and he knew it was dry and he knew it was hot. He swam and
svam intherailing, dirtying, darkening waters. Ahead the maiden frog, the goddess, glimmered, urging
him to rush on and on, deep to her, deep to her!

“Were getting an dectrica fidd!”

Thewind touched his back and it was hot and ugly and hard. It must be deathwind, for it smeiled of the
man-place.

He must not surrender to it! Ahead she flashed her gold beauty. He swam as he had never swum before,
the water hissng past his nose and eyes, hiswhole body surging with the effort of it. Her eyes shoneand
her skin gleamed.

Thewind touched him again.
“Heartbesat!”

Nol!

Thewind surrounded him.

“It'scoming to rhythm.”



Thewind sucked at him—

“It's getting steady.”

Hiswhole heaven collgpsed. But she did not abandon him. Alone of all that beauty, the most beautiful
part remained. When she saw him being dragged back, she turned and came, too, swimming fearlessy
into the dry agony that had captured him. She ceased to animate his determination and concentrated on
giving him courage. She went deep, deep into him, into the secret place where glowed the strength of his

Soirit.
Then he hurt dl over and he was hungry and he was hot and it was white and there were no fly Smells
and it was bleak again.

“It'sdive, Georgel”

“Damnrightitis” George Walker could hardly restrain himsdlf. He stood up from the bank of
instruments, he clapped his hands. And Bonnie legped, ablond streak of joy, into hisarms. He kissed her
moig lips.

He enjoyed the deliciousness of the girl while young dark looked on, glasses steaming. Relax, Clark, let
an old man get alittle. What doesit matter, you get al you need on the Covenstead.

George did not have that privilege. His relationship to Constance was too deep a secret; he could not go
on the Covenstead except by dark of night, and then only in those rare instances when he was called.

And asfor living among the witches—wadll, if hiswork here was ever done, maybe. He had never told
Congtance his dream of retiring to the hidden witch village.

Hewas afraid to. If she said to him what he feared, that it was not hisfate to find peacein thislife, hedid
not think he could stand it.

Sometimes the londliness of his position was very hard to bear.

“Weve got to get it out of the hdter,” dark said, hisvoice full of testy eagerness. “It'll dehydrate. We
really don't need a damaged specimen, do we, folks.”

Bonnie broke away from George's hovering presence. “I'll bag it and return it to the terrarium.”

“Theisolate,” George said. “ And band it with the date and time. Under no circumstances do we mix this
little piece of gold up with the other beasties.”

The frog was soon in the awful, waterless pond with the magic wals. It knew what it had to do here. Sit.
A hop meant a hurt on the nose. The magic wall could not be seen, but it was as hard asthe skin of a

floating log.

So the frog sat. Remembering its heaven was dmaost enough to makeit turn itself indde out with agony. It
begged the golden frog to help.

| cannot!
Take me back, please.
| cannot!

Dried, dead flies scattered down, sticking to its nose. The frog's tongue did not go to get them.



Please, please.
| cannot!

Thefrog felt acleaving that in higher thingsis caled love, for thelost green water. All it could do, though,
was Sit, inert and mute, Silent.

Frogs are not made for anguish. Nor to have their deaths stolen from them. Nor to be dragged back
from their humble paradise.

Frogs are madefor joy.

The Woalff Building crouched dark and ugly ahead. Nobody saw the incredible way the torn entered the
building, nor saw it dip down the corridor to just the right door.

But the ingtant the cat went through that door the frog knew.

The frog saw dangerous eyes on the other side of the magic wall. Once it would have hopped away from
such terrible eyes, but now it only sat, apathetic. In its brain there repeated the image of the deep water
and the golden lover it had lost.

Even when the huge black head of the torn came oozing right through the magic wall, the frog did not
hop. Had it understood the miracleinvolved in acat pushing its head through solid glass without breaking
it, the frog might have jumped. But it did not understand the magic wall. Asfar asit knew, the only

purpose of glasswas to disappoint frogs.

The cat nudged the frog with its muzzle, then opened its mouth. The sharp frog eyes saw the tongue, the
white fangs, the gently pulsating throat. And it saw more.

Instead of terror, the frog felt eagerness. For down in the cat'sthroat it saw itslost beauty, her skin
touched by sunlight. Shelay in acrysta pond, tadpoles swimming about her flanks.

Heaven wasin the belly of the cat. The frog laid his head in the tom's mouth.
Thiswas one death it did not have to suffer. The torn snapped itsjaws down so fast the frog felt nothing.

But then it had already died once and that was quite enough. It saw afierce flash of light and heard a
sound like tearing leaves, and was gone.

The cat tasted the cold, sour flesh of the frog, gobbled, drank down the cool blood, felt the eyes sticky
againg itstongue, the skin dick and bland, the muscles sdty. It swalowed the frog.

When it returned to the night, the moon had risen red in the eadt, its light diffused by haze from the
Pecomc Valley Power Company's plant twenty miles away in Willowbrook, Pennsylvania. Thetorn
proceeded aong North Street toward Maywell's one and only housing development, “The Lanes,” built
by Willowbrook Resourcesin 1960. The development's sameness had over the years been camouflaged
by trees. Each of the streets had been named after afamiliar variety. The birches planted on Birch were
tall and blue in the moonlight, the spruce on Spruce dark green. On EIm there were oak saplings and one
or two still-gtruggling Dutch em victims.

The cat passed down Maple Lane until it reached the Walker house, a substantial raised ranch with pale
ydlow duminum sding and a'79 Volvo in the driveway. Beside it was Amandas ancient VW Beetle.

The torn went between the two cars, through the closed garage door, and into the game room beyond. It



wasindifferent to the fact that the lights were on; it knew that the room was empty. It dipped behind the
sofajust as Amanda, nervous and hollow-eyed, entered. It cocked its ears toward her, and heard much
more than her breathing, her movements. It heard the voice of her mind, the thready whisper of her soul.

She looked around, shaking her head. Here she was again, back in thisawful house. She knew that this
was atriumphd return to Maywell, but having to tay in this place cast abrown shadow on her victory.
Too bad she couldn't afford the Maywell Motor Inn. But she was lucky to have managed to get enough
gasfor theVaolks, given the present ate of her finances.

Thishouse. . . thistown. . . the only thing about any of it that brought even aflicker of afond memory
was the thought of Congtance Collier hersdlf, with her wild colony of witches out on the estate, and her
flamboyant seasond ritudss, the fires burning on the hillsides and the wild rides through the town.

It al seemed so peaceful now. As she had gotten older, Constance must have mellowed.

Sneaking out to the Collier estate to see the witches dancing naked in their April fields had been
desperately exciting, one of thefew thrills of being achild in this staild community.

Always, though, there had been this house waiting at me end of a happy day. She had come hometo the
resentments and the sorrows: thiswas a place of unspoken anger, where people wept at night.

She looked around her. Everything was brown and sad. Since George had bought it from his brother, it
had—if possible—gotten even worse. There was an open chill on it now, asif hate was glaring into every
room, from thewalls, the doors, the very air. There was no more hypocrisy here, at least. The body of
the house now reflected its soul.

Standing in the family room, Amanda felt the weight of the place. She remembered one awful night when
she had comein from watching—amost participating in—the Halloween ritud on the Collier estate. Her
father had dammed her up againgt that very wall. “Never, never get near that placel” Hisvoice had been
desolate with sorrow.

What would he think now? In afew days she was going to be working with Constance Collier.

She wouldn't participate in witchcraft. She had no time for such fantasies. Of course, it would be
interesting to learn more about what went on at the estate.

She dropped down onto the old couch, the same one that had been here in her childhood. She was
twenty and living on her own when she discovered that it was not necessary to be sad. Life could berich
and fulfilling. There was an aesthetic to living that had to be carefully learned, though, or there wasthe
danger of faling down the same pit that had swallowed her parents, the pit of spiritua bankruptcy and
mord indifference.

Through the dirty glass diding doors she could see the backyard. The old maple where she had spent so
many summer hourswas still here, and her throat tightened alittle to seeit. Ten years ago she might have
been in that maple on an afternoon like this, Sitting in the palace of leaves.

Ten years. The slenceswere growing longer. Her relationships with her parents continued, dragging
themsalves out in her mind. If she had to stay here, memories that were now no more than haunting
would soon become unbearable.

She hoped that Constance Collier would have some space for her out on the estate. Then this hard
journey would become much essier.

The only thing that would ever have brought her back to Maywell was Constance Collier. Now shewas



here, chosen to paint theillugtrations for the renowned writer's new trandation of Grimni's. It wasthe
biggest and best commission she had ever had.

Mandy had come along way for a twenty-three-year-old woman. A long, hard way. Of coursethe
Catdecott Award for her Rose and Dragon illustrations had hel ped. She believed that the work itself,
though, waswhat had attracted the secretive and distant Constance Collier's attention to an anonymous
former townie.

She could creste whole, complete worlds in her imagination, and paint them down to the last strand of
golden hair.

Hands dropped onto her shoulders. “ Oh!”
“Sorry. | didn't mean to Sartle you.”
“Unde George”

She could only fedl kindnesstoward him, since he had been so willing to let her stay here. As soon asshe
camein, she had understood the reason for his eagerness. without Kate and the kids, this place was more
grim than it had ever been before.

“You'relooking lovely, Amanda.”
“Why not? I've escaped Manhattan, and tomorrow | meet Constance Collier.”

Ashelooked at her, his eyes brimmed with what she suspected might even be desire. Had shebeen a
damn fool to stay with him? Perhaps she should have gone straight to the estate. But Miss Collier hadn't
offered her accommodation. All of her old town habits came back. She dared not be forward with
Maywdl|'s leading citizen. Her agent had agreed. “ Don't jeopardize the project by making demands right
at firgt,” Will T. Turner had advised.

“Have you got anything to drink?” Amanda asked. George padded off in his big shegpskin dippers,
across the chipped linoleum of the game-room floor.

“Old Mr. Boston brandy good enough for you?’
Shetook it and sSpped. “Mmm. Just the thing to relax.”

“I'm glad you're here, Mandy.” He stood close to her. “I'm sorry the house was such amess when you
came. | just completely forgot. We've been very busy over at thelab.”

“Doing good things?’
“I'm hopeful.”
She nodded, sipped again.

“It'sjust that I'm so damn tired.” He snorted out alaugh. “We were very successful today. Very
successful.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?’
“Not redlly. Except to say that it wasrather atriumph.” His eyesregarded her steadily.

If she stayed in this house, George was certain to make passes a her. She did not need that. She would



haveto risk giving Constance offense and request aroom at the estate when they met in the morning.

She was ready to ask George some polite question about his triumph, when something unusual
happened. One of her most treasured ta ents was the ability to have detailed visudizations on demand.
But they never camelike this, unbidden.

And yet, despite the fact that she was healthy and not in the least tired, she found hersdlf in the grip of just
such anuncaled vison.

She saw a haggard George, crouching in adark room, perhaps even the awful cold room in this house's
basement. Her mother used to store coats there, in what had been billed in the brochure asawine cdlar.

It was where Mandy and Charlie Picano had gone for prolonged kissing behind the coatrack.

It waswheretheir cat Punch had died, starved to death while the family was on vacation. Nobody had
noticed that he had been shut in there.

It was where the children had whispered tdes of witchcraft in Maywdl, and Marcia Cummings had
inssted that witches were good.

In Mandy's vison awoman lay on atable in the room, which had been transformed from a place of
mystery into atorture chamber. The woman was dead, but George was not sad.

At the moment George was smiling. Mandy recoiled at the sight of his cadaverous grin.
“Mandy?’ Hissmilefaded. He began watching her closdly.

She threw back her brandy.

“You'regood at that.”

“I've become acity girl, remember. And I'm tired from the drive. | want to go to bed.”
“I'm sorry | forgot to make up the guest room.”

“Don't worry about it. | can make abed.”

When she started for the room, he followed her. Asthey walked together through the quiet house, she
hoped against hope that it would not be—but of courseit was her old room.

He paused before the door and took her shouldersin his hands. He kissed her forehead. “Good night,
Mandy.”

She fought down the shaking. When he kissed her, hislipsfdt like two leather straps. “ Good night,
George.” Sheturned to face her past.

George and Kate had raised two kids here and not even changed the wall paper. Mandy remembered
selecting it at Chasen's on Main, being torn between the cornflowers and these repeating rose arbors.
She had chosen the roses and then planted a rose garden beneath her window. Over three years her
roses had flourished, and she had secretly caled hersdf the Rose Girl. Only Marciaknew it! told Aunt
Congtance,” she had whispered when they were naked beneath the covers of a soft June night.

“Youtold her?’

“She said to give you amessage. 'Tell the Rose Girl that | love her and watch over her.'”



“ Me?!

Marcia had squeezed her, and they had dept in one another's arms, two ten-year-olds so innocent that
their nakedness meant only friendship to them. “ Shelovesusdl. Let metake you to meset her.”

That was strictly forbidden. Dad hated Constance Collier, hated Maywell. He was only here because
Peconic made him be herein his capacity asregiona manager.

How Mandy had dreamed, lying in that bed beneath the window. Sometimes she saw witch lights on
Stone Mountain; sometimes she watched the red moon rising, or the stars.

Therewas dust in this house, dust and londiness. And something else, too, she reflected as she closed
the guest mom door. There was aplacein theliving room wall that had recently been patched, asif afist
had been dammed into it. Shades of Dad. “Georgeisaviolent man,” Kate had told her. And Kate had
lefthim.

Mandy brushed her teeth and lay down on her bed in the dark. The moon made a pale shadow across
thefloor. A hollow autumn wind muttered in the dry leaves. Down the street adog howled.

The old torn came out of hishiding place and proceeded across the game room, through the big eat-in
kitchen, pausing in the living room. Against the perspective of the furniture the cat seemed unnaturaly
large.

It had awesathered, surprisingly kind face. And that kinked tail was endearing. The shredded ear, though,
was amost comica, making it seem asif thewhole cat was|opsided.

The torn waited on the sun porch where Mandy's easel and canvases were ingtaled, waited amid the
smell of linseed oil and paint. It saw the skill in her brushstrokes, and drank in the energy of the young
woman. Poor, confused young woman. She had no idea how dangerousthis story would beto her, asit
unfolded.

She had painted a haunted landscape with afairy stealing down amoonlit path. . . painted it with skill and
even passion, and more than alittle of her own heart'struth. But what arelentlessy sentimental notion of
afairy. It looked like abug, with thosewings. And it was far too smal. The picture had the fatal defect of
charm.

Settling sounds began to come from the bedrooms. The cat grew lill. 1t closed its eyes, concentrating on
every nuance of their beings. It felt asthey felt, sensed asthey sensed, shook itsdirty old body asthey
tossed and turned, gazed with George as he adored the menta images of hiswomen, Bonnie and hislost
Kate, and Mandy, fdlt the pulsing, stifled sensation in hisloins, and knew with him the dreadful weight of
time.

The old torn waited until the moon was at the top of the sky to begin.

Then it moved off to commit the next act of the Sory.

It stole into George's bedroom, listened amoment to his deep. In one quick motion it legped upon his
bed. It heard his heart laboring softly and faithfully on toward its eventua bresking end, listened to his
stomach digesting the day's medls, felt his dreams, haunted dreams of frogs and deeth and girlsand loss.

Thetorn walked softly up his deeping body, until its big head hung over histhroat. It looked down &t the
pulsing artery in George Walker's neck. It opened its mouith, its fangsjust inches from the flesh. George
Walker sghed, asif inwardly aware of the death overlooking him.



The cat gagged softly and regurgitated. Something green and dimy dipped out of its mouth and onto
George'sface. By the time he had taken thefirst shocked breath of awakening, the cat wasin the
enclosed porch, passing the easels and paints. By the time George was gasping and fumbling for the light,
the cat was going through the back door.

It dipped beneath the back porch as lights pierced the windows of the house and Mandy's feet pounded
down the hall while George Waker screamed and screamed.

Chapter 2

One moment Mandy was adeep, the next she was running down the hal toward George's bedroom. His
screams called her deep ingtincts, so high they were, so like apanicked baby's. Her first, hideous thought
wasof fire.

Then she saw him, crouched in the middle of the bed, hisfists clutching histhin hair. Moonlight streamed
over him, making him seem adangerous shadow. She fumbled for the light switch, found it at last behind
the door, turned it on.

The suffusing ydlow light changed him to a crumpled old man. Something obscene and wet and green lay
on the sheet before him. He was screaming at it. She went to him. Another bellow gushed out of him. His
eyeswere staring, oblivious to everything except the sticky mass on the bed. Each time he screamed,
flecks of bloody sputum flew from his mouth.

“Georgel”

She grasped his shoulders, shook him. Hewas asrigid aswood. His skin was cold. He shrieked again.
“Georgel”

There were aseries of broken gasps. Then another shriek, cracking, pitched like the cry of abird.

“Hey!” She grabbed his cheeks, leaned into hisface. His nogtrils flared, hislips parted for another
scream. She dapped him hard across the right cheek. The scream shattered, became a sob. She turned
his face and dapped him on the left cheek. “ George, wake up! Y ou're dreaming!”

He raised his handsto ward off her blows. For amoment they remained like that, she holding hischin, he
seeking sanity in her eyes. Then he sank againgt her, sobbing bitterly. She held histhin frame againgt her
breadt. “George, hush now, it'sdl right. It'sdl right.”

“Thehdl itig” Hisvoicewas hoarse. “Look at that! Y ou know what that iS?’
It was green, blotched with brown, so wet that it had made an irregular damp spot on the sheet. “What?’

“A skin.” Hesghed. “The skin of afrog. My frog” Then hewas crying, slently, bitterly, his shoulders
shaking, the tears streaming from hiseyes.

He could only be referring to the frogs he used in his lab. But what in the world would one of them be
doing here? Shelooked at it. Lying there on hisbed, in aplace so wildly wrong, it made her fed dl the
power of the wind that soughed around the house. Her thoughts went to snapping clean sheets and sunny
rooms and she shuddered.

“Why isit here, George?’

“It redly isn't very mysterious.” He cleared histhroat. “1 need adrink.”



“Now, you takeit easy. I'll getit. Y ou stay put.”

“Not in here.” He got out of bed. In four spider steps he was across the room. He took his robe from the
closet.

Shefollowed him into the game room, where he had dready started pouring Black Label into ahighball
glass

“Chears,” hesad. “Heresto reunion!”

She had accumulated afair number of questionsin the past few minutes. But she did not press him now.
He needed space to cdm himsalf down. Although he wastalking instead of screaming, she saw the
wildness of hispanic il in hiseyes. “ Come here,” she said, patting the couch beside her. He sat down.
Shelad her arm around his shoulders.

Soon enough, he began to explain. “Thiswas undoubtedly the work of ardligious fanatic named Pierce.
He has one of these fundamentalist churches here. Brother Smon Fierce. A Bible-thumping charlatan.”

“Y&?’

“He—they, | should say—they've demonstrated against my work. He preaches againgt it. Death is God's
business, that sort of thing.”

“The messin your bed—"

He snorted out abitter laugh. “Y ou don't understand, do you?’

“No.”

“That isthe skin of afrog | killed and brought back to life this afternoon.”

So that had been the triumph he had referred to earlier. “Y ou actually succeeded?’

“You bet | did. Well-nigh perfectly.” He uttered a sharp laugh. “ Of course you know were dready
virtudly canceled by the Stohlmeyer Foundation?’

Hesad it likeit should have been genera knowledge. “1 didn't know that. Why in the world would they
cancel such anincredible project?’

“Precisdy becauseit isincredible. The academic world doesn't like breakthroughs. It doesn't like upset
and bother. It wants nice, safe confirmations of old theories. The unusud isfrowned on, the extraordinary
actively discouraged. So my grant money runs out in a couple of weeks. Unless, of course, | should
produce aresult so spectacular that it gets massive press attention. Then Stohimeyer'd be forced to
renew my funding or face embarrassment. Thisfrog wasto be my spectacular.”

“Y ou can repesat the experiment on another frog.”

“Notinthetimel have. It takesalot of prep. To satisfy the protocols the review committee imposed on
us, we have to prove the animal to be completely healthy before we useit. That takes agood week of
observation and testing.” He paused, stared into hisdrink. “Oh, God, when | think of how close | came.”
His shoulders sagged. “My problem with Brother Pierce started out so innocently. Three monthsago |
gave an interview to The Collegian. The very next Sunday Pierce was on my case. The seeds of ego bear
bitter fruit, goddammit!”

She thought she ought to say something encouraging. She didn't much like George, but he was suffering



now. “Y ou can keep going. | know you can.”

“Thefrog wasjugt afirst step. Next we were going to do a series on rhesus monkeys, then the big one.
The experiment beyond the spectacular. It would have made me famous. Famous, Mandy! | would have
rehabilitated my career. The Y de Sciences Board would have had to swallow their dap in the face.
Maywdl would haveto stop treating melike dirt just because I've failed elsawhere. It'srimethat | got a
little recognition, don't you think?’

Beneath her hand she could fed the bones of his shoulder. He was much too obsessed with hiswork
ever to get any exercise. He was wasting away.

He dammed hisfig into hispam. “It's breaking and entering! Malicious mischief! I'm going to cdl the
sheriffsoffice.” Hegot to hisfeet.

“You'resureit'syour frog? Maybe it's another animal. Just symbolic.”

“That fanatic broke into my lab, killed my property, came over here, broke into my house, and assaulted
me!” As he spoke, his voice rose to a pitch of renewed rage..He dided the phone. “ Thisis George
Waker, 232 Maple. Yes, | haw acrimeto report! Breaking and entering. Assault. Who'sthe victim? I'm
thevictim! And | know who did it. I know exactly who did it!”

He listened amoment further, then dammed down me phone.

“They're going to come by in afew minutes. Oh, hdlV He picked up the phone again. " Bonnie? Hi, hon.
Sorry to disturb you in the middle of the night. Look, will you do me amassve favor?1 think the lab got
hit by Pierce. Y eah, by Pierce. I'm 90 percent certain. And I've got reason to believe he destroyed the
frog." Therewas silence, punctuated by aburst of language from the other end of theline. ” Go over there
and check. And call me as soon as you can. I've got to have complete confirmation before the sheriff gets
here. That'salove, Bonnie. I'll repay in grades.” He put the receiver down. ” She's generd lab assigtant.
Her dormisjust across the quad from Wolff. | ought to hear from her inside often minutes.

Mandy had a strong fedling that he shouldn't have called the sheriffs office. “ George, try to cdm down
before the sheriff getshere”

“Why? I've just been assaulted, I've had my experiment set back, maybe even ruined if | can't get
another extension from Stohimeyer. Why, pray tell, should | be cdm? If anything, | ought to beraving
mad. And | am!”

“Just stay away from the liquor. And brush your teeth. If they smell you've been drinking, they're going to
ignoreyou.”

“Mandy, | was assaulted in my own bed!”
“Think about what happened, George. How isit going to look to acop?’

Sheleft himto dwell on that. Alonein her own room again, she fumbled through the closet for her robe.
Deep tiredness weighed upon her. It was Just after three o'clock. The moon had dropped low, leaving
the room in shadow. By me moonlight that lingered outside she could sill seethe bulk of Stone Mountain
rising behind the house, itsthick coat of evergreens punctuated by gray-glowing tumbles of rock—

Mandy pulled on her robe and opened the window so that me cold air would refresh her. It smelled of
the swest rot of autumn leaves faintly tanged by old smoke. She could see Ursa Mg or whedling above
the dark high ridge of the mountain.



The Great Bear. Woman's stars. Thelittle girls of Athens once danced benesth them, honoring Artemis
the wild huntress, who prowled the autumn hillsin the shape of abear. Asachild Mandy'sfavorite
cuddly had been a stuffed bear named Sid.

Car lights shone on the back fence as the sheriff turned into the driveway. Mandy drew her robe close
around her and went back to George.

He swept the front door open before the bell even rang. “Comeonin.”
“Y ou the complainant?’
“l suream.”

The deputy was alean man, hisface al angles and lines exaggerated by the porch light. At his hip he had
abig pistal, too big for the thin hand that rested on its butt. There were dark glassesin histop pocket,
one chewed fret dangling out. Hislips were dry and cracked. There was what gppeared to be afood
gtain on the crown of his hat. He moved forward into the house, and Mandy smelled chili on hisbresth.
He regarded George. “Assault?’

“That'sright.”
“You hurt?’

“Mentdly I'm serioudy injured.” The phone rang. George rushed to get it while Mandy stared back at the
deputy, whose eyes had filmed in an unpleasantly intimate way the moment he saw her. Once she would
have hated him, but too many whistles and whispers and unwanted touches had taught her indifference to
men like this. As she had matured, their sexua insecurity had become obviousto her. She thought of
them as frightened kids, unable to grow up, trapped on (he rock of adolescence.

George'svoice rose and fell as he talked into the telephone.
“Would you like acup of coffee. Deputy?’
“Y es, maam. It tastes pretty good about mistime of night.”

“Comeon.” Sheled him to the kitchen, made him a cup of instant. She was just pouring the water when
George burst into the room.

“Just as | thought, the frog's gone! That damn preacher got in there somehow and took it. And killed it.
Shit!”

The deputy shot Mandy a questioning glance. “ There was vandadism at Dr. Waker'slab,” she sad.
“Now, that'd be a college matter. We don't go on the campus.”

“It started there,” George snapped, “ but it ended here. Come on.” He led the deputy into his bedroom.
The remains of thefrog lay on the white bed sheet, drying to dull green. “Thereiswhere it ended. Brother
Pierce or one of hisrobots camein herein the middle of the night and dropped that thing on my face!”

“Who did you say?’

“Pierce! That fundamentalist lunatic! He hates me and my work. He preaches against me! Hesevenled a
demondtration.”

The deputy put his coffee mug down. “Y ou saw thisman?’



“Of course not. | was adeep.”
“Now, if | understand you right, you're preferring acharge?’

“Of coursel am! I'm charging that fanatic with destroying university property worth God knows how
much, with bresking into my lab and my home, with throwing that thing at me with intent to harm me—"

“Brother Fierceisarespected religious leader in May well, Dr. Walker. | don't think you ought to just go
charging him like this, with no witnesses or nothin’.”

“He'sthe obvious culprit.”

The deputy glanced at Mandy. “The Lord will be on Brother Piercesside,” he said softly. His gaze
returned to George, narrowed. “Y ou just ought to know that. Not to mention the law.”

“Thelaw?I'm theinjured party!”

“You'renot hurt.” Heran hisfinger around the edge of the mug. Then he looked directly into George's
eyes. He amiled. “Not yet.” Hisvoice was dmost awhisper.

Poor George. No judge of men. Mandy saw his mouth drop open, then saw understanding dowly enter
hisface. He shook his head. “ The college supports thistown. Y ou ought to be ashamed of yoursalves.”

“Y ou high-handed professors don't run Maywell. And the college ain't even the biggest employer. That's
Peconic Valey Power. Anyway, I'm just givin' you some good advice. There's pendties againgt
preferring false charges. Stiff pendties, Doctor.”

“Ah. So now I'm going to be arrested. That makes agreat dedl of sense.”

“Ligten, malam, why don't you put him back to bed? And keep him off the hootch. It don't do him no
good.”

The deputy moved to leave. In an ingtant George was on him, spinning him around, grabbing the front of
hisjacket.

And garing into the barrel of hispistal.

The gun had come up swiftly. It hung between the two men, its potentia silencing them both. They
looked down at it. Mandy could hear them breathing, could see sweat on George's brow.

“Y ou take your hands off me, mister, and I'll put my piece away.”

Mandy closed her eyesin theiong moment before the two men separated. She saw the deputy to the
door. He was about to say something to her, but she closed it too quickly to give him the chance.

“Usdlessl Utterly fucking usdess! I'mtelling you, Mandy, | hate this godforsaken little town. These
people get someone like me, do they care? Hdll, no! I'm going to immortalize this place. That lab of mine
will be amuseum someday. People will come here to see where the mystery of desth was solved at |adt!
And thisrotten little town spitsin my face.”

Mandy listened to her uncle rave. Outside the deputy's car started up, itslightsflaring briefly againgt the
front window. Then its sound dwindled into the night. “It's late. George. We'd better get some deep.”

“Seep?1'm going to thelab. I've got work to do.”



Her impulse wasto try to stop him, but she redized that her effortswould only put him under greater
pressure. Shelet him go.

In ten minutes hisVVolvo was cranking up, then rattling off down the street. She heard itstires squed at
the comer, then sllence fell about her.

She returned to her bedroom. Too bad the door didn't lock. The idea of staying donein ahouse that had
been entered as easily and recently as this one did not apped to her at all. She hadn't been in bed five
minutes before she thought she heard anoise.

It was ascraping sound, and it came from the sun porch. She sat up in bed, looking into the dark and
listening. The night settled close around her. The moon had set, the crickets stopped. The world had
entered predawn thrall.

Again it came. Definitely from the sun porch. Carefully she pushed back the blanket and sheetsand
swung to the floor. Her first thought wasto go to the kitchen and get aknife. But sheld haveto crossthe
sun porch to do that. She went instead down the hdlway, feeling her way in the dense shadows, until she
had reached the entrance to the porch. While the stars rode and dry |eaves whispered past the windows
shewaited. Therewas afeding of sickness building in her somach; her skin sang with thetickle of dread.
She could not endure the suspense of staying here; she had to act. She would turn on the porch lights.
They would surdly scare away whoever was lurking beyond the door.

The switch clicked loudly. And she clapped her fist to her mouth to stifle a scream. What she saw made
her back away on shaky legs. Then she redlized that those glowing eyes were an animal.

Only ananimd!
Shelaughed around her knuckles. Her heart dowed its awful pounding. The cat meowed.
“Y ou poor cold baby,” she said, coming into thelight. “Let me get you some milk.”

A dtray cat at the door. What ajoke. She had been terrified. As she went across the sun porch, through
the dining room, and into me kitchen, she turned on more lights. She opened the huge ydlow refrigerator
and found it almost empty. There was a dned-up sausage of indeterminate age and make, a package of
Oscar Mayer cotto salami, aioaf of Pepperidge Farm Bread, and down on the bottom shelf apint carton
of half-and-half. That the cat would love.

Shefilled a saucer and went back to the sun porch. When she opened the back door, cold air camein,
and with it avery fad, very large cat. She spilled agood bit of the milk jerking back asthe animal made
itsrush.

It began lapping franticdly at the spillson the floor.
“Y ou are hungry, you poor cregture!”

She closed the door behind it and put the saucer down beside its great head. It really was the most
enormous cat. Black assin, evenitsnose. It had akink in the end of itstail and aravaged ear.

“Y ou poor, ugly old thing.” Gingerly shetouched its back, haf expecting it to bolt. But thiswas no wild
cregture. It arched to her touch, then drank al the harder. A starving, grateful, and very domestic beast.
“You're so swest!”

She felt around its neck, but there was no sign of acollar. Her every touch drew areaction from the
animd. Shefound hersdf stroking it whileit lapped at the milk, just to fed the undulating muscles benegath



the soft black fur.

The cat finished and raised its head. When their eyes met, Mandy was fascinated. The eyes had adightly
snister quaity, the way they gazed so Steadily back at her. They were sharply inteligent. The cat nosed
her hand. It was silent; she could not seem to get it to purr, dmogt asif it was too independent for such
an abject expression of gratitude.

“Areyou gill hungry?’

It stiffened, looked behind and above her. With the silence and grace of an angd it legped over her head
and into the hallway that led from the bedrooms to the sun porch. It was an amazing jump. “Kitty?’

From the direction of her bedroom there came aloud meow, sharp with beckoning. Mandy stood up,
feding atwinge of fear in her confusion, and followed the animal.

Questions. How could amere cat jJump like that? And where had it come from? And what sort of cat
wasit?

And wasn't it beautiful, sharp-faced and glowing, lying on thefoot of her bed, beckoning her with one
open eye?

Feas?
Ringworm?
Fever?

A meow, as soft as some heavenward breeze. And she wastired. She dipped into her bed. “You bea
good watchcat, now.”

Almost asif drugged, she dept. She dreamed she was Alice, fdling forever down the dark well of
Wonderland.

Chapter 3
George dumped the bedroll he had brought up from his car onto the floor of the lab.
“What the hdll isthis?'Y ou going camping?’

“Living hereisthe only certain way to guard thislab. Brother Pierce hasflunkies at the sheriffs office. To
be safe, we have to assume he's also got them among the campus cops.”

“I' hadn't thought of that.” Clark touched the bedroll with histoe. “| suppose you'reright.”
“I amright. Thisis Pierce'stown, not Constance's—afact which weignore at our peril.”
“Constance was unhappy to hear what happened. She sends you agood wish.”

“Why not an effective spdll againg that cretin? I'm telling you, Clark, Conni€'s got to either support me or
abandon me. Therés no middle territory with this.”

Clark looked steadily at him. “I think alittle equivocation isinevitable, given the persona consegquences
shefacesif you succeed.”

George sighed. He couldn't redlly blame Constance Collier. He understood why she rgjected him; his



work involved the transfer of power at the Covenstead. Of course it was hard for Connie. One lesf falls,
another takesits place. The trees persists, but for the blazing leaf autumn is a catastrophe.

“She hasto accept it. She's getting old. God, they initiated her with abullet to the head. She should be
glad that science might take therisk out of it for Amanda.”

“Nothing will take therisk out of it. Therisk ison the other Sde. Y ou might ensure that the body will
come dive again, but nobody can be certain that the soul will find its way back.”

“So Connie says. But a least the inheritor's soul will have abody to return to. In the past that often
wasn't the case.”

“The problem s, they don't lways want to come back.”

“Wall, that isn't our concern. We're only responsible for the body. Speaking of which, let's get to work
and seeif thislab's been booby-trapped or what.”

Clark moved to his station. He began testing their most important pieces of equipment, the devicesthat
killed and restarted the intercrania electrica fied. With this gpparatus they were learning to turn brainson
and off like éectric switches. “How serioudy booby-trapped?’

George went to him. “A problem?’

“Not yet. It just occurred to me that it might blow up in my face. A booby trap could be abomb, if
they'reredly serious”

“Surety even Simon Pierceisn't aterrorist.” When he thought about it, though, George wondered if they
might not bein greater danger than he had redlized.

Clark obvioudy shared his concern. “ They've killed more than one witch, George.”

“The Gregorys?’ It was supposed to have been an accident, the Gregory fire last winter. Al! four
members of the family had been killed in their home. Libby Gregory was high priestess of one of the town
covens.

George peered into the forest of wiresthat led to the isolation chamber where they had killed and
restarted the frog. His gaze traveled aong the red |leads to each € ectro-magnetic coil. He was looking for
anew wire snaking off to God knew what. “I think it's okay.”

“Maybe we'd better stand back, just in case. And warn Bonnie.”

“Let'sdo morethan that. Let's set the switches and then hit the generator from the other room. And open
al thewindows.”

They went into the main control room. Beyond, in the menagerie, Bonnie could be seen cleaning cages.
“Hey, Bonnie, we're turning on the step-up transformer. Duck and cover, dearie.”
“What'sgoing on?’

“Look at this. | say 'duck and cover' and the firgt thing you do is poke your nose out. What if we were
under attack? Do you redlize that an atomic blast can vaporize you at four thousand feet? Unless you
duck and cover, in which case you burn more dowly,”

“George, you're o weird.”



“Weird and wonderful, my little chickadee. If we live through this, let's go to bed together.”
“Dark, thrash that man.”

“Now, Clark, don't deny an old man his pleasures.”

“I'm not interested in Bonnie. | have other plans.”

Bonnie bristled at that. “ Constance going to marry you off to some pubescent pnestess, eh, so you can
mind the babieswhile your wife spendsdl night lathered with ointment balling the priests?

“Y ou could live on the Covenstead if you would accept itsrule,” dark said gently. “It might do you a
great dedl of good.”

“I guessI'm too much of arebd. Smelling dl that hedth food when | go out there givesme an
overwhelming compulsion to est about four Big Macs. I'm best off being atown witch where | don't have
toliveby arule”

“Wedont live by rules, Bonnie. We dl agree on how welive.”

“Which means only that you're witling to push abroom for the anointed and take orders from teenage
girls”

“No, that's a complete misconception. There's no fixed hierarchy on the Covenstead. Bonnie, | wish
you'd just give achance for a couple of weeks—"

“Okay, kids, let'snot get into that discussion right now when we could be sitting on Brother Pierce's Fat
Man on our way to Hirashima. I've powered up the transformer. I'm going to open the lines.”

George stepped into the anima room with Bonnie and closed the door.

“George, isit redly dangerous, or isyour paranoia getting the better of you?’
“Weve got to take precautions. They werein thislab, after al.”

“The other animas arefine, by theway,” Bonnie said. “ Just the one frog missing.”
George shook hishead. “The onefrog.”

“I ran blood tests on Tess and Gort, to be sure there were no dow poisons or anything. They'rein good
shape.”

“Smdll blessings count in thisimpoverished place. We can't begin to afford new rhesus monkeys.”
“Thelinesare open,” dark cdled. “I'm activating the cage.”

“Wait. Get out of (here.”

“I have to watch the readings. If we overpuise well burn out the whole thing.”

“It might be dangerous.”

Dark st hisjaw. “Congtance assigned meto thislab.” He needed to explain himself no further. George
understood the loydty of the witchesto their queen. Asamember of atown coven, hefelt it himself,
athough lessstrongly.



The lights dimmed when dark turned on the extremely intense magnetic field that was the heart of the
device. It was so powerful that € ectronswithin it were forced to dasis.

Electric motorsin the field would stop, batteries cease to emit energy. And sensitive dectrica systems,
such as brains and nerves, would cease to function. A few secondsin this magnetic limbo sufficed to stop
the animd's nervous system and render it effectively dead, dthough completely undamaged. Astime
passed, of course, cells would begin to deteriorate. Enough time and the deterioration would become
irreversble. But before then the anima could be restarted by turning off the field and shocking its heart
back into action.

The system was potentidly safer than anesthesia, and the suspension of critical body functions opened up
undreamed-of surgica possihilities. George fdt that his work was important even beyond Constance's
wishto useitin theancient ritud of initiation. If thingswent right, he had achance & immortaity here. He
dreamed of aNobel, achair a MIT, himsdf strolling the byways of Cambridge in aratty tweed suit, ripe
in age and honor.

The witch ritual was the most important thing right now, though. He loved the craft, its spirit and itsaims.
And the danger and drama of true initiation, the walk in the world of me dead: that was the greatest
possible human adventure, and he was excited to be apart of it.

The ancient ritual now perssted in the West only at the Covenstead. Animists such as American Indians
had stopped practicing it. Among the Apache, to become a shaman it had once been necessary to throw
onesdf off acliff. Those who lived passed theinitiation. Those who died, died.

George listened to the humming of the gpparatus It sounded fine. “What kind of readings, Clark?’
“Lookslike we're okay. No unusua power drains, no sign of damage.”

George returned to the main lab. He put his hand on dark’s shoulder. “ That was a brave thing to do,
dayingin here”

“A calculated risk. | thought perhaps they wouldn't have the technica skill to hook abomb into this
system even if they wanted to.”

Dark powered down the field. The lightsflickered again, and the cage made afaint crackling noise. A
sharp stench of ozonerilled the air. George pressed the floor switch that turned on the ventilators. He
realized that he was shaking. He was surprised that there hadn't been any damage to the equipment.

Suddenly he was weeping. Most men would have looked away, embarrassed. True to the custom of the
witches, though, dark threw his arms around George and comforted him.

“You know,” he said softly, “no matter how hard thisis, we've got to keep going. | don't want to be
maudlin, but frankly, an awful lot of peoplewill be helped by our work. We have amisson, and that can't
be forgotten.”

Bonnie camein and put her hand on his shoulder. “George, we're with you, I'm with you.”

He wished she had been the one hugging him. But when dark let him go, she judged the moment ended
and also waked into the animal room.

Thiswasfollowed by slence: it was not pleasant to know they were under Sege. Asit penetrated, this
hard truth deepened their upset even more. “What | don't get is, Pierce takes the exact frog we were
working on,” George said. “How did he known which one?’



“Theisolateterrarium,” Clark replied. “It's separate from the rest.”
“I guess. | hope weve seen thelast of him.”

Clark stopped working. For amoment he appeared reluctant to speak. Then he seemed to gather some
internd force to himsdf. “Frankly, George, this Brother Pierceisalot more powerful around here even
than you redlize. Oh, | admit he's been having his attendance problems lately, at least if you believe the
paper. But the man has more charismain his big toe than your average fire-breathing demagogue doesin
hiswhole corpus delicti. Y ou oughta see this campus on a Sunday morning when Brother Fierceis
working some big issue. Empty. And people are not deeping it off, they are down at the Tabernacle for
the Sunday Student Worship. Even the drug scene at Bixter'sis getting noticeably smdler. Were
becoming aBible college”

“That's what we get for admitting al these Jersey rednecks. We ought to recruit out of state.”

“My point is, we're surrounded by the guy. HE's everywhere. If afundamentalist preacher can get
something going on amodem college campus, he'sal but unstoppable. And Brother Pierce owns
Maywell State. Smple asthat.”

“So what's our dternative? Shut down the lab and go home?’

“It amountsto afurther impetusto work fast, in my opinion. Even beyond the funding problem. The
longer we take, the more trouble he can cause us.”

“What do you suggest”?’

“Damn the experimental protocols and go for the big win. | think the way to go isto move directly to the
rhesus experiment.” dark's eyes were hollow. “ Despite the problems we're bound to encounter.”

“But what about the Stohimeyer people? Wed be violating our own experimentd protocols.”

“We have an obligation.” Hisvoice shook. “Congtance tells me that time is short. She can't wait much
longer.”

“It'sahdl of arisk.”
“What if this place is bombed or burned down? Therisk of that could be even grester.”

Since the monkeys were dready under hed th-status observation, it would take less time to work one of
them up than to recast the frog experiment. In addition to proving an experimental animad's hedlth, they
had to measure thetiny voltagesin its brain and adjust dl of their instruments to them so that the cresture
wouldn't bein effect shorted out when they nullified itsinterna eectrical fidd. It wasalong, complex
task. But they had been measuring the monkeys regularly for weeks, dark had a point. 1t would indeed
be faster to go straight to the monkeys and forget the frogs. The riskswere clear: if they failed,
Stohlmeyer would cut them off. Then there was the equipment difficulty. “Monkeysare alot bigger than
frogs. How do we get money to expand the fidd?’

With arueful look dark withdrew hiswaliet, pulied out aVISA card. “All | have.”
“Three thousand dollars on a credit card?’

“Onethousand, sadly enough. And you're good for another, unless| missmy guess. Or did Kate pick
your bones?’



George's hitter reply echoed through the dank, animal-scented lab. *“1'm good for another thousand only
if | cangetaloanonmy car.”

“We could try Congtance. It'sjust alittle cash. Surely she can give usthat without exposing the link
between the lab and the Covenstead.”

Bonnie called from the anima room, “Y ou know how conservative sheis, George. Y ou'll never get it out
of her.”

“She wants speed, yet she doesn't like usto kill afew animas. And shewon't give us any money!
Constance ether hasto commit to thisor forget it. Y ou tell her that, dark. Unless she gives me the money
to expand the cages, I'm throwing in the towe.”

“No, George. No, you aren't. Y ou know we can't risk afinancid link between the Covenstead and this
lab. And you need your Stohlmeyer. Otherwise, how will you gain legitimacy in the outsde world?
Research funded by witchcraft? Come on.”

“Congtance could find away,” Bonnie cdled. “ She'sjust tight with money.”

Clark ignored her. “Well manage, George, somehow. | wish | wasrich, I'd kick in the whole amount.
Since she's so committed, maybe Bonnie can kick in.”

George's eyes brightened. “ Hey, Bonnie, that'sawonderful idea. You'll surely invest money in your
brilliant professor.”

A loud guffaw from the anima room. George opened the door between the two rooms, |etting an even
more powerful burst of odor into the lab. Swamp water and frog piss, sour bananas and monkey shit.
“It'sour rice bowls, Bonnie. All three of us”

“| seemto recdl that I'm on a scholarship. Where am | supposed to get money?’

“Y ou buy plenty of dope over at Bixter's, my dear girl,” dark said. “I've seen you score aquarter-k at a
time”

“What're you, the house dick? Do they keep conduct cards on us out at the Covenstead now? Eh, Mr.
Sarch?’

“Y ou poor woman. Y ou're awitch, and you're still not free. We know that the difference between good
and evil isilluson. We dso know not to confuse the two.”

“ Goody—"

“Thered truth isthat you know that nobody cares at the Covenstead whether you're abad little girl or
rm.’l

“Oh, no, they just get those condescending smiles on their faces—’

“They don't care! Y our bondageisyour guilt. But it's yours, Bonnie. Y ou should take alesson from
Congtance. Sheknowswhat it isto be free.”

“Bonnie's bound, Connie's free. Sounds like somekind of aspell to me.”
“| can't get through to you. Y ou just do not understand that the evil isthe guilt.”

Bonnie sneered. “ Drop the holier-than-thou condescension, will you? It bores me. | can be adamned



good witch without your help, dark.”

Shaking his head, he went into the animal room. “Let's concentrate on the problem at hand. If we don't
come up with three grand worth of coilsfor the rhesusfield, we are out of business.”

George followed dark. Bonnie was preparing alikely-looking frog for its physical. “If we compressthe
observation timeto forty-eight hours, we can be on-line with this beauty by Thursday night.”

“Thereésydlow gik coming out of itsanus, Bonnie dear,” Clark said.
“That'sA & D ointment. | just took itstemperature.”

“Clark makes agood point, Bonnie. If we expanded the field we could go with a rhesus tomorrow
morning. As soon aswe get the coils”

“I have no money. And we couidn'l pry another purchase order out of accounting with acrowbar. So let
me finish getting little frogger here measured.”

“Bonnie, we can get two thousand dollars between the two of us. Surely you're good for another thou.”
“Wrong.”

George went close to her. There were two waysto characterize thislittle witch: one, she was delicious
and delightful; two, she was one stubborn lady. At night she swam through his senses. But only in fantasy.
She wouldn't take her old professor serioudy. “Even in the anima room you smell like an angedl.” She
gmiled. “Bonnie, you know what this meansto me. I'm past fifty, darling.”

“I'mwell aware of that.”

“Adde from making me as sexudly interesting to you asit so obvioudy does, it meansthat | will dieasad
old manif | don't succeed with this experiment. Y ou're young, you have your life ahead of you. Thisismy
last throw, honey. After this, sunset and bye-bye.”

She put the frog back into its terrarium. “ George Walker, you are ahypocrite, a charmer, and a bastard.
If I gave you athousand, it would be out of other peopl€'s money. Their happiness money. And they
would be so mad if they couldn't get high. Mad a me.”

“What do | have to do, go down on bended knee?’ Even as he spoke, his eyes went to the two rhesus
monkeysin their big cage. They stared back at him, sullen and bored. He could sense their hatred.

“It might be fun to watch but it wouldn't help.”

George went over to the rhesus cage. He was tempted to make aface back at the ugly beasts. “How
much smaller is Tessthan Gort?”

“Tessiseighteen pounds. Gort's twenty-two.”
“I mean in body mass?’

“Tessis 56.75 cubic centimeters of monkey. She's approximately 77 percent of Gort's mass. What are
you getting a?’

“Tessmight fit into athree-foot fidld. That's only nine more cails. Y ou wouldn't have to give any money.”

“Good. My customerswould kill mevery, very dowly if | stole their money. And that'swhat it would



amount to. I've got about sixty dollars of my own.”

George put his hands on her trim hips. She did not move away and she did not respond. She smply
became very ill. Such planshe had for thisdip of agirl! If the rhesus phase succeeded, she was next.
Dear little Bonnie was going to be the first person to die and liveto tell about it. Assuming he could
convince her. Assuming the mere suggestion didn't send her running for the nearest bus depot. But the
problem of convincing her didn't need to be faced just yet.

George wrote out a purchase order for the coils. When they were delivered, Tess, poor dear, would
have amost extraordinary experience. Obliviousto her future, she sat in her cage delousing her mate and
rolling her lips back. If George worked at it, he could probably get Techtronicsto ddliver before noon
today. They had trucks up to the college dl thetime.

Desr little Tess. Not abig rhesus, not a scared rhesus. Not yet.

Chapter 4
Mandy didn't need amap to find her way to the Collier estate.

It took up the whole southwestern comer of the Maywell township and went beyond. The lands of the
origind grant included Stone and Storm mountains and the valley between them, an area of eighty
thousand acresin New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Mandy drove down Bridge Street toward the entrance
to the edtate.

A dtillnessfilled the morning air. Red and yellow and orange trees overhung the old brick street. Here and
there children dawdled past on their way to school. Beside Bridge Street and sometimes benegth it
Maywell Brook shimmered in the sunlight. Autumn was the dow season for water, and the brook sighed
along its gouged, muddy bed. It was al so familiar, so peaceful, asif she had |eft only afew hours ago.
But the years had changed the familiarity of Maywell. Once this place had been, smply, life. Now it hurt
to be here.

Mandy glanced at her watch. 9:20. She was due to meet the great lady in ten minutes. The great and
dangerouslady. Asachild Mandy had been cautioned never to speak to Constance Collier—not that
she ever had. Except for her occasiond forbidden intrusions onto the estate with other kidsto watch
witch rituds, she had only once or twice glimpsed the legendary figure Sitting regdly in the back of her
enormous old Cadillac limousine, driven to someloca function by one of her earnest acolytes.

On one memorable occasion she and Constance had locked gazes, as the old lady was driven dowly
down Maplein her big black car. That waswhen life a the Walker house was entering the deepest level
of hell. A quart bottle of gin went into the garbage every two days, and the arguments made Who's
Afrad of VirginiaWoolf sound likeaMarx Brothersfilm.

High up in her maple, Mandy had observed the car. It was moving very dowly. Asit drew near she
redlized that the old woman was watching her carefully.

Sometimes she dreamed of that car, coming unlit down the night street, and sometimes of the old lady
drifting out of it like mist which would dip across the lawn, benegath the shadow of the mapletree. . . and
then shewould seethetdl, severe shadow in the hal, or fed abony hand on her forehead. . .

Once she heard her father screaming in the basement, and there was alow, sharp voice between the
screams, and little Mandy had thought. She'sin the house. Constance Coallier isin the house.,

In the morning she had decided that it had to have been adream.



In those days Constance had seemed frightening. Now the fact that she was awitch was a matter of
indifference to Mandy. What she wasinterested in was thisillustration assignment. There was no reason
AmandaWalker couldn't become the next Michagl Hague or even the next Arthur Rackham. Beyond
that, though, illugtrating a Grimm's offered her a chance to express her craft to the fullest.

Mandy was convinced that her visons of thefairy taleswere origina and powerful and new. Surely they
would stun die art world if they were ever painted.

All that stood between her and success wasthisfinal interview. It promised to be hard. How had Will
described Constance Callier? Quixotic. Rude. Imperious. And you were never late to an appointment
with her. Nol ever wasthe way he had put it. From her own past, Mandy could easily imagine Miss
Collier to be even harder to deal with than Will had said.

Soon the forbidding brick wall that marked the towns ide edge of the estate appeared out the right
window of the Volks. It was vine-covered but in excellent repair. Iron spikes jutted up from it, hooked
out at their tops. Perhaps the incursions from the town had grown more aggressive in recent years. There
was no scaling that wall now and dropping over, sweaty and breathless, knees skinned and heart

pounding.

The main gate, which Mandy had never before entered, was securdly closed. Mandy pulled up and got
out of her car. The gate was Ssmple, amost stark, made of wrought-iron bars topped by more spikes. It
might aswell have enclosed a prison. Along thetop of it were the familiar brassletters, “ This Land of
Dark,” from aline of Constance Collier's great poem. Faery: “Entered she thisland of dark, borne by the
mist'sown hand.”

How very quiet this place was, and how old. The trees soared huge and silent. The only sound was that
of an occasond leaf whispering to the ground.

Beyond the gate was a narrow dirt road, curving off into athick forest the kids had aways avoided,
preferring to go the long way around, by thefields.

Mandy pulled and pushed at the gate until her feet scraped on the brick paving. The hinges didn't even
creak.

Shelooked left and right—and saw asmall gateman's house with itsiron door hanging open. Insdewas
adisused telephone on afrayed cord. She picked it up, put it to her ear. “Hello?” Dead. “Great.” It was
now 9:30 exactly. “Marvelous.” She was getting off to awonderful start. She would be fired before she
even met her employer.

But she musin't befired. Thisjust had to work; it had to. Her alternativeswere blesk: illustrating the
covers of paperbacks or maybe getting into advertising. To Mandy there was no thought more horrifying
than that of being forced to abandon her vison and just use her skill. She had seen such people, had even
interviewed in afew ad agencies. It had chilled her to walk down the long rows of trendy offices, each
withitslight box and drafting table, and see the gray people huddling therein frayed designer jeansand
Yves Saint Laurent shirts.

She ddliberated dimbing the gate:

Then she saw that there was another door in the back of the gateman's house, one that led into the estate.
It opened eadly. As she pushed it, paper rattled. There was a note taped to the back, whereit couldn't
be seen from the sireet. “ Please be sure this locks behind you, Miss Walker.”

Obvioudy thiswas the way she had been intended to come. Nice of Will T. Turner totell her. Heredly



wasavery margina person.

Onceinsde the estate she went around to the back of the main gate and |ooked for some sort of a
handle. There was nothing.

Furiousthat none of these procedures had been explained to her, she hurried back to her car and parked
it asfar off theroad as possible, then dragged her precious portfolio out of the back seat and reentered
the estate on foot. All of her most important work was in thisworn black case, everything she had ever
drawn or painted relaing to Grimm'sfairy taes.

The portfolio was heavy. Mandy couldn't be too mad at Will. Hetried hard. If she had been planning
intelligently, shewould have called Miss Callier last night to reconfirm, and found out about this hike.

A few moments after she started off she found hersalf dowing her pace, despite her lateness. Finaly she
stopped atogether. She smply could not help it. She wasin awonderful cathedra of trees, their black
trunks stretching to crowns of brilliant autumn color. Leaveslittered the dirt road, marking the dust with
bright splotches.

Thiswas awesome. Too many months in Manhattan had made her forget the passionate silence of the
woods. She began to walk again, now aso noticing therich scent of the air, cleansed by autumn rot.

This place was not only beautiful and dark and huge, it was dso something €l se she could not quite name.
The very dightest of shivers coursed through her body and she began to walk alittle faster. It was asif
the woods itsalf was not entirety unconscious.

She had no ideahow long thisroad might be. In any case it waslonger than necessary to make her
thoroughly late. She marched adong lugging the portfolio, trying to hum and not succeeding.

Her imagination was redly too vivid for this. “Y ou know I'm here, don't you,” she whispered. Leaves
dtirred down. The treesfiltered the bright morning sun to golden haze.

The colors here were magnificent: these must be very robust trees. Plants die gaily because they are sure
of their own resurrection. Not so higher creatures. All things that share the terror of find death are
brothers, from the microbe to the man.

The road curved upward, finaly cresting a hundred yards ahead. L ong before she was close to the top,
Mandy was breathing hard. Even so the chill of morning had vitalized her. Shefdt physicaly wonderful,
her whole body snging.

What, she wondered, was the origin of the legend of the watcher in the woods? This place was so alive,
but not in ahuman sort of away. Trees were enigmatic beings. She knew that man had once
acknowledged this dienness by considering them the temples of his most mysterious gods, me forest
spirits. Now those gods were cast low. Who once had been worshiped in the woods was today
captured in fairy talesand caled atroll.

Grimm'swasthe net, after al, in which the Chrigtian world had captured the old gods, diminishing their
power (or soit thought) by making them the stuff of children's stories.

Just this side of the crest she came to adarker place in the forest, where the trunks of the trees seemed
more enormous, the carpet of leaves thicker.

She saw asmall face, very ill, peering a her from ahole a the base of one of the trees. Her
imagination, of course.



She bent close, and watched with horror asit took on the absolutely solid appearance of something quite
red. She garted away fromit, giving alittle, involuntary cry. The sound was rendered tiny by the
immengity of the place. And the face was quiteterrible.

It just didn't seem possible that something so smdl, so strikingly inhuman, could be there—but she could
gl seeit in outline even from ten feet away. As she watched it, an awful coldness seemed to dide up out
of the ground and possess her whole body. She dragged her portfolio around to the front, afragile shield.

She backed to the far edge of the road. She was suddenly freezing cold, almost sick, fighting the impulse
to panic Hight.

Her mind worked franticaly, seeking some way of explaining theimpossible presence. A dwarf? No.
Perhaps a statuette. Y es, that must beit.

But she could see the moisture gleaming onits eyebdls.

She decided to get out of here. She would phone Constance Callier from the safety of some coffee shop
intown.

Her watch told her it was 9:45. By the time she got back to the car and drove into town it would be
10:15 at least. Over the phone Miss Collier could so easily tell her to forget the whole thing.

There redlly was no choice. Reason said that she was not facing some supernatural creature, not atroll,
not one of Constance Collier'sfaeries. Such things were not real, not anymore.

But amad dwarf from some nearby mental ingtitution could be very redl. And wasn't there a Peconic
Vadley Ingtitute for the Criminaly Insane? Either she walked past it or she gave up thisjob. Shaking, her
hands clutching the portfolio, she started off for the crest of the hill. More than anything, she expected to
find that the gpparition in the hole was gone, afigment of her vivid imagination. But it was il
there—staring out of blank stone eyes.

She stooped to look more closdly at what was now quite clearly alittle statue. It was asneering, evil tittle
elf, acreature of the cracks and holes of the world. Perhaps amandrake, or alittle fee guarding the lands

of Faery.
A woods of fabulous spdlls, Oid sticks and roots and holes, Leannan's grand dominion. . .

When she remembered those lines from Faery, the menace of the woods evaporated like arotten mist.
Aswith new eyes shelooked around her. What had been hogtile was now suffused with wonderment.
Thelittle face was not sneering, it was grimacing to frighten any who might threaten its queen. One of her
doughty fairy soldiers.

Mandy was delighted. These were the actua woods of the poem. Here atwenty-year-old Constance
Collier had written the dream of Leannan, the Fairy Queen. ..

With anewly confident tread, full of gladness and awe, Mandy marched to the top of the rise. Spreading
before her was amagnificent vistaindeed. The road had been carefully planned to take advantage of it. It
meandered down acrosstherolling green fiddsto along lake dusted with lilies and swans, and thence
across the wide pasture that led to the house. How typical of Will T. Turner to describe this place smply
as“crumbling.” Had he been forced to leave his car a the gate and come on fool aso? Probably trudged
thisvery road, thinking that the gate was rusted closed, the leaves not raked, that there were rather too
many liliesin the pond, and the green was high with cockle-burs and danddlions.

And he never noticed that he wasin the Land of Dark, where lived the Faery of Constance Collier's



extraordinary creation. Poor Will T. Turner.

Emerging from the woods, Mandy set out acrossthe fields, filling her nostrils with the dry, sharp scent of
autumn brush, her mind flashing image after image of paintings that must be painted here.

Late or not, Congtance Collier had an illustrator. Amanda Waker had decided that she would not be
driven off, not even at the point of agun.

I'll do Hansdl and Gretd in the woods, of course. And Briar-Rose's castle from this vista, with the
thombushes choking the rampartsin just thislight.

Everywhere she looked there were more glories, wonderful wooden fences dl tumbling down, a
shattered hayrick, agreat rusting contraption of scythes that must once have mowed the lawns.

How exactly right Constance Collier wasto let it go to its natural state. If ever there had been happy
land, thiswasit.

Oh, Pollyanna, smite on. Y ou are heading toward arough meeting with avery difficult old lady.
Constance Collier egtsillugtrators for breskfast. She had quite literdly fired the great Hammond Morris
by burning the pictures he had done for Voyage to Dawn. When she heard that story, Mandy had felt
contempt for Constance Collier. But she hadn't been offered this job then.

As she approached the house, she began to see that it wasindeed in serious disrepair. The architecture
was Palladian and very eegant, red brick and white columns, alovely curved side porch, tal! empty
windows. Leaves were everywhere, choking the gutters, matting the walks, blowing about on the porch.

There wasn't asound. Despite the cool air, the bright morning sun was making Mandy sweet. Her
portfolio had grown heavier, and she was glad to lean it against the wall when shefindly reached the
house. She went up between thetall, pedling columns and hunted for adoorbell. She settled for
knocking.

Her blows echoed back from within. There wasn't an answering sound, not the clatter of feet, not acall.
When she knocked again, though, there was a tartling flutter of wings at the edge of the porch. Six or
seven huge crows wheedled about in the front yard, then settled into an oak and commenced to caw at
one another.

“Hdlo!”

The sound of her voice caused the crows to rise again. They rushed back and forth across the weedy
yard, their wings snapping with every turn.

When she knocked, the door rattled. It was obvioudy unlocked. Telling hersdlf that old people are hard
of hearing, Mandy turned the blackened brass knob and pushed the door open.

Inside was a shadowy central halway with roomsto theleft and right. The hdl runner was old but fine,
the lighting fixtures e egantly fluted. When Mandy pushed the buttons on die switchplate, none of them
turned on. She looked at mem; bits of wax reveaed that they were now used for candles. Halfway down
the hall abrand-new Panasonic vacuum cleaner could be seen in an open broom closet. At least there
was some electricity ill in the house. Thistouch of modem technology gave her hope, until she saw that
the machine was not only new but not even completely unpacked. Itsbody was still in aplastic bag; asa
matter of fact, al the packing materid was visible beyond the end of the hdll, in die kitchen. Somebody
had been wrapping it up, perhapsto send it back.

As she proceeded into the house, the crows crowded onto the front porch, cawing and bickering among



themselves, their voices echoing in the silence. But aso, there were softer voices, and they were nearby.
“Y ou've got to be more careful,” said aman. An older man, whispering. An dderly woman: “1 must keep
on. By the Goddess, I'm so close!”

“MissCollier?’

A gasp at thetop of the stairs, then silence. Mandy sensed that she had interrupted avery private
conversation. She would have returned to the front door, but by thistime she was closer to the kitchen,
30 she hurried toward the back.

In the center of the kitchen was a heavy oaken table, itslegs elaborately carved with gargoyles and
grapevines. On it there was atoasting frame, of the kind meant to be held over an open fire, and a
partidly cut loaf of homemade raisin bread.

AsMandy crossed the floor, she noticed that there were candlesin the lighting fixture that hung down
fromtheceling.

And then she saw something redlly amazing: an ancient iron hand pump at the sink in place of the usud
faucet. Attached to the wall behind it was asmall hot water geyser such as Mandy had seen in the cheap
hotels she had stayed in during her European days.

The stove, to the right of the sink, was a huge woodburning iron monster with eight burners acrossits
massive top. “Roya Dawn” was embossed in the ironwork on the oven doors. The witch could have
cooked Gretel in such an oven and had room |eft over for acouple of nice casseroles.

A thrill of childhood fear touched her. Sheld never seen mis place, but Jmmy Murphy and Bonnie Haver
had sneaked in and seen a beautiful young woman cooking at this very stove. “ She was pretty but her
face was glowing in thefirdight,” Jmmy had said. “ She was so scary | thought | was going to peeinmy
pants”

That had happened ten years ago, haf alifetime for Mandy. If Constance remembered, it probably
seemed like yesterday.

From beyond the kitchen window there came thefirst loud sound Mandy had heard at this house, and it
more or less astonished her. It was a splash, followed immediately by the distinct boing of adiving board.

Could Constance Collier possibly be in swimming—awoman past eighty, and in autumn? Mandy hurried
out the back door and down an overgrown brick walk, which curved around atangle of cedars. She
came now upon another surprise. Thewalk ended in some brick steps, which led into aformal
garden—overgrown, of course—surrounding aswimming pool inlaid with € aborate mosaicswhich
shimmered benegth the agitated water.

A young man, lithe and pae, hisblond hair streaming like smoke behind him in the water, swvam
vigoroudy from one end of the poal to the other.

“Hdlo?
Oblivious, he swam another 1ap.
“Excueme”

He stopped, touched the edge of the pool. “Oh.” When he stood up in the wai st-deep water, Mandy
saw that he was naked.



Shewasingantly angry at him for flustering her, and spoke quickly. “1'm sorry to disturb you. I'm looking
for MissCallier.”

“She's not in the house?” He showed no inclination to hide himself. Shetried to keep her eyeson his
face.

“| called. Nobody answered me.”

“ She's supposed to bein there having an argument with my father.” He came out of the water, grabbed a
towel from the grass, and began drying himsdlf. “Were her birdsthere?’

“Her birds?’
“The seven ravens. They're dmost dwayswith her. If they were there, so was she.”

Asthe boy approached, the towel around his shoulders, Mandy redlized that he was younger than he had
seemed. Perhaps he was sixteen. Adolescent down brushed histop lip. “1'm Robin,” he said. Mandy
knew shewas coloring;

Robin was very, very beautiful, in al the ways she enjoyed in the mae. His muscles were firm but not
knotty. His skin was smooth, yet he did not look soft. And his genitalswere, well, very much there.

He had been waiting for some moments before she redlized that he was holding out his hand. Shetook it,
pumped it once. He held firmly to her hand, raised it to hislips, and kissed it. She felt the warmth of his
breath on her skin. He smiled dightly, glancing down at his own turgidity. Mandy battled not to shake,
and sheinwardly cursed the heat she could fed in her cheeks. “I'm Amanda Walker,” she said evenly.
“Theillugtrator. I'm doing the Grimm's project with Miss Collier.”

He shook his head. “I don't know anything abouit it. Perhaps vy can help you. My sister.” Hetook a
step closer to her. She could see his teeth behind his half-opened lips. His smile was so subtle that it
managed to imply passion and politeness at the same time. Nothing could be read in his obsidian eyes,
which contrasted oddly with the blond hair and sunny Nordic skin.

“My sgter issunning hersdf in the maze, where the breeze can't get to her.”

Mandy had not redlized that the great tangle of cedar in the center of the garden was, or had been, a
maze. She was glad to turn away from the young man, though. He had a nerve not even wrapping his
towe around himsdlf.

Close up, the maze smelled strongly of cedar oil. Mandy found the entrance and went a short distancein.
Robin's renewed splashes were absorbed by the thick and long-untended growth. There remained only
the faint screaming of the crows. The creosote path was so overgrown that Mandy had to go on her
hands and knees to make any progress. It wasn't a difficult maze, because the way in was marked by a
string. No wonder; there was no fun to be had struggling through these weedy corridorsfull of
spiderwebs and sticky cedar balls.

At the center of the maze was a complete surprise, adelightful secret garden. It was perhapsthirty feet
square, and peopled by statuary. All the figures were characters from Constance Collier's books: there
was Pandoric, the wicked homed boy; opposite him his mother Drydana, who had the power to turn
herself into awoodpecker. At opposite ends of the garden were Braura the huge maiden bear, rearing
up, her faronze claws gleaming in the sun, facing Eipot, the King of the Cats, who had one shredded ear
and knew among other dungs how to fly. In the middle, on amarble pediment, stood the Fairy Queen,
thetiny Leannan, Congtance Collier's greatest creation, beautifully sculpted, with her trim waist and



alabaster arms, her firm nose and delicate lips, and her wide gray eyes. The sculptor had captured not
only Miss Collier's description of her character but the deeper wildness that sent the L eannan racing
through her forests, “the wild huntress screaming so shrilly that it froze the footsteps of whom she
sought.”

“Excuse me. Who areyou, may | ask?’

“Oh, I'm sorry! The statue—I'm Amanda Walker. Theillugtrator. I'm here for my appointment with Miss
Callier.”

“Y ou were meseting her in here?”
“Wall, not actudly in this spot. But here, yes, a the estate.”

Ivy rummaged among the things that had been spread out around her, pulled out ablue-faced watch. “It's
10:30. She's il with my father.”

“Do you know if she was expecting me?’

“I don't know. I've been here aimost all morning.” vy was every hit as handsome as her brother. Mandy
found her presence, though, even more disturbing. There was something confusing about her looks, the
strong-muscled ams and legs, the tiny breasts beneath the pnm black bathing suit, the soft, gentle face
with those dark humorous eyes. If such awoman were to embrace her, Mandy wondered, what would

happen then?

“I'mafrad I'mterribly late. | wasdue a 9:30.” The girl stared a her, dmogt asif she thought her mad.
“A migtake,” Mandy added miserably. “Pleasehep me.” The girl smiled at that. “'Y ou sound like you're
desperate.” “1 know she doesn't like people to belate. The job is very important to me. And I'm so latel”

“Y ou shell forgive, Amanda.”
“Where can | find her, can you tell methat?’

“Look what | have here.” The girl bent down and picked up abig, colorfully illustrated book that Mandy
recognized &t once.

“The Hobbes edition of Faery!”

“Signed and hand-colored by Hobbesjust for Connie. Isn't it wonderful?” She gave the precious volume
to Mandy dmogt indifferently.

“But this—it'sextraordinary. | didn't even know it existed.” Shelooked down at the lesther embossed
cover. Reverently she opened it. Tucked inside was a photograph of Hobbes sitting with amuch younger
Constance Collier on the pediment of this very statue. He wore awing collar and astriped shirt, the cuffs
rolled up to the elbows. Shewasin along dress, itstop of lace. Her dark Celtic eyes gazed merrily at her
companion, who looked rather stunned.

This book was not illustrated with washed etchings as Mandy had assumed but with the delicate origina
watercolorsthat had been their models.

A Hobbeswatercolor of this quality went for five thousand dollars. And how many were here? At least
twenty. “My God.”

“See Leannan sinking dead, her eyes pearled by dew, Falling al ruined upon fearsome Brauras bed.”



Amandawas surprised a lvy's erudition. “Y ou know Faery?’

“Of course. Why do you think we're here, Robin and 1? We are students, just as you are a student.”
“I'manilludrator.”

“That was only apretext to get you here. You'll see. She'sgot dl sorts of ideasfor you.”

Just then anew voice cracked from among the cedars.

“Thereyou are, you prowling ninny! Come out of there! Why didn't you come upstairs? Y ou must have
heard us.”

“MissCollier?’

A tal, thin woman in adusty suit appeared among the shrubs. She burgt forth brushing spiderwebs and
twigsfrom her tweeds. “What in Goddess name are you doing in here? Oh! What do you have in your
hands, you stupid girl!”

Mandy was horrified. All she could do was hold out the priceless book and hope that Ivy would own up
to her wrongdoing.

“Don't giveitto me! I'll drop it on the way back. Oh, be careful, careful! Don't let those cedars touch the
leather, they'll sart acid rot going! How could anybody be so thoughtlesst Come on!”

Mandy's heart pounded as she hurried along behind Constance Collier, the precious book cradled in her
arms. Back in the maze she heard soft laughter and redlized that brother had joined sster from some
hidden entrance, and both were enjoying the joke together—

She followed Constance through the kitchen and into atall library, its bookcases laden with calfskin and
morocco bindings. A heavy silence descended, punctuated only by the crows. Finally Constance spoke.

“Put it on the table. There. Now, young woman, are you mad? Y ou must be to comein here and take the
very best volume | have and carry it out into the sun, and then you go into mat dirty old maze—it's
crimind.”

“l didnt—"

“No excused If you want to work with me, the first thing you've got to learn isto stop making excuses. |
consder excuses loathsome.”

Mandy knew she wasturning scarlet, and hated hersdf for it. Blushing was acurse. But there was
nothing she could do about it. She could only hope againgt hope and push ahead. “I brought my portfolio.
Miss Callier. Of theidess|'ve had for the Grimm'sillustrations.” Should she add that it contained dl the
really good ideas she had ever had for Grimm'’s, and amounted to the best of her lifeswork? No point.
The sketches and paintings would spesk for themselves.

Constance Callier replaced the Hobbesin adipcase on the leather-covered library table. “Hekilled my
husband, in case you've ever wondered. Hobbes killed Jack.”

Mandy recalled that Jack Collier had died under somewhat sensationa circumstances back in the early
twenties. A hunting accident or something. “1 didn't know that.”

“Shot him. Shot us both.” She stared at the book for some moments. “Y ou come highly recommended.”
She looked up, her facefor thefirst time clear to Mandy. It had the startlingly smian gppearancethat is



sometimes associated with great age. Here and there were vestiges of the legendary beauty of the
twenties and thirties, the dramatically straight, thick eyebrows, the narrow, angled nose. Gone, though,
werethose full, mysteriouslips and the amazing lusciousness of complexion that Stieglitz had captured in
his portraits of her.

Oddly enough, the same years which had devoured her sensudity had granted Constance Collier a
deeper mystery yet: despite the fact that she was dack and dry, admost aleaf of awoman, her eyes shone
with intense light. Mandy found herself very badly wanting to know her. Such eyes must hide wonderful
things, or why would they shine s0?

Mandy could readily imagine herself becoming a student of Constance Callier's. All the childhood
mystery would be dispdlled. More, she was fascinated by this place, the ancient kitchen, the candles, the
maze, the strange adol escents. She had to be allowed to stay!

“I think I left my portfolio on the porch.”

AsMandy went toward the front of the house, the cawing of the crows got louder and louder, until it was
abitter, crazy cacophony, full of inscrutable passons.

Theflock rose like an angry belch of smoke when Mandy opened the door.

She stood, shocked beyond words. Her own scream was so naked with rage that it made her clamp her
lips shut—

The crows had torn her portfolio and dl of her drawingsto tiny bits and scattered them about the yard.

She stood staring, disbelieving, shattered. Her whole past, everything she had done that was fine, had
been destroyed by the brainless creatures.

She hardly noticed when Congtance Callier stole near, a knowing and sympathetic look on her face, and
placed a consoling hand on her hunched shoulder.

Chapter 5

The acid, frightened stink of Long-hands made Tess scream. Her voice woke Gort, who screamed with
her. She ran the cage, fedling the wind rushing in her face, perch to far bars, far barsto back wall, bang
against back wall to front bars, swing back to perch.

She had gonefar, but she was no farther from Long-hands. There was stinking fear coming from him,
and it infected her. Tess screamed. Again she ran the cage. Her own fear confused her, made her hands
do what they shouldn't. She hit Gort.

At once he showed his fearsome teeth and she thought how great was this monkey and cast her eyes
down an ingtant to say, | am yours.

In that moment Long-hands reached hisfingers around her. She screamed and screamed and bit the
fingers so furioudy there wouldn't be any hard fingers anymore, but Long-hands only made agrowl,
“Sheuht!” and kept on taking her out of her home.

She hated it outside of the place where she had dl her smellsand al Gort's smells, and where Gort kept
his body. Out here she couldn't run the cage, perch to far bars, far barsto back wall, over and over with
thewind in her fur and Gort running too the other way, and passing each other and then tumbling down
on thefloor in their good smellstogether so glad.



Long-hands had her now, had her good. Shetried to twist around and bite his face but she could not; she
was being carried by Long-hands far away from Gort. She screamed. Gort screamed. Then shewas
brought into a man-smelling place and there was abang and thewall closed up and she was away from
Gort and dl done.

“She'sal worked up, Bonnie. What's the matter with her?”
“She'skind of high-strung, you know that.”
“We can't put her inthefidd likethis. She'sliable to crack the coils”

Tessheard their growling, heard the fear in Long-hands voice, and knew the truth that he might have
Tess but he was scared of Tess, so she showed him her teeth. She bared her strong, sharp teeth to make
him submit. But Long-hands did not fulfill the law, he only held her farther away and kept up his
frightened growling.

“Shelll have to be sedated!”

“The protocols—"

“Leaveit off thereport. Dose her or we can forget using her.”

“ Stohlmeyer will never accept it.”

“Bonnie, don't you understand English? Dose her and do not make arecord of it!”

“We're getting doppy, George. That's very doppy.”

“Downhat | tell you! Well let her degp it off and then run the experiment when shesgroggy.”

Little Yelow bared her teeth at Long-hands, but Long-hands did not submit to her any more than he had
to Tess. Sheredized his power then, and understood that it must be so greet that it smelled like fear. If
Tess could not frighten such amonkey, and Little Y ellow, the bringer of food hersdlf, couldn't do it, then
Long-handswas just too powerful.

She grew calmer, knowing that there was nothing for her but to submit to the power of the awful
Long-hands.

“Well, wdll, Tess, you findly getting tired? Y ou bitch. | think we can skip the Vdium, Bonnie. Shel'sjust
goneaslimp asadishrag.”

“Handling doesthat to them sometimes. But it'll only last afew minutes.”

Long-hands put Tessin acage so smdl that she couldn't even turn around. Certainly she couldn't runit.
All she could do was lie down and fedl the hard bumpers push on her ssomach and her kneesand her
hands and her head. But thiswas Long-hands will, and Tesswas not strong enough to bresk it.

“Okay, dark, she'sin the damn thing.”

“I'm getting agood reading. Nice and strong. It's a pleasure to work with something that has a decent
microvolt level. Those frogs are dmost below the threshold of observahility.”

Tess soon redized that thelittle cage didn't smell like Long-hands. So that meant he had freed Tess. But
Tess couldn't move, not unless she pulled and kicked.



“Hurry up! She's getting crazy again!”

“Ready on the countdown.”

“Forget the countdown! Just do it! Go!”

“Okay, power's up. I'm activating the fidld—now!”

The wholeworld collapsed on Tess. Shelost everything, her strength, her voice, her smells, her sounds.
She screamed and screamed and screamed but there was no noise, there was no calling to Gort or even
Long-handsto help Tess out of thisawful nothingness. And faling! Falling and she couldn't find branches,
she couldn't clutch leaves!

To the ground, the leopards, the hyenas, the stinking monkey-egting monstersthat dip as shadowsin
darkness!

Terror dammed her like agreat hand, she saw bared teeth and heard snarling death-growls, and she
clutched and climbed and kicked—emptiness.

Then she smelled the most beautiful scent she had ever known, the best and most beloved of all scents,
from when she lived in the forest where they ate green pellets sweet off the trees and danced between
branches. She smelled the milky-soft breast scent of her mother.

Mother, it'smel

She clutched soft mother fur and warm skin. And mother took her between her legswhere it was so, so
safe, and began preening her.

Around them there arose the whole old forest again, the same trees, the same delicious green water, the
same thunder-cold-joyful waterfdl, the sweet, fresh smells of monkeys everywhere.

Mother again. Forest again. And all around in the trees the gib-gabber chatter of the
Roaring-water-nearby troupe, the Clown, the Great Gray, the Little Browns, dl the girl squeders.

Her mother preened down behind her ears where the mites got itchy and thick.
“Beautiful! Bring her up.”
The voice that had resounded across the sky left a smoking yellow rip whereit had passed.

Mother hissed danger and Tess grabbed fur and they were off! They swung with the troupe through the
bending, sghing trees.

A white wind was following them. White, dead! It was crushing the wholeforest, thetal treesfaling
beforeit like sticks. It gasped and wheezed, sounding like something enormous marching through the
wood.

Mother swept along, faster and faster, raging as she went, screaming back at the huge mongter that had
come through the tear in the sky. Its feet somped and thundered the ground, its breath washed over
them.

Tess screamed when she smdlled it, for it wasthe odor of Long-handsand Little Y ellow and their awful
place-without-monkeys where Tess never, ever wanted to go again!

Do not take me from my forest, do not take me from my troupe!



The giant came closer and closer. Mother was screaming, carrying her Tess now low to the ground, now
high in the branches, darting and turning as only amother could, rushing along beneeth low shrubs and
among therocks, uncaring of her own cuts, then grabbing a branch and sweeping up higher and higher to
the very top of the forest and legping asif she had wings.

There was agreat thud.

The forest evaporated.

Mother fell screaming away into nowhere.

Tessfdt the hard little cage poking her from al sdes. Agony exploded in her.

“Good Christ, Bonnie, trang her down, trang her down!”

“I'll get thegun. | can't do it by hand, she'stoo wild!”

“Oh, Chrigt, look at that—open the cage—Clark, give me ahand. She's going to crack the ceramics.”

Tesslegped up into the hateful stinking ugly place, her heart breaking for mother and forest and dl the
joysjust tasted. She jumped to the floor and ran, crashing into walls, screaming so loud she heard Gort
screaming back from the other room.

Not that hateful place again, not that poor old Gort when she could have mother and forest and the
troupe! No no no no no!

Monkeys cannot beg for mercy. They can only make the gesture of submission. She madeit. She made it
to thewalls, to the ceiling, to the floor, seeking the terrible giant who had dragged her back here, trying to
somehow say, | submit; |, Tess, submit to your power.

So let me go home.
The monkey stopped moving. Bonnie went up and checked its eyes. “ She's unconscious.”

“I was afraid sheld break those coils.” Bonnie gathered the creature up in her arms and returned her to
her cage. She reconnected the el ectrocardiographic leads to the sockets in the anima room so that Clark
could continue his monitoring.

“It'samazing, isn't it?’ George said. He stared down at the deeping rhesus.
“I haveto admit it, George. Yes, itis A higher anima.”

“Clark, are you okay on the readings?’

“Shelooks normal from here, George. Looks good.”

“Bonnie, | told you thisjob would be an adventure.”

“It'scertainly that.”

George reached in and touched the fur of the comatose rhesus. “ She hates my guts, you know that? She
nearly bit through those handling gloves”

“Y ou show her youre afraid of her. Shetriesto dominate you.”

George drew closeto Bonnie. “I wonder what she experienced.”



“Nothing too pleasant, judging from the way she acted when we brought her back.”

“ think we can be sure that was a Sde effect re ated to the reestablishment of the brain'seectrica fidd. |
suspect shell be fine when shewakes up.”

“Y ou might beright.”

“Y ou don't sound convinced.”

“I'm convinced. I'll be even more convinced when she wakes up normal.”
“Let'sgo look over dark's shoulder. The EEG ought to tell usalot.”

Clark was standing before the e ectroencepha ograph watching the readout. His face was sharp with
concentration.

“How'sit look?’
“Still normd inevery way.” He smiled. “ The Stohlmeyer Foundation isgoing to likethis”

“What must that monkey know?’ Bonnie asked. “1 wonder if desth islike adream or just black?
Probably a sort of descent into zero.”

George was watching her closely. He redlized that this was the moment to broach the subject of Bonni€'s
taking the journey hersdlf. “It's going to be the greatest adventure in human history to find that out.”

“Nobe Prizetime, George,” dark said.

“ Assuming we proceed to ahuman trial,” George added. There. He had said it. AH three of them knew
that two more coils would make the cage large enough for Bonnie's body mass. And they could get two
more the same way they got the others. No money, just some more lies and another hot purchase order.
All that stood in their way was Bonnie hersdlf.

“Somebody's going to get the answer to ahell of asecret,” she muttered.
“ Somebody's going to become very famous. A heroine.”

Her eyes snapped to meet his. She had caught the gender. “1 know I'm the obvious choice. But the cage
isn't big enough for me.”

“If Tesswakesup dl right, that'll be the deciding factor. | can get two more coils with no problem.”

Readlizing for the first time what George was driving at, dark went gray. “ Congtance isn't going to be
comfortable with this. We haven't done the testing we said we would do. She might forbid us.”

“Héll, don't tell Constance! Don't tell her athing! Just do your job, dark.”
“My jobisto report to her, you know that.”

George could picture Conni€'s reaction to his precipitate scheme: “ Oh, no, don't let him do that. HE's so
impatient.” Then, next day: “dark, you must tel Georgeto hurry. Timeisvery short.” George had to
convince dark not to report to her. “Now, dark, you and 1 both know what Constance will say. Shelll
say that timeisshort.”

“You'll never convince her to go to ahuman tria so soon.”



“Itisn't her business! | make the scientific decisions. Y ou go to her if you want to, but | won't be here
when you come back. | just can't work with the Stohlmeyer people looking Over one shoulder and
Constance looking over the other!”

“l haveto inform her.”

“Doit and the project isover. Canceled.” dark squirmed. Good, he was afraid to take responsibility for
that. George pressed hisargument. “ Tessisdive”

“You'reawitch, dark,” Bonnie said. “Befaithful to the needs of the witches. If Constance dies before her
successor isinitiated, what will become of the Covenstead?”

Good for Bonnie! Therewas agame girl'. “ So make your choice, Clark. Report to Constance and | quit.
Or do your job right here and now and we all succeed together.”

Bonnie put her hand to her throat. “1 wish we could smokein here. I'd redly like acigarette” She
laughed. “I've decided to do it,” she said. There was wonder in her voice, fear in her eyes. Now she
whispered. “I want to know. . . to bethe first.” Her tongue moved along her lips. Once again George
saw how very beautiful she was, the delicate lines of her face, the casua sensudity of her mouth, the
frankness of her eyes. She was precious to him, and he ached to kiss her, and fed that mouth open to
him. Her cheeks were flushed.

“You'll be an adventurer. Afterward someone as beautiful as you—the pressil makeyou astar.”
“Congtance will never dlow press” Clark put in.
“Constance will have no choice,” George snapped. “If Bonnie wants press, by the gods she gets press!”

Bonnie went over to the gpparatus on the lab bench. She touched the gleaming black coils of the
electromagnets. “1 could Stinit asisif you could makeit alittle higher.”

“No. | want you lying down. Safety.” He did not add that, as a dead body, she would dump over from a
gtting position and smply fall to the floor, taking the whole apparatus with her. She walked around the
bench, looking at the array of devices. “Y ou know,” shesaid at last, “| am going to know once | do this.
| mean, you guys, | am going to kru)w.” She smiled, and when she did, George thought her as soft asa
newly opened rose. “I'm a second-rate witch, but I'll bet I'd be afirst-rate media sensation.” She smiled
her brightest smile. “I wonder if | can act. Maybe | could parlay it into afilm career.”

“Not if you can act.” dark muttered.

Privately George doubted that she would be dl that famous outside of scientific circles. What she was
going to bring back, after all, was the news that desth was death. Nothing. Blackness. Not much
newspaper copy inthat. “You'l be like an astronaut,” he said.

She cameto him and kissed his cheek. Thetwo of them drew closer together, the explorers.

In her cage Tess screamed once, her anguish surfacing even through the drug-induced deep. Then she
subsided, and dept on.

Chapter 6

It had been hours since she left the Collier estate, and Mandy's rage and despair had not subsided in the
least. She had driven around town until she was no longer too mad to cry. Then she had taken to the
privacy of her uncle's house and locked hersdlf in her bedroom.



Now even the tears were exhausted. Shelay on her bed listening to the evening sounds of the
neighborhood. A leaf blower roared, achild caled again and again aname she could not quite
understand.

She certainly wasn't interested in the bandities of asmall-town evening. Her mind still orbited her loss:
that portfolio had contained images from her soul. Without it she felt hersalf more aone than she could
ever remember being, the center of avery private circle of pain.

The big black cat appeared. She stared, confused. Where had it come from? The bedroom door was
locked.

It leaped onto the bed and rubbed againgt her thigh. Itsfur felt slky and nice beneath her hand. Asshe
stroked it the cat stretched. She seemed to remember from her childhood that Uncle George didiked
cats, but until he came home and demanded it be put out, this magnificent beast was staying here. The cat
moved suddenly to the far side of the bed. “Here, kitty,” she said, and patted the place beside her. Her
words sounded silly: you didn't say “kitty” to anear panther likethis. It lay down and commenced staring
at her. Shefound hersdf gazing back into itseyes. “Y ou're such anice old torn,” she murmured. It realy
was very beautiful, with its night-black fur and green eyes. Shelistened for purring, but there was none.

One could look very deeply into thiscat's eyes. If al cats werelike this one, gypsieswould tell fortunes
by gazing into their eyes. But cats generally look away.

In his eyes she could see her own face. How did she appear to him? Was she lovely, ugly, or what? Did
he think of her as agoddess or achild? She touched his shredded ear and got athroaty growl in
response. “Sony.” In gpology she stroked his back. His muscles shuddered benesth her hand, aswould a
man she was stroking to arousdl.

Aswould aman. But she had no man. And she had no work. Some of those paintings had consumed
months

Constance Collier had been furious with her crows and most apol ogetic, but nothing could ater theloss
of the portfolio. Given that Mandy was twenty-three, unmarried, childless, and most essentialy adone
those paintings and sketches had been her family, her center, the reason and sense of her life.

The tears came back, stinging her eyes. Furioudly trying to quell them, shetold hersdlf that the pictures
were not everything. Of course not everything, but they were her best. Among them were her treasures:
her portrait of Godfather Death, which in some miraculous way had captured the laughter aswell asthe
menace of Old Nick.

How could she ever do that again?

Or Rapunzd shaking out her hair, dl that blond glory bursting in strands of morning sun—painted strand
by delicate strand. Will T. Turner had made her laugh by comparing her technique with the masterful Van
Eyck brothers of fifteenth-century Holland. But there was something in it: she had spent agreet dedl of
time studying their work. Detail. Care. Richness of vison. Not the ideals of twentieth-century art
perhaps, but she thought of herself as being from long, long ago. Shewaslost in thisquick age. Her art
bel onged to the perfect grace of the past—even the very distant past.

Once she had dreamed of atime before the bison had lft the plains of France, when winter had the
name of ademon and cracked hisbreath likeawhip. . . and she had been aqueenreigningina
reindeer-skin tent. . . and making paintingsin the sacred caves, the brush gliding in her fingers asif by
magic, and the bison and the ibex racing acrossthe plains of her mind.



When she woke up from that dream, she had wegpt to be hersalf, and to hear the droning of abusin the
dreet outside, and smell the smell of coffee on the morning air.

She had hurled hersdlf into her work, spending four months on the little painting of Sleeping Beauty's
castle behind itswall of thorns. And in among the thorns she had hidden the old world, the running deer
and the flailing mammoth, the fish sngpping in the water and the men like ghosts among the protecting
gnals

The Seeping Beauty carried in her soul dl the promise of the future; the potion that drugged her wasthe
past.

An atist'swork istheissue of her body, and Mandy fdt asif her children had been killed by Miss
Collier's crows. The Seven Ravensindeed. The Seven Mongters.

Sheimagined an image in the cat's eyes, hersaf dead, her sea-pae skin soft against apale sheet. We
trust our soulsto such frail vessels, ahit of skin, a beating heart, paint upon paper.

Suddenly she came up short. That had been avery vivid image, and it was not the first image of her own
death she had experienced in the past few days. Was she somehow in danger here? There had been dll
sorts of rumors about the witches, but none that suggested evildoing.

“Isthat what you're telling me, old cat? Be careful of Constance?’

No, she knew what the cat was saying: Be careful of George. Y es, of course, George. He might cometo
her in her girlhood bed, come with pleas that became demands and the gleaming of aknifein the
moonlight.

Tom preened himsdlf. He stared at her. He could certainly capture her with those eyes. She kissed his
forehead. “Who are you? Who are you redlly?’ His cat face of secrets seemed to laugh.

Onceright out under that maple tree, she had dreamed of being amother. A vison had come, of leading
children to the banks of ariver and watching asthey splashed at thelily pads.

Knights had come, plunging their horsesinto the water, and she had escaped in asiiver fairy coach.

She had painted those children—who wereredly fairies—as Jack and Jill. Quick, passionate strokes,
Mandy seventeen and flaming like acomet, the two jewels of children laughing down their hillsdeto
eternity.

That painting had been destroyed.

“It can be a blessed thing to lose the past,” Congstance Collier had said. “ Sometimeswhat seemsa
treasure can redlly be a burden. Y ou oughtn't to hate my birds for giving you achance to start fresh.
Grest paintings have been made on thisland. Giveit achance, and it will nourish you, too.”

The ravens had circled and circled, then dighted in afine old maple and stared at Mandy with their blank
ydlow eyes.

Abruptly the cat raised its head.
“What's the matter, Tom?’
The cat gazed long at her, then licked her hand.

“Surely you can't be hungry?’ She had remembered only one thing on the tear-blind way home from



Constance Callier's house, and that was to buy abag of Cat Chow. Tom had eaten heartily not half an
hour ago.

The cat got up and stood over her, looming, enormous, its breath coming in sharp little growls.
A patter of fear touched her heart. It was, after dl, astray. “What on earth is the matter with you?’

For more than afew seconds the cat stared. Then a shudder passed through the animal and it went to the
fool of the bed, jumped down, and moved off toward the door.

“No, you don't.” She had lived with more than one cat and she suspected she knew exactly what this
was about. “I fixed up alitter box for you in the mudroom.” She got up, unlocked the door, and took the
anima by the scruff. It was heavy, but she was ableto drag it across the linoleum floors of the dining
room and kitchen. “Litter!” She pressed its nose into the box she had set up for it. “You stay in herefor a
while, Tom, you'll get theidea.” She shut the cat in the mudroom and went back to the kitchen. It was
nearly eight, she had been lying in that bedroom long enough. A nicelittle meal would bejust thething to
cheer her up. She opened the refrigerator.

Until the accident she had been intending to clean up George's house for him, and to fill the fridge and the
cabinets with food. He was not much of abachelor. Without Kate and the kids his life had obvioudy lost
much cohesion. Kate had |eft him so abruptly. One day here, the next gone.

AsMandy had not done any shopping for human food, her choices were rather limited. She touched the
giff old sausage on the top shelf. What might it contain, besides bacteria?

She wasforced to settle for avery dubious sausage sandwich. By the time she had gotten the big iron
skillet out of the cabinet and put the bread in the toaster she had exhausted the small reserve of psychic
energy her long brood had built up.

The cat yowled. In awhile it would get desperate enough to use the litter box. Probably it had itsown
accustomed litter outside. Maybe she shouldn't domesticate it. Maybe she had no right. Thismight be as
much of acountry anima asthe ravens.

“Those birdsaren't pets,” Constance Collier had said, “they just live here. | suspect the flock's ancestors
inhabited this place long before the house was built.” She had paused then and regarded the birds.
“Animasarein eternity,” she had added. “How long do you suppose ravens and trees have been
together on this very spot? One maple giving way to another—how long? A hundred thousand years? It's
been that long since the glacier receded from the Peconic Valley.”

Mandy couldn't be too angry at someone who thought such thoughts.

There came hissing from the mudroom. Loud hissing. “Black Tom, Black Tom run from thefire, run from
thefirel” Mandy chanted as she sauntered back to see what was amiss. “What's your trouble,
kitten-cat?”’

The growl that replied clapped like angry thunder. Mandy drew back.
Then she peered through the glass panesin the door.
The mudroom was empty.

At last the calls of the suffering, bereft monkey had become too strong for the cat to ignore. Tom had
paced the little room looking for some explainable route of escape but had found none.



Its patience exhausted, it soared up from the house, whedling across the evening town, just touching the
top of the gtreetlight a the end of Maple, swishing through the crowns of trees. Birds fluttered away asit
came. Dogs and cats dashed about below, panicked by its passage. A rat, faling from awire, died
before it touched the ground.

Tom flew through the evening hush, feding the deepy breath of the sky, crossing streets and aleysand
houses faster and fagter, passing over Bixter's and through the frying-hamburger odor coming from its
chimney, then over Brother Pierce's Tabernacle, from which there rose the high-pitched excitement of a
man too frightened of death not to preach damnation.

Then it reached the campus.

It wasfull of righteous fury. This experiment was unlawful. Constance didn't seem to care. Why didn't she
put astop to it? Was Tom being used by Constance yet again? Despite his great powers, she had
outsmarted him more than once, the cunning devil of awoman.

Had it dared, it would have come here with asword of fire. But it knew that it had not the right to
destroy George Walker unless doing so furthered the overall plan of Constance and the Leannan. Those
were dways the terms of the spell by which Constance conjured the King of the Catsinto abrief earthly
life

Thetorn entered the lab. At least it could take pleasurein relieving the suffering of the rhesus. Far from
being forbidden, thiswas arequired gitch in the weave of the Sory.

The King of the Cats swept into the laboratory where George Walker sat eating a Stouffer's pizzain his
underwear, his deeping bag arranged on the floor beside him. George did not even stop chewing asit
blew past him and through the closed door into the animal room.

The beast with the rgped soul lay on its belly in the bottom of amiserable little cage, its mate crouching
besideit. They had been preening one another. Now they dept.

They did not seethe ar shimmer before them, roiling and flickering. Firgt there was nothing but afanged
grin hanging there, then green eyes above.

To makethiskill quick and quiet, the cat needed the dexterity of ahuman shape, and asilent wesgpon.
It concentrated, remembering the smdlt, the shape, the heft of the human it knew best.

The eyes shattered and re-formed, now hooded with palid skin, and the lips became those of an old
woman, proud and ddlicate and firm.

Then the whole of the withered old body, quite naked, appeared suddenly in the air, dropped afew feet
with agasp, and stood poised, itsfierce, kind face working with the palsy of years, along, bright needle
gleaming between the thumb and forefinger of itsright hand.

Because one of thismated pair had been so terribly wronged, both could be blessed with death at the
sametime. They had earned that very specid joy.

It was with the greatest pleasure that the shape of Constance Callier raised the long, sharp knitting needle
and droveit deep into the eye of one of the monkeys, then through the heart of the other.

Aningant later only the weapon remained to mark her, swift passage, that and the thin streams of blood
running to the floor from the bodies of Tessand Gort.



Chapter 7

Without the cat the house was unpleasantly quiet. Small sghs of her own past were everywhere,
appearing before her like carp in turbid water, rising with their accusatory eyes. Overhead in her
bedroom was the light fixture she had bought with three months alowance, the roses she had painted on
it faded to ugly smudges. On the game room wall there remained afaint streak from the crayon mural she
had drawn there when she was ten and home aone, for which infraction her mother had given her the
only spanking of her life,

She had hated the path worn across the living room carpet, and she hated it now. There were still holesin
the sun porch celling where Mother had hung her plants.

Through her adolescence she had heard the tired acts of her parents bedroom from this sun porch, ditting
out herein the night with her legs tucked up under her, swinging in the porch swing to the cresky rhythm
that shook half the house. The only reason she came out here was that not only the squeaking but the
groans penetrated her own bedroom.

She had the awful fedling that she had not lived her youth. Where were the passions, the loves? All
destroyed, pecked to pieces. But those were no red loves, those paintings. Could sheredly love? So far
sheld had only casud relationships.

It was awful here. She ought to go down to Bixter's and seeif the Pong machine was till there. Of
course it wasn't, but they probably still made their famous creme de menthe soda, and there was always
the magazine rack.

She sat ligtening to the water drip, till trying to work the loss of her portfolio to the back of
consciousness and il not having much success.

Shewished Tom would come back.

The telephone tempted her. Maybe a good talk would help. But she had lost her most recent male friend
from half-intentiona neglect, and the thought of faling back on him now only made her fed trapped. She
could count on him to listen, though. Richard. Tall, sweet, doppy inlove. A sexua sentimentalist, capable
of waxing talkatively nogtagic about the most private moment of love.

Hislove might be sticky, but it was aso smple, and that she respected.
When his phone didn't answer, she supposed it was fate and hung up.

Didn't George ever come home from his [ab? Everywhere shelooked in this house she saw evidence of
more deterioration. She had found newspapers from over ayear ago lying beside achair in the game
room. George's sheets were dick with dirt; she doubted he had changed them since Kate left. There was
astack of Persian Society magazines on the floor of his bedroom with, oddly enough, al the pictures of
the cats cut out.

She imagined that she heard histread, saw his gaunt, haunted figure. She remembered the hate and terror
in his voice when he had found the remains of hisfrog.

George had wept. Afterward, in hismisery, he had stared longingly at her. Hewasfull of tormented
need. Any young, atractive woman, if she wished, could make him worship her.

Worship. A cold, distancing word. She would rather have passion from aman. But from George,
nothing. Theideaof being intimate with him made her want to bathe.



Even 50, shewouldn't have minded a nice chat.

An hour passed. Nine o'clock and the old family clock that <till dominated the living room chimed eight
rusty hours.

The clock had been too massve for her parentsto keep when they moved to their trailer retirement in
Florida. It told die cycles of the moon on itsface, the Sickle, the haf, the full. They rode alandscape
dusted with smdll blue flowers. Dim within it there could be seen twel ve shadowed figures dancing about
affiirteenth.

Nine o'clock, Friday, October 18, 1987. The silence that followed the chimes seemed invested with
obscure dangers, asif it were there to prove the menace of the house. Mandy thought again of the cat.

A search for him wouldn't hurt. She went out into the backyard.

Overhead, stars cluttered the racing gapsin the clouds. A sickle moon had risen and rode the quick sky.
Wind swept leavesto running like night smoke from the trees, rustling over eaves and dancing branches
againgt windows. The cat was nowhere to be seen. Mandy drew the collar of her sweater close about
her neck and went back to the house.

Shelocked the porch door behind her. All the windows were locked already; she had done that earlier.
The house was astight againgt intrusion as she could makeit.

She found hersdlf returning to the mudroom. The celling light darkened the windows and made the white
wallsglare. The mystery of the cat bothered her morein the dark. Therewas no placein hereit could be
hiding. Certainly not under me sink, which was the only enclosed space. Even so she checked there,
finding amoldering box of Spic & Span and apile of dirty, dried rags made from old undershirts.

Before the sink was the trapdoor to the cellar. She had not opened it earlie—what point, the cat could
not have gone down there. She did not want to be aone here, not with the shadows and the moon clock.

Maybe the trapdoor had been gjar, falling closed asthe anima passed. When she pulled thering, the
door came up with oiled ease. From below rose the familiar odor of me basement, unchanged since her
girlhood. She peered down into the darkness. There was aclick, followed by the faint roar of the furnace
garting. Ydlow, flickering tight from the firebox reflected off thewdlls.

“Kitty?’
There was no other sound.
Mandy reached into the dark and felt for alight switch, then remembered that there was only a string at

the bottom of the gtairs. She began to descend the rough wooden stepsin the faint shaft of light from the
mudroom above.

She reached the floor, found the string, pulled it. No light: the bulb was long since burned out.

Once her eyes got used to it, the combination of the glowing firebox and the mudroom light made it
possible for her to see alittle. She glanced around, ducking benesth the fat tentacles that issued from the
top of the furnace, the ducts carrying their heat to the reaches of the house. Thiswasthe way she had
come on the most secret missions of pubescent love, awillowy, confident little girl, her nervous chosen
boy in tow.

Opposite the furnace was adoor set in aroughly madewall of cheap pine pandling, the builder's
fifty-dollar “wine cdllar,” and the scene of those early experiments, one or two of which had |eft indelibly



torrid impressions, thefirst, confused genita contact and the exploding pillow of pleasure that came with
it. She had held his shaft in that room, too afraid and excited to move, listening with haf an ear to Genera
Hogpital onthe TV in the family room above.

On the door now was arude sign painted in red ink:
“Kitten Kate Club. Keep Out!”

The sight of the rough letters pierced Mandy's heart: this must have also been George's kid's secret room.
More evidence of lives departed. Did those kids dso remember their little room, even now whisper
about it?

It was not easy for Mandy to open the door, but she did it. When she saw what was on the other Side,
she could not even scream.

Shejust stood, gasping, disbdieving, saring. Thewalls, the floor, the celling, were painted and scratched
and clawed with images of cats. Panthers crouched, wildcats legped, toms and pussies lounged and
crawled and spat, and here and there was a photograph of a dismembered cat. Spiked to the wall were
bits of cats, fur, and shattered bones, and in one comer agape-jawed feline skull.

Therewas adirty sheet wadded on the floor. The place stank of something like rancid grease. A votive
candle stood in the center of the mess.

There was hatred here that seemed beyond the capacity of a human being. She redlized that thiswas no
children's place.

Only an adult mind had the patience to create this. A tortured, confused mind. Profoundly insane.
No wonder Kate had taken her children and run.

Mandy shrank back, closed the door to the ugly secret, then returned quickly to the mudroom. Her cat
wasn't in the basement. She wished she did not know what was. She dropped the trapdoor, went back
to the kitchen, turned on alight. She sat at the kitchen table, her head in her hands, fedling the secret of

the house like afestering, rotting sore on her own body.

How odd the Girl'slife looks—Behind this soft Eclipse—

She whispered the words into the yellow Formica tabletop. Emily Dickinson knew secrets of women. So
perfect to call me predicament a soft eclipse. Emily. . . you knew so much, wise Emily. And you hid on
your little farmstead, far from life, far from the madness of men. | wish | were there with you right now.

Behind this soft eclipse. . .
To George, womankind, it seemed, was a cat. Kitten Kate.
So sick. So sad. So dangerous. She must leave here at once.

She stood up, thinking to go and gather her things. But there was movement outside. Asfootsteps ran up
the front walk, her flesh crawled.

“Mandy!” The voice was high, shredded like that of a desperate woman.
“Mandy, let mein!”

“George?’



“Yedl” He howled out the word, rattling the knob as he did so. Hisvoice waslliteraly squeaking with
rage: Miserably frightened, feding trapped, Mandy unbolted the door.

He swarmed past her, muttering, stalking as dangeroudy as a spider through the shadowy house.
“Sonofabitch! Son of afucking bitch!”

He disappeared into the bedroom. At once thuds and crashes sarted. “Georgel” She found him hunting
through the bottom drawer of the dresser. Scattered around him on the floor were shirts and belts and
about adozen fat bullets. “ George, what are you doing?’

“That sonofabitching Jesus freak killed my rhesusl My rhesus!” He produced alarge black target pistol
with along barrel, began scrambling for the bullets.

“George, what's got into you? Put that stupid thing down!”

“I'm gonna blow that bastard away! | wasright next door in the lab and somehow or other he got in and
killed my monkeyswith aknitting needle.” He stopped, every musclein hisbody tensing, hiseyes
screwed closed, hislipstwisted back from histeeth. He clutched the gun in white, trembling fingers. “He
stabbed them!” A huge, terrible sob tore through him, more a bellow than a cry—

He got up.

“Give methe gun, George.” Helaughed, started for the door. Had she thought about it, she probably
wouldn't have dared to stop him. But her ingtincts were stronger than reason: she grabbed his elbow and
spun him around. “Y ou don't even have any proof.”

“I don't need proof! There's nobody in the world who hates me like he hates me.”

“Hiswhole congregation. Y ou said yourself he preached againgt you. It could have been any one of
them.”

“He may not be persondly guilty, but—"

“You aren't acourt of law. Y ou have no right to take hislife. Go talk to him, threaten him, even spit on
him if that makes you fedl better, because, George, | am sure heisabastard. But you give that gun to
me.” She fought down her terror. He was S0 crazy. She couldn't let him destroy himsalf and another
human being, too. She must not fail to get the weapon.

He swayed, then bowed his head. “Y ou're right, of course. | really can't afford to be put injail.”
“Of course not. Giveit to me, George.”

Suspicion flashed through his eyes, to be replaced by an expression too mixed to comeinto a sane face:
it was made of cruety and love and something that might have been laughter.

He gave her the pistol, which shereturned to its place at the back of the drawer.

“George, | want you to try and calm yoursdlf down. Y ou need rest, and | think you could use adoctor,
too.”

“| need to frighten that maniac into leaving meaone. And | think | know how to doit.”
“Now, look, George.”

“I'll go mad if | don't confront him! 1've got to do what | can for mysdlf, don't you see that?’



There was no way out of this. The man was going to have his battle. “Come on, then,” she said. “If you
insgst on going, | suppose| can't object. At least et me drive you.”

“Y ou don't need to get involved.”

“I sad I'll driveyou. | don't want you getting into trouble.”
“Heruined me!”

“Youll keep working! Youll find away.”

She had hoped that he would calm down riding around in the Volks. Then they would stop somewhere,
have adrink, and she would take him home. When he was adeep, she woutd leave for amotdl.
Tomorrow she would ded with theissue of the Collier estate and the job.

Helooked dl in, shivering, huddled in his seet. “ My only dternative now isto go to ahuman test and
hope the Stohlmeyer people overlook the doppy pretesting. That'sal | can do to save the project.”

“A human test?’
“It'll be safe enough. Hey, you took awrong turn. The Tabernacle's at the comer of North and Willow.”

Too bad he had noticed that. She took aright onto Taylor from Bridge Street, till trying to engage himin
adiversonary conversation. “1 met the greaet Constance Collier. If was quite an experience.”

He couldn't have been lessinterested. “1'll bet.”

Dull pain returned as she recaled her own tragedy, but she said nothing about it now. “Her estateis
perfectly beautiful, And she seemsrather good-hearted, actudly. Despite dl I've beentold.”

“Congtance Collier isagreast woman. She means an enormous amount to me. Since your time, Brother
Pierce has become her siworn enemy. He camein 1981, after you left. Last year he and hisminionstried
to get Miss Callier to put her name on something called The Christian Faery, and she responded by suing
them for using her characters. He clams she'sa pagan.”

“That's part of being awitch, isn't it?’

“To some extent. At any rate, witches certainly aren't Christian. That's what's gotten him so worked up.
Take aright on North Street. We're almost there.”

The Tabernacle was alow building, obvioudy acheaply converted warehouse. Cars were parked
helter-skelter in the dusty lot that surrounded it. Light shone from within through windows that had been
covered by “stained glass’ Con-Tact paper. A wide sign, clean and bright and professionally painted,
loomed twenty feet above the roof of the building. | AM THE LIGHT, proclaimed the black letters
againgt the white background. Enormous carbon-arc floods crackled at the four corners of the sign,
blagting it with preternatural brightness. From behind the stained-glass windows came a powerful roar of
song: “O God, our helpin agespadt. . .”

Mandy could tell by the carsthat Brother Pierce's followers were working people, most no doubt
unemployed and desperate in this stedl and coa country, clinging to his smple answersfor supportina
hard time. Despite herself she was moved by the power and resolution in their voices.

“I didn't expect aservice,” George snapped. “But | guess the guy's aways got a service going on here
nowadays. The whole damn township worships at his dligator-shod feet. The ones who don't follow



Congtance, that is”
“Why don't we go have adrink? Come back after it'sover.”
George ignored her. Before Mandy could stop him he was through the door. She followed.

The church was not filled to capacity, but there was a very respectable crowd. Mandy had thought that
the fundamentalist movement was on the wane—but easily three hundred people were here, and on a
weeknight. There were many young people, no doubt students from the college.

“Welcome, brother and sigter!” A puffy, swesating usher rolled toward them from his Sation near the
door. He continued over the last bars of the hymn. “1 believe you're new, aren't you? Praise the Lord
who has brought you into hisLight.”

“| want to see Brother Pierce!”

The usher's voice dropped to awhisper as the hymn stopped. “Weéll, now, he's the one with the white
hair, thetall man right up a the front.” He smiled. “That is Brother Pierce. If you're hereto offer
repentance, you're not too late. He hasn't called the snnersforth yet.”

“I want to see Brother Pierce!”
“George, keep it down!”
“Brother Pierce! I'm Dr. George Walker of the Biology Department!”

Faces turned, some expressions quizzical, some darkening a histone. At the front of the church the
bright blue eyes framed by the white mane of hair flickered to intense life. It occurred to Mandy that both
of these men might be psychotic. And yet there was something very different about them: where George
seemed crud, there was about Brother Pierce something of the terrible kindness of the ignorant—the sort
of kindnessthat used to burn witches to make sure they would go to heaven.

“I want to know why you killed my laboratory animals, Brother Pierce. Why you destroyed my
experiment! Wasit because it would free people from the fear of death, which iswhat you useto endave
them?’ Hisvoice cracked and trembled, but did not die avay.

Now accompanied by three much younger men, the usher rushed up the aide behind George. Mandy
came after them, her mind spinning. George enraged was a human firebal. It took courageto challengea
fanatic in the middle of acrowd of hisfollowers.

“I said | am Dr. George Walker—”

“I know who you are!l” Brother Pierce'sright arm came up, hisfinger pointed. “And | know you cannot
help being here. The demon brought you, for you are but hisinstrument. But | love you in Christ, George,
weall do.” Heraised hisarms, nodded.

The entire congregation responded: “Weloveyou in Christ.” The joy among them, the warmth, was at
once overpowering and affecting. Mandy was not sure she would have recoiled had one of them taken
her hand.

“You shut up,” Georgeroared, “al of you! You killed my animasand | want restitution. | demand
reditution!”

“Good people, we have never done violence to this man, much less to the poor creatures he seesfit to



torment in his heathen experiments.”
“Y ou killed my frog, you killed both of my rhesus monkeyd”

“We did nothing of the kind. Satan has closed your eyesto the good of theworld. | urge you to kneel
and pray with usfor the ddliverance of your soul.” He turned and knelt to the cross that hung against the
back wall.

“Y ou lying bagtard!”

“O Lord, we beg you to open your heart to thislost one, that he may be delivered from the spell of the
Decaiver!”

“Shut up, you old shit! You shit'.”

Two of the young men took George's shoulders. He shrugged them off, took amenacing step toward
Brother Pierce.

Mandy had to act. If she didn't, these people were going to throw off the patina of loving-kindness and
give George the besting of hislife. “Leave him donel” She pushed past the ushers. “I'll take him home.”
She put her arm around hiswaist. “ Come on, George.”

“Go with her,” Brother Pierce said sweetly. “ Go with that unholy harlot!” Hisblue eyeswere glaring at
her, lit to shimmering codsby thefirein him. “Y ou pagan.”

George was most definitely not the only madman here. She must have given some sign of her thoughts,
because Brother Pierce ingtantly sensed her dismay and raised his accusing finger. He pointed it directly
at her.

“Y ou demon! Y ou dareto bring your filth up from the pit.”
Shetried to reply through a dry mouth, but her words were only whispered. “1'm a perfectly decent—"

Brother Fierce's voice rose in an instant to a spitting, overamplified bellow. “ Y ea, you are ademon! For |
seeyou asyou are. Oh, yes! Yes, 'they had tailslike unto scorpions, and there were stingsin their tails.
And they had aking over them, which isthe angd of the bottomless pit, whose name in the Hebrew
tongueis Abadon!"”

Mandy was too astonished to make a sound, even to move. Why was this man suddenly so enraged, and
a her? Why was he attacking her instead of George?

“Y ou arethe pagan's servant! Y ou it at the feet of the evil that we bear among us!”

Oh. He must know that she was to be working with Constance. Big dedl. “ Come on, George,” she
managed to say despite her fluffy mouth. “These people aren't worth our time.”

“I'll get you, Pierce. I'll see you behind barsl”
“George, forget it. HE's asuperdtitious fool .”

“I cdl down the Love of the Lord upon you, | lay your sinsin hisLight. Lord, Lord, help usto lovethese
poor lost ones, help usto save them!”

Mandy turned away, her temper just barely under control. “We oughta come back and burn this place
down,” George murmured as they went together down the aide—



“I couldn't agree more,” she hissed.

Back in the car they sat silently for amoment. “ Maybe we can have that drink now,” Mandy said asshe
tried to control her shaking. “ Then I'll take you home and put you to bed.”

George remained quiet until the car wasin motion. “I can't go home now,” he said suddenly. “I've got to
prepare for the next step.”

There was no need to ask what he meant; she knew. Having ddlivered histhreat to Brother Pierce, he
was going to go back to hislab and test his process on a human being.

Should she warn his co-workers of the state he wasin? No. That would be pointlessly destructive.
Maybe George kept the true depths of his madness in the basement of hismind aswell asthe house.
Tonight's performance was quite understandabl e even in a sane man. She contented hersalf with an
admonition.

“Be careful, George. Don't hurt anybody.”

“Just take me back to my lab. I've got work to do.”

Chapter 8

Despiteits gracious old homes, its broad trees, the e egance of its brick streets, Mandy now redlized that
in the years snce sheleft town, Maywell had become serioudy infected. There was no glib explanation
for what had sickened it. Theinfection was hidden; it lurked behind the glowing windows of evening,
drifted like smokein the soft laughter of the night. Five years ago people had tolerated Constance Collier.
Now, because of the coming of asingle man, they were being taught to hate her.

Mandy could not return to George's house, and now for more than persond reasons. The thought of
meeting Brother Pierce's people prowling the night made her go cold. Between them and the basement
room, there was no peace for her in her old home.

After she dropped George off at hislab, Mandy drove for atime, trying to calm down. Once the town's
beauty had also been itstruth, but its bleaker comers, the impoverished houses dong Bartlett, the
run-down trailer park near Brother Pierce's Tabernacle, seemed its greater redity now. Had the Grimm's
project not been of such importance to her career, she would haveieft right now, and forever. But as she
rolled past Church Row on Main Street, with the town common on one side and the three churches on
the other, the white Episcopa with its egant steeple, the Presbyterian neo-Gothic, and the ancient
Friends Meeting House that predated the Revolutionary War, she could almost believe that Maywell was
hedthy ill, and that Brother Pierce's glaring, buzzing sign was not glowing just beyond the trees.

A black truck charged her lights. She swerved and jammed on her brakes. “Damn.” What was
happening to her? She considered hersdlf asteady and deliberate soul, and here she was drifting out of
her lane,

But there was areason, for avivid imagining was sweeping through her. It came like the white wind that
sometimesinvaded her dreams, so powerfully that she just had time to stop the car before shelost all
contact with Maywdll.

Theroad in front of her disgppeared, the treeslining it became ahigh stockade, the air grew thick with
the stink of roasting meat and burning hair.

Screams of agony mixed with low merriment. She was no longer sitting in acar, but rather standing



againgt arough wooden stake. Shefelt acoarser cloth upon her skin and knew the weight of athick,
sputtering taper in her hands. Chains lashed her body to the stake. She heard the gobbling crackle of a
great fire, then saw red glowing m the faggots that were stacked around her feet, dmost up to her waist.

She remembered words of consolation from long ago, when someone had said to her, “If you areto be
taken to the pyre, never fear. Drugswill reach you, and you will fed naught!”

When wasthat? Not in thislife. She stared helplesdy a an impossible, spectra crowd rushing at her,
men and women and dirty little weasdls of children, all bearing fiery torches and bunches of twigs, which
they threw at her feet.

Then along tongue of firelicked her legs, so hot it felt cold for an ingtant. Then it was asif somebody
were whipping her furioudy, asif she were being scraped to desth with ared-hot file. With ahissher hair
flared up. Shefet her face dissolve like askin of milk.

Oh, they have ruined me, they have destroyed my beauty. And | was the most beautiful thing they had.
| wastheir witch.

Asabruptly asif aprojector had been turned off, Maywell reappeared around her, the lamplit brick
street, the dancing shadows of the trees. She sat amoment, too stunned by (he hallucination to move.
She dumped at the whed.

That witch-burning crowd had been redl.

She recalled that modem anthropol ogists now believed that witchcraft was an earlier, pre-Chritian
religion, nothing more. Chrigtianity had branded them evil and turned their Honied God into the Devil
because they were competition. Too reverenced to be branded a demon, their Mother Goddess had
becomethe Blessed Virgin.

Or s0 said some anthropologigts.

There was a degper mystery, though. Mandy saw in her mind's eye the rage coming into Brother Pierce's
kindly face. . . she heard Congtance's ravens screaming, remembered the strange, |ascivious young man,
Robin, hisnaked skin shining in the morning sun.

What was moving in among the trees? A great, broad-shouldered shape, gliding swiftly closer.

With frantic hands she restarted the car. She had to reassert the Mandy she knew and trusted. She
thought of herself asawoman of strength and effectiveness. She had an excdllent imagination, but she did
not halucinate like this, not out in a public street.

Nobody was going to burn anybody to death. No matter how neuratic thislittle town might have
become, thiswas il the twentieth century. Maywell was no isolated medievd village; it wasamodem
town, linked to the rest of the world in thousands of different ways.

She remembered more the tone of Brother Pierce's voice than the words, that tone, and the hurt behind
the hating glarein hiseyes. They redly were the saddest eyes she had ever seen.

Somewhere in her mind the halucination was till proceeding, asserting its presence just at the edge of
awareness. As dreams sometimes do, it had doubled back on itself. She had not yet been burned. She
stood before atrembling, excited bishop to receive her sentence.

He put the red taper between her small white hands.



Quiet, you! That part of her, the wild image-maker, must not be alowed to surface a timeslikethis.
Where the devil was her sdf-discipline?

Bequiet, | order you, Amanda of the heart!

There now. With aconscious effort of will she directed her attention away from the flaming maiden within
her to the cute old ice-cream shop she was passing. It was Bixter's, and she'd never seen a place that
looked more like home, or safer. Sheld spent an awful ot of good time at Bixter's. Right out there, in the
aley where they parked the ddlivery truck, sheld smoked her first and last cigarette, a Parliament that had
been given to her by Joanie Wadron, who had married the Kominski kid when they werein their late
teens.

Beyond the front window she could see the wonderful old marble soda fountain, its spigots gleaming
chrome and brass. There were the same wrought-iron chairs and charming little tables, and large numbers
of students from the college. How she and her friends had enjoyed being mistaken for college girls by the
occasiond out-of-towner. How they had trembled when the college boys were attracted to them, cool,
distant Bradley Hughes and men like Gerdd Coyne and Martin Hiscott.

Mandy could not face Bixter's, not the Bixter's of this sadly changed Maywell. Home might have been
hell, but Bixter'swas a place akid could relax.

She turned onto the Morris Stage Road and began heading back toward Route 80.
She could go back to New Y ork easily enough. Her loft was waiting. Her friends were waiting.
Or she could turn up ahead on Albarts Street and drive over to the Collier estate. If she dared.

But of course she dared. She was going to illustrate the new Collier Grimm's She hersdf, Amanda
Waker. It was abook as great, potentialy, as the Hobbes-illustrated Faery.

A poem cameto mind. “For too long you have gathered flowers, and leaned againgt the bamboo.” Nan
Parton had sent her that, and those lines applied right now, on thisjunction between New Y ork and the
edtate. A poem of' Wu Tsao. “One smile from you when we meet, and | become speechless and forget

every word.” Romantic, intense Nan, so angry within that her canvases seemed to have been scourged.

She could hear Nan now: go to the edtate, it's even more important than it seems. Don't retreat now. If
you do, you might never have another chance.

“For too long you have gathered flowers. . .”
Brave Nan, you would go.

Albarts Street came up on the left, marked by aflashing yellow light strung across the center of the
Morris Stage Road.

God, Nan, | wish you were here to help me. Theicons from the East Village: Robert when I'm [onely,
Nan when | need courage. | loved her. “My dear,” went the end of Nan's poem, “let me buy a
red-painted boat and carry you away.” In the night, in the heavy gloom of her Bowery loft, she had come
back to find Nan there weeping, her brave Nan. She was crouched naked on the futon Mandy used for a
bed, clutching the sheetsto her face, kissing them. Mandy had crept out, shocked and embarrassed.
When she had come back. Nan was gone.

Dry with fear, she guided the car between the stately homes, benegath the ordered arch of trees, toward
the Collier estate.



The thought of walking up to the house through that forest at night gave her pause. She could turn a
comer, but she coutdn'l possibly do that.

But cars must go there dl the time, so somewhere in Maywel there must be another entrance to the
edtate, onethat a car could take. Dimly, she remembered away in behind the old town graveyard.

Hadn't some of the kids once gone in that way on Halloween. . . and ended up at awonderful celebration
where they'd been given hard cider, among other things.

She turned onto Bridge Street and drove along the wall, past the high gate with its motto and the trees
beyond, so great and so at peace that they seemed not to be plants at all, but the bodies of gods.

She stopped beneath the streetlight at the comer of Bartlett and rummaged in her glove compartment for
the map of Maywel she had bought at the EKXOH station on the way into town.

Y es, there was that road. It became a dotted line on estate property just beyond the graveyard. She
went back to the end of Bridge and turned onto Mound Road. Soon she was passing directly through the
public graveyard. The Indian mound that gave the road its name rose abruptly beyond the edge of the
graveyard. Maywell had been burying its European-descended dead here for three hundred years. The
Iroquois used to expose theirs atop the mound. Before them, the Mound Builders had buried theirs
within.

How long had burias taken place here? Thousands of years, probably.

By the usua standards of the United States thiswas a very, very old place. Once outsde the graveyard
the road turned abruptly west, toward the bulk of Stone Mountain, becoming strewn with leaves and
narrowing to a car-width strip of asphalt.

She passed a“ Do Not Enter” sign attached to atree. As soon as she did, the road deteriorated, losing its
asphalt and becoming aclay track planked here and there by rotting boards.

Thiswas adesolate spot. . . the sort of place she might encounter—she did not quite know who, unlessit
was Brother Pierce with histerrible eyes and his spitting rage.

He seemed so familar to her, asif, in some circle between the worlds, she and he had always been
enemies,

Her firdlit screams shattered the night.

Image of an owl aighting on the top of acharred stake, soft dangerousthing of darkness. . .

Shewasjarred back to redlity when her head banged against the roof of the car.

Y ou stupid dreamer, where the hell have you been? There wasn't even aroad anymore. She was driving
across naked heath. The Volks was struggling, bottoming and durry ing about in the soil.

The Volks began to skid. Mandy downshifted to second, then to first. Thetires caught again and £he car
lurched forward—only to get stuck even more.

She got out of the car and walked around to the back. The tires had torn through the thin covering of
grassto the boggy earth beneath. For dl she knew she might have driven thisV olkswagen back to the
Middle Ages. Maybe Brother Pierce was on hisway in his bishop's robes, trembling with eagernessto
burn her.

She gathered dry grass and stuffed it down under the tires. Then she tried again to get out of the mud.



The car shuddered, the tireswhined, then she lurched forward with aroar from the engine—and
promptly sank again.

Sheturned off the engine. It was dark out here and she was at least two milesfrom Maywell, perhaps
half that far from Constance Collier's house—assuming she could find it. She hit the hedl's of her hands
againgt the steering whed. Give acity person afew trees and an unpaved road and watch the fun. Sheldd
grown up here, she knew the condition of these old roads. Why had she dlowed hersdlf to get into this
jam?

There was nothing to do but walk. She didn't care to stay with the car al night. A VW Beetleis no place
to deep if you are much more than three feet tdl. At five-nine Mandy would be tortured by knobs and
bumps and comers.

Shefelt around the glove box for her flashlight, turned it on, and was ddlighted to discover that it cast a
beam. “ At least—" The beam faded and died. Better put new batteries on her shopping list, she thought
bitterly. She dammed the hood and set out on foot in the genera direction she had been driving.

Shewould eventualy see the house off to theright if she could just keep going in agtraight line. With
Stone Mountain on her left that wouldn't be very hard. She hadn't gone twenty feet before the ground got

mushy.

She might walk toward Stone Mountain on the theory that the land would risein that direction. She took
astep and dmost pitched forward. That way lay actua open water, lying in apool across a sheet of mud.
Perhaps the other direction would be more productive. In fact she could see forest hugging theland like a
black cloud over there,

It must be the forest of the guardian fee, the little stone fairy she had seen when shefirst came here. Well,
what the hell, the forest was alot safer than this bog. She should have left her car on Albarts and walked
in as she had before.

Mandy strode along, her feet sucking busily, her eyesbarely able to discern the ground in front of her.
She hoped that the blackness ahead really wasthat forest.

If it was, she would soon seethelights of the Callier house off to her right.

When she saw lights, though, they were not to the right. They glowed with deep radiance, but so softly
that they might not be there at al. She stopped and stared toward them.

Very, very faintly she could hear the rhythmic jangle of atambourine. There wasatang intheair, too, of
wood-smoke. This must be the village where Congtance's followers lived. If so, she was deegper into the
estate than she had ever come asa girl. The witch village was a place of dark town legend.

She could see the dim outline of walls of wattle and straw, heavy thatched roofs. Candles flickered here
and there behind leaded glass. Mandy found her way between two of the cottages and into the muddy
track that separated this row from its opposite.

Candle lanterns hung before doors. Round stones for walking jutted from the track between the two
rows of cottages. It was a scene from the Middle Ages, but the peace of it wasfar, far deeper than had
ever been known in that tormented era. Mandy stepped along the stones. Just when shewas surethe
village was uninhabited, she heard the tambourine again, and thistime noticed that it was accompanied by
alow chant.

She knew then that this was indeed the witch village. She had cometo this place of childhood legend.



At thefar end of the path was around wattled building very different from the cottages. Mandy went up
to it and paused before the shut door. The tambourine was quite distinct now, as was the voice of the
chanting woman. Mandy couldn't make out the words, but the tone was pure and firm and full of love.

Then there came acry.
The voice and the tambourine stopped.

Behind her in the path Mandy heard panting. It wasioud and close; when she whirled around, it became
deep, chesty growling. It began to advance toward her. She had the impression that she was being
menaced by a huge dog and backed around the edge of the building. Thiswas one of the reasonsthat the
townspeople stayed away from the estate.

There was a sense of quick movement and Mandy could fed the heat of its presence where she had just
been standing. Then, in thefaint light of acandle she caught sight of along tail with akink at the end.

“It'syou! You, Tom!”

He growled again, amost uncatlike sound.

“Tom?’

When she tried to gpproach the building again, he spat at her.
“My God.”

The cat was on guard here. It was very obviousthat it wanted her away from the round building. How
could that aice old cat possibly act thisway?

Unless, in the dark, she had made amistake. Maybe she wasn't facing Tom at dll.
Maybe this was something €se.
When it growled again, shetrotted, then ran around the building and onto the heath behind it.

She listened as she moved. Of courseit was just the cat. Toms are crochety. If she'd held out her hand,
he'd probably have rubbed againgt it.

Even s0 she did not stop. She had to climb asharp nse. This must be one of the hummaocks she had seen
from fee house. At the top she was forced to pause for breath. Just stood, gasping, the night close about
her, longing for jflst agleam of saving light, listening for paws padding through the grass. Sheld dedl with
that cat again, but not..Witil daylight.

Shetried to take her bearings. The little village was bordered on one side by the bog, on the other by
these hummocks. It must be invisble from every direction except Stone Mountain itsdf.

Ahead, Mandy was soon relieved to see the lights of the Collier mansion. They were soft, but there were
so many of them it could only be that great house. Her confidence renewed, she set off acrossthe
tumbling little hills, losing right of the housein the valleys, regaining it on the hilltops. With the diver of
moon now free from clouds there was even asmal amount of light. She had the luxury of being ableto
miss stones with her ravaged shoes.

She came suddenly to the edge of the gardens. The smell of the land changed, became a once more
complex. Then sheredized what was underfoot: she waswalking through an extensive herb garden. Too
bad she couldn't see well enough to find a path. She hated to crush the plants. Come morning Constance



no doubt would rage at her about the damage.

She was soon crossing tall grass. Up a steep dope she found the swvimming pooi, its water reflecting the
moon. Thewindows of the house glowed with the loveiest light Mandy thought she had ever seen. She
mounted the porch steps. The whole place was lit by candles, in holders, in chanddiers, in thewall
sconcesinthe hdl.

There came from the library Constance Callier's voice, speaking with a gentleness and humor Mandy had
not before heard from those lips.

“MissCollier?’

The voice went right on. Mandy entered the kitchen foyer, then passed through the kitchen proper. There
were no candleslit in here and she had to move carefully to avoid bruising hersdf against the big table.
When shereached the library, she paused at the door. The room was crowded; Constance Collier was
obvioudy giving some sort of atalk.

And the gentlenessin that voicel Wherewas Will T. Turner's harridan now? Mandy approached the
doorway, emboldened by the sweetness of the voice to agreater confidence than she had felt here
before. “Mrs. Collier?’

((Ya"

“Y oure welcome here, Amanda. Take aseat and listen if you will.” Therewasasingle candle glowingin
the room, lighting Constance Collier's old face in such away that the lovely young woman she once had
been seemed to flicker in its shadows, ready to emerge again. As astonishing as Constance was her
audience.

They were children,'easily two dozen of them, arrayed at her feet, so rapt with attention that they didn't
even react to the interruption. They ranged in age from perhaps four to thirteen or fourteen. All were
dressed in smple gray homespun. Congtance hersdf was in awhite linen dress embroidered across the
bodice with green vines and pink buds. A lovely effect, so smplethat it was e egant. On a young woman
that dress would have been heart-stopping.

Lounging againgt afar comer Mandy saw Robin. Hissster Ivy sat on achair beside him. They also wore
gray homespun now. When Mandy's eyes met his, he smiled avery smdl, very audacious smile. He
shocked her, and the shock was delicious—which annoyed her.

“Now listen,” Congtance said. “ Thisisthe story of Godfather Degth.”

“Thething you must understand isthat this story isvery, very old. It isfar older than fairy tales, and fairy
talesare ancient things. This story does not come to us from the fairy-folk but down the human line. |
suppose it has been told since we were granted the right of speech. And before then—well, it wasin our
hearts.

“A long, long time ago, when thisworld was gtill young and we were younger ill, there was awoman
whose fields were not great enough to support her growing family. She had been blessed with many
daughters, and they had al found men and raised families of their own-, until not even the woman's best
harvest-legping would bring up sufficient corn to feed everybody.

“Then one Lammeas night her first daughter came in with yet another child. The mother took the baby and
praised her daughter, but when the daughter had gone she weypt, for the child must be exposed. Her heart
heavy, the mother stole out in the cold of the night to give the boy to the sky.



“ She was going along the road when she met atall man with great horns on hishead and eyes asfierce as
awolf's. Thiswas not abonded man at dl, but some great hunter comein for the season's Sabbat. The
mother held out the child and said, " Please, stranger, take this child of your own kind, and be his
godfather.’

The stranger took the boy and gave the woman awand of rowan in return. “ Thisisamiraculoustwig;
with it you can hed the sick. But be careful, for if you see Death standing at the head of the sickbed,
touch the patient with the rowan and she will recover. If Desth stands at the foot, however, say 'She will
die'”

“So she became agreat physician and very wedlthy, and her whole family prospered. One day the
Queen cdled her to the bedside of her own child, agreat and powerful hunter who had been gored by a
stag. Death was standing at the head, and the boy lived. Then a second time the boy was gored, thistime
by along-toothed tiger. Again Death stood at the head, and the boy was cured. But the third time, when
the boy was sick with love, Death was at the foot of the bed and the youth had to die.

“The woman went then to visit the godfather and tell him dl that had transpired. But when she went into
the house, she found that things were most strange there. On the first floor agreat black cat wasfighting a
dog and there was aterrible row. 'Where does the godfather live? the woman asked. At once the cat
changed into the Queen's dead son and sang:

“Rowan, rowan, silver twig of life Cast my shadow on blood of gtrife”

“Thewoman went degper into the house. On the walls were the shadows of the many animasthe
godfather had dain, stags and bear and bison And there were shadows of men there, too. On the floor
there were many dead babies, the children who had been given to the sky. "Where does the godfather
live? the mother asked these children.

“They sprang up and sang:
“Rowan, rowan, silver twig of life Cast my shadow on skull of grife”

“So the mother went deeper, for farther on she could see aroom scattered with skulls. When she
touched them with the rowan wand, they came dive and spoke;

“Rowan, rowan, curse me not
For godfather has caused my flesh torot.”

“Deeper yet the mother could smell adreadful odor. She came then to arotting forest, al the trees
blackening with death, dl the animasfallen down, and the grasswithered like the curled fingers of dead
children. Only the rowan bush remained untouched, and it glowed with life, itslittle buds opening even as
she watched.

“She knew then where to find the godfather. Indeed, he was hidden in the rowan bush. When she saw
him, she said, 'Godfather, what are these strange apparitionsin your house? At the entrance | saw your
animals become children—'

“'And | saw your hair become gray, old mother.’
“ Then | saw the shadows of dl your killson thewals!
“'Ah. So you know then why you are here.’

“'Then | found aroom full of skulls!'



“ Y ou found your own people.’
“ "Then arotted forest.

“* "Theworld to come.'

“ "Then the rowan bush.’

“So he legped out and made asiif to grab her, but she was aquick old woman and she got away from
him When she looked back and saw his horns and hisred eyes, she redlized who hewasand ran al the
faster—

“She was s0 fleet that she came back into her own land, and when her people saw her they fdll to
rgoicing, for their old mother had become ayoung maiden again.”

Constance Collier stopped. She smiled down at the children. “ That story came from my grandmother,
who had it from hers. I've told it now and again to some people who know, and they supposeitto bea
surviva of the time when we lived as often as not in caves. And that's what the godfather'shouseis, eh, a
cave, and painted just the way they painted them at Lascaux thousands and thousands of years ago. So
this must be astory about such paintings and the lives of the people who made them.”

Mandy was entranced. That story could well be exactly as ancient as Constance clamed. It bore aclose
relation to “ Godfather Degth” in Grimm's, But thiswas afeminized version, sounding asif it wasfrom the
erawhen women were just becoming agriculturists, and men were till hunters.

Looking about her at these rough-clad children, at the beautiful wild boy in the corner, at Constance
dressed like aprincess hersalf, Mandy was filled with deep wonder and excitement. Something
extraordinary was happening here, something that appealed deeply to her. And there was such love
among these people that even when they were slent there was a sense of laughter.

“Now take the fire and off you go,” Constance said to the assembled children. There were a couple of
pleasfor one more short one, and one piped request: “1 want my dad to come live with us.”

Silence followed the words. The joy was for the moment suspended in agraver mood. Constance
reached her hand out and touched the cheek of aten-year-old boy. “That isamatter for the circle, Jerry.
Next time you're there you make a picture of your father in your head, and imagine him among us, and
make sure you see him smiling and happy.”

“Will he comethen?’
“Themagic you do inthecirclewill hedp him.”

The children fdl in behind an older girl who carried acandlein abrasslantern. Single file the group went
down the hall and out the back of the house. Soon the lantern was bobbing along on the hummocks.

Now was Mandy's chance to warn Constance Collier about the crazy old preacher. “| was a Brother
Pierce's Tabernacle”

She looked up sharply. “Why?’

“It has to do with some trouble my uncleis having with him. He'sascientist, and—but that isn't
important. | wasthere to help my uncle. And Pierce knew al about me, what Fm doing hereand al.”

“He reads the paper.”



“I think he hatesyou.”

Constance Collier's expression gentled again. “But you do not. Y ou are attracted to us. Y ou identify with
rre”

“Well, perhaps.”

“Come with me, Amanda. Welll send those pesky ravens along to guide the children.” She went to the
window and clapped her hands sharply seven times. Wings began to flutter and deepy bird voices
harped and shrieked. There followed a chorus of enthusiastic cawing and the crows burst up from the
shrub benegth the window, where they had apparently been deeping. Their cawing echoed in the sky and
was soon greeted by laughter and cheering from the children. “ They are good sometimes, dear, when
they fed likeit.”

“What areyou?’
Congtance Callier laughed. “An old woman who wishes to be young again. A dreamer, | suppose.”
“Excuse me, Miss Callier, but | know it isn't that Smple.”

Constance looked at her along time. “Intheend | will reved every single secret to you. But only when
I'm ready, so indulge your old benefactor.” She smelled more of minty incense than perfume. Inthe
candldight her skin seemed asalive asagirl's. She touched Mandy's face with unexpectedly warm
fingers. “I could love you like adaughter.” Then, asif shocked by her own display of fedling, she rushed
off. She cdled from the dark of the house: *Y oursisthe second room on the l€ft, top of the stairs. We
rise here with me dawn, which tomorrow will come shortly after Sx. Someonewill bein to wake you.”

Mandy wasn't convinced that such athing would be possible at that hour.

“I have something wonderful for you to do tomorrow. Something marvelous. But you must set out just a
dawn or theré's no point.”

“But Miss Collier—" There was no answer to her cdl, Constance Collier was gone.

Robin and Ivy began moving through the house with snuffers, putting out the candles. Mandy wastoo
uneasy about the boy to question him, and she didn't trust the girl at dl. In the end she went upstairs. Her
room was candlelit, with abasin of water and a chamber pot peeking out from under the ancient
curtained bed.

Mandy undressed, putting her jeans, blouse, and underthings across the back of the blue stuffed chair
that sat in front of the fireplace. She went to the writing desk and picked up the candlein its pewter
ring-handled holder. Crossing back to the bed, she felt asif she had dipped into some unfamiliar spacein
the world.

Thetime of mygteriesinthe night.

But thiswas Maywell, New Jersey, in the month of October, the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and
eighty-seven.

It was dso the time and place to climb into awonderfully cozy curtained bed, curl up, and make sure she
dreamed of peaceful voices and not strident ones, of children in candlelight and fabuloustaesfrom long
ago, and |eft the terrors behind.

She did not see Tom, who spent the night curled up on the canopy of her bed. And as he wasnot a



purriiig cat, shedidn't hear him ether.

She was steeping heavily by the time Robin came into her room. He drew close to the curtained bed,
parted the drapes, and peeked insde. When he was certain that she dept, he reached down and laid his
hand on her naked breast, feding its fullness and warmth. He whispered softly to her, an ancient spell:

“I'll cometo theein cat-time I'll come and make thee mine.”
And then, the necessary words uttered, he crept off to his own bed.

Tom watched him go, switched histail afew times, then settled in for the long night'svigil. In the bed
below him, Mandy breathed as softly as adeeping deer.

Chapter 9

On the night that the demon-sent doctor and the beautiful young witch came, Sister Winifred had been
leading what remained of the congregation in “Rock of Ages.” Brother Pierce, winded from hislast
exhortation, surveyed the crowd. About athird were gone. They loved the Lord, of course, but in the
absence of an intenseissue their faith waned. They began to worry about money or work or just getting
the washing done, and they drifted away.

He loved them so much, each one of them, and longed with dl his heart and soul to see them on their
way to heaven.

To keep them on the road, there had to be a great question before the congregation, something with
dramaand importance, that would threaten them, each one, personally, their homes and their children.
That wasthe kind of issue that could be used to reinflame their faith. Asthey sang he prayed. At once he
fet agtirring within himself. When he looked up he was surprised to see the shadow of acat in the
doorway at the back of the church. Cats made him sneeze. He was about to signal the usher to shoo it
off when it went of its own accord.

Simon kept the faith of Christ asbest he could. Of course, Christ was along, long time ago. It took a
little imagination to believe that the crudties he had suffered were redly enough to wash away the sins of
theworld. Chrigtian belief was the only thing that Simon had ever found which would hold at bay thefiery
wind of guilt that roared day and night through his soul.

Hewas so sorry for what he had done. A few moments of pleasure, afew moments of anger—then a
lifetime of remorse and eternity in hell. He refused to confess himself publicly and to ask God's
forgiveness. In part thiswas because he felt that he deserved hell for what he had done. There was,
however, the other possibility, that the whole thing—religion—was a product of the human imagination. If
that was the case, he would be confessing and going to jail for therest of hislifefor nothing. Hewasa
believer, but he preferred to cut the cards himself.

Tonight Simon felt exceptionally tired. He had been daving over the leaves dl afternoon and now he was
working like adog, trying to get that spark to comeinto the eyes of his congregation. It wasn't working.
Hewasjust losing hismagic. Six months ago held had thiswhole town wound around hislittle finger.
Well, not al of it: the old families and the college professors who lived in the €l egant houses on Albarts
and dstreets like that weren't interested. If they went to church at dl, it wasto placeslike Saint Markswith
its dried-up Rector Williams, who looked like he'd been sucked up in a prune-making machine.

Simon got the poor, the welfare cases, the unemployed. Guyswho used to work full-time over at the
Peconic Quarry, which now ran maybe three shifts amonth, others who once moved stedl at the now
abandoned Mohawk Fabricating Mill. These men had wives and children and souls and hopes, and they



weren't getting anywhere. Smon's congregation had numbered two thousand souls at thistime last year.
Now he had about fourteen hundred, athousand workers and their families and four hundred Maywell
students. His campus ministry worked surprisingly well, perhaps because the Maywel| college kids were,
intheir own way, as much rejects as the steelworkers. These were the kids who hadn't made Princeton
by along distance, who hadn't even made Jersey State.

It had occurred to him to stand up and give them alittle hdlfire. Guilt was what made them keep coming
back. Guilt, or wasit hell? Sometimes their eyesreally sparked when he described hisideas of hell. From
some deep place in himsalf he knew what it wasto burn. Asamatter of fact, he was an expert on agony,
both physica and spiritud. He could visudize burning flesh, sometimes even smell it as he preached. The
trouble with his congregation was that they did not understand hell. It could be as small asagrain of

sand, aslargeasawholelifetime. And it did not have to be flames; it could be another kind of burning,
the blue fire that consumesthe spirit.

Heknew al of thisbecause helived with it every day. His grestest secret wasthis: hell waswith andin
him. It was here, right now. He carried hell in his pocket.

He could fed it there now, dry and gnarled and unspeakably horrible. Their snsthe Lord might forgive. If
he could save just one from the torment he was dready enduring, therewas at least some small senseto
hislife

But to do hiswork he needed their faith. He must kindle and rekindle it, and keep it burning white hot!

Instead he saw it dwindling. Those who came here came more and more out of habit, not because they
couldn't stay away. At first they had poured through those doors with eager faces. Then they had come
more dowly, then out of duty. Now some of them didn't come at dl.

What worked best to keep them was controversy. Simon had first come to Maywell because of the
rumors of witchesthere that had spread through the underground fundamentalist movement.

Such a place seemed an idedl mission for areally committed preacher. They needed Christin Maywell;
not the sweet, empty Christ of Catholics and the Presbyterians, but Smon's Chrigt, aliving Christ who
would save you right then and there, in front of everybody, if you could fed it deeply enough.

Simon had built his church on the stones of controversy. Issues and public statements of protest had
brought his people together, made them see themselves as a separate band, changed them from
congregation to band of brothers.

They had collected evil books and records, steding them from thelibrary, buying them or shoplifting them
from the Daton's and the Record Room. Then they had made a bonfire of them out behind the
Tabernacle and burned over four thousand separate items. Chief among these offerings were copies of
the works of Constance Collier.

After the burnings Smon had seen an article in the Campus Courier suggesting that Dr. George Walker
was engaged in fantasticaly evil experiments of reviving the dead. To combat this man, Simon had
scheduled aten-week series and thoroughly condemned him. He had even discerned alink between Dr.
Walker and Congtance Collier. One of Waker's assstants, dark Jeffers, lived on the Collier estate.

The creation of The Christian Faery had been another massive project. The intention had been to replace
Coallier'sdemon-inspired Faery with the purified work. Getting godless children's books off the shelves of
the library and out of theloca bookstore was dmost asimportant as book burning itsalf.

Congtance Collier had reacted with venom.



Shewas afocus of pagan evil. He had heard rumors of the sinful activities on her estate, rumors having to
do with odd sex and the raising of demons with magic rituals. It wasimpossible to be awitch and not a
worshiper of demons.

Now the Courier had carried a story about Amanda Walker and her work illustrating the heathen,
paganigtic Grimm's fairy tales—for none other than Constance Collier!

Dr. George Walker. Amanda Walker. A witch working for him, sheworking for awitch—thiswasa
cabd, dl of it, apagan cabd right in the middle of this God-fearing Chrigtian community!

God-fearing and clean-living. . . but it was no wonder that they were afflicted by pagans and demons, for
they were not led by aclean man.

He touched the small bulge in his pocket that was his own personal torment. But tonight the hand was
only ahard, dead little knot.

The hymn ended. Brother Pierce cleared histhroat.

He didn't know what he would say next. But he trusted in the Lord to help him. Closing his eyes, he took
adeep breath. Hiswhole being seemed to gtir. Out of the comer of his eye he saw the outline of a cat
againg the stained-glass window nearest his pulpit. It was on the outside, pressing itself againgt the glass.
He did not have timeto be angry about it, though, for energy suddenly began pouring through him,
coming from above, from below, from everywhere. His body seemed about to burst into tingling life.
Then the words appeared, rolling off histongue asif of their own accord. “ Thereisevil running asa
shadow in these bright streets of Maywell. Yes, it even enters here, aplace we have tried to make
sacred! Theevil doctor comes among us with hiswhore and makes lying accusations.” He pointed
upward with hisright hand, and felt to his degpest core the warm, the righteous, the sweet presence of
the Saviour. By God's grace he fdlt this, for he could now speak directly to beloved Jesus Chrigt. “1 say
to you, Lord, your people are innocent. Y ea, even asthe Lamb!”

People were suddenly back dive, their faces shining, their eyes quick with excitement. He heard
whispers. “Heis here, the Lord is here.”

“We canfed it,” he shouted. “ O Lord, thank you and praise your holy name.” He smiled agreat chasm
of agmile. “O Lord, what anight!”

People began to shout. “Praisethe Lord!”

But there was another redlity in this church, and if helooked past his own joy and faith, he could seeit.
The ones toward the back of the room were not included in the excitement. They sat, their facesfixed in
pious expressions. He knew that they couldn't fed athing.

He was being prevented from reaching even to the last row in his own church!

He had to find afocus that would mean something to the man stting in the otherwise empty row at the far
back, who was either deep in persona prayer or adeep.

He cooled histhroat with the water Winifred kept behind his pulpit in agreen plagtic pitcher.

His mind fumed morbidly to avision of the Tabernacle dark and empty, a“ For leasg’” sign on the front
door.

A family of four defected from afront row. A front row family and the service not yet ended. So much
for his ecstatic moment. He hadn't even inspired the front sitters, beyond afew automatic praise-Gods.



The onesleaving didn't so much as ook embarrassed.

Fighting himsalf, he quelled his urge to scream at the defectors, to run after them, it was hard. This church
was hislife, hisfirst and only success. He had known cold and hunger and despair. The Tabernacle was
the only good thing fest had ever come to him. He was aman of many pasts. He had been anightclub
comicin Los Angdles, working the tailets, telling sorry jokesto scabrous drunksfor fifty dollars aweek.
“Little Red Riding Hood gets stopped by the Big Bad Wolf. 'Okay, Little Red,' thewolf says, 'pull down
your panties and bend over. You're gonnaget it up the ass.’ Little Red Riding Hood pullsa.357
Magnum out of her basket. The hdl | am,’ she says, 'you're gonnaeat me, just likeit saysin the story."”

Was his problem that they knew, that some of his past somehow clung to him, astink of cigar smoke and
chegp booze, of midnight bus rides and nightsin motels without names? Humor. When he got alaugh, it
waslike ablessng from on high.

There were worse things, though, that clung to him, things far worse than the residue of afew scabrous
jokes. During the seventies he had been asocid worker for the city of Atlanta, specidizing in home
placement for unwanted children. There had been trouble, big trouble. She had been alovely butterfly of
agirl, soft and smooth and saucy. Once he had been proud of how he had helped her.

Despite the dropping of the charges, he remained the object of persistent suspicion in Atlantawelfare
circles. Hislittle twenty-second mistake—not knowing his own strength—had condemned him for al
eternity, but it had dso kindled in him thisfire to save others.

Everybody in the church was watching him. It was up to him to keep them alittle longer or let them go.
He hated for them to leave on such adismd note. Onelittleflicker of life, hope springing up, the fegling of
Jesusright herein the room, then this emptiness.

His mind flashed to a bright, gleaming image of Amanda Walker. That niece of the doctor's was so
perishingly, ddicatdly beautiful. And yet her eyeswerefull of firmness and intelligence. Shewasjust the
kind of woman he dreamed of, aslovely as an opening rose, yet strong enough to take him well in hand.
Firmly in hand. When heimagined offering her hisguilty heart and asking forgiveness, hefelt a shaft of
agonized longing in his breast, just asif some demonic arrow had pierced him.

The restlessnessin the room was getting worse. What the devil had this service started out aboui,
anyway? He couldn't even remember. To buy afew seconds he took another pull a hiswater. Sister
Winifred minced across from the choir box and refilled it.

Nervoudy, feeling more and more hel pless, heflipped the pages of his Bible. Sometimes this worked.
Why had he thought of the woman now? Maybe the Bible would give the answer.

Then he saw aword flashing past, apromising word: harlot. What afriend he had in the Lord! He cried
out the passage to which he had been led: “Wherefore, O harlot, hear theword of the Lord: Thus saith
the Lord God: Because thy filthiness was poured out, and thy nakedness discovered through thy
whoredomswith thy lovers, and with dl theidols of thy abominations, and by the blood of thy children!”

He paused. The faces were on him again, the eyes coming back to life. He felt much better. “Well, now,
wasn't that somewitness! Oh, yes!” Hislaughter, ironic, angry, crackled through the silent crowd. “The
very whore was among us, witnessing to the lies of the demon doctor.” He pointed straight down the
empty aide. “And worse, sheisgoing to the house of the pagan, to help her make more evil books for
our children. Mark my words, that beautiful girl bears the mark of the demon upon her white flesh. And |
warn you, sheis here as an agent of the Dark One, come to spread corruption and confusion among the
childrent”



There was response then, alittle shocked whispering among the older folk. The young people just stared.
Asgood asit had sounded to him, thiswas obvioudy not quite right. Something was gill missing, the
focus, the damned focus. He plunged on. “Isit not our duty to cast the abomination from our midst, to
cast out the shadow of evil that o vexes us, that turns the hearts of our children from the service of the
Lord? And who is the whore's hel per and employer? That woman, oh, yes, the pagan of the hills, none
other. Y eg, they are the unholy, the denizens come up from the deep. Y ea, they are of Leviathan'sarmy,
oh, yed!”

Faces hardened. “Praise God!” came the shouts. Thiswas alittle better. Just alittle.

“So | say to you, evil waks and talksin the form of woman, yea, even awoman dressed in the clothing
of aman, in those bottom-wiggler jeans. The woman shall not wear that which pertaineth unto aman, for
that isan abomination unto theLord!"”

Ah. Therewas amarked improvement in theinterest level. Nobody was leaving now: the room was
touched by new energy.

Werethey only shocked by hisfury, or did they believe the news he brought of the evil among them?He
took adrink, stared from face to face. “Repent ye,” he shouted a one, “ Repent,” at another—* O Lord,
give us srength!”

Instead of blazing up with righteous love, those he had eye contact with glanced away. Despite the
improvement he waan't reaching them redlty yet.

He needed asimple, incendiary word that they could rdly to, afiery word that would entangle al three
demonsin one net of truth.

A glance a hiswatch told him it was closing in on 10:30. The service had been going on far too long,
given the restlessness of the crowd. It was bad psychology to have peoplefed relief when the service
ended. They ought to beleft uplifted and longing for more. “Leave them fedling as children who have just
been praised by their fine old father,” amentor had said. He struggled, he prayed in his heart, but no
word came. He would have to drop the matter for the time being and go on to the last part of the service.
May the Lord find hisword for him.

“So repent you now, good peopie, come forth, come forth and bring your sins before man and God!
Come, have no fear of the love of God nor the ears of your brothers and sistersin Christ. Jesus wants
your Sins. So be free with them, and bring them to hisHoly Altar!”

He sgnded Winifred, who started the organ. The choir hummed obediently aong, “ Amazing Grace.”
Brother Pierce bowed his heed.

A tall man stood up from deep knedling. He wore agray-striped suit and avest. He looked much more
prosperous than the run of the congregation. As he came forward, Brother Pierce recaled his name:
Roland Howells, chief teller of the Maywell State Bank & Trust. Not atither. According to Mazie
Knowland, who worked at the regiona |RS office, Howeils 1981 income tax return showed $28,000
gross salary. Contribution that year of exactly $600.

What would he repent, this secret miser?

Howeils came to the place appointed for confesson and knelt before the congregation. “My nameis
Roland Howells”

“Speak up! If we can't hear you, neither will the Lord!”



“| am Roland Howeils! | haveto confessthat | have been cruel to my wife, | have shouted, | have taken
the name of the Lord in vain, and before God | have struck her.”

“Thou shdt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain. Brother Roland!”

“Praise God, brothers and sisters, forgive me and pray for me. My wife took my son and left my bed and
board, because | was hard and full of anger.”

Something struck Brother Pierce as he listened to this man'strouble. Quite often lately members of the
congregation had come forward to witness to the breakup of their families.

Very often. Sometimesthree or four in asingle service. Maywell was a quiet, settled place of bardly five
thousand inhabitants Not your divorcing kind of town. Brother Pierce Shook the penitent's hand,
wondering. “ The Lord will return them to you if you pray well, brother.”

“1 hope so. Brother Pierce. | sure do missthem. They're out there on the estate, | know that, | got a
phonecdl.”

Good God. Those wordsimmediately brought another witness, awoman of perhapsfifty, her fingers
nicotine-stained, face dick and palid. There was something abolished lit that wastdland of fat, smelly
skin, probably full of the kind of imperfections that ruined akissto the flesh, moles and seedwarts and
prickly little hairs.

“My nameisMargaret Lysander. | aso lost my family to the estate. My husband, my daughter, my son.
They didn't want me to come here, and when | got saved, they |eft for the witches.”

Another one, and even purer gold than the first. The witches were stealing wives and husbands and
children from God-fearing Chrigtians, and that was afact.

Here was something as deeply persona asthere could be. A threat to the family was athrest to the very
soul.

Something kept entering hismind, then flitting away, an uncaptured thought. A word. He put hisfingersin
his pocket and wound them around the dry, sharp-boned littlefist that lived there.

Maggie Lysander sarted in again. “1 wasagood mammato my kids,” shesaid. “1 didn't treat 'em except
asthe Lord lays down in the Good Book, and as you teach us. Brother Pierce.”

“Amen, Sger.”
“It waslike they wasjust bewitched.”

Brother Piercefairly reded. Of course, it was so obvious. Bewitched. Witch! Witch! It wasn't anything
wrong with hisfollowers that was making their familieswalk out on them, it was the witch! And who was
aknown pagan who would not give her work over to the service of Jesus Christ? Why, the very one
who employed the whore and was behind the evil professor!

Brother Pierce waved his armswith excitement. The Good Lord wasin him now, in him degp and in him
grong! “Oh, | fed theblood of the Lamb flowing in my veins, ohhh, | fed the Lord movinginme!” The
Tongues were coming upon him. Maggie Lysander shrank away, the congregation sghed with
suppressed excitement. Thisiswhat they camefor, thiswas what made Brother Pierce specid. Very
well. Now they were going to get their money's worth.

He held his hands out before him, making them shake and tremble asif they were no longer his own.



They were going under the power of the Lord. Then hisarms, then hislegs and hiswhole body. He felt
himsdf spinning, saw faceswhirl pagt, faces and rafters and linoleum flooring. He grabbed on to the

pulpit.

His mind emptied to make way for the coming of the Word. “Ohhhh Lord!”
“PraisehisName!”

“Praisehim!”

“Ohhh, ye have the hand of the witch upon you! God's people are under the pam of the witch! The witch
comes among you, oh, praise God, the filthy sorceress with her charms and dirty talk, she poisonsthe
lives of your children and bresks up your homes, Ohhh Lord! And we cannot raise afinger against her!
Ohhh Lord! We cannot do athing on our own! We got to put down our human ways and let the Lord
God do it hisway! Ohhh, we got awitch in the dark of the night a-coming to poison your chosen
people!” It was asif afire had been kindled down deep in his soul, awhitefire of the breath of the Lamb,
ared fire of hisblood. Brother Pierce stalked down the aide. “Y ou and you and you, you got the
witches charm right on your forehead, Ohhh Lord, she's bringin’ usdivision in our houses and degth,
Lord, we cannot free ourselves, come into our hearts, O Lord, come right now among us!”

Maggie Lysander was the first among the congregation to catch on. Good girl. She arched her back and
clapped her handsto her face and shrieked high and savage. “Lord! Lord! | got youin mel” She began
to gyrate. Winifred started in on the organ, a syncopated “ Rock of Ages’ to sort of encourage things
aong alittle. Brother Pierce grabbed aman and kissed him on the mouth. “The Lord isin you-uh!” The
man shook and swayed and soon was joined by a dozen people around him, then a dozen more, then
more and more. “The Lord isin us-uh! Ohhhhh!” Then more and more, some were shrieking and crying,
some were clgpping, samping. Brother Fiercefdt climax in hissoul, dl hisfase vanity burning away
before the fiery coming of the Lamb. The Word was upon him. “Oh Lammaadossachristi! Ohhh
rogtoleuroxisatime! Lestochristomentisator!”

Maggie Lysander screamed. “Mathama! Lopadoa destona deutcheber!”

“Ohh, Laaaededmedemal Memkakopolesto, yeaaaoooh!” That was agood one! He shut his eyes and
swayed and clapped. “ Praise the Lord God-uh! Pra-a-aise the Lord God Almighty-uh, yeathough they
walk through the valeassstomanal Ooohabeiiatking! Ohhseettal bmen! Beestathnot, Satltnot suffer,
belsallnot suffer, salnot not—thou shall not suffer awitch to live. Thereit was, oh, beautiful and true and
good! A rich bitch of awitch of astuck-up Mrs. Constance and her filthy whore of atoo pretty—o
goddamn girl!

“Thou shalt not suffer awitch to livel Oh, boy! Oh, the Lord has me! Listen to the Word! Oh, boy!
Ohhhaetitmeantal”

Hewasjumping and legping, and they were dl jumping and clapping in heady rhythm, oh, yes, and he
kissed one and another, afat face, a sweated brow, pretty lips, flesh of flesh, his people, his dear people,
the people God had given him to make new in the Word. “Lammasuckum!”

Hefel among the surging crowd of them, and they were touching him, tearing his clothes, putting their
hands againgt his naked flesh, and raising him high now on a sea of hands, “ Praaaise God! God! God!”
They were not gentle, they hurt him, grabbing him and touching him, grabbing his hair, the flesh beneeth
historn shirt, grabbing him so it hurt and felt good at the same time, and calling out in tongues, and
embracing him among them, men and women and children with their hands on him, praising the Lord God
and touching him.



They carried him forth into the cold of the night, beneath the bright enormous buzzing sgn wherethe last
white moths of the season fluttered, and beneath the night sky also, Ohhhh Lord! They loved him, they
loved him, the Lord made them love him and he cried and they dl cried and praised God together right
out in the middle of the parking lot, and then they hugged each other. O God be praised and thanked, he
was getting his people back!

The congregation linked arms. Spontaneoudy and without manipulation they began singing “ That Old
Rugged Cross,” that old, old song from the past days, his boyhood of sorrow and pain, and al the
sorrow and pain of them dl, the sweet, decent, good, shamefully bewitched children of the Lord God.

One song followed another into the night. Sometime after twelve afine mist began to fal. They went to
their carsthen, with no particular plan to do what they did, to drive the night in procession, flashing their
lights and honking their horns, out Bridge Street and past the high brick walls of the Collier estate, until
therain changed to deset, and the deet to snow, and with much honking and waving and shouted prai ses,
the congregation returned to their homes.

An hour later Brother Pierce lay sweating on hisown bed in thetrailer behind the Tabernacle, listening to
good old country music dl theway from WSB amillion milesaway in Nashville, sucking a bottle of
Black Labd, hismind clattering with his success. Just like that his congregation was united behind him
once again. United againgt the witch.

If he could keep this going, he guessed he'd even see atithe from the likes of Miser Howells. Thiswas
red inspiration.

Toward morning he knew he was not going to deep. He had to point up the seriousness of his new issue.
Had to leave a message that people cared, that they hated, that they were with their good Brother Pierce
al theway.

He put a can of gasoline from the tootshed into his car and drove off about two hours before dawn.

Soon he was out on the londly road near the Collier wall. A huge cat arched its back in his headlights,
then darted to the roadside. Brother Pierce stopped his car. He got out. In fais|eft hand he was carrying
awhiskey bottlefull of gasoline. Helit arag stuffed in the neck and hurled it against thewall.

The bloom of gasoline fire swelled and jumped madly at the trees. It was not strong enough to do
damage, and was not meant to be. What Brother Pierce wanted was for people to see the black scar this
would leave on the wall.

Snowflakeswhirled among the flames.
It took lessthan five minutes for thefireto flicker out. But it left anice, big mark behind.
People would see and it would make them think. Thou shdl not suffer awitchtolive.

It wasjust a suggestion.

Chapter 10

Mandy awoketo aclink and clatter beyond the curtains of her bed. She had dept so heavily that for a
moment she didn't remember where she was. Then she stuck her head out to adap of cold air and the
sght of vy building afirein the hearth.

“Good morning.” Maybe it wasthe cold air or the amazing sight of the snow beyond the window, but her



grogginess passed at once,
“Oh, hi. I'm sorry, | wastrying to keep quiet.”

“I don't mind. What timeisit?’ The sky beyond the windows was gray, saying only that the clouds were
low and dawn had not yet come.

“Onto six. You've another twenty minutes before the bell.” She put abundle on the chair. “Here are
clothes”

Ivy's voice was warm, and her eyes when they met Mandy'swere full of friendship. Y esterday the girl
had seemed s0 reserved—and so mean, creating the trouble with the Hobbes edition and all. She had
certainly had a change of mood. Mandy remained angry with her over the business with the book. It
wasn't unreasonable, she thought, to want an apology. Ivy cheerfully poked up thefire.

When it blazed she stepped to the center of the room, hands on hips. “How's your pot?’
“My—oh, | used t, if that'swhat you mean.”

“That'swhat | mean,” Ivy said. She reached under the bed, hauled it out, and glided away with the big
blue porcelain pot cradled in her arms. “ Breskfast in the kitchen at 6:30,” she called over her shoulder. A
moment later Mandy heard her tell Constance that “the lady” was up. How old was vy? Seventeen,
perhaps. Certainly she wastoo old to be calling twenty-three-year-old Mandy a*“lady.”

It took no small amount of courage to step naked into the freezing-cold room. A curtained bed, she had
found, was amost ddlicious luxury. Maybe the style had been abandoned because it was Smply too
comfortable. She dashed over to the chair and opened the bundle, finding abra and panties, and some of
the homespun that the others wore, what seemed a shapel ess dress that, when she wore it, clung most
beautifully.

The cloth was so cold againgt her skin it made her hop and gasp.

She had just tied the belt when she heard ameow at the window. There stood Tom, pressing against the
glass, looking annoyed to be out in the snow.

Down at the village he had seemed dangerous. But now hewas a cold old cat, and she couldn't resst
letting him in. When she raised the sash, the burst of freezing air that engulfed her made her squed.
“Comein here, you! Hurry up!”

The cat rushed past her and in an instant was curled up in front of the fireplace.
“You're aweird one, kitty-cat. How'd you get out here in the first place? Did you follow me?’
The cat gtared at her. She wanted to stroke him but thought better of it.

“If you ever want akiss,” she said softly, “you know who loves you.” She puckered up and went
“mmmmm,” but the cool seriousness of the cat's gaze silenced her.

Thiswas unexpected. Could an anima seeinto ahuman sou! ?

Nervoudy she returned to her preparations. She had to break the ice on her pitcher to wash. The soap
was homemade and smelled powerfully of peppermint. It smelled, as amatter of fact, very much like
Congtance Collier, likelvy, like Robin. It smdlled like this house. And it wasn't only mint, wasit? There
wasinit ahint of some more exatic herb.



After her wash she dragged on her muddy shoes and wished she had some heavier ones, and also a
good jacket or swesater.

And she wished Tom would stop that staring! Could there be laughter in acat's eyes? Either heloved her
or he disdained her. Or worse, both. Even though she was dressed, she till felt naked.

It took the faint tapping of flakes at her window to draw her mind away from him. October 19 and
aready it was snowing. If such weather held, this was going to be along, cold winter. She peered
through the hazy glass. What magic she saw, me world transformed to philosophical purity, silent but for
the hiss of snow againgt snow and the rattling of bare limbs.

Asthe sky lightened she saw that the snow had touched me autumn colors of the treeswith white. The
perfection of the colors together, the pillowy razor of white, the staring reds, the oranges and browns,
went to the center of her, for the scene the snow had created was truly awonder of nature.

When Constance came aong, swathed in a huge woolen robe, nothing but aface in the dark folds,
Mandy was still motionless before the window. “1 know,” Constance said, touching her shoulder with
long, light ringers. “Y ou'll need the clothes we got you. Why didn't Ivy—" She went to the door. “Ivy?’
Louder: “Ivy!”

From downgairs “I'm in the kitchen, Connie.”

“We need Amandaswarm things. She's practicaly naked, the poor girl.” Sheturned around. “Ivy's quite
new to big-house responsihilities. But she has agood heart. A very good heart.”

Her footsteps sounded on the stairs. A few moments later she appeared with another stack of clothes
topped by apair of stout hiking boots. “I'm sorry, Mandy. | completely forgot the rest—the important
stuff, too. | think it'stoo cold for metoday.” She looked down at Mandy's feet. “What's your shoe size?’

“Sevenand ahdf.”

“Hiking boots haveto be alittle bigger to make room for the socks. | think | guessed right, though.”
“I'm glad you thought of them at all.”

“Y ou need good shoes. Y ou must leam every inch of thisestate asif it were your own,” Constance said.

There was a beautiful hand-knit wool sweater of rich, iridescent brown, and beneath it something huge
and dark and gray. Mandy put on the swesater and unfolded the mysterious garment.

It was ahooded, ankle-length cloak made of the tightest homespun she had ever seen. Down the front
were monogrammed afive-pointed star, atriangle, asickle moon, and two other, more obscure symbols.
It wastied about the neck with ared silk ribbon.

“Thisiswondeful.”
“Youlikeit?’

She swept it across her shoulders and tied the ribbon. vy raised the hood. The cloak was heavy and
warm and dtogether magnificent. “Oh, Congtance, | loveit. Redly loveit!”

“It took half ayear to make. The weavers sarted in April, We made it just for you.”

Mandy looked at her. What she had just said didn't make sense.



“I've been watching you ever snceyou wereagirl,”

Constance added. “And when | saw your work in Charles Bell'sbook, | knew it wastime for you to
cometo me.” She amiled. “Change your domes and come down to breakfast. Were wasting time.”

The table, when Mandy arrived, was spread with aredchecked oilcloth. A fire roared in the huge old
stove and the windows ran with condensation. Mandy sat down to a plate of pancakes and syrup. There
was asde dish of blackberries and a pitcher of fresh cream. Tea of an herb unknown to her completed
the medl. “ Everything you're egting came from this estate. It can feed you four seasons of the year. And if
you like homespun it can clothe you, too.”

“Thevillage—"

“It'san experiment. The villagersaretrying to live redly closeto theland. Everything at the village comes
from the surrounding fields and forests. The village lives by the bregth of the earth, which isthe westher,
and the heartbeat of the earth, which is the seasons. And they live close to one another, too, unled except
by the necessities that the land imposes.”

“Who are they, Constance? Are they witches, like we thought in the town?’

“Friends. Mogt of them are from Maywell. Some from farther away. They're people who want to be
reinitiated into personal contact with the earth. The villageis an effort to balance old wayswith new.” She
smiled. “Because we have drifted so far from our relationship with the planet, many people have a
tremendous need to rediscover their inner love for her. That'swhat the villageis about. It isonly mefirst
of itskind, | hope and trust.”

Tom came into the room. He stood beside Congtance's chair, looking up at her.

Mandy dug into her pancakes. They were sour and heavy and ddlicious, made of arough-ground flour
and raised by their own rot, with neither baking powder nor yeast added. With one of those swift,
amazing legps of his, Tom jumped onto the top of Constance's head. Mandy was so startled she all but
threw her fork. But Constance hardly seemed to notice the creature that had draped itself over her scalp
like somekind of lunatic far hat with eyes.

The eyes sought Mandy. Didn't he ever stop staring?
“Amanda, today | want you to begin your work. To try to do something very specia and very difficult.”

Congtance had leaned forward. Her tone was serious. But she looked—well—fantastically odd with the
cat on her head.

“I want you to take your sketchbook and go out onto Stone Mountain and find the L eannan Sidhe and
draw apicture other.”

Mandy remembered the statue in the maze. “ The Fairy Queen—do you mean mere's a statue of her up
there, to0?’

“Go across the hummocks to the foot of Stone Mountain. Y ou'll find apath starting a agrove of birch.
Just atrack. It'l betricky to negotiate. Climb the mountain until you cometo abig rowan bush. Redlly
huge. Do you know what rowan looks like?’

Tom crawled down her shoulder and disappeared under the table.

“To meabush isabush, Constance. | have noidea.”



“Look for smooth gray bark, red-orange leaves, and clumps of red berries. You redly can't missit. It's
the only onelikeit on the mountain. Just beyond it you'l find alarge round stone mat's got figures etched
into it. But they're weathered, so you won't be able to make them out. Y ou St yoursalf down on that
stone. Sooner or later fairy will come. The Queen isingtantly recognizable.”

Surely her leg wasbeing pulled. “Y ou mean—red fairies?’

“I mean redl fairies. They're about three feet tal, very broad-shouldered the men, and they'll be wearing
their whites because of the snow. White breeches and tunics, mottled white caps. And she will bein
white, too. A white gown of silken lace. She's blond, and shell have rowan in her hair. You'll see”

She was S0 serious about thisthat Mandy became embarrassed. Constance Collier must be senile. “You
seethesefaries?

“My desr, fairy are quite commonplace in the Peconic Mountains. They liveall through thisend of Jersey
and Pennsylvania. And they are not tinkerbelles and tom-tits, ether, they are very real. Don't look for
pixies, look for smal, solid beingswho are very red. They are as much apart of the planet as people and
trees and cats. Much more man we. They're aPdeolithic surviva, dear. The fairy were exterminated in
western Europe during the Middle Ages because they're pagans. They follow the Goddess. This country
isso big thefairy never got discovered. Even to misday there are parts of Stone Mountain that man
hasn't explored. And al afairy needsto hide isabush not much bigger than apillow.”

Mandy felt cut adrift from redlity. Thiswoman was rationd and sane and serious.

“They built the buria mound you drove past coming here. And the hummocks out in the back
pasture—those are the remains of afairy city built before the Iroquois conquered thisvaley.” She tossed
her head. “ The same families that built those houses have been up there on roe mountain for thousands of
years, waiting for the day when they can come down and reclaim their city.”

“What are they—I mean—uwhat about language? Do they speak English? What should | say? And what
if shewants money to St for me? Tell mewhat to do.”

“ Show the Queen respect. Bear in mind that we have been on thisland three hundred years, and the
Indians two thousand years. Thefairy have been here since before theice. Think of that. A hundred
thousand years, maybe longer. Y ou are on their land, we al are. Their Queen isthe highest and most
sacred being you will ever seeinyour life” She paused. “ Of course they may not show her, they're
unpredictable that way.”

As she had spoken, Congtance Collier's voice had rolled through the room, commanding, powerful, full
of strength and assurance. It wasthe opposite of senile. Thiswasthe very voice of wisdom, and in spite
of their incredible nature, Mandy found herself forced to listen to Constance's words.

“Timeisshort, girl. Go your way. And don't make afool of yourself by getting lost.”
Ivy shrieked and jumped back from the table.

For an instant Mandy thought she was reacting to the wild things Constance was saying, but then Tom's
head appeared from under the tablecloth.

“I'm sorry! He stuck his nose between my legs!”
“Honestly, Ivy. Y ou're awfully edgy thismorning.”

“Hisnoseiscold.”



“Y ou know to keep your legs crossed when he'saround.” She looked at Mandy. “Watch out for him.
He can be atricky devil.”

Ivy moved away from the table. With aglance at her watch Constance told Mandy to get started.
“But | have no ideawhat to do!”

“I gave you your ingructions. | want you to fal back on your own ingenuity. Amanda, darling, thisisonly
the second test, and it's not the hardest. Please get going.”

“Now, wait aminute. What tet? Y ou must be some sort of alunatic if you think I'm going to go traipsing
around snow-covered mountains looking for fairies! | was brought hereto illustrate a children's book.
That I'mwilling to do.” And that was that—

“I can't tell you what I'm offering you, Amanda.” Shelooked at the cat, who was now sitting on the
drainboard licking thelip of the hand pump a the sink. “If | did hewouldn't likeit.”

“The cat wouldnt likeit?’

She nodded. “ Something very odd might happen. Y ou'd be surprised a what he can do.”

He continued licking the drips off the pump.

“I don't mind if you're eccentric. In fact, I'm flattered that you trust me enough to be yoursdlf with me.”

“Amanda, thisis not senility or eccentricity. What's more, it'sterribly important.” Her voice was pleading
now. “You must doit. Moreis at stake than you can possibly know.”

“What? What's a stake? | came hereto illustrate—"

“Hush! Forget that book. It was just a pretext to get you here.” She reached across the table, grabbed
Mandy's collar with trembling fingers. “Y ou must trust me, just for alittle while. Amanda, I'd rather kill
mysdlf than lieto you. Pleasetrust me.”

Tears appeared at the edges of Constance's eyes. Mandy reached up and took the old woman's handsin
her own. “I can do with ahike. I'm sureI'll befine”

She smply could not turn down such a heartfelt appeal. The only thing to do was just open her mind and
let things happen. Whatever she found on the mountain, she found.

If therereally were fairies—wadll, what fun. She got up, drew her cloak around her, and went out. The
door dammed behind her. She pulled up her hood against the gusts of Snow. The flakes were smdl and
very hard, and they rattled againgt the thick wool. Mandy set out, her boots crunching the powdery
haf-inch thicknessthat crusted the ground, her face stinging in the fresh wind off the mountain. The
cloudswere low and gray; the sun was a smear in the east. As she walked along, Mandy's heart thrilled.
She was s0 gay she thought to sSing. Whatever happened on Stone Mountain, it was going to be highest
adventure.

Evenif shewasredly intended to enlist her imagination and draw the most wonderful Fairy Queen ever
created.

She went down past the maze and through the herb garden.

Beyond the garden the land s oped farther down, then rose abruptly up the side of thefirst of the
hummocks. When she reached the top she saw agroup of men far off to the south working on her car



with ropes and wooden pulleys. They wore deep brown homespun, and she could just catch the edges of
awork song, the rhythm of the chant but not the words. The tone of their voicesfairly lilted. Thejoy in
them, open and unrestrained, carried clearly acrosstheair.

Down the hummock she scrambled, trying to avoid getting her cloak caught in the bushes at its base.
“Amandal”
A mdevoice. “Who'sthat?’

A bush trembled. Ingtinctively Mandy backed away. There had been something harsh about that call,
something that made her cautious.

A face, youthful. Satyr-like, appeared in the shrubs. With agreat shudder of snow Robin stood up. He
came closeto her. “Where are you going?’ he asked. He stood directly in front of her, dressed in along
wool cape, wool trousers, and aheavy coat belted at thewaist. * Y ou're going to the rowan, aren't you?’

Mandy said nothing.

“Y ou know how the fairies keep themselves such a deep secret? If somebody sees them they don't like,
that person never comes back.”

Stll Mandy said nothing. Robin seized her and kissed her with cold lips. “1 love you!”

Hewas still aboy, and the road between seventeen and twenty-three isalong one. It was years since
shehad heard “1 love you” uttered with such enthusiasm. “Thank you,” she said. How pae and
controlled by comparison.

“Connie didn't tell you anything about how to act, did she? About how to survive.”
“| didn't get the impression they were dangerous.”

“Oh, but they are. They're very dangerous. They have the fairy whisper. Nobody knowswhat it is,
becauseit killsingtantly. And they have tiny arrows made of splinters. The poison on the arrows gives
you a heart attack, and no doctor can ever tell that you were poisoned. Huntersthat die in the woods of
cardiac arrest—half of them paid with their livesfor seeing fairy.”

“Congtance never even hinted at danger.”

“But thereid! Y ou're being tested. Constance thinks you're the Maiden, but they can't be sure until the
Leannan looksinto your heart. She has dl the fairy knowledge. Shelll read you like achakboard and
either kill you or accept you. It'sdl the sameto the Leannan.”

“Youretdling mel could bekilled?’

“If you aren't just exactly who you're supposed to be, the fairy can't let you go. Surely you can seethat.
They don't want civilization meddling in their affairs. Anthropol ogists after them, for heaven's sake. They
saw what happened to the Indians, and they know that al their own kind in Europe were exterminated.

They're very defensive, thefairy.”

Mandy began to entertain the notion of turning back. “ Can you answer me one question?’
“Probably not.”

“Why me?Why am | being put through this—initiation or whatever itis.”



“Y ou mean you don't even know that? Congtanceisredly playing it close with you.”
“Shemus be”

“Y ou're unique, Amanda. She's been watching you al of your life. Why do you think your father was
transferred to Maywell? She brought him here so you would be close to her. What Constance
knows—it'simpossibleto tell, but she had the help of the Leannan at her disposd, aswell asdl the
traditiona lore of the witches. She commands a high and rare science, and you have to be very careful
around her. You are old in the craft, Connie says.”

“Which craft?’
“Oh, wow, you'reredly in ahole. Wicca, darling, witchcraft.”
“| thought that wasit. All thetown rumors aretrue, then. Everything.”

“Oh, not everything. By no means. All the good rumors, let's say, and none of the bad! We're learning
the old ways again from Connie, and from the Leannan and her folk. And you are going to be our next
Maiden, which isasort of protector, especidly if we're under pressure from the outside. And our group
isgrowing so fagt, it's only aquestion of time before the pressure starts. The very word ‘witch' conjures
up terribleimagesin peoples minds. They think we're evil.”

“Thewicked witch.”

“A fdseimpression. Witcheraft is—well, you'll see when you get to know us better.” Hisvoice had taken
on an edge of conviction. In many ways Robin was certainly aboy, but hislove for what he believed was
ameature emation.

“Amandal” It was Constance, calling from the edge of the herb garden.

Robin's eyes narrowed. “ She musn't see me. Run, run to the top of the hummock! Waveto her, tell her
you're on your way.”

AsMandy found footing in the snow she heard his voice behind her, abarely audible whisper: “Blessed
be, my love, blessed, blessed be!”

Blessed be? The witches greeting and good-bye. Mandy had read of it in Margaret Murray's famous
book, The Witch Cult in Western Europe. Nobody interested in fairy tales could escape without reading
Murray.

She remembered her own dreams of being burned. . . and of being in acage—awful dreams. She
shuddered and went on.

Constance stood like a fur-wrapped stick a hundred yards behind. “Please hurry,” she cried. “ Piea-ase!
The Leannan doesn't wait for anybody very long!” Her voice was snatched by the wind and carried off
among therattling trees.

Far ahead of her she saw Tom jumping through the snow. She looked past him, to the dark tremendous
mountain.

And shefound that she was at least as curious as she was uneasy. She wanted to seethe fairy. Oh, there
were such beings. A nonhuman intelligence sharing the earth with man. It was so enormous a thought that
she couldn't even begin to play out itsimplications, so she smply filed it in acomer of her mind to ded
with later.



From where she was now she could see afew curls of smoke off in the direction of the village. It was
interesting to imagine life there, wearing homespun and using candles within hiking distance of modem
America There was undeniable gpped in the idea of reacquiring ancient ways. The witch rituds, for
example, were 0 very old and strange that they had been ultimately terrifying to the superdtitious
medieva world. Now anthropol ogists understood them as aremnant of human prehistory. The Old
Religion, theway of the earth. Wasn't “witch” an early English word for wise, or had that theory been
discredited?

Crossing toward the tumbled, frowning face of the mountain, she heard off in the direction of the villagea
girl Snging inaclear voice.

“Lost on gray hills, in autumn's dread splendor, The wandering one, wandering one Will the moon ever
find her?’

Thelilting, sweet-haunted song did not fade until Mandy was battling her way up Stone Mountain.

The more she committed hersdlf to it, the more brutal the climb seemed to become. The “track” wasa
miserable affair, twisting and turning, as often as not blocked by fallen stones or an outgrowth of
brambles. But for the glowing snow there waslittle light, and would be no more unless the sun broke
through the clouds that were coming down from the north.

AsMandy struggled aong, her feet grew cold despite the thick woolen socks and the good boots. Time
and again she dipped on an icy spot or was deceived by the snow into stepping into a hole. She had
been climbing what seemed to be an hour when theinclinefindly grew less steep., She stopped to look
for the rowan bush.

Everything was ajumble. She couldn't possibly tell one plant from another. She turned around and found
that she hadn't come more than two hundred feet. She wasjust now getting level with the roof of the
distant house, which stood on itsdark hill among itstrees, seeming most forlorn and distant at this empty
hour.

Thewind bdled her cloak and made her remember the world within that curtained bed. And Robin. “I
loveyou,” he had said. How could helove somebody he didn't know?

She wiped the snow from her eyebrows and continued on.

Now the wind whispered, now it howled through the shaking trees. A fine hiss of snow made itsway
deep into her hood and reminded her painfully of her ears. She pulled the silken ribbon together. The
track was now a mayhem of sharp rocks. To make any progress at al she had to crawl.

Paradoxically that very fact made her go on. The harder it became to climb it, the more she responded to
the challenge of the mountain. She had not been given gloves, and her hands soon smarted from the cold
and the stones. Her sketch-book, stuffed in her waist, jabbed her breastbone with first one comer and
then the other.

If she had any sense, she would find some overhang, cuddle up under it, and make afew sketches of the
Fairy Queen from imagination. Surely that was dl Congtance redlly intended. There could not be a
Paleolithic species il surviving in these hills. And even if there were, they would be dirty, miserable, and
scarce. Savages had none of the awesome beauty Constance had attributed to the Leannan. Savages
living on amountainsde as rough asthiswould be little better than animasthemsdves.

The Pdeolithic was thousands of years ago. Beyond memory. Beyond time. The whole notion was
ridiculous.



And yet, Constance and Robin had both been so serious. Her whole life was dresms and visons and
longing for miracles. Now she might be close to one—just might be. She struggled on. Thewind roared
without ceasing, like someimmensetide restlessin the rocks. Constance Collier had neglected to mention
another little matter of some importance: the rowan must be on the very brow of the mountain, that dark,
bare spine that got covered with deadly icein the winter.

When she did cometo the top, it happened so abruptly that she at first did not understand where she
was. She dmost staggered out onto amenacing dickness of ice as smooth as glass. She lurched and did,
then toppled amid her flapping, flopping cloak. Her sketchbook bent completely in two. She felt her
pencils scattering out of her pockets.

Scuitling about, she retrieved them.

When sheraised her head, she was frozen, but not by cold. Thiswas a place of wonder. She could see
to the north the long brow of the mountain, its gnarled trees huddling againgt it like warped children. The
west wrinkled off forever. Beyond the Peconics were the Endless Mountains and he haze the
northwestern fastness of Pennsylvania.

Thiswasthe border of one of the continent's last empty corners. Below lay Maywell inits shield of snow,
the steeple of the Episcopa Church marking the dead center of the town. She could see The Lanes and
amost make out Uncle George's house. The college's black buildings squatted beyond the diagona line
of the Morris Stage Road. Directly below wasthe Collier estate. Huddling dmost invisibly at the very
foot of the mountain, the witch village blended so perfectly with the landscape that even looking &t it she
wasn't completely sureit was there. After some time she counted twenty cottages, ten on each side of the
centrd path. Foundations and walls for twelve more were in the process of being laid. The round building
dominated the village. Occasionally afigure huddled from one door to another. Among the snowy
hummocks tiny human dots raced about—the children of the village were out with deds.

So very hidden, so secret, wasthe witch village. Through al of her growing up in the town, she had heard
of only oneincident of townspeople meeting villagers on their own ground—and those kids hadn't seen
thevillageitself. Now she was seeing the whole estate, village and dll, and it waslovely.

It did not prove nearly as hard as she had expected to find the rowan. An imposing bush, it stood easily
ten feet high, its northern sde angled from the wind, therest of it rich with berries, agay-painted creature
inthisimpossibly hodtile place.

The rowan was S0 very divethat Mandy loved it immediately. It stood fast inits bed of ice and stones.
But it was also a great, gangling adolescent of athing. When the wind made it gyrate, she wanted to

laugh.

She made her way around it, touching twigs and berries as she went. Somehow she kept expecting to
see Tom, but he wasn't about. Naturally not. There was a cat who liked afireplace. A romp aong the
lower reaches of the mountain had been quite enough for him.

She found the round stone Constance had described. It was perhaps eight feet in diameter and two thick,
gtanding at adight angle on the surface of the mountain. It was black basdt, completely out of placein
this granite geology. The surface was carved over every inch, but time and wind had worked it, too, o
only the presence of the etching could be detected, not its content.

Basalt isahard stone. Mandy ran her hand aong the ice-crusted edge. The thing must be very old. What
tremendous effort it must have been to bring it here, for it was certainly an import.

Just as she had been told to do, Mandy went to the center of the stone and sat down. She folded her



cloak under her and sat cross-legged, so that she made a sort of atent and was at the same time
insulated from theicy rock. She faced southeast, away from thewind. This cloak had been exactly the
right garment for what she was expected to do, which was sit and wait. . . and wonder how crazy she
wasto have come here.

Some adventure to get this cold. Not to mention thirsty and hungry. Animage of those delicious
unfinished pancakes came to mind. She saw the dark-flecked surface of them, the dightly crumbly
interior, the amber glow of the syrup oozing aong the plate. The memory confirmed the fact that she had
very quickly ceased to enjoy this. She was up here done and this was adamned cold place and shewas
freezing.

No sooner had the thought of leaving crossed her mind than abird, of al things, fluttered out of the
rowan and flapped about her head. It wasn't in the least afraid. This place must be very little visited. The
dusty little sparrow was what city people caled atrash bird. First with one bright, blank eye and then the
other it looked &t her. She had the distinct impression not only that it was agirl bird but that it felt kind of
friendly toward her.

If she had brought crumbs she could have fed it, the little thing was so unafraid. She had never fed awild
bird before. “ Sweet, sweet,” she said. It flew away.

The next moment asquirrel, itsfur rich and gray-black, came ambling aong. It stopped at the rowan and
ate berriesfor atime. Then it, too, came over to the rock and looked at the strange creature there.

“Hi,” Mandy said.

The squirrdl raised itself up on its haunches and wiggled its nose at her. Then, as aruptly asif it had been
caled, it jumped and raced away over the edge of the mountain. It had not been gone ten seconds before
Mandy felt the pressure of paws on her back. She turned around and startled a raccoon, which tumbled
about in the snow, righted itsalf, mewed at her, and went on with its casud sniffing of her cloak. Theniit
poked itsfrigid nose a her hands, smelling them carefully. “Wadll, | like you, too.”

The sound of her voice made the coon look up at her. It mewed back, the cry so full of question that she
ached to answer. But she could only smile, as she did not speak coon.

She began to understand Constance's sending her here. There might not be any fairies, but it was
nevertheless amagica spot and afine placeto let the images flow in her mind. Despite the cold, theice,
despite everything, she could create extraordinary fairies here. There are places of life and places of
death. Here on thisinhospitable mountain between the sky and the rowan Amanda knew afedling so
strong it shocked her. Especialy because it was not an aggressive fedling at dl, but one of the peace and
rightness of thisworld. No matter the fate of man, theloss or regaining of the old cup of kindness, peace
abides.

A quick, hairy movement beyond the rowan brought her back to the present. She dmost screamed when
she saw what wasthere. Surely it couldn't be. But it was, and it had just noticed her. It moved likea
great black furry rock, humping quickly along. There was nothing cute about the bear's black little eyes
or the fog coming from its muzzle. She sat dead till, her attention fixed on the gpproaching beast.

The closer it got the faster it came. She could hear it breathing now, hear the clatter of its claws on the
ice. A tarrible, buzzing fear froze her.

When it bellowed she knew it, too, was afemale, asthe other animals had aso been. If each animal
could be said to represent an attribute of woman, this bear was the power of her protective ingtinct. Her
greatest and most dangerous power. A she-bear protecting her cubsisthe most fearsome of creatures.



Sowly, carefully, Mandy spread her arms, pams open. Why the gesture? She did not know. Now she
could smdll the bear, athick odor of rancid fur. Its coat was shiny with secretions. Mandy found herself
looking into the animd's eyes. She saw there afemininity so savage, so full of implacable power, that it
drew achoked little sound from her throat. The bear grumbled reply, stared a moment, then became
indifferent to her,

It walked on past, crashing off into the fastness of the mountain. Perhaps this bear was without cubs, or
they were not nearby.

Whileit had diverted her attention something e se had happened, something which filled her soul witha
coldnessfar greater than that of the wind.

About the rowan there stood six small men in snow-white coats and breeches. On their feet were white
pointed shoes, and on their heads close-fitting caps just as Constance had described.

It wasn't possible. And yet, here they were.
Robin'swarning rushed back into her mind.
She screamed, asingle, sharp cry, quickly controlled.

These men had sharp faces with pointed noses and large eyes. Perhaps they |ooked so different precisaly
because they were so dmost-human. But then one of them licked hislips, and Mandy got aglimpse of
tiny teeth morelike arat'sthan aman's.

Together they raised bows, and mounted arrows on them made of twigs. There came then on the air the
ringing of smal bells and awhisper of tiny feet in the snow.

She appeared from behind the stone, al blond, her hair as soft as elder blow, her eyes sartlingly dark
brown, her body lightly dressed in the very lace Constance had promised. She was wee, not nearly as
large as her Sx guards. On her head was a garland of rowan, berries and stems and leaves. Seeing such
beauty, how ineffable, how frail, how strong, Mandy thought she would smply sink away. By
comparison she herself was coarse. All delicacy seemed to have concentrated itsdf in thissingle small
cresture. Around her neck therewas drawn asilver chain, and at her throat hung agleaming sickle of
moon.

Mandy ingtinctively lowered her eyes. It was more bearable thisway, just looking at the woman's feet, no
more than two inches long, naked in the snow. Then the feet rose out of her line of sight. She looked up,
dartled. The girl wasfloating in the air. Wings flapped and she was gone. A grest gray owl hooted from
the top of the rowan, its horns darkly silhouetted againgt the sky. It took flight, racing round and round
the rowan. Next hoofs clattered on the stones, and ablack mare reared into nothingness, its neighs
echoing off to dlence.

An ancient woman, drooling, her teeth yellow, one eye put out, her hands fantastic with arthritis, scraped
up on agtick. “Oh, my God! Can | help you?’

She hdld out her hands then and was as suddenly gone, the maiden spinning forth from her flying gray
hair. The girl took Mandy'slarge handsin her own tiny ones. She was grave now, her eyeslimpid—and
yet S0 very aware. They were scary. Her lips parted asif she would speak. Mandy remembered Robin's
warning about the whigper. The girl's voice was as much thewind's as her own. “Y ouretrembling,” she
sad.

“I'mcold.”



“Comealittle way with me.”

Mandy started to stand up, but she was stopped by the astoni shing sensation of being enclosed in
enormous, invisble hands. Woman's hands, immense and strong and soft. They drew her closeto an
invisble breast, clutched her, enfolded her. It was aterrifyingly wrong sensation; there was nobody here,
and nobody could ever be so huge. She struggled, she tried to scream, she felt her ssomach unmooring
with fright.

But shefound hersdlf being cuddied in warm perfumed folds that could be felt and smelled and even
tasted, so rich they were. All of the tension, the discomfort, the fear in Mandy's body melted away. Then,
just as she was beginning to enjoy hersdlf, she was set down. She wobbled, she cried out, sheflailed at
theair.

Never had shefelt so thoroughly explored, so—somehow—examined. She had the eerie feding mat
whatever had held her had dso been in her mind. And was il there, looking and discovering, moving
like astrange voicein her thoughts. But it wasn't ugly at dl, it was young and so very, very happy and so
glad to meet her. She couldn't help hersdlf, she burst out laughing.

The lady laughed, too.
“Who are you?’ Mandy asked her.

But she was gone, they were dl gone, as clouds upon theair.

BOOK TWO:
The Sleeping Beauty

Tha such have died enablesus
Thetranquilter todie

That such havelived, cetificate
For immortdlity.

—Emily Dickinson
Chapter 11

Thetorn moved quickly, nervoudy, through the sllent anima room. The terranums were empty, the
bloodstained monkey cage was empty. Even though the animas were gone, the room was till full of the
ammoniastink of captured things. The torn hated this room, but he hated more the people next door,
hated them enough to use them mercilesdy. Because of their guilty didike of themsdves, hedid not
consider Bonnie and Dr. Walker capable of being true witches, and Clark understood enough to take
care of himsdf.

He could fed the faint rush of microwaves from the newly installed motion detector in the center of the
room. Such things were not powerful in hisworld, and they neither surprised nor impressed him. When
he wanted Dr. Waker to comein here, he would trip the alarm, but not until then.

Despite hisdisgpproval of her, the torn could not help but fedl alittle compasson for Bonnie. Shewas
about to suffer amost interesting death.

George preferred to think of himsdlf and Bonnie as wanderersin adeadly jungle. Somehow dark was not
with them, perhaps because he was so dedicated a technician, too realistic to have acommitment to the



romance of the experiment, and no sense of the art of the work.

Unless at least one of them was awake and on guard, they had to assume their experiment would be
ruined by Brother Fierce and hisfanatics. There were various things George would like to do to Brother
Pierce, chief among them being dismemberment. Slow, considered dismemberment, the lifting off of
appendages. No. Burn him. Do it with acandle. Or tattoo his crimes on him. People did not understand
the politics of pain, how it must settlein the victim and remain there for atime. Animage from hisdreams,
of cat claws, hung amoment in histhoughts. He could light afirein agony'stower on behaf of al
destroyed things. He raged, and he hurt, and felt afine rush of guilt: he could have ddlivered his body to
Bonnieswill just then.

But he enjoyed too much the intricate mechanics of killing her, enjoyed her trembles and the faint scent of
her sweat and the coolness of the skin to which he would soon attach electrodes.

He surveyed thistangled technica realm of hisand saw that it waswell sedled againgt the rages of
Brother Pierce.

It had taken atrip dl the way to Aitoonato find locks for the lab doors that were both secure and cheap.
Somehow George had ingalled them, reading the sketchy ingtructions, going by trid and error. His
fingers were thoroughly mutilated but the tumblers worked smoothly and the steel protective plateswere
tight against the doors. He had put bolts on the windows and had bought a fifty-dollar motion detector at
Radio Shack. It sat in the middle of the now empty animal room, ready to give warning if anybody should
comethat way. He had tried to buy aclosed-circuit TV camerafor the hal outside the lab, but he
couldn't afford the four hundred dollars.

“Thisisjust wonderful,” Clark said. Hewas staring at a piece of interoffice correspondence. “ Redly very
nice”

Bonnie was egting boysenberry yogurt; George had been staring at the coils that surrounded the outline
of her body that they had chalked on thelab table. “What?’ she asked.

Her eyes, so green, so full of fire, regarded Clark calmly. George himsdf was shaking, not with
excitement or desire, but with the thought of just how risky thiswas going to be for her.

“It'savery politely worded requisition for our lab space. 'In view of the impending completion of your
grant-related activitiesthere,' it says. Y ou'll never guesswhat they're going to put in here.”

“Abar?
“Fruit flies. They're going to useit asafruit fly hatchery for Biology One.”

“I wish | had aBio One assistantship. No offense, George, but it'sa securejob.” Even Bonni€svoice
wascam.

“I don't know,” Clark said, “the work'stoo predictable. Boring as hell, raising generation after generation
of fruit flies”

“Some people,” Bonnie said around a spoonful of yogurt, “are better than others at fruit flies” She
laughed, high and sharp, betraying afirst Sgn of nervousness. “Y our trouble isyou're not committed to
your work. | don't think you care. Take me, I'm the opposite. I'm dying to keep my job.”

George looked at her. There was panic in there behind the brittle humor. He did not relish the prospect
of her getting balky. What would he do if shetried to back out?



“I think we'd be best off if you went in with as cam an attitude as possible. I'd like to seeyou in dpha
before we put you under.”

“Indphal Youthink | can lie there meditating while you kill me? Look, if you want to talk about it, let's
be completely frank with one another. Shall we?’

“Of course”

“Then I'll drop my act and tell you the truth. Y eah, you guessed it. | am scared to death! Absolutely.”
Shelaughed again, thistime without even the pretense of mirth. * 'S funny, scared to death. But what
if—" She stopped. The silence thickened rapidly. She stared down at her yogurt container. On the other
sde of the room dark muttered numbers and worked with calipers, positioning the coils so that the fields
they created would touch without overlapping.

“Areyou afraid we can't bring you back? | just want you to think of the principlesinvolved. Y ou know
you'l bereturning. The physicsisbasic, soisthe biology. Nothing's going to go wrong.”

“Oh, George, you redly don't understand, do you? Not at al™
“Understand what? Tell me what you're driving at, then I'll seeif | understand.”
“George, what if something isout there?’

Herestrained himself from laughing with relief. He had been afraid that he was going to have to cope with
real death panic. But this sort of fear wasn't that bad. “ Come on, now, you're ascientist and awitch. You
know what's out there.”

“Oh, no. | don't think you understand. I've enjoyed the witch rituals and al, but | was baptized a
Catholic. They brand your soul at birth.”

“Oh, Bonnie, come on. That's absurd. Bdlief isrelative. Death will be exactly what you expect it to be.”

“I just keep thinking, what if thereredly isahdl? And then | think, what if | fall inand | can't get out?|
know it's stupid, it's highly unsophisticated, but thereitis.”

“That'swhat's scaring you?’

“That'sit. | don't think | can help expecting some kind of Catholic hell. Or worse, a Catholic heaven,
whichisaform of hell where the good are brainwashed into wanting to sing at al times.”

“Y ou know what it'sgoing to belike? Shal | tdl you?’
“I wish you could.”

“My dear, beautiful Bonnie.” He caressed her cheek. It was so warm, so soft—he kissed it. “1 would
never do anything | thought might hurt youin any way.”

Heimagined her hanging from the celling, himsdif at her feet, and she comes down from her garrote
transformed into avirgin of retribution and takes him at last to the black chamber.

The chamber in his basement.
No! Don't think of that. Not now.

“You'regoing to kill me, and I'm going to find out I'm till a Catholic after it'stoo late. The Devil—"



“Y ou know where that legend came from! The Homed God isn't adevil any more than the Mother
Goddessisavirgin. The King of the Netherworld and the Queen of Heaven are the oldest of seasond
deities”

“I'm being sacrificed for alark. So you can find out what it'slike.”

When he spoke, it was asif the words were formed by an outer mechanism, a device that had been
made to seem human: “Oh, that'slow,” said the outer George Walker. “ That'salow blow. Let's get our
prioritiesin order here. | think that's what we haven't done. First, we are performing this experiment for a
reason, and it's an important one. The craft needsit. Constance needsit, and we dl love her, don't we?
Second, we will be giving mankind anew tooi. A person killed in thisway and cryogenicaily frozen could
last indefinitely. What's more well revolutionize surgery, make ultra-long space voyages more practical.”

“Don't patronize me! I'm scared, that's dl. | don't know what I'm facing.”

Clark came over. “1 hate to interrupt this charming conversation, but our electronics are ready.”
Bonnie stood up asif she had been sitting on atack. Then she dumped, Clark caught her from behind.
“I know it's stupid but I'm so scared | can't move!”

George saw thetears brimming in her eyes. He had to act quickly. That was the merciful thing to
do—and aso, she might be on the point of changing her mind. “Hey, now, take it easy.” He sat her back
down on her gtoal, “dark, do you think you could bring in that swive chair from the other room?’

When dark opened the door to the anima room, the motion detector started warbling. After amoment
he cut it off and came back with the chair.

“Better restart the detector. Don't give them any chancesat al.”
“Okay.”
Asdark went back, George moved Bonnie to the more comfortable chair. He stroked her hair.

“Because I'm awoman you think you can cuddle away al my fears.” Her voice was ugly and low. “ Get
memy cigarettes.” She drew herself away from him.

“The no-smoking rule—"
“Get memy cigarettes)”

He got them from her purse, held them out to her. When shetook one, helit it for her. She smoked in
slencefor atime, dark came back and stood over them with his arms folded, his expression dark and
andytica. The only sound in the [ab was the intimate noise of Bonnie's smoking, the crinkle of the burning
tobacco, the blowing sound when she expelled the smoke.

“When | wasalittle girl, I went to Our Lady of Grace School right herein Maywell. It'salovely old
schoal, run by the Sisters of Mercy. Sister Saint Stephen, Sister Saint Martin, Sister Saint Agnes. And
Mother Star of the Sea.” She laughed. “Good old Mother Star of the Sea. I'm glad she's safely dead.
Sometimes| till have nightmares about her.” Goose bumps appeared on Bonnie's arms. “Oh, God, she's
waiting for me. | canfed it, sheis! Mother, I'm sorry. Please forgive me. Mother.”

George listened to her exploring her private fears. He thought she might be an angd, thislovely girl, an
angel come to torment him with her innocence. If she had risen up and taken him and jammed him in the



coils, hewould have let her.
“Thething s, it's so easy for aCatholic to go to hell. I've got so many mortal sins. Hundreds.”
“You'reawitch. You'rein acoven.”

“Ligten, aCathaolic can go through awholelife, be al sorts of things. But when it comestimeto die, the
first thing that crosses your mind is'Dear God, where did | put my rosary? ”

“Snisardativething, Bonnie. No church can tel you whether or not you've snned. Y ou haveto believe
it. That isone of the most freeing things I've learned from Connie.”

“You haven't learned it quite right. What she teachesis that the conscience never lies. I've sinned,
George, by thelights of church and craft dike. What if some devil captures me and never lets me come
back?’

George didnt like the drift of this. “Ready,” he snapped.

Bonnie took along drag on her cigarette. “Y ou wouldn't believe some of the things I've done. Poor
Mother Star of the Sea I'm il guilty as hell about her. | guess| dwayswill be”

“What happened?’ Clark asked. George could have choked him.

She snorted. “Baby boy, I've done things you would not believe. Things that would blow even your
wiccan mind away.”

George laughed, trying hard to lighten this conversation. Casting about in his mind, he thought he had
come across away to reassure her and regain control of the Situation. “Bonnie, do yoursdlf afavor and
forget Catholic sins. How about the real sinsagainst humanity? | mean, like murder. Have you ever
murdered anybody?’

Clark shifted on hisfeet. “Let her talk about her sins. It could be important.”
“Dark, please be quiet! Bonnie?’
“It depends entirely on your definition of abortion. If you say it's murder, I'm Six times guilty.”

That was abad move, Georgie boy. Still, he kept fighting. “ Y ou're as innocent as any other accidental
mother! Abortionisn't acrime, isit? An aborted fetusis Smply somebody who didn't happen.”

“Mother Star of the Sea always taught that hell isvery, very small, because the soulsin it are so turned
away from God, so concentrated on themselves, that they've literdly gotten tiny.” Shelooked at her
cigarette. “The whole of hdll could be hidden in one corner of alittle cod was the metaphor she used.”

He had to pull her back to their shared hopes or he was going to lose her. “Thisis science, Bonnie. Our
mordity isthat of science and craft.”

For the longest time she kept looking at the glowing end of the cigarette. “1 think | seeit,” shesaid. “Héll
has comefor me. It'shiding in my cigarette.”

“I told you not to smoke. Now |et's get going.”
“It'swalting for me.”

In a desperate effort to distract her, George took her cheeksin his hands, turned her face to him, and



kissed her full on the mouth. He probed against her teeth with histongue. She resisted, then she opened
her mouth to him. He concentrated on the pleasure of the contact. No matter the circumstances, akissis
akiss.

“Bonnie, | loveyou. | love you too much to let anything happen to you. Let metell you—"
“George, with al respect thisisn't going to work. | don't think—"

“Hush! Don't say another word. It can work and it will. Y ou know in your heart just what will happen
when | turn off your dectrica functioning. Y ou are going to go to deep. Black degp. Emptiness. Nothing.
Gone”

“George, how do you know that? Y ou can't!” “But | do! And so do you. And so does every human
being. Welivealittle time and then we die and that isthe end. Why do you think were so afraid of
degth? Because in our heart of heartswe dl know it's the end. No more George, no more Bonnie. Over.
Done. That'swhat scares us, not some medieval mumbo jumbo about hell.”

“So I'll just be—like—adeep? That'swhat you're saying?’
1] Exmly.”

She stubbed out her cigarette. “1 don't believe you.” A flicker of smile crossed her face. She drew
George closeto her, pressed her lipsagainst hisear. “Y ou be sure and bring me back, becauseif you do
| am going to take you to my room and take off your clothes and love you senseless.”

“I'll| get aheart attack!”

“That'sme genera idea, you old fart! | just want to make sure you don't give up on me. | want total
moativation.”

Here wasthe old Bonnie again, sexy and tough and humorous. Her words had redlly steamed him up.
Getting into her would be quite an experience. Quite remarkable.

He hoped it would actualy happen. Astime went on and he became more and more abeggar to the aitar
of womanhood, he had learned to control such hopes. But Lord, not even as atwenty-five-year-old
Lothario had he ever received such a hot proposition. Not even from Kate, and he had married her.
Married her because she was soft and hard at the sametime.

He wanted someone to twist the guilt out of his bowels even asthey caressed him. Aswell asawoman,
he wanted a judge.

Bonnie touched the chalked outline of her own body. “That lab benchiscold.”

“Think of how famous you'll be. Y ou'll be on the cover of magazines. Persona appearances. TV. Lecture
tours. For awhile you'll probably be the most famous person in theworld.”

“Maybe I'll even get to meet afew people where I'm going. Bring back the rest of Answered Prayers
from Truman Cgpote.”

“Funny girl.” He glanced a dark, gave him aquick nod that said let's go.

Clark responded ingtantly. “1'm ready to wire you up, dear.” Bonnie waswearing jeansand an MSC
swesatshirt. She pulled off the shirt without even atrace of embarrassment. She wore no bra, and her
breasts were as succulent as the pears of autumn, dark hardly seemed to notice, making George wonder



for amoment if they might not be old lovers. But they weren't, of course. They smply belonged to the
unfortunate new generation, which took bodies for granted. Sex for them wasn't dirty, poor suckers.

George helped her onto the lab bench. “It'sredly cold in here,” she said. “Put atowel over me after
you'refinished, okay, Clark?’

“Yeah.” He greased her ankles and wrists and attached el ectrodes, then taped others down on her ches,
forehead, and neck. George wished he was the one doing it, especialy that blushing chest. “ Y oureright,
lemme see here.” Clark went over to the array of monitoring instruments. “Isthe tape rolling, George?

“ NO_”

“It'sset up,” Bonniesaid. “1 didn't turn it on. All you haveto dois pressthe 'play’ and ‘record’ switches
on thefront of the machine.”

George found the buttons on the videotape recorder. When he pushed them down, the machine whirred.
He could see the tape insde begin to spin. “It'srunning.”

“Right,” Clark replied. “Herel go. Thisislife sgnsmonitoring for Bonnie Haver. | havethefollowing
metabolic signs. Heart rate 77, blood pressure 120 systolic, 70 diastolic. The subject weighed at the
beginning of the experiment 128 pounds. Sheisablond Caucasian female, eyes green, distinguishing
marks a crescent-shaped scar on the | eft breast below the nipple. Sheis twenty-three years, four months,
and eight daysold.”

Dark was an efficient man. George nodded to him from his own station before the instrument bank. He
ran the quicktest on the coils, sending a brief jolt of current through it to test connections.

“Oht | fdt that!”
“Just the test burst. What did you fed?’
“Likel fel right through the table.”

“Good. That meansit'sworking.” George began to adjust power to the coils, making certain that there
would be uniform voltages at al points around her body. He did not know quite what would happen if
some part of it was not correctly nulled. What, for example, would be the implication of adead heart and
aliving brain? He certainly did not intend to perform that experiment on a human subject.

Clark continued. “1 am now going to read out the el ectrical status of the subject. Microvoltage loads are
well within the normal range. Brain readings are asfollows: apha, .003 microvolts; beta, .014 microvalts,
delta, .003 microvalts; lambda, .060 microvoalts; theta, .0014 microvolts. Oscillation rate is nineteen. The
brainisin ddtoid activity level. All indications are normal, and suggest aresting person, somewhat tense,
That completes this statement of the subject's current physical condition.”

Now it was George'sturn. “ Thank you, Mr. Jeffers. The condition of the null-€lectric apparatusis as
follows: the coilsare dl at uniform resting voltage of .00012 microvolts, equd to the ambient charge of
the atmosphere present in the laboratory, as measured by the Forest-Hayiard atmospheric voltmeter,
calibrated to standard zero September 19, 1985, in this same setting. Since calibration no variances have
occurred and no adjustments have been made. Thus | conclude that the instrument is accurate and the
null-eectric field iscompletdly inactive at thistime. A brief operationd test confirmed by instrumentation
and by subject perception that the field can be activated. That completes my statement of the condition of
theinstrumentation.” He paused amoment. “I think, at this point, we might have the privilege of hearing
from the subject.”



“I fed more or lessnormd. My somach'sdightly acidic and | must confessthat I'm tense. My breathing
fedsnormd and unrestricted. I'm cold. | guessI'm aso alittle scared.”, “Bonnie, are you willing to go
ahead with the experiment?’

A tiny voice. Hopefully audible to the microphone. “Yes” At the moment the motion detector in the
animal room began warbling. George felt a surge of blood; Bonnie jerked and gasped; even Clark raised
his eyebrows. “Vigtors?’

“I'll go,” Georgesaid. “Just stay calm. Odds areit'safasedarm.” Hisliewas mostly for Bonnie's sake.
“Remember, that motion detector was cheap.” He had not told them of the pistol he had brought from
home and he did not tell them now. But he drew hiswindbreaker on. The gun wasin the pocket.

The door to the animal room was closed. George watched the knob to seeif it was being turned from the
other side. He reached into his pocket and grasped the pistol. Then he put his hand on the knob and
began dowly turning it himsdlf. He was scared, but more than that he was mad. If he found any of
Brother Pierces craziesin there, he just might start shooting.

Clark appeared besde him. “Take it easy, George. If you're planning to use that gun, takeit out of your
pocket. It won't do you any good whereit is now.”

George was impressed not only that he had noticed the pistal, but that he seemed to know how to handle
agtuation likethis. “Y ou an auxiliary cop or something?”

“I'm aBurt Reynoldsfan.”

George hefted the pistal. “ Ready, Burt?’
“Readly.”

He opened the door.

And saw something so impossibly dreadful that it made him jerk back. All the anger boiling in his soul
threatened to erupt. He hated, hated, and yet—

Cat of fire, burning across asummer night of youth, cat of torment—

It sat, as black as space and enormous, on the windowsill The window behind it was locked.
“Maybeit'sasray,” Ctark said. He went over and turned off the motion detector.

George managed to force words from achaky mouth. “What'sit doing in here?’
“Maybeit's been here dl dong—in acabinet or something. Seeping.”

George stared at it. Thething wasredly huge. “What isit, some kind of athrowback?’
“Probably got alittlewildcat inits genetic mix.”

“Wdll, I'm going to get it out of here. | hate cats. They're vermin, asfar as1'm concerned.” He stuffed the
pistal in his pocket and moved toward the animal, which promptly arched its back and hissed. Loud.

“Unwise move, George. That cat prefersto stay.”

“| can't use the motion detector with that thing wandering around in here” He held out his hand. “Kitty?’



Sssdt!

“Most unwise move. Maybe if we went over to the gym and found abadminton net, we could throw it
over him—"

“All right! 1 get your point. Well lock the door between the rooms and worry about it later.”

“My thoughts exactly. The experiment will only take three minutes. Nobody's going to stop usin that
short atime. They couldn't even get the door broken down. So we're home free, right? If we stop

ddaying.”

George closed and locked the door. He kept his windbreaker on, though, with the pistol close at hand.
When he brought in the motion detector, he had checked every nook and cranny in that room for Stray
frogs. He had looked in the cabinets, even under them. The room had been empty.

“Okay, Bonnie, we are going to start. Please report your out-of-the-ordinary sensations, if any.”
“Nothingsofar.”

George flipped the seven switches that activated the coils. He began turning the rheodtats. “Establishing a
voltage base a .17 microvolts.”

“Oh. Ohhh. | definitdy fed that. It'satingling.”
“Blood pressure down to 110 over 68.”
“I'm sort of—dll floaty. Oh, thisisweird!”

When she stopped talking, George was startled to hear the distinct growl of acat. He frowned, tried to
look over thetop of hisinstrument pand toward the door to the anima room, Although he could only see
the top half, he could tell that it was very certainly closed. God, did he ever have thejitters. Catswere
loathsome cregtures. They needed to be drowned, every one of them. Or to be set afire and left to run
like meteorsin among the old sycamores of home. How his own cruelty disgusted him.

“Microvoltsto .50.”
“Blood pressure 80 over 66. Brain to apha.”

“I'mkind of deepy and | sort of have thisticklein the middle of my chest where my heart is. And it aches
atittle.” Her voice cracked. “All of asudden | fed sad.”

“Microvaltsto .75. Damn!” Just for an ingtant he had seen the eyes of acat hanging in midair over
Bonnie. Glaring down &t her.

“What isit?’

“No—forget it. | thought | was getting abad reading But it's okay. Fine.” Hetried to dow down hisown
thundering heart, to control the swest tickling histop lip. “ Bonnie, can you hear me?’

“Mnun?’

“ She's showing theta peaks now, George. Oscillation isonly five. Shelll be unconsciousin afew more
seconds.”

“Microvoltsto .90.”



“Blood pressure dropping. Thetadropping out. Oscillation null. Intercranid activity null.”

“But you il have some blood pressure?’

“Twenty over five. Dropping dowly.”

“Microvoltsto 1.00.”

“The heart and blood have stopped. The brain has stopped. Dr. Walker, clinicaly Bonnie hasdied.”

George looked across at the still form on the bench. She was staring sightiesdly at the ceiling. On her face
was an expression that stunned George silent.

Had she, too, seen the eyes of the cat?

Chapter 12

Bonniefell out of the world. She felt her blood forget her, her heart forget her, her brain forget her, her
bonesforget her.

Throughout life the body holds on to the soul. Degth is aforgetting, and when the body forgets, it loosens
itsgrip, and the soul falsout.

That isthe smplidity of dezth.

It was s0 dark and so hollow here. There was no noise, no smell, no fed. And yet its hollowness was
very, very huge.

Something was chasing her.
“Why am| dill awake?’

She answered her own question, and at once: because you expected to be. Death iswhatever you
expect. If you expect heaven, you get it, or hell, or nothing. And you are dso your own judge: you give
yoursalf what you deserve. The fundamentaist crestes hisown heli, the Catholic his purgatory, the
agnostics wander empty plains, muttering to themselves.

Asshe had died, acat had come leaping out of the ceiling, Now it was behind her, stalking her. She
sensed that it was dangerous. If she refused to believein it, maybeit would disappear. Maybe it would
stop chasing her down the hall to hell.

Torquemadaburns, Sartre stalksin gray oblivion, Milton ascends dismd glories, Blake legpswith his
demons.

Itisdl the sameto death.

Helplessto change her own degpest beliefs, Bonnie joined her fate to that of the human mgjority. This
was the death she contrived for hersdlf: the big black cat came legping and snarling toward her. Asit got
closer it got bigger and bigger and bigger.

She could not scream, not even when its face was the size of the risen moon, and she saw galaxies
behind itseyes.

It roared, and she looked down itsthroat. She did not see ablack carnivorous maw, but rather along
corridor, somehow familiar. A woman waswalking thisway aong the familiar green linoleum floor.



Bonnie opened her eyeswide, staring in dishdief a the absolute redity of the linoleum, the glossy green
paint hafway up thewalls, thejittering fluorescent fixtures on the ceiling.

Thiswas Our Lady of Grace School, circa1973. “No, pleasg, it can't be.”

The oncoming nun was ajuggernaut of black and white, the whimple framing aface made of prunesand
daggers. Bonnie wanted to hide, for she knew who this skeletal cresture was.

“Mother Star of the Seal”
“Exactly, my dear. Come with me.”
“What happened to the cat?’
“Never mind that.”

Bonnie looked at the hand held out to her, the awful hand made of westhered, gnawed bones, glowing
inwardly with fire where the marrow should be. “No! Get away from me!”

“Deep in my wound. Lord, hide and shelter me!”

“| hate 'Soul of My Saviour.' Don't Sng it to me.”

“Why, Bonnie, I'm dismayed. Our war redly ended with 'Soul of My Saviour.' Don't you remember?’
“I don't!”

“Oh, yes, Bonnie, you do.”

With arattle of tilesand jangling of fixturesthe hall svayed and re-formed itsdlf into the seventh-grade
classroom.

“I tried hard,” Mother Star of the Sea snarled. “I've been eagerly awaiting my chance to deal with you.
Now, watch this.”

The classroom spun into fuli existence. They were dl there, Stacey and Mandy and Patty and Jenette, the
whole gum-popping crowd.

Bonnie sat in the next to last desk, Stacey behind her. “Having fun, Bonnie?’
“ Shut up, Stacey, Mother will hear you.”

Mother in her glory sat reading, officiating at study hdl. Bonnie was enjoying hersdlf and did not want her
funto be ruined by Stacey's meddling. Shefixed the image of Zack Miller in her mind, theimage of him
swesting over his mop and bucket in the girl's bathroom just when she happened to be peeing and sort of
|eft the door open and—

“Oh, Bonnie, youredoing it.”
“Shut up! Mother might hear you!”

“She can't hear or see.” Then Stacey's cool, fat hand was reaching around the back of the desk, dipping
under the dastic of her skirt, going down to meet her own fingers. “Whereisit?’ Her whisper seemed to
Bonnieto carry acrossthe study hall. Mother SS remained engrossed in her Breviary.

“No! Thisisagn!”



“I can makeit fed redly marvie, ask Ellieand Jll how good | am. I'm the best in the class”

“Get out of here! Thisian't even youryouryour. . .” But it was her business, the intimate touch.
“Thisisagn!”

“Only for Catholics. I'm aUnitarian, remember. My mom and dad tell meit'sokay if werein private.”
“The seventh-grade classroom is private?’

“The back row. She can't even see thisfar. Consider us behind acurtain.” The other girlstittered and
glanced, and Jenette stared openly, cracking her gum in rhythm to thejiggling of the two desks.

Stacey wasterribly good, so good that it was some time before Bonnie became aware of what dl the
other girls had known from the moment it began to happen.

There was a shadow cast across her desk where no shadow should be. “Mother Star of the Seal”

The punishment was severe: you may not continue at Our Lady of Grace, no, you will be |eft forever to
your sin and struck down in anathemafor your sin. In the eterna agony to follow. God will remember
how you did this unattractive thing in study hdl.

—But it'snot asn! Thisisthe twentieth century!
—YougotoOur Lady. Thereforeitisasin—

Theworst part of the punishment was the first note home, the sheer disgust of parents, the sneering
laughter of the despised younger brother.

“Inview of the fact that we do not have the budget to provide apsychologist, we smply cannot alow
students with these tendencies to attend Our Lady. We would suggest that Bonnie enter PS 1 as soon as
possible, and that she take advantage of their counseling program.”

The expulsion lowered her in the estimation of her father, it embittered her mother. It would mean
spending the balance of the year in the virtud prison that was PS 1, agirl with ahistory of the
unspeakable, watched constantly by the human raptors who circled those bitter skies.

Bitter Bonnie did aworse thing to her tormentor: “Mother SSwasin onit!”
“What'sthat?’

“She—she—" Burgtinto tears, play it for al it'sworth. “Mother taught us how. She doesit to herself.
She made me—made me—" Another burst of tears.

Her father stormed over to Our Lady, had afiery meeting with the principa, Sister Saint Thomas. Poor
Mother Star of die Sea. Once she had been principal, had been demoted on some hazy canonical basis.
Now thisnew cloud.

Bonniewas reingtated. Her first day back, what pleasure, she walked the halls surrounded by a surging
pack of girls, while Mother Star of the Seawept slently, stlanding against thewall near the chapdl. The
old lady could not even continue out the year, she who had loved the girls and had such hope for them—

Retirement will be aform of execution, dow but certain. Still, a thismoment in time sheremainsa
teacher, will be until the end of the week: she must teach the killing child her music:



“Oh, brother. Mother, not 'Soul of My Saviour' again!” "'Twas on a cold and rainy afternoon in October,
dear. Y ou had dready destroyed me, but it remained my responsibility to teach you. How | prayed for a
miracle. 'Let her confess,' | prayed.

“All right now, girls, inthe key of G, and briskly, please.” Snick, snick, snick, ruler against the edge of the
desk. “ Ah-one, ah-two, ah-three!”

“Blood of my Saviour, bathe mein Thy tide;

Wash meyewarters, gushing from Hisside!

(Olay)

“Stop! Who said that? Who said that horrible word! Olay, indeed! Y ou dare to mock Our Lord's
suffering? Who wasit? Y ou? Wasit you, Stacey Banks? Or you—yes, you, Bonnie, you black-souled
beast! Bonnie, that wasasin'. No, don't put out your hand, dear.” Mother Star of the Seasmiles. “Live
withyour Sn!”

Bonnie can see now, she can see Mother Star of the Seal'sface, and it is the face of despair, so infiltrated
by hate that it lives on even though—"Y ou're dead!”

“So what? So are you. We're both as dead as doornails.”
“I'm going back! George is going to bring me back!”

“You snned against me. Y ou destroyed my career and my life with your accusations. | wasn't the best
teacher. God knows, not the best nun. But you destroyed me. Don't you want to atone for that?’

“George has amachine, he's taking me back.”

“Y ou, my dear, are faling through nowhere at the rate of ten million light-years a second. No human
agency hasthe power to get you back to your body. Y ou are dead.”

Bonnie tumbled over and over and over through al the terrible deaths of her memory, the death of her
mother with the stone weight of the cancer in her somach starving her crazy and making her throw up at
the sametime, through me deeths of her own babiesinterrupted in their amniotic heavens by long sted,
then more deaths and more: people burning, drowning, falling, the life being crushed out of them, knives
hacking their guts and bullets shattering their thoughts, ruin racing through the body of meworld as
cheerfully asacapering clown.

Merciful God, does death mean this?

Bonnie redlized with a shattering burst of passion that she wanted the hell toward which she wasfdling.
She looked at her own soul, looked closdly at it, and thought she must never, ever ook anywhere but at
that oneflickering dot because it was something, after al, something in this horrible black hollowness. Its
light was s0 very cold. But it was not nothing, not like what she wasfdling through.

She wanted to atone. Poor Mother Star of the Seal

“So, children, that iswhy C. S. Lewis described hell astiny. The soulswithin it are so concentrated on
themselves, to the exclusion of God and dl e se, that the whole of Satan's Lair could fit in asingle crumb
of the cod on Father Haherty'scigar.”

“Yes, Mother Star of the Sea.” (Olay)



“Who said that? I'm getting awfully bored by your olays, Bonnie. Please, haven't you done enough?’ In
the eye, atear.

“Olw!”
“Y ou impudent little—go stand inthe hall.”

Confessiond, Our Lady of Grace Parish; “Bless me. Father, for | have sinned. —am—Mother Star of
the Seals—lover, Another nail in an aready seded coffin. Just for the fun of it.”

“Whaa-a-at! Who'sthis? What'd you just say?’
“Even though she's been caught, she still won't stop. Father, she—she—"
“Yes, my dear, pray to Our Lord for guidance.”

That was the end of Mother Star of the Seg, right then, that day. Pack your two black bags and off you
go.

No more music class, no more*“ Soul of Our Saviour.”

“Y ou wretched girl, you not only got meretired, | was anathematized by the Order. How | suffered! |
didn't have anything to est!”

“Y ou were dtrict. Y ou were mean.”

“Not asmean asyou! Y ou ruined my life. All | did was make your palms sting. Because of you | did sm.
Yes, | snned. By my own lights, | sinned. | got mad at their refusal to listen to reason, and | did break
my vows. | spent thelast four years of my life working in aWoolworth's and going to the movieson
Sunday. In my bitterness | denied the Church, | denied the Risen Lord, and | did it because of the cloud
your accusations had spread over my life. Now I'm here, because | cannot believe that my denias
werent Sns” Her long, thin fingers cameforth, skillful narrow thingsthat twined in Bonnie€s hair and
dipped coldly behind her ears. “1'd redlly like a vacation. Now you've come, | get one.”

The cat surrounded them like a shadow, its flanks seething, its eyes everywhere, in their hearts, in the
most secret places of their souls.

Mother Star of the Sea's soul shivered and shifted, becoming acloud of hot needles that swirled about
Bonnie's head. “I've got to get free,” the needles whispered and hissed. “Just for one delicious, precious
second!”

“But you're herefor thelong pull, aren't you?’
“Y ou'd deny me my respite? Y ou don't know what thisislike!”
“I'm going to be leaving soon. Just passing through.”

“Y ou've been here amillion years dready. The world's gone. It ended. The sun blew up thousands of
years ago!” She rasped and swirled, crazed by her passion to escape. “Hell is being condemned to time
for al eternity. It never endsand it is never pleasant. Of the two of us, you committed me greater Sin, and
you must pay the greater price.”

Bonnietried to back away. George had told her thiswould be like deegp! How arrogant of him, how
absurd.



It is not what the mind thinks that creates the afterlife, but what the unconscious believes.
And the unconscious never lies.
“George, where are you? George!”

Mother Star of the Seareappeared out of the snickering, jabbing swarm of needles. “Y es, George, |
want my vacation and | want it now!”

Asif behind the screen of the cat's eyes Bonnie saw Georgetinkering in thelab. “Hurry, hurry.”

“Oh, yes, George, I've got my valise packed. Ah, what fun!” The eectric wind of George's device
shattered into the nothingness, negating for amoment the whole primacy of deeth.

Somebody was carried back into Bonni€'s body on that wind. But it wasn't Bonnie. No, Bonnie went
down deeper, to a charming place centered by a certain gingerbread cottage with aparticularly vile stove
ingde. Yes, indeed. Hansdl and Gretel aren't the only onesto have visited there.

It was somebody €l se who reinhabited her body, fitting into the glimmers and flickers between the nerves
where the soul is hidden. She cameto do thewill of her tremendous master.

The cat had ausefor her. Just for alittlewhile, shewould dip through the weave of life, doing the bidding
of the gods.

It was not Bonnie who returned to that lovely body on the lab table. No, it was Mother Star of the Sea,
of course. And she had not come back for fun.

Chapter 13

George stood over her, looking down at Bonnie. Asthelast of her living flush faded, he touched her face.
When she wasthis gill, he could really see her beauty. Hisbody gtirred asit had not since Kate. Kitten
Kate.

“George?’

Bonni€'s hair was golden, very beautiful.

“George, she's been down long enough.”

Bonnie, Bonnie. Pretty Bonnie. How cool her skin was becoming, how like aabaster. How perfect.
“The blood's going to pool.”

George bent down between the gleaming black coils, drawing closer and closer to her face. Heinhaled
the fading sweetness of her skin, then kissed her cheek, lingering hislips againgt the softness. Bonnie had
the nicest down on her cheek. Helaid hislipson hers.

“For God's sake, George, weve got to bring her back. Theres going to beirreversible brain damagein a
minute”

Bonnie was perfection.
“George! It'll be murder, | swear!”

Dark could be ahell of abitch. George went back to hisinstrument pand. “1'm going to go with adowly



ascending level rather than the quick jump we used on Tess. | think maybe well get amore stable
eectrica response from the brain that way.”

“Jugt doit. Right now!”

He began raising the voltage levelsin the brain.

“Am | supposed to get areading?’ dark called from his station.
“Of course”

“I'm not getting athing.”

“Chrigt.” George glanced over a her. What on earth had made him wait so long? She had been
unexpectedly beautiful dead. He had not been prepared for that. He raised the voltages to their full output
levels “Now?’

“Leaveit on! Try artificid fibrillation. Maybeif the heart would restart—"

George rushed to the lab bench, pulled thefibrillator out of the wooden case on the floor. The thing
wasn't even plugged in. He had been that cardless. Hefdlt like acriminal. Shaking, fumbling, he got the
piug into the socket and held the e ectrodes against Bonni€'s chest. “ Give it ashot, dark!”

The device snapped and jerked in George's hands. Bonnie's lungs expanded with awhoosh.
“No heartbeat!”

“Hitit again. Oh, Jesus.”

Thefibrillator sngpped again. Thistime there was agargling sound from Bonni€sthroat, “ dark?’
“I think I got—yeah, there's one. There's another! She's sarting! We have a heartbesat.”
“Bonnie! Bonniel”

“D-d-d—"

“Bonnie, come back to us! Come back!”

“Heart rate 45. Blood pressure 55 over 30. She's responding, George. | hope to God there's no brain
damage.”

Her eyes were fluttering, her mouth working. She coughed, gasped, jerked her head from sideto Side.

“Bonnie, baby, Bonnie, baby.”

“I'm gonna—" Shetried to lift herself, failed, then made amessal over George's beautiful equipment. He
groaned to seeit.

“Bonnie?’
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“Come on, honey, let's get you out of there. Clark, give me ahand.” While dark removed her electrodes
George got some paper towels and cleaned her up as best he could. Together they sat her up. She
swayed, dangling her legs over the edge of the bench.



“My feet are adeep,” she said.
Had George heard correctly? Was that Bonni€'s voice?
“My dear,” he said, “what alow voice you have.”

When she looked up at them, George was confused. In away that was hard to define, her face was not
right. Her cheeks, which had been rounded, were now drawn inward by atension that had not been
there before. Her lipswere held in aprim, angry line. And her eyes—she had a predatory 1ook.

“Oh, my God,” Clark whispered.
“Bonnie—what strange eyesyou have. Do you feg) dl right?’

“I'm alittle woozy, but | think my circulation's getting better.” She stepped to the floor. “There! See, I'm
okay.”

Something was not right here. The voice was radically different. And her face, her eyes. . . hedidn't
understand.

“George,” Clark sad, “comein here.” He nodded toward the anima room.
“What about that cat?’

“Never mind the damn cat, just get in herel” dark closed the door behind them. “What's wrong with
her?’

“I don't know.”
“Something'sterribly wrong with her.”
“l—what can | say?’

“Look, man, we're getting in trouble here, you and me. Careersare on theline.” He paused. “Thewhole
damn thing is videotaped.”

George saw where he was leading. “Weve got to help her. She'sthe main consideration.”

“I'mabiologigt. I can't help her. George, I'm telling you right now I'm pulling out of the project. Right out.
| don't care what happens with my degree. | don't care what Constance thinks. In fact, I'm reporting to
her that the whole experiment is afailure and we've got to shut down. If you ask me, you're going to end
upinjail or sued by outraged relatives before thisisdl over.”

“Dark, just takeit easy. It isn't that bad.”
“That isn't Bonniein there, you know it aswell as| do. It's something € se—something we've unleashed.”

“That's an unsupported vaue judgment. The only thing that's definite isthat there is achange of
expression.”

“A change of expression? The woman has another face, somebody elsg's, voice. She soundslike an
older woman. A different woman.”

“Therésno proof that these effects are related to the experiment. They might have happened anyway.”

“What aload of—you can't serioudy advocate that! The girl wasfine before we did thisto her. Normal



inevery way!”

“There was nothing in the experiment that could have caused the effect we're apparently seeing. And |
mugt stress that we've hardly had a chance to evauate her. Probably we're dealing with minor sequelae
to the blood pressure changes. My guessisthey'll pass off—"

A scream pedled in the lab. When George threw open the door, Bonnie was redling around the center of
the room with the cat on her head. Its clawswerein her hair, and it wastrying to reach her throat with its
teeth. “My God!”

George was revolted. A human being touched by acat. And yet the suffering involved in being bitten by
those teeth would be so extreme that it would be fascinating. He fought to get his hands under control
enough to grab at the loathsome thing.

At lagt hedid it, felt muscles pulsing benesth its skin, heard its hissing, smdlled its breath like an electrical
fire. He got the head and pulled it back away from Bonni€'s neck. Claws savaged hishands as he
dragged the cat off her. It writhed furioudy, screaming, its head turning and twisting, claws dashing.
Clutching the scruff of its neck, hetook it into the anima room and tossed it into the empty monkey cage.
“Thisiscrazy!”

He returned to the lab to find Clark standing at the door, staring down the hall. Bonnie was gone.

Mother Star of the Seahad to get moving. The damned cat was going berserk with impatience. There
was no time to waste, not asingle second. Y ou took hell with you, even on vacation.

She did exactly what she was supposed to do—she ran. She did not know where she was going or even
why she was here. That wasn't her business. She Just had to run. It that had brought her here would
direct her movements.

There was one thing, though, she wanted to do on her own, and she wanted it so desperately that she
risked the wrath of the cat for it.

For al the time she had been dead, she had been longing for one smple thing that was only availablein
life. Her last one had been stolen by anurse's aide on the cancer ward at Perpetud Light Hospital. Her
very last one, and she had done her termina suffocation without even the small pleasureit would have

brought.
Mother Star of the Seafumbled in the pockets of Bonni€'s jeans for some change. Thirty cents. Good.

She crossed atwo-lane highway and went down into the familiar old town, looking for the right kind of
dore.

Bixter's. Of course. She went in. At the counter was adisplay so beautiful she dmost wept to seeit. With
atrembling hand she picked out from among the stacks of M&Ms and Herseys and Oh Henryi'sa
lovely, fat, fresh Snickers bar. She shook as she held her coinsout to the girl at the register.

“Thirty-two.”
“Excuseme?’
“Thirty-two cents. A Snickersisthirty-two cents.”

Mother Star of the Seawasn't redlly surprised. Her guilt didn't missatrick. She was here, sure, but she
had no intention of letting up on hersdf. Her suffering would stay with her. She knew better than to try



and stedl the candy. What would happen then she couldn't even guess, but it would certainly be worse
than not getting the damn Snickersat al. “Too bad,” she croaked. She put it back and left the store.

As shewaked down the street, alittle bit of hell amid al these happy souls, she found she hated them.
They ate, they dept, they fornicated—and she couldn't even have agoddamn candy bar. Mother Star of
the Sea begrudged them their silly, complacent lives. What ajokeit al was. They thought they'd die,
most of them, and face some sort of judgment. Saint Peter or whoever.

Y ou could say not guilty, but it didn't matter abit if you knew otherwise.

| am now walking around in abody | once hated with a passion so greet it drew tearsto my eyes. She
looked down at the hands. They were smooth and pretty now, but in 1973 they had been plump, warty
little things. Had she ever rulered them? She didn't recdll, but she certainly hoped so. Sheraised oneto
wipe her nose. The arm was stronger than she had thought it would be, and she almost knocked herself
out. Staggering, she recovered.

Shewasin here and she couldn't get out! How horrible. How funny.

Maybe I'm crazy. Perhaps I'm redly Bonnie, but | think I'm the old dead nun. I'm Bonnie, and I've
becomemy own guilt.

This speculation made her hate the people around her even more. In afew minutes the distance between
her and her fellow human beings had become as wide as the black eternd pit into which she had fallen.

How she hated them, those bright faces, those innocent eyes, those sexy curves and jutting trousers. Two
children passed. Their faces were smeared with chocolate. She smelled the aroma of Snickers on their
sour children's breath. She would have gleefully roasted them over adow fire.

As shewaked dong she noticed atrail of antswinding itsway acrossthe sdewalk. They were helpless.
Unlike the people, they could be hurt. She pranced up and down, stomping them to ant butter.

“Areyou dl right, miss?’
A cop. “Yeah. | just don't like ants.”
“Wegot alot of ‘'em thisyear. | been puttin' out them ant motelsa my place dl fall.”

She crossed the street. Wherever was she going, anyway? Hell if she knew. Let the cat take care of it.
The cat dways knew just what it wanted. If you refused or hesitated in hell, Ihe damn thing became ared

tiger.
Something buzzed in her left ear like an enormous wasp, perhaps a cat struggling to make human sounds.

The words were clear enough, though. They told her just what was next. Cross Ames and walk a block
farther on. Then take aleft on North Street, down ablock, and there it would be, huddled up againgt the
back of the Tabernacle, Brother Pierce's shabby old Airstream trailer with “ God IsLove’ painted down
the Sdes. She arrived panting.

“Brother Pierce? Brother Pierce, are you in there?’

She hammered on the screen door that had been attached by coat hanger wiresto the frame. The interior
of thetraller was dark and quiet, warm from the sun despite the chilly day.

“Brother Pierce?’



She opened the screen door and stepped in. Thetrailer was not large. One side of it consisted of a
reeking, unmade bed, the other of adesk and plagtic-covered table littered with dishes.

Shewas careful to close and latch the door. The places where the cat's claws had penetrated her scalp
burned like fire. She didn't care to encounter that creature again.

Thiswas certainly adreary little hole. Hot. Stinky. She cast around for some cigarettes, found a
stale-looking pack of Saratoga 100s, put one in her mouth. Amazingly enough, she also located a book
of matches. At least she would be allowed some small pleasure. But when she saw that there were just
two matches | eft in the book, their phosphorustips crumbling, she didn't even try to light one. What was
the point? Without further ado she tossed cigarette and matches over her shoulder.

The voice had not told her what she was supposed to do here, so she stood, as inert as an undirected
zombie.

Asthe minutes passed, Mother Star of the Sea came to seem less a self and more amemory. Bonnie
was returning, the old nun dissolving away. It occurred to the regppearing woman that the Mother Star of
the Sea delusion could be an unexpected consequence of her temporary desth.

It made her fedl cold and clammy to redlize that she had memories from the time she had been dead.
Death hadn't been blackness or emptiness, not at all.

It had been Mother Star of the Seaand. . . oh, dear.
That problem. But she hadn't—or had she—ruined Mother Star of the Seaslife?
She certainly had. And she had goneto hell for doing it. In alittle while she was going back. Forever.

Mother Star of the Seawas standing in the back of thetrailer, her habit billowing like great wings. There
was agreat pile of whiskey bottles behind her.

Bonnie rushed wildly from the grim apparition—and into the arms of ashort, fat gasping man who was on
hisway in the door. “1 got to see Brother Pierce,” the man wailed.

“He'snot here”
The man wrung hishands. “I got to see him!”
“Youll haveto wait.”

“I can't wait! No time.” She heard brakes squed around the side of thetrailer. “Oh, Jesus! Tell him
there's gonna be awitch ride through the town tonight. Big secret, we ain't supposed to know! Tell him!”

Three more men hurried around the trailer. Then fatso was off, puffing and blowing, his pursuersclose
behind. Their car came swinging around the corner raising dust, driven by afourth man.

A witch ride? She could never say that!

“May | help you, daughter?’

“Oh.”

“I am Simon Rerce.” He did not smile so much asreved histeeth.

“|—" Shewanted to tell him shewasjust leaving, but she couldn't very well do that. Thiswas hishome



and shewas standing right in the middle of it.

“| ask that members of the congregation never comein here” He chuckled. “I am an inveterate bottle
collector and some of my prizes are very ddicate. Worthless, of course, except to me.” He stared at her,
hiseyesfull of calculation. “Who are you, daughter?’

“I'm—amessenger! | have amessage for you from, from—" She waited for the buzzing voicein her ear.
Therewas only silence.

“Bill Peters?Bill sent you?’

She had to think up something. “ That'sit,” she babbled. “Bill sent me. He said to tell you therés going to
beawitch ridetonight.” It had burst from her onits own.

“Bill said that? Whereishe?’
“Some men were after him—"
“Say no more. Bless you, daughter! Y ou have brought me gold. Gold!”

So thiswas why she had been sent here. The cat of hell wanted to be certain that Brother Pierce knew
about the witch ride.

He strode past her and got on the phone. Her last sight of him was of his back as he bent over the
ingtrument, talking with excitement and relish. She had to get to the lab right now. She was remembering
an incredible wedlth of detail, and she had to tell George. Mother Star of the Sea, indeed. Guilty secrets
of the dead.

She hurried up North Street to the place where it forms a tnangie with Meecham and the Morris Stage
Road. Bonnie was a careful girl. She negotiated the Meecham part of the crossing and paused on the
pedestrian idand, waiting for abreak in the M SR traffic. She waited for sometime. Thiswasthe
commuter hour, and there was a steady stream of cars coming back to town from their day'sjourneys.
Therewas aloud feline growl behind her. She whirled, shocked. All she saw were eyes and teeth,
hanging in the air. But the eyeswere glaring things, and the teeth curved tike tyrannic fingernails.

She hurled hersdlf away from the horror—and into the middle of the Morris Stage Road. Thelast thing
she saw was the onrushing grillwork of ahuge Lincoln. Mike Kominski didn't even have timeto swerve.

Her message ddlivered, Tom returned the messenger to its eternal abode.

Chapter 14
THE WILD HUNT

The moon had risen high, casting its light upon the mountain. Mandy stood beside the house with
Congance, holding her cold, dry hand and watching the golden sickle in the sky.

“I want to stay here forever, Constance.”

“Yes” Therewas shynessin her tone. Despite the march of years she had much il of youth in her “But
you must be certain Would you give your lifefor it?’

Mandy raised her eyebrows, regarded Congtance. “1've teamed to be suspicious of questionslike that.”

“Well, no need to answer just thisingtant. Y ou've been given areprieve The ravens are announcing a



vigtor.”

Mandy heard their gleeful blaring babble of haf-aware voices. She could detect the pleasure and
excitement in their tone. “ They know the visitor. Somebody they're glad to see.

“Very good, dear. You'relearning how to listen to them.”
“Just the tone. Not the words.”

“Thetwo are one and the same among birds. If you're careful, you'll hear the celebration in their
greeting.” She smiled. “Ravens only celebrate one thing, and that isfood. So wewill find that our visitor is
feeding them as he comes up the road.”
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“Thefemaéesvoicesare sharpest. It'sahe”

They went back inside and down the long central hal to the front cfehe house. Ivy had not yet lit the
candles. That wouldn't occur until the moon cleared the trees. “It's nice to do things that remind usthis
old planet ralls,” Ivy had said. “It's going somewhere, and we're going there, too.”

Rise of moon, setting of sun, tumble of sars, al were noticed on the Collier estate.

A manin hat, down jacket, and snow bootswas just mounting the fina rise to the house. As he walked,
he tossed bits of something to the darting, gleeful birds.

Mandy was no longer so desolate about the work they had destroyed. One glimpse of the Leannan had
made her past efforts seem callow, at least the efforts at fairies. Their destruction was agrace; shewould
not have been able to bear them now.

“Wadll, look whoitis. Ivy! Robin! Y our father'scomefor avist.”

As she and Congtance watched him making hisway up thewalk in his cioud of ravens, Mandy heard a
rattle of footsteps from the house. A moment later Robin and vy burst past them and met him at the
seps. With acry of happiness vy threw hersdf into hisarms. “ Dad!”

“Hey, baby! Hiya, Bill.”

“Their outsde names are Margaret and Bill,” Constance commented. She offered no further explanation
astheir father ssomped the snow off his boots on the wide front porch.

“Lord, Connie, why don't you get somebody in to plow that road? Tumbuli'd do it for ahundred bucks.”
“Hello, Steven. Come on in and dry your boots by the fire. We've got some hot mulled wine.”

He tramped through the door rubbing his hands. “Nobody mullswine like you people,” he rumbled.
Mandy was fascinated. Robin had talked about the danger of outsiders learning too much, but here was
one outsider who seemed familiar enough with them.

Ivy soon brought wine in stleaming mugs. “Oh, that isgood,” Steven said, leaning into the warmth. His
face, reflecting the firdight, communicated strength and gentleness. His eyeswere set in tangled brows,
but the way they twinkled suggested that he did not take the witches quite as serioudy asthey themselves
did. He seemed s0 at peace, so accepting. She could understand why he was trusted here.

“Snow in October! We had three inches down in the town.” He looked askance at Constance. “ Sureis



unusual, snow in October. | wonder if she was as surprised aswe were.” He chuckled. “It is beautiful,
though, the white againg the autumn colors.”

“Itll met.”
“Good! | can get my compost finished. Say, shedidn't tel you when, did she?”’
Congtance risked. “That is no business of the Episcopalians.”

“Hell, Connie, I'm not just a church deacon. I'm also agardener. | need to know. And you got my kids,
you old witch. I think I'm entitled to afew favors.”

“Steven, I'd like you to meet Amanda Walker. She's going to be with usfrom now on. Amanda, thisis
Steven Cross. HE's my neighbor across the road.”

Mandy smiled. She knew the name Craoss, of course. It was one of the old Maywell names. There had
been Crossesin the Founder's Excursion in 1702. Mother Star of the Seahad drilled that into their heads
in Higtory, dong with the equaly important fact that two of the founding families, the Stemleighs and the
Albarts, were Roman Cathalic.

“My Lord, you do get the pretty ones.” Hisbig hand lingered in her own. Then he turned hiseyeson
Congtance once again. “I thought 1'd better come up.” Hisvoice lowered. “ Something happened last
night.” He cast asignificant glancein Mandy's direction. * Preity serious.”

“She can hear. Shé'sgoing to team it all.”
His eyebrows shot up. “Y ou mean she'sthe newv—"

“That'sright. But don't congratul ate her yet, she only just survived the first challenge. Now, why did you
come? What's happened?’

“About midnight last night | noticed alot of traffic out on Bridge Road. | went down the front walk and
took alook. Therewas aregular procession, Connie.”

“Who?’
“Brother Pierce has gotten wind of something.”

“Maybe he's managed to dip aspy into one of the town covens. | wouldn't be surprised. That's the way
it usudly happened in the old days.”

“I hope none of the oneswho use our facilities”

“| doubt it. The covensthat meet at Saint George's have been going for years.”
“How about Leonora Brown's group—"

“The Priestess Quest. Sheisrather new at it. Have you met any of her coven?’
“Therector saysit'sagood group.”

“And your Charlie knows people. No, | don't think my problem isthere. I'd be more inclined to nose
about the Kominski group. She's got three covens now. 1 cautioned her about growing too fast.”

Steven amiled. “ Y ou folks sdll ecstasy. That's a hard thing to beat in this day and age. People want to



join, Connie. | don't think you redlize how much you're affecting melife of Maywell. Far more than you
did even fiveyears ago.”

“I redizeit. Never assume | don't know what I'm doing. And my people can keep their secrets.”

Hetucked hischininto his chest. His eyeswere no longer twinkling. “ Please forgive me, but | beg to
differ. Not only Brother Pierce but everybody elsein town knows there's some kind of abig do on
tonight.”

“Of course. They have to know.”
He rocked back with surprise. “What? Oh, Connie, come on!”

“The essence of theritud isdanger. If it wasn't dangerousit wouldn't work. To bereal, magic must be
serious. We aren't playing games here.”

Mandy listened with the utmost care. She believed these words.

Crosss voice rose as he spoke. “Connieg, | don't think you understand what your people are doing.
They'rerecruiting al over town, even in the churches. Even from Ferce”

“They aren't recruiting. We don't recruit. Witches arerare. It takes avery specia person to become a
witch.”

He shook his head. “Whatever, you're going public. Connie, you people are way out in never-never land
and thisisavery consarvativelittle town.”

“Therésalong tradition of toleration herein Maywell.”

“Maywell isa Christian community, of courseit'stolerant. Except for Pierce, that is. And heisfar from
tolerant.” Steven stopped, looked along time at the floor. Findly he spoke again. “Y ou'rein danger. All
of you. Thisbusinessof public ritudsishighly irresponsible. And the recruitment—"

“We do not recruit!”

“Whatever itidl It'sgoing to get you in trouble, mark my words. Y ou've got families bresking up over this
thing. Let metedl you how Maywdl thinks of you. Thetolerant ones—us, the Catholics, most of the
established churches—4till figure live and let live, but the more noise you make the more uneasy we get.
Asfor Brother Piercesfollowers, watch out. They're running around with torchesin the night, my dear.”

Connie smiled softly. “We have to do what we do and be what we are. Nobody redly hasachoicein
such matters. If it meansthat we lose the toleration of the town, then that's what must be. But we love
you and respect you. Carry that message to your congregation, Steven. Wilt you do that?’

“You know I'll dowhat | can. But my strong sense of it isthat things are about to get out of hand. Puti
back for awnhile”

“I'm sorry, Steven.”
Hedrank deeply of hiswine. “What'sin thismull, anyway?’
“Stool of toad, leg of worm.”

“Thank you. I'll have to write that down. There was more than a procession out there last night. Therésa
big burned place on the wall about a hundred yards from the gate, back toward town.”



Constance's eyes narrowed. “ A burned place?’

“The grassis scorched, thewall is covered with soot, and the overhanging branches are blackened.
Somebody's awful mad at you, Connie.”

Congtance's eyestwinkled. “Pierce, of course.”

“Probably. But you've got plenty of enemies besides him. Could be some husband whose wife has
moved to your village. Could be awhole group of 'em.”

“There are only two families affected by the village in that way. And one of the husbandsiis about to
come around. The other istoo obsessed with hiswork to bother about us.”

“Then blame Brother Pierce. From what | hear he's out to cauterize this place to acinder. Burn out the
witch infection.” He coughed. “ Thiswineisloosening up my chest aswell as my tongue. Y our darned
snowstorm gave me acold, dear!”

“We don't affect the weather. That's just a supertition.”

Steven answered with a deeper hack.

“Ivy, what do you think your father's cough needs?’

“Wall, it'sbronchid, alot of loose phlegm. Not very serious. I'd say onion broth.”
“Very good. But why areyou sureit isn't serious?’

“Therésno rasp in it, S0 not much inflammeation, and none of the thickness associated with pneumonia
And it doesn't have the crack of atumor cough.”

“Seethere, Steven. Y our daughter is possibly going to be a quite competent herbat doctor. Ivy, give him
therecipe.”

“Cut up six smdl white onions and boil them in acup of honey. Boil them down for two hours. Strain out
theliquid and take it hot, in small doses. You'll cough alot at firsds—"

“I'msaure”
“Thenitll stop, Dad. Y our cough'H be cured.”

“I'll use up my Robitussin firgt, baby. | love you dearly, but | don't think Mom's gonnalet me boil down
onionsin thekitchen.”

Ivy went and sat on the arm of his chair. She stroked what he had left of hair. Robin, sitting on the floor
before him, took hismug and refilled it from the pitcher they had left by thefire. Mandy wasfor a
moment conscious of the depth of the love that flowed between this man and histwo children. He looked
again a Congtance. “Please tell meyou're at least going to be careful.”

“Tonight isabad night for usto be careful.”
Therewas that suggestion of danger again.
“Don't go down in the town.”

“We go wherever our ritua leads. The essence of the hunt is danger.”



“You've said that! Now, look, if you're going to be crazy, at least do me one smali favor. Tetl Sheriff
Williamsyour plan.”

“| did that, of course.” Shelaughed. “1 even had to pay ahoof tax of fifteen cents.”

“I'm glad he knows. | don't want the poor guy to get a heart attack.”

“Johnny Williamsis agood man, Sleven. We used to dance together out at Rollo's Road House.”
“Y ou remember that? When did that place close down—during the war?’

“Beforethewar. Thereason | remember isthat Johnny reminds me every timel seehim” There had
come into Congtance's face afey expression. To say she had once been a coquette would not be
accurate. She till was one.

On the distance came the single boom of agong. “The moon hangs two fingers over the mountain,”
Congtance said. “We have alot to do before midnight.”

He dapped his pdm againg hishead. “I'm telling you haf of thistown isup in arms, Connie, and you
propose to go thundering through its streets on horseback a midnight? Y ou must be mad!”

“Half the town may be up in arms, but the other haf ismine.”
“Not half, dear. Perhgps afourth.”
“Many of the othersare friends.”

“Oh, comeon. You act like you haven't heard what | said. Y ou make a spectacle of yoursalf and you're
going to lose the friends you do have.”

Mandy saw something fiercein the look Steven gave Constance, something he himself might not even
have been aware of. The gong boomed again.

“| gather that means| haveto go.”
“That'swhat it means, Steven.”

He got up. “ Thanks a hegp for the wine. And don't say | didn't warn you if you have trouble tonight.” He
tromped out, his children trailing behind him. Y our mother sends her love. Her applesareripe, and she
saystotdl you she's going to have thirty bushels. All grown without spells.”

“That'swhat shethinks,” vy said. “I first spelled the orchard on Beltane Day.”

“I'll tll her that. I'm sure shelll throw away her fertilizer.” “1 wish shewould. She doesn't need it. It
shocks her trees. They're getting old before their time.”

“Weve got agood harvest, too,” Robin added. “Pumpkins and corn and squash and wheat and oats.
And an incredible blackberry crop. We're going to be making the herbal stuff again.”

There was an awkwardness now between the three of them. “1t'll be agood harvest, then,” Steven said.
“The bedt,” hisson said. A pause grew, spread into asilence.

“Your sstersmissyou.” Steven paused at the door. He opened hisarmsto his son and daughter. “Y ou
know,” Aningtant later he was off into the night. Soon the calls of the ravens began again, diminishing



with him as he departed. “Hey! Lay off that hat! I'm outa bread!”
Then hewas gone.

Ivy went about with her taper, and soon the house shone with the deep light of the candles. Mandy saw
Robin hurrying through the kitchen. The dam of the door made her gasp. She was dert with anticipation.
She understood that she was at the center of thisritua. Naturaly she was apprehensive. Shetold herself
that was dl it was—apprehension. She would not admit to deep fear, the curdling terror that comes when
onefaces atrue unknown.

“What am | going to do tonight?’ she asked Constance.

Her mentor took both of her hands. *Y ou are the huntress, dear.” She wasn't surprised. “1 hope you
know how to ride bareback.”

“I couldn't possibly! I haven't ridden ahorse since | was sixteen.”
“Wadll, giveit atry. Youll haveto go sky-clad, too.”

“What's that supposed to mean?’

“Youll see. Now, come on, the moon doesn't wait.”

The next thing Mandy knew she was following Constance down the path through the herb garden. The
idea of hestating never crossed her mind.

When they reached the village, they dipped between two of the cottagesto find the place most
wonderfully transformed from Mandy's brief visit when shefirst entered the estate. There were candles
everywhere, making pools of light aong the snowy paths, gleaming in the windows of the cottages, in the
lanterns before the houses, too. Holly decorated dl the doors. “Y ou're to hunt the Holly King tonight, my
dear Amanda,” Congtance said. “Asusua therules of the game will be smple. Just do your best.”

Here she went again with the vague ingtructions. Mandy remembered struggling up Stone Mountain, not
knowing wherethe hdl shewasgoing. “What if | fal off the horse?’ she muttered, knowing there would
be no reply.

She was being tested. Very well. Sheraised her chin.
Fercely she determined to pass every test they could give her.

Constance stopped in the middle of the village. She looked most wonderful, hooded, her cloak touching
the ground. Her face waslit by the candles, and the moon rode high above her. “If a any point you fail,
my dear, we burn thisvillage and go home. We quit.”

A stone seemed to knock in her chest. “It'sthat important? Me?” Now al of her posturing seemed
hollow.

“Thisisyour night, my dear Y ou have taken your place with the Leannan as | took minefifty years ago.
To further prove yourself, you must capture the Holly King and make him your own. It symbolizes your
grength. The Hally King isdl of us, our covenstead, our way of life. If you want to lead us, you must first
cachus”

Mandy's mind was till battling through the possible meanings of what she had just heard when
Constance marched up to the doors of the great round building at the head of the town and threw them



open.

The room within was an astonishment of light and odor: it appeared to be acombination bam and ritua
chamber. Around the wdlswere stdlsfull of horses and cattle and goats. Mandy saw fine mounts, their
rumps gleaming, their tails beautifully curried. The smell was not unplessant, just intensdly animd. The
galls, though, formed only the outermost circle. The greater part of the space wastaken up by a
beaten-earth floor, upon which sat perhaps four dozen people—men, women, and children.

In the center of the circle was Robin, his head crowned by holly, hisbody gleaming asif it had been
waxed. Hewas, aswerethey al, quite naked. When he smiled at her, shewas glad.

A familiar black tail hung down from arafter, flicking occasiondly.

There was askiri of bagpipes and arattle of bones. Six couples cameinto the circle around Robin. A
young woman of perhaps eighteen dashed round and round it with an enormous broadsword, pointing it
at the ground. The bagpipeswailed wildly. Mandy thought of al the movies she had ever seen of
Scotsmen in war, and knew the sense of this magnificent noise. In hands such as held them now, the
pipeswere an instrument of courage.

Brother Pierce's face, sharp with hate, seemed to swim before her.

The group in the circle began to dance round their Holly King, clapping and chanting:

“Hreof life
Pass, pass, pass!

Fire and flame, in Goddess name,
Pass, pass, pass!

Heart and hand of Holly King,
Pass, pass, pass!”

She understood it dl now. They were going to make her ride ahorse through a hogtile town in the nude,
chasing aguy with weedsin hishair.

She was thinking to get out of here when strong hands suddenly grabbed her and whirled her away
among swirling chains of people. They snatched at her cloak until it was swept off, then at her jacket, a
her blouse, at her jeans. Soon she was naked above the waist. There was so much laughter that the
violence of the undressng was almost dispelled. They lifted her at last over their heads, and in passing her
from hand to hand finally got the jeans away from her.

She was shrieking from al those unexpected touches when she found hersaf delivered to the center of
theinmost circleand laid at the feet of the Holly King.

Robin's eyes were big with desire. She could see, between his crossed legs, his standing flesh.

Closeto him there was a strange smell, like mildew and rancid lard and menthol cough drops. A moment
later she knew why. He dipped hisfingersin abowl of thick salve and dropped ahuge glob of it on her
bly.

“Hey!"

They held her arms above her head, put their hands around her ankles. In their faces was such love,
though, she made no attempt to escape them.



When Robin began spreading the salve up and down her ssomach, she discovered that the touch of his
hands could be pleasant. He spread the dick stink over her whole body, leaving only her private parts
untouched. Shetingled, grew warm. The sensation was not unlike that of Ben Gay, but degper and not in
theleast relaxing. On the contrary, she wanted to run and jump and ydl; shefairly could have flown.

The young woman who had wielded the sword came and kndlt beside Mandy. “ Theresalittle ing,” she
whispered. “Don't mind, it soon ends.” She took some of the salve and nibbed it smartly into Mandy's
privates.

A littleting! 1t was dl she could do not to shriek with the agony of it. Asif anticipating her problem the
bagpipes wailed again and the bones were joined by drums.

No wonder there were legends of witchesflying. This sdlve made her fed asif she werefloating. More
than floating. If she closed her eyes, shejust might sweep up into the rafters with Tom.

They got her to her feet and danced her about, clapping, turning, twisting to anew music. The pipeswere
gone now, replaced by flute and drum and bone, the old instruments of such dances, softer perhaps
without the roaring pipes but in their way just as exciting.

“Cornrigs, an' barley rigs,
An' cornrigsare bonnig;

I'll néer forget that happy night,

Amang therigswi' Mandy!”

Happinessfilled Mandy Walker. The hdll with her concerns, thiswas fun. Sheredly danced for thefirst
timein her life, naked and free amid the smdlls of animals and the sweet of people—and her own
phenomend stench—round and round and round till the rafters garlanded with holly spun and the Holly
King on histhrone of floor spun, with hissmiling lips and dark wonderful eyes, the gleam there so intense
it made her burgt with laughter.

There was the feding that she had danced this dance before.

Just then the dance stopped. Annoyance flashed through Mandy. Then she heard what had frozen the
others. From far away the long sound of ahorn. A hunter's hom.

Constance. She was out there somewhere, calling them to the hunt.

The gtillnesswas only momentary. There followed agreat roar of excitement. Mandy found herself
adtride ahuge black horse, asnorting, excited, stamping giant of astallion.

Shewas naked. She had only the manefor reins. Then they had drawn her through the doors, so quickly
that she admost hit her head.

“I've got to have my cloak!”

Somebody gave the horse aswat and like blazes they were off through the middle of the village, the
hoofs of her mount shattering candles as he galloped. In another instant they were out in the night,
pounding aong, her fingersfrantic in his mane, her body dipping and diding around because of the salve,
the horsehair skinning her tegs. And, she fdlt sure, they were heading toward the bog.

“Whoa! Hey, horse, come on! Oh, stop!” She tugged at the mane. The anima gave asnort and
thundered on.

All she could do was clutch and hope. Maybe she would only be knocked out when she fell. Not killed.



Pease not killed a such aprime momen.

The salve was having a more and more powerful effect on her. For example, shewasn't in the least cold.
And she could hardly fed the pain of the horsehair against her thighs. Even while she clutched and cried,
the swiftness of the animal'sflight began to seem lessaterror.

It became exhilarating, scary in the same sense that aroller coaster is scary She put one hand along the
beast's pumping neck. It was alovely creature, thishorse,

It snorted.
“Takeit easy, horse.”

Shefdt benegth her itsmuscles surging, itsblood Singing inits veins, its swesat mingling with her dickness
asthey pounded down the night.

She found that she could sit up for afew seconds and, while she did, actualy enjoy the wind rushing past
her face.

Then she could St up longer. She could press her knees against the horse's flanks and Sit straight.

It was more than good, this ride. She tossed her head and dug in her knees and shrieked out al the joy
and wildness and power that had sprung up in her soul. And her mount neighed reply. She heard the
malenessin hisvoice and knew he had responded to something in her own that she had never before
known was there. She was awoman upon this creature, no passive cipher but awoman full of strength

and pride and beauty.

Shefdt an intimacy with the animd flesh beneath her so raw thet it startled her. He neighed again, arich,
delighted sound, and literaly burst forward. They pounded, pounded, pounded, hisfoam flying back in
her face, hissméll filling her nostrils when the charged air didn't, pounded and pounded but were not
spent, never that, never dred, only growing stronger and stronger together as they hunted down the night
itsdf.

Hunted, yes! She was here to hunt Robin. She tossed her head and screamed again, screamed from the
bottom of her belly to the top of her head, ahigh, dicing sword of acry.

Far off she heard the huntsman's hom reply. Far, far off to the north.

She had not even to say whoathistime, nor to touch the mane of her horse. Only transfer the pressure
from the knees to the ankles and he dropped back to atrot. Lighter pressure made him walk. Raising her
legs dtogether made him stop.

The hom pealed out once more. Behind her, wasn't it? Her horse turned his head back, met her eyesin
the moonlight with one of his own. He was blowing hard, dick with froth, trembling with eagerness.

Thiswas no ordinary horse. He knew whereto go, shefdt it. He knew how to find the Hally King. All
she had to do was surrender to hissimpler, clearer mind and hisingtincts.

For al she knew no horse was ordinary. Maybe there was no such thing as an ordinary horse or an
ordinary ferret or an ordinary duck, for that matter, no more than there were ordinary fairies or ordinary
people or ordinary cats.

She gave him knee and they were off again, rushing around the edge of the bog, up through the
hummocks with the house gleaming in the distance, farther north in the valley than she had ever been,



through acres and acres of fields, some smelling cut and rich with the blood of the land, others il
ripening, corn and gram and pumpkins and sguash, earth weighted with fruit. She wondered if the snow
had destroyed much of the crop.

They trotted down a path between sentinel rows of corn, which clattered with their passing. Now the
land began to rise and they went through an orchard, the horse's hoof's crunching the culls and adding
cider to the thick, ddlicious chaos of scents.

“Holly,” shewhispered, “King of Holly. . .”

No, still farther north. Low in the sky she saw Polaris, hanging above the dark mystery of theland. That
way lay the Holly King.

But how far? They were passing houses now, with electric lights and dogs reduced to hoarse yapping by
the bizarre sght and even more fantastic odor of the intruders.

They approached a house lit by candles, which were quickly snuffed out. People came bursting out of the
door, running after her, cloaked againgt the cold, racing up and touching her legswith adap, then
dropping back into the dark.

Her mount's hoofs clattered on the brick streets, echoing in the stillness. She was acutely aware of her
nakedness.

Then acar gunned its motor and shot forward. She was impaed by the lights; she heard a powerful
engine crying out the rage of the driver asthe lights bore down. She dug her kneesinto her horse'sthighs
and pulled his mane sharply right. He burst into agallop, climbing asteep lawn. The car followed, engine
growling and tires screaming, then whining asit cameto astop at the curb.

She shrieked as her horse legped back fences, stormed through porches, and jumped empty swimming
pools. Then they werein an aley, then through it to the next street. Perhaps there had been a cordon
arranged for them, but they were out of it now. She was glad, shefelt the wildness again, the freedom,
the sheer mad, sweeting, gasping thunder of theride.

And she knew she was closer to the Holly King. By long habit she wanted men, and waited for them.
Never before had she alowed hersdf the feding of just taking what she wanted.

They went past Church Row and across the town common beyond. “Find him,” she whispered to her
mount. “Find him for me!”

Behind them other cars were muttering and growling, their lights prowling the streets that surrounded the
common.

Then she saw the blazing sign of Brother Pierce's Tabernacle. People were running in and out, cars were
coming and going—the place was like awasp nest disturbed by astick. She knew, at the same moment,
that he was close by.

Her horse stopped. “Come on.” She pressed with her knees. He turned his head and looked at her. “ So
thisisthe place,” she murmured.

She dismounted, stood a moment on shaky legs, getting used to the ground again. Snow crunched
beneath her feet. The salve was not so strong now; shefelt how icy cold thisnight redly was. Half a
block from the Tabernacle there was another candldlit house. More witches. But he was not in that
house. No, hewas outside. They were to meet in the night.



Hewas aclever boy, to go so close to Brother Pierce's Tabernacle. Clever boy. But she wasn't afraid of
anything anymore, not eventhis.

She would have ridden right down the aide of the Tabernacle if necessary. Maybeit wastheride or the
salve or being naked in the Streets, but she was very excited. She had never wanted anyone like she
wanted the Holly King.

Her horse turned its head, pricked its ears toward a sound behind them.

And did not even have a chance to scream when the blast of ashotgun shattered its brains. The great
body shuddered and collapsed. “Okay, whore, put your hands up!”

She started to run.
[13 Sop! ”

The hdl with that. She had darkness on her Sde at least. Sheran. A shot thundered behind her and
something hissed past her right shoulder. Buckshot. Keep going.

“I got the damn horsel”

My horse, my horse, my beautiful magic friend of ahorse!

“She's headin' toward North Street!”

“Get her, man!”

She flew, forcing herself not to shriek the cry that cameto her throat. There would be time for rage later.
My horsel

In their thirty minutes together she and that stdlion had become friendsin passion, fellow celebrants of
gender.

A flash of white ahead of her, agtifled cry, and she redized she had flushed the Holly King! Her beautiful
horse had been taking her right to hishiding place.

When he sprinted across North Street, she saw him clear in the Streetlight, hisskin pale, hislong legs
pumping, hisholly on hishead.

Others saw him, too. Car lights flared and engines roared from both ends of the street. By thetime
Mandy was crossing there were only seconds to spare. Then brakes squealed and furious voices were dl
shouting together, “It'sthe witch, it'sthe witch!”

Behind her she heard clumsy crashing in the shrubs. She knew she was back on estate land, beyond the
far limit of Maywell. North Street, where the estate's wall ended, was aso the border of the town. Here
were the ruins of Willowbrook, an unfinished housing development that had been started and died after
Mandy hed left Maywell.

She stopped on an overgrown street to listen for the Holly King. The crashing behind her got closer only
dowly, accompanied by a steady smoke of curses. Then, just as she was certain she had lost him, a
shrub moved amost at her feet.

Instantly she pounced—and connected with his hot skin and pricking crown. She ripped it from his head
and tossed it highin the air. He gasped, started to run again, but she grabbed hiswrist and screamed out



her triumph with al her victorious soul, uncaring of the people behind her, even of the flashlight beams
that were probing for her position.

He pushed at her, hetried to break her grip. Her blood was so high that she raised her fist and dammed
it across hisface. He made along, rattling groan and sank down.

“Oh, God, | killed him!”

But no, hewas crawling. It was another trick! She legped at him, grabbed him around the waist,
sraddled him, sat on him, pinned him to the ground.

And fdt, to her infinite delight, his burgting rigid essence jamming up between her legs.
A flashlight beam skimmed her head and there was a brutal shout of triumph.

She could not move for the spear of pleasure he had thrust into her. “Weve got to run,” she whispered,
but she smply sat there, staring down at his blood-running face, feding himin her, and knowing joy so
extremethat it dmost made her lose her senses.

Then she heard ravens. And yells, frantic yells. The flashlight beams began to flail about inthe sky toa
great roar of the most fierce cawing Mandy had ever heard. The cacophony retreated rapidly toward the
Tabernacle.

When the Hally King was spent benegath her, she got up, put his crown on her own head, and found
herself surrounded by other witches, dl gasping from their long run. They were wearing ordinary clothing,
caps, jackets, hiking boots. Apparently only the principasin the rituas were expected to go naked in the
town.

Without aword they clustered about her, tied her cloak around her, and gave her aswest, delicious dnnk
of hot wine and honey.

She walked with them al the way around the western edge of the town and benegath the cliffs of Stone
Mountain, back to the estate. Gentle hands carried her lover.

She sat in the center of the circle. They laid him, quite asleep, before her.

Her people then indulged in the revels of the night. There was so little she understood of their rituals,
except that the bodies flashing about her in the circle meant ecstasy.

There were twelve of them, Sx men and six women, dancing about the inner circle of which she and the
Holly King were the center. They moved to the right, dancing and clapping, chanting asingle word:
Moom, Moom, Moom, Moom.

They shouted, they whispered, they danced until the chant merged and changed and grew into another
word, which she at first could not quite understand:

M oomamaamannamuaman adamoom amandoom.

Then she heard it—her own name. Amanda. She listened to it weaving about in the chant, and watched
the swest-dick nakedness of the people dancing in her honor, and wondered. Whom do they take me
for?Whoam1?

Chapter 15

For George, Bonni€'s death was a great, black boulder, crushing him asafoot might crush an ant.



Clark had called him mad and disowned the project, then had gone back to the Covenstead to tell
Congtance dl that had happened.

They had been together in the faculty commons when they got the news.

“Theré€'s been astudent killed out on MSR,” Pearl Davenport had shouted, her head popping in the
door.

Clark went adull shade of gray.

Thelong call of the sirens swept up and down the room.
“George, where the hdll did Bonnie go?’

“Oh, Chrig, oh, Chrigt.”

“Pearl, who—"

“Clark, itwasagirl. She got hit. | was coming across the damn road, there was an awful crunch, and
this—oh, Jesus—thislittle rag goes flying hafway to heaven.”

“It wasagirl! Who, Pearl, honey?’

“Blond. Petite. | didn't see her clearly. | think she had on a college swesatshirt, Spacy-looking, that's all.
Then she'sin theroad and oh, | don't want to think about it.”

Clark: “Pearl, come here, sit down. Henrietta, bring her some coffee.” Bustle at the courtesy counter,
gray Henrietta, Snow Queen of Frosh Bio, darting over with a Styrofoam cup.

Clark grabbed George's arm, grabbed it hard: “It's her, buddy.”

Dak'srusting Datsun dipped and did dong, past the snowy playing fidds and the track house, out the
gatesto the blue flashing lights of the Highway Petrol and the red shuddering ones of the Sheriff's
Department. There was a scar in the road, maroon, mix of blood and rubber. The driver had tried hard
to stop. “ This goddamn comer!”

“Clark, we don't know!”
“The hel. Shewas crazy. She wandered into the Street.”
“We do not know.”

He dammed on the brakes, clutched George's shoulders, his red, swesated face plunging into George's
own, screaming, “Y ou fucking asshole! We know! It was her and wekilled her. Youand | in our
arrogance killed her! Jesus, to do an experiment like that on ahuman being without SO much asasingle
successful animal test, without any safeguards—we ought to be horsewhipped, both of us. Connieis
going to ask us, where was your conscience?’ He made a sound like shaking leaves.

“Now, hold it. Cadm down. Weve got to think thisthing through. We've got to berationd. Assumeit is
Bonnie. There's no way this can be attributed to us. It was an auto accident. Happens dl thetime. Were
intheclear.”

“My conscienceisfar from clear. | might end up spending therest of my lifein aonement.”
“Y ou speak of Connie. She pushed us.”



“She never asked usto be careless”
“She pushed ud! If anybody should atone, it's Constance Collier.”

Clark did not reply. When George findly looked at him, he was laughing, but in total silence, his
shoulders shaking, hisface expressonless. “George,” hewhispered, “if you don't get out of my car right
now, | am going to kick your head through that window.”

“Pease, Clarkk—"
“George. I'm warning you.”
“Weve got to work together.”

“Go.” Heswiveed in his set, raised hislegsto his chin. Hisfeet wereinches from George's head. “I'll
kifl you, you sef-serving bastard, | swear | will.” Then the man cried, bitterly and long, heaving, hiseyes
staring, and George knew who it was that quiet Clark had loved, and that he had given his beloved to the
demands of hiscreft.

They were two lost men, George Walker and Clark Jeffers, dark'stears, though, told George that they
werelost in different forests. The depth of his own sorrow was so greet, he could not bear these tears. If
he cned, he knew, he would go into his basement and light his candle, and die there.

George got out into an autumn evening brisked by the crackle of police radios, rendered urgent by the
guttering of motors and thelow voices of uniformed men with measuring tapes. Stone Mountain had a
halo of deep orange. The mountainside itself was black, dark did not drive away. He was watching
George from insde the car, and George knew what he had to do. He walked up to an officer who was
taking up aflare. “Excuse me.”

“Yeah?’

“I'd like some information. Was—"

“Look, I don't have authorization to talk to reporters. Anyway, next of kin haven't been notified yet.”
“No, you don't understand. I'm Dr. George Waker from the college. The girl—I'm afrad—"

“She was a student, if that's what you mean.”

“I know that. But you mug, if she wasidentified, you must—uwas her name Bonnie Haver?’

“Y ou knew her, then. I'm sorry. She didn't suffer. It was instantaneous I'm sorry.”

George couldn't move. He wanted to somehow show grief, but there was only this awful, dead coldness
withinhim.

He waked One foot before the other, across the rest of M SR and the pedestrian idand, acrossthe last
hundred feet of Meecham where it angled into MSR, then down North Strest.

Heknew dark was watching him go. He could fed hisown end asthefal of an angel, wingsdissolvingin
the thin moonlight.

May well was soft in the evening, so soft it seemed to want to seduce. As soft asacaress. Wind stirred
from the north, rustling down the valey, drawing whorls of snow from the lawnsthat lined the Street.



A cat appeared down the street, ahuge black thing every bit as ugly asthe one that had menaced himin
thelab. He somped. “Movel” The anima darted toward a house.

“Bonnie, Bonnie belle beauty, Bonnie belle, goneto hell. Bonnie belle beauty-o. Oh, shi-i-t!”

He had to laugh, really. What an absurd career his had been, not even big enough to be acosmic joke. It
wasjust adreary redity, the smell of Lysol on the tab floor, the desths of frogs and monkeys.

She waked in beauty, died in God knows what kind of horror. “ Oh, Constance, why did you want it?
What wasit for!”

In hismind's eye he saw the old woman, serene, regd, stlanding before him in the forma drawing room of
that tumbledown old house of hers. “ George, | must challenge degth. | must be able to kill, and then
return to life, ahuman being, and to do it no later than December of 1987, Do you think it's possible?’

“Congtance, theresearchisjudt initsinfancy. Thereisnt dl that much money.”

“I can't give you money. There must be no traceable connection. Please, George, it'svital to the future of
the Covenstead.”

He could not say that it wasimpossible. Tearsfilled his eyes again. Soon he would have to go to Connie
and tdll her everything. How could he ever ask forgiveness?

He passed Brother Pierce's Tabernacle, heard him roaring within. Cars were arriving, people were
hurrying up to the doors. Here and there a pickup stood with rifles racked in the rear window. Honkies.
Rednecks. Sime.

“Sime! Hey, Brother Simel” He gathered asnowbal and hurled it up a the massive sign. God isLove,
indeed. God is a sphere with no circumference and no center. God is nowhere. And God doesn't givea
damn.

People had paused in the parking lot, big people with ugly little faces punched into the fronts of their fat
heads. “Hiya, boys. Praisethe Lord!”

“Amen, brother.”

George continued more briskly, passing Stone and then Dodge. Going home. All of a sudden, he couldn't
breathe. Going home? His house was dark and cold. “Kate? Please, Katie.”

Kitten Kate and the kids. The gone.

She had cried and he had laughed. But he cried now, on hisway down Bridge Street, past ElIm with its
shadowed houses and onto Maple. He struggled to his own shadowed housg, to the front door, then the
cold, dark living room.

What the hell are you crying about? Remember Saul Jones:

“She'smoved out? Good Y ou'll go for an uncontested. She gets me kids and you get the house.” That
was not acompletely undesirable outcome. The other way around would have been disastrous. Truth be
told, he could get dong without his caterwauling, whining, wheedling, disgppointed kids. The
disappointed generation. Let them all live on the Covenstead. They even had their own school out there,
fully licensed and accredited.

“You are leaving me, baby,” he had said. “ And unless you give me the house and the car I'll put up afight



for thekids.” That womed her enough to stop trouble before it started.

“They're dready gone. They left last night. It wastheir ideaiin thefirst place.”

“Y ou seduced them!”

“Y ou get psychiatric help and well come back.”

“I'll get agirlfriend.”

“How about acat instead!”

“You bitch.”

“You'e crazy, George. I'm going to tell Constance. Shelll assgn you a counsdlor and make you go.”

Constance did nothing of the kind. She was too practica. She needed George's work too much to risk
hisrebdlion.

“Why, Congtance? Why!” He had never been told the reason his research was so important to her. Now
he wanted to know. It might help to dampen thisfirein him. He could fed the red gargoyle of hisanger
turning on him, and it scared him. “Why! Y ou tell me, you haveto!” Constance stood before him, her
smile sad and enigmatic. “Y our grief isyour chanceto grow, George. | never said it was easy.”
Miserable at the memory, hejammed hisfistsinto hiseyes until he saw green stars. He sank to the middle
of hisdugty living-room floor bellowing as hard as dark had. Long sobs wracked him. He poured his
misery and grief and defest out into the indifferent house.

Oh, Kitten Kate, | need you now. | was so glad the day you left. That wonderful morning when | dept
until noon and watched the Miami game and drank eleven Buds. Lord, what aday! | wasalaughing
angel boy again, my mamma's genius. No longer was | your husband, the accused failure.

But we were young together, Kate, and we shared sometilings. Remember that line, Kate—" Something
amazing, aboy falling out of the sky.” Oh, baby, something amazing, al right. | loved you and | threw you
away, and | fell, baby, right out of the sky. Okay, | confess. | fell right out of the sky. “ Something
amazing. . . adelicate ship passing by saw something amazing. . .” He could never remember al of her
favorite poem. “ A delicate ship passing by saw something amazing, aboy faling out of the sky.” Just that
oneline,

The house smelted faintly of linseed oil from the box of paints Mandy had |eft on the sun porch. He liked
that odor; it reminded him of the six weeks of the summer of 1968 he had spent in Florence. There had
been college students from al over the world there, art sudents, working on the retoration of the Uffizi
masterpieces which had been damaged in the flood of the year before.

He had met Irish magica Roisin, with whom he had cohabitated for weeks, before he had found, jammed
into her suitcase, the terrible rubble of a dead owl.

He had run terrified from her. Roisin, logt in the dangerous clutter of time.
Upon the dead waters, the last lesf findly sinks.

This sniveling had gone on long enough. It wastimefor the scum to be punished. He owed Kate, he
owed the kids, he owed Constance, and now he owed Bonnie, too. He went to the mudroom.

He opened the trapdoor.



He descended to Kitten Kate.

Here he sometimes dept, with the cat eyes he had pasted on the wall staring a him, with the cat faces
glaring a him, with the marching, running, jumping catsal around him, the long cats and the dinky cats,
the cats of desth and hell. He had burned one once, he and his dear childhood friend Kevin. They had
burned a cat named Silverbell, ahuge black cat with aloping wak and akinked tail. Cat of Claire Jonas.
They had massaged Sterno into its fur and touched amatch toit.

He dammed his head against the back wall, the one that had cinder blocks behind the thickness of cutout
cats and drawn cats and pasted cat parts, the tufts of fur, the crisp bits of skin. Thiswasthe painful wall.

“Jenny went in there today, George. | told you what'd happen if you didn't tear it down and the kids saw
it.” Kate'sfoot went dam againgt the floor.

“Look, I'll get help.”

“How many times have you said that? Fifty? | want adivorce, George. | cannot stay here any longer-1
do not want the kids exposed to whatever the hell's going wrong with you.”

“I told you, I'll go to ashrink. Constance will know somebody.”

“Youll never doit. Anyway, you probably need an exorcist more than ashrink. That roomisevil! Evil,
George, and horrible and completely crazy and your daughter has seen it. Y ou know what she said?
'Gee,' she said, 'isthiswhy Daddy hits me so hard? ”

“I dways knew it. Somehow or another cats would destroy me.”
Helooked around his room. Thisroom was acat. It wasin asense dl cats.

It was Tink Tink reeeoooowww! across the green lawn a streak of popping bluefire, reeaaaano000
poppop crackle rrreeeeeaaaan0000!

What the hell, it was funny, she goesto the door, Claire opensit, and there's this burning cat ai wound
up onitsdf, rolling around on the porch.

They took her to the vet, and George couldn't forget it even now: one yellow eye staring, the other
burned away.

Put to deep. Lullabye and okay, close your goddamn eyes, Bonnie! Golden dumbersfill your—oh, crap,
| am missing my chance, somehow or other. Come on, honey, wind of the western sea, blow, blow—

Oh. Go to deep, Jenny, please go to deep.
Not for you, Daddy!

George undressed. He kndlt. Helit the candle. He arched over it, bending low, feding the warmth riseto
heat, to small pain. His chest was marked by a dozen round, red scars, the aftereffects of smilar
torments.

In the Kitten Kate Room, before the marching, the jumping, the yellow-eyed and creeping cats of the
world, George knelt and forced his shaking, jerking body into the crackle-hungry flames, until a spot just
below hisleft nipple, afresh spot, sputtered and oozed red.

“God.” He pitched back from the flame, clawing at the agony of the wound, rolling, rubbing hisfilthy
basement sheet into the crisped skin. Bacon chest. Isthat funny-hahaor funny-weird?



Very fine. Shirt back on, tuck it in nice and neat, do agood job, cops, no oozing through alowed. There
was a stack of old newspapers back behind the door. Let's see. September 14, 1983, The Collegian.
Picture of Dot Chambers, Sorority Mavin, “Hazing Rituasto Be Reviewed.”

The SAOs had to cut out their Long March, and the Phi Zetas their paddling.

Thereis so much anger in thisworld. He plastered Dot Chambers down on hisleaking flesh, then winked
out the candle between thumb and forefinger and climbed back up the ladder to the mudroom.

A little torment could cure so much anger, so much grief. Bonme was avolunteer. Shetook ariskina
noble cause and lost. The witches would give her body back to the earth. He would be forgiven. The
experiment would be forgotten. Whyever Constance had needed it, thiswould be changed. The world
would roll out and the Covenstead would live on, without anybody ever having returned from the dead.

He got abeer and went prowling about, wondering after little Mandy dear. Doing illustrations for
Constance, was she? She'd be awitch soon, that was for sure.

Witch. Bitch. Kate gave good head once, back before the beginning of the end of time. Bobbing
Kate—head down there giving head. Y ou could make alifetime of memories of Kate, had ye the
indintion.

When he sighed, Dot crinkled. Okay, al right, you win. He threw back the Bud and went to the kitchen
for another.
No?

All done. Therefrigerator light filled the gloomy kitchen with an even gloomier glow. Gloom and glow,
gloom and glow, Eddweiss, Edelweiss. . . remember The Sound of Music and Kate agirl then, the old
Chevy 1, back inthe days of Martin Luther King and Bull Conners and the Yippies and oh what afine
ringing, Sngingtime.

Bang.

One brief shining moment. Shamalot. A-a-a-y! | was gonnabe agreat scientist. Man, | won the science
fair. | won aWestinghouse scholarship. (Almost.) | won tenure. (Almost.)

Bang.

“So in the very moment of defeet he saysto himsdlf, wait a second. The experiment has been troubled by
externd conditions. Thereisasyet no definitive reason for shutting it down.”

Once the death was connected with hislab, everything would be impounded, his records and his
equipment both.

George put on hisjacket, zipped it, went out through the mudroom to the garage. All right. Hewas
entitled to take his own property off the campus. They were his goddamn coails.

He didn't need the monitoring equipment, not redlly. Just the video camera. Held take hisown VCR
down from the game room. Dear me, reduced to home experimenting. Down among the cats, where the
ar smdlslike burned beef jerky.

All right, okay, home experimentation isn't totaly invalid. Heré's some precedent: synthetic rubber was
discovered on awood stove. Penicillin was an accident.



As he guided the car down the driveway, he looked back at his house and thought, one day this place
will be amuseum. And that basement window there, the one between the rosebushes, people will point
toit and say, that iswhere subject X took the ultimate journey, right behind that window. And in theend
Constance will thank me. Y es, shewill thank me for what | am going to do.

The streets were dark and surprisingly empty. He thumbed the knob thet lit hiswatch. 12:47 A.M. A hell
of alot of time had passed unnoticed. He must have been in Kitten Kate for considerably longer than it
had seemed.

Wéll, good. He needed time there. Good. It meant he had suffered longer, and therefore put himself back
together for more time. Thelonger he suffered in the Kitten Kate room, the more chance he had for a
happy life. He wasfilled with strength. Power. The power of pain. Deer little Dot, plastered to my bresst,
who will it be?

Must be ashe, of course, because only ashe will fit my seven-coil array. Mandy was not enormous, and
sooner or later, she would come back here.

Mandy, dear, yourefive-nineif yourean inch. Youll fit. Just barely, but you'l fit.

Wasn't there a song somewhere about Amanda? “Farewell, Amanda. . . dededan. . . sweet Amanda.”
He amiled. “Farewell, Amanda—remember me when you're stepping on the stars above.” That wasiit.
You'll step on the stars, Amanda.

| think.

He turned onto Ames, crossed the little bridge there, and saw glaring in his car lightsamost unusud sight.
A huge black horse, a nude woman astride it bareback, the two of them surrounded by aflock of dark,
darting birds. Hoofs clattered and crows cawed and the woman let out such ashriek that George
screamed, too, involuntarily, screamed until histhroat would bresk.

Hazing ritua? Too late in the season for that. Streaker prank? Fad was over.

George followed in his car, bearing down on the whole apparition, horse and woman and birds. The
horse was not three feet in front of the VVolvo when it legped high into the air, across the sdewalk, and
into the middle of alawn. It continued on, snow clouds rising from its hoofs, around the house and into
the backyard. George sat there, staring after it. He was sobered. Again he heard the woman scream.
Engineswereroaring, lights rushing past. Pickup trucks, shotguns, guyswith beer cansand cigars. Must
be college revels, however improbable.

It grew much colder.

George drove onto the campus, went to the lab, and began loading the coilsinto cardboard boxes. Four
trips back and forth and his car wasfull. There remained only onething to get: the tranquilizer gun. There
was enough scopolamine in one of those cartridges to close a human being down for agood hour.

He pocketed it. His pistol was nowhere to be found, dark, no doubt, making sure the doctor didn't do
himsdf in.

No, not yet. The good doctor had been in atailspin, yessr. But the good doctor was now flying again.
He had afine plan. He was going to become the spider of the house. Do alittle web sitting.

Sooner or later, dear little Mandy would be bound to return, if only to get her things.



When she did, hewas going to kill her.

Farewdll, Amanda.

And bring her back to anormd life.

Hello, again. (Applause))

Together they would share their triumph with the world—

Cliapter 16

Mandy awoke to the sound of dripping water. She opened her eyes and found hersdlf looking acrossa
dirt floor. Her shoulders ached, her thighs ached, and greasy male flesh wrapped her body. Robin, in the
truth of the morning, needed a bath.

As she became fully conscious, she was struck by powerful, pounding emotions. There was sorrow over
the horse that had been killed, but at the same time something new moved in her, asense of tautness, asif
alittle stedl had impregnated her bones, and her muscles had been filled with the energy of acoiled
spring. Robin was not alarge, distant modd of her father, but somehow smaller, and she knew that she
could share power with aman, or even take it from him if she wished.

Beyond these newly discovered fedings and powers, though, there was something much greeter. Over
the past twenty-four hoursit had emerged asthe new center of her understanding, revising everything. It
was her memory of the Leannan Sidhe, the Fairy Queen. To lie back in the straw and know she had seen
the Leannan and that the fairy were redl gave her the most exquisite possible joy. For her the meaning of
the world had degpened and grown much richer. Thejoy that filled her extended itsdlf beyond love of the
L eannan to include Robin and Constance and the whole Covenstead. She had reached, she thought, the
center of the world's beauty.

Sheindulged in an eaborate Stretch, feding every muscle, every limb.

The water was gurgling, tinkling, pinging al around the outside of the wattled building. Here and therea
drip came through the thatch. The unseasonable snow was melting.

Around her people sighed and snored. She was the only person awake, but the animals were snuffling
about in their galls. Across atossed expanse of deeping humanity a soft-eyed goat was munching hay.

Besides her enormous sense of persond wetl-being, there was aphysica redity she could not ignore.
She fet sticky and clammy, dirtier than she had been since the days of tattered sneakers and sand piles.
She could not recall wanting a shower quite as much as she wanted one now. The dripping sounds made
her long to fed awarm stream duicing across her skin, to smell the gentle billows of 1vory asthey
washed away the battles of the night.

She stared back at the eerie lozenges floating in the goat's eyes. Somehow it did not seem entirely
innocent, this goaf. Who knowswhat isin the mind of the anima—the smple emptinessthat seemsto be
there or asilent, motionlessintelligence? Its ears pricked forward. Her staring had made it cunous.

There came the memory of thunder in the dark. The hard flash of the shotgun, the quivering of her
devastated horse.

Her horse? She hardly knew his name.

But for alittle while that horse had been part of her. He was the shaded man she had touched once or



twiceingde hersdf. In every woman, she thought, there lives afather and abandit of aman, whois
somehow reached through mat mad love of horsesthat affects many an adolescent woman. Mandy could
remember owning pictures of horses and going to the county fair to see the trotters.

Y ou do not just kill amagnificent horse.

Robin's hand dangled across her thigh. Shetook it to her lips and kissed it. How unfamiliar it was. She
decided that she did not actually love him. Shefelt passion for him. For her, thiswasavery rare
experience. Her relationships with men were nol straightforward. There had been too much anger
between her and her father for her to ever trust herself to aman—

Idly sheran her fingersin hishair, touched his deeping face. Would she love him, this man who had been
givento her, or did the gift preclude that desperate, clinging thing?

Through the smoke hole far above came ablast of light. Outside chickens were cackling, and arooster
set up alusty crowing. A cow kicked her stdl and something made a chortling sound.

Something else moved in the far shadows, disturbing the dark near the wall. When Mandy raised her
head to look more closdly, the movement stopped.

Shewas not decelved, though. Even her brief experience with raw nature had aready changed her
perceptions. Anima cunning did not fool her so easily. She knew something wasthere.

Stillness sttled, and asit did, the shadows began to move again. Something did adong, changing the
curve of aleg, the thickness of athigh, the length of an arm, asit moved among the deepers.

Mandy understood dl at once what she was seeing, and when she did she jammed her fist in her mouth
to keep from screaming. It moved steadily across the room, its head held just above the floor, itstongue
darting, its eyes polished knobs.

Mandy watched it comeinto the center of the circle. Midway down its length was alump about the Size
of arat. It was at least Six feet long, agreet red and yellow creature, fairly glowing witfi reptilian hedlth. It
was on itsway home after its predawn hunt.

The snake was no foal. It did not attempt to go near the animal stalls, but rather headed toward the door,
crossing deeping people with impunity, staying Strictly away from the hoofed things. Asit did acrossa
child's bottom, she giggled in her steep.

Not ten seconds after it had disappeared into a crack in the wattling beside the door, the great gong
boomed. Somebody coughed. The child awoke laughing. Other shadows began rising in the half light.
Cloaks and jackets and shirts were found. Mandy chose to watch the activity out of half-closed eyes.
She didn't want to miss any chance, however small, to learn more about these people. She was now able
to accept that she was important to them, and thusit bothered her al the more that they were such
strangersto her. She had aready learned that direct questions didn't help much. Ask them their names
and they would say Flame or Wild Aster or Garnet or some such thing. But never alegd identification.

Asif he existed hdf in her imagination and half in redity, she sasw Tom clinging in the rafters, avividness
fading. He had done terrible things, that cat. Y ou could hear hisfury in tfieway he breathed.

The generd shuffle in the room awoke Robin. He shifted, stretched, then groaned.
“Hi,” shesad.

“I must bedive. | achedl over.”



“You aren't done. I'm hungry aswell as sore.”
Helaughed. “ Y ou're lucky you don't have to eat and run. I've got to commute ail the way to New Y ork.”
Surely he was joking. The Holly King couldn't possibly be acommuter.

“Don't look so amazed. Y ou make mefed like I've got two heads or something. | go to the Pratt
Ingtitute. I'm studying design. It'sno big dedl. A lot of us commute. The Covenstead hasto exist in the
red world, after dl. And it's out there, believe me, belching smoke and vomiting a continuous stream of
BigMacsand VCRs.”

He stood up and took a couple of hating steps. “Damn. | might be cutting class this morning. Look at my
feet.”

She touched the cuts, the swellings, the bruises. He had run barefoot aswell as naked last night.
Conddering which, hisfeet were actudly in fairly good condition.

Now that she was fully awake she recalled the Wild Hunt in exact detail. And she wondered about the
mordity of such an escapade. She and Robin had abused their bodies. Above all, there was the desth of
the horse and the terrible chase that could so easily have ended in their murder. One of the thingsthe
Wild Hunt had given her was the willingnessto ask hard questions. She did not know it, but shewas
beginning to take thefirdt, hesitant steps toward rule. “Why did you go into the town?”

“The Wild Hunt would hardly be wild if there was no danger. And the town covens would have been
bitterly disappointed.”

“Y ou could have found danger in the woods.”

“Safer danger? Come on. Our enemy livesin Maywell.”
“I lost my horse”

“Raven was agrest creature.”

“I loved him.”

“Hewas part of you last night, wasn't he?’

“Morethan you redize.”

“Then hedtill is, Amanda. Now and dways. And you should thank Brother Fierce for that. He gave you
Raven.”

“That'sridiculoud”

“No air is sweeter than that we breathe after we have escaped our enemy.” Robin touched her face.
“Comeon,” hesaid, “let'sfind us some breskfast.”

Shefound hersdlf willing to accept histouch and the consolation in hisvoice. The Wild Hunt was over.
Nobody needed to tell her that she had passed that test aswell. From the new power and assurance she
fdt within, sheknew it.

They went out into amild morning. The ground was sodden, everything wet with runoff. The temperature
was easly fifty. Theair smelled of hot bread and wood fires, with acolder bresth coming off the
mountain. Robin inhaed, looked around. “If the snow had come aweek earlier or stayed aday longer, it



would have destroyed our crops.”
“Yourelucky.”

“Some people around here think the Leannan can control the weather. All the covens cast spellsfor a
thaw, though. Maybe that'swhat did it.”

“Show me some spells”

“Soon.”

“Oh, come on. I'm sick of being kept in suspense by you people. | want to know now!”
“Look—quick!” He pointed toward atangle at the base of the mountain.

“What?’

Helaughed. “Fairy. Y ou have to be quick to seethem.”

“I'd liketo seethem up close again.”

“They don't let you do that.”

“I'dlike to see the Leannan again. Redlly see her.”

“Except for Congtance, you're the only human being who's ever seen the Leannan. Unless there are some
who saw her and didn't survive the experience.” What he said both chilled and ddlighted her. Shetossed
her head, iaughing somewhere deep insde. She remembered the silver-blond hair, the face with its
laughing, sultry smile. “ Do you wonder what she'slike?”

“Of course.” Hisvoice was sharp, she thought abit disappointed.

They cameto a cottage near the center of the village. Inside Ivy was making oatmeal in akettle over the
open fire. Mandy had never actudly been insde one of the cottages before. It was low-cellinged, with
rush beds against two of diewalls. They were concealed by dark brown drapenes of homespun. Each
bed was wide enough for two. In the center of the room was alarge table on which there were four
earthenware bowls. A loaf of black bread sat on aboard in the middle of the table. Beside it wasalarge
wedge of pale cheese and a pitcher. There were earthenware cups and wooden spoons. A young man in
agray pingripe suit laid plates out beside the bowls.

“Morning, lvy,” Robin said. “Morning, Y elowjacket.”

“Y ou both look like hell,” Ivy replied. “And you smell worse. Go down to the sweet lodge, please.
Therell ill be plenty of food left when you're endurable.”

Robin took Mandy's arm, guided her out. “It's her house,” he said. “ Better not rile her.”
“I'd love abath anyway.”

“Y ou know about the swest lodge? | was hoping it'd be asurprise.”

“Whatever are you taking about?’

“The swest lodge. | designed it, you know. The structure, al the equipment. Everything.”

She had not noticed the long, low building hugging the edge of the village before. Smoke came from tall



chimneys at either end, it was made of brick, with aroof of cedar shakes.

There were shoes and boots lined up dong the doorstep. An overhang protected articles of clothing from
the dements. “Hang your other clothes under your cloak.”

“I'm not wearing any other clothes.”
They disrobed together. She stood, feding the prick of the morning air, her hands touching her breasts.
“I hopeitswarmin there”

He opened the door into a steamy wonderland. The odor aone was unforgettable, a heady ambrosia of
pine and cedar and soap. Cedar beams sweated above. There were three tubs made of glazed bricks.
Under them fireboxes glowed. People sat up to their necksin the water. A woman lay nearby on a
wooden table being gently massaged by another. Two men did stretching exercises together on the wet
datefloor. Peopletalked quietly, laughed. Men shaved before along, dripping mirror, their faces lathered
light green. A girl, blond and tall, tossed wood into the fires, then went to alarge canvas mechanism. She
dipped the canvas bucket in one of the pools and raised it by awinch to the ceiling. “ Shower's ready,”
she said to Robin and Mandy.

At last, awish granted. The soap, however, wasn't Ivory. The bars were heavy and green, and flecked
with herbs. They created dense lather that smeiled of mint and left Mandy's body fedling smooth and very
clean, dmost asif her skin had somehow been penetrated and renewed from within.

“Get rinsed,” thegirl said. “Y our water'samost over.” As Mandy finished she heard the girl telling some
of the peoplein thetubsto hurry.

“Maywell has only one businto New Y ork,” Robin said as he dried himself with ahuge, rough towd. “If
we missit we misswork. So we do our ritud sweetsin the evening. Thisisjust your ordinary
garden-variety communa bath.” Saying that, he got into one of the big tubs. Mandy followed, dipping
down into the delicious water. The other soakers were just getting out, and she and Robin soon had the
tub to themsalves,

“What do you peopledo in New Y ork? My impresson was that you wereliving out hereinisolation,
fanning and thingslike that.”

“We've got agreat farm. But people have jobs, too. Careers. Some of us don't choose to give them up.
In addition to this, our economy isn't completely internaized. We have to go outside for afew things.”

“Y ou mean matches—"
“We don't need matches. We use rushes and waxed tapers and take from fireto fire.”
“Candles, kerosene?’

“| doubt if the whole Covenstead usesten gallons of kerosenein ayear. Wax comes from our own bees.
We have fine hives, and SelenaMartin is an outstanding mistress of bees.”

“Medicine, then. Surgery. Advanced diagnostics.”

The attendant interrupted. “1'm going to damp back the fire now. It's past time and you have your bus,
Robin.”

Robin only nodded. “Would you believe meif | told you that modem medicineisto some extent an



addiction. The more you rely on it, the more you need it. When we get sick, redly sick, the medical team
goesto work. We use herba remedies extensively and effectively. Asfar as diagnostics are concerned,
Congtance is extraordinary. And she can heal, too. When awitch chooses desth, the whole Covenstead
celebrates. It is sad to be saying good-bye, but we're also happy for the dying witch. Y ou will leam about
the Land of Summer, where we believe we go to await rebirth. Witches do not deny deeth. For usa
death isasrich and joyous an occasion as a birth or amarriage.”

“I dwaysthink of it asatragedy.”
“That'sjust acultura habit. Death isjust another stage of life, perhapsthefullest, best stage.”

“But what if somebody—some fema e witch—is dying in abject agony from breast cancer? What then?
Do you danceand sing?’

Hiseyesfilmed for amoment, then cleared. “ A hard desth isablessing dso. Anyway, we have powerful
drugsfor pain, not to mention hypnosis. All of that is Connie's province. | don't know much about it.”

“What is she, beyond leader?”’

“Oh, she'snot aleader at al. Connieis much closer to being amother than aruler. She'swhere you go
when you have need—advice, encouragement, medicine, whatever your need is, sheistherefor you.”

So that wasto be her own role. Life was turning, Connie had grown old. “ She wants me to be her
assgtant. That'swhy they cal me Maiden.”

“She hasno assistant. Sheis Crone. Once she was Maiden. As she matured, the character of the
Covenstead changed. When she was Maiden, things were much wilder, moreintense. Thenin her
Motherhood we were builders, knitters, carpenters. Now sheis Crone, and we are a contemplative
Covenstead. When she passes—" He stopped suddenly, and she held out her hand to him. “I'm sorry.
Shewill die, or shewould not have brought you hereto beinitiated. Y ou will never be anybody's
assistant. When you are Maiden, we will belong to your will and your will only, just aswe belong to
Connie now.” Heraised hishead, smiled. “Y ou will not rule us, though. We rule ourselves, each one of
us. Theonly hierarchy of the Covenstead isthat of heart and hearth.”

“Robin, thisisjudt fascinaing. But | have to admit that the water's getting awfully cold.”
“Y eah, that's afact. Maybe we'd better go for breakfast, assuming Ivy's saved anything for us.”

On the way back to the cottage they passed women and men hurrying off in the direction of themain
house. They carried briefcases, wore topcoats, even some hats. Others had gathered into awork gang
and were marching toward the fields. These wore plain homespun trousers and jerkins, men and women
dike

“What about taxes?” Mandy asked suddenly. “ And those suits and ties. Surely you didn't weave those.”

“The suits are bought. Asfar as taxes are concerned, the IRS knows where we are, and we pay our
taxes. Y ou have trouble writing off Bell, Book, and Candle as a business expense, though, so don't even
think about it.”

“It'sbeen tried?’

Helooked at her, hisface expressionless. “It's been tried. Many of our priestesses and priests are
recognized by the IRS asclergy. At least they were, until thisyear.”



“What happened thisyear?’

“Senator Stennis happened. He tacked an amendment on the Postal Appropriations Bill forbidding the
IRS to grant tax exemptions to people who practice witchcraft.”

“What! That's government interferencein religion.”

“Fundamentalist Christians are not interested in preserving the Bill of Rightswhen it comesto people who
disagree with their religious beliefs. The amendment passed by voice vote. Senators were afraid to go on
record as supporting witchcraft.”

This cold wind from the outside world made Mandy remember her own dream life, the intense
vison—amost ahdlucination—of being burned to degth.

She was to become responsible for these people. Would there come atime when the senators and the
fundamentdist preachers would gain power in Americaand the flameswould rise again? She knew
aready that she loved the Covenstead and wanted it to pers<t. If she had to burn she would, to ensure
its survivas She would do whatever she had to for them, and in the end she was sure she would defest
people like the fundamentaists, whose very lives seemed to imply the existence of red evil intheworld. If
there was a Satan, Mandy thought, fundamentalist Chrigtianity was one of his central means of capturing
souls. They prayed to Jesus but did the work of their demon hearts, burning books, trampling the rights
of others, pitting on America's noble and ancient tradition of tolerance. She thought of Brother Pierce, of
hiskind, sad eyes. Therewas aman in serviceto evil, and not abad man, either. A trapped man. And
the sadnessin hiseyestold her that he knew the truth of hisfdserdigion. How different it was from the
ever-opening flower that isthe true spirit of Chrigtianity.

Asthey waked through the Covenstead, Mandy noticed as much as she could, trying to form true
impressions of this society. If shewasto be their Maiden, she had an enormous amount of homework to
do.

The village was different from every other place she had ever experienced. Thevery air seemed different.
There was no subtle message of oppression here in the way men strode and women walked. Rather,
therewas asort of disciplined openness that was hard to characterize. Women managed it, she knew
that. But there was no sense that one of the sexes had been overpowered by the other. Theirritant of
sexual politics had been subdued.

The moment they reentered Ivy's cottage thisimpression strengthened. The dmost indefinable sense of
possession rested somewhere between Y ellowjacket and lvy. Although it flowed out of her, it stifled
neither of them.

Robin was on hisway to the kettle when Ivy handed him achunk of bread and adice of cheese. “Drink
someyogurt and you're off,” she said. “Therésno time.”

“I'm not so sure I'm going. My feet areamess.” He poured thick, brown liquid from the pitcher into a
cup, drank it down, and took his bread and cheese. Y ellowjacket got up to leave. “Good-bye, Ivy, and
thank you. Good-bye, Amanda.”

Heand lvy kissed at the door. “Lawyersturn her on,” Robin whispered. “ She's no fool. Utopian
communities may disintegrate, but law degreeslast for life”

“Y ou're not avery convincing cynic, Robin.” She kissed him, apert, shy little kissthat surprised her
amost asmuch asit did him. It was not love that made her do it. It would be most accurate to say that
shefdt poetry for Robin. She watched him eating, hislong handsworking the utensils, hisrough



homespun swester revealing his strength. She had made love to that man last night.

Or had she? No, she had made love with the Holly King. And that was the difference between them: he
wasthe Holly King only in the dark, on the Wild Hunt. But she was dways Amanda.

“Let melook at those feet, brother.” vy kneit before him.
“Theright onesthewors.”

“I can seethat. Broken blisters.” Shefelt thelesions. * Fortunately the puncture wounds are from thorns,
not nails. But just to be safe | think you'd better get Dr. Forbesto give you atetanus shot before he goes
to town.”

“How ddightful.”
Amandawas interested to hear this exchange. “Who's Dr. Forbes?’

“A witch,” Robin said. “Hiswitch nameis Periwinkle Star, which iswhy weail il call him Dr. Forbes.
Hedoesal our vaccinations and immunizations and such. | think | forgot to mention him because | don't
like shots”

“I'll make up an arnicasave for you when you come back,” Ivy said. “But you'd better be prepared to
show meyour needle mark.”

L ooking disconsolate, Robin |eft the cottage—

“Hell befineinacouple of hours” vy said, banging about in the kitchen. “ As soon as he's sure he's
missed the busto the city, he's probably going to improve tremendoudy.” She regarded Mandy. “I've got
bacon,” shesaid. “It'sfrom avillage hog, and it's great. We're very proud of it.”

“Bacon?’
“Thick bacon. Don't you like bacon?’
“I do, but somehow | formed the impression that this place was vegetarian.”

“Someof usare. But I'm not, and | didn't think you were. Plus, you're egting like you're redly hungry. |
think you can use the protein.” She commenced serving. Mandy moved to help, but Ivy wouldn't let her.
“You're practicaly Maiden of the Covenstead. Let me express my respect by serving table, if you don't
find it too uncomfortable.”

Her first impulse wasto say that she did fed uncomfortable, but the truth was different. Deep inside
hersdlf, the position they were putting her in seemed very right.

Sheworried, though. The chalenges of the past two days had made her aware of apassivity in her
persondity she hadn't even known wasthere. By thrusting her into one incredibly difficult Stuation after
another Constance and the witches had shown her how rarely she redlly took charge of her own life, and
how good at it she was when she did. The trouble was, she had seen the passivity, but she had not
surmounted it, not completely. If she wasto take responsihility for al of these people and their
remarkable way of life—especialy during atime of persecution—she had to reach deep into hersdf and
transform the passive into the strong.

She had spent her life placing hersdf in Stuations and waiting for things to happen, and that was not
enough. Now she was to be Maiden of the Covenstead. Not President or Queen, but Maiden. To her it



was a beautiful word. Not as cold as“crone” or aswarm as“mother.” Maiden. It had a suggestion of
homeinit, but aso another element, one that wasfierce.

Maiden was aword of both love and power. She remembered hersdlf on the hunt, how she had
screamed.

Maiden meant woman's softness. It meant tentative beginnings. But there was a so the connotation of the
Maid of Orleans, and Athene the Maiden of Battle, and the Maiden Huntress Diana. The Maiden, singing
softly, seated on acreekside stone. . . the Maiden astride Raven, galloping to the battles of the night. It
was along, long time ago that women had such arole in this man's world. She remembered reading a
hymn to Ishtar, written at the dawn of time:

Ruler of wesgpons, arbitress of the battle
Framer of al decrees, wearer of the crown of dominion,
Thou merciful Maiden. . .

She sat down to the meal Ivy was making for her. Alonein her own place Ivy exuded loving decency.
The bitch of the maze was no more. In fact the whole incident—everything that had happened to Mandy
on the Callier estate—was obvioudy part of this greet testing of her spirit. The choreography of it dl was
subtle but not invisible. She knew the object: to help her find her strength and live from it so that she
could be Maiden.

“I've got to get out to thefarm,” Ivy said as shelaid a plate of brown bacon before Mandy. “Were
harvesting pumpkins.” She laughed. “The Vine Coven is going to be making alot of pumpkin piesand
pumpkin bread and pumpkin soup this year. We've got agresat crop.”

“Thefarm is organized according to covens?’
“There are three fanner covens, one shepherd, and one husbandry. The others are all more generdized.”
“What aretheir names?’

“Well—we're Vine. And theré's Demeter. They do the grains. And Rowan does the orchard and stuff.
Hard labor is Rock Coven, lo isthe husbandry coven. They raised the hog that gave the bacon that'sin
your mouth. His name was Hiram, by the way. Hewas avery friendly guy. He used to root in the kids
pockets.” Mandy stopped chewing. “ "Who eats flesh must do it with conscience, otherwise the weight of
death will enter your blood." Constance always says that when she sees us eating meet.”

Sowly Mandy began to chew again. Thistime the bacon tasted very different, much richer and more
succulent. The hog had givenitslife. Its sacrifice was somehow present in the meat and could be tasted
by asengtive paate. All of her life she had esten meat and never thought twice about the suffering that
went into providing it. Never before had she thought to honor the animaswho gave their livesfor her.
There was something strange here, strange and terrifying, that seemed to hover at the edge of
consciousness. Mandy was afraid, and ate no more bacon.

Ivy continued. “ Besidesthose of usin the covens, there are people like you who haven't been initiated
into the Covengtead yet, or taken into a specific coven. They—not you—are sort of outsiders. They live
in the two end cottages.”

Mandy smiled. “Y ou've told me more about the organization of this place than anybody ese”

“Wadl, snceyou captured the Holly King—"
“I've passed muster?’



Ivy smiled. “Let's say that Conni€'s very pleased with your progress.” Her cheeks colored. “ Therest of
us, to tell you the truth, are awed.” Her face became grave. “What wasthe Leannan like?” sheaskedina
low voice.

“Very small. Pde, blond. Her eyeswere dark, amost the color of sandalwood. She was beautiful, but
not in asmpleway. Her face was gay and sort of light—that's the best way | can describeit. But it was
also very aware. It wasthe loveliest face I've ever seen. Also somehow the most dangerous.”

Ivy stared along timeinto Mandy's eyes. “What awonderful experience that must have been. I'd givea
great dedl to seethe Leannan.”

Mandy could only nod. It was not easy to talk about the Leannan. Sometimes she seemed likea
memory, then like adream. Ivy began to clatter in achest. “I'veredly got to mix Robin's salve and go.
Pease make use of my house. And if you want to, you can handle my tools. Infact, ifd be aprivilegeif
you did.”

“Y our tools?”’

She gestured toward the hearth. * My witch things. Just don't touch the drying herbs. Conniell be furious
with meif | don't pass my herbasexam thisterm.” A slencefdl between them. Ivy looked at Mandy
with the very plainest sorrow in her eyes. She continued, but with effort. “It'sreally agood day for
harvest. We needed that. Grasshopper counted over four hundred good pumpkins!” She busied hersalf
at her hearth for afew minutes, crushing dried herbsin amortar, then mixing them with purified fat. She
|eft the sdlve with anote for Robin, and an admonition for him to get out into the fields since he wasn't
going to New Y ork. “Hisfeet aren't that bad. And we need the help.” Then she was gone, the door
closing behind her with a cresk and adecisive click.

Mandy stood in the middle of the compact room. Deep silence settled. Soon the smell of the bacon made
her forget her misgivings about esting Hiram, and she sat down again. Shewasin a state of great
sengitivity. Her whole body wastingling with life. Her senseswere pretematuraly acute. She noticed, for
example, that she could actualy hear herself eating. He jaws creaked, her teeth ground, her lips

smacked. They were not unpleasant sounds. She aso began to notice, very faintly, the music of aharp
mingling with her own sounds. Maybe it was next door, maybe farther away. She couldn't tell. But it was
swestly done, atune that reminded her of athousand tunes, of moments and daysthat were lost.
Normally Mandy did not think much about her past. Life had been too hard to dwell upon. Nobody in
the family had cared about her or been interested in her desire to be an artist. She was an encumbrance
to her mother and father, an interruption in the titanic dud that defined their marriage.

One hot afternoon when she was seventeen she had seen some framed canvases tucked away in the
garage rafters. She had climbed up and discovered six paintings of her mother, al enormous, al
profoundly awful. They managed to mix sentimentaity with bad technique and ghastly color choice. In
them Mother looked like a corpse with the hands and thighs of a hairless gorilla. She was a voluptuous
woman, but not coarse.

Thefact that the paintings were by her father had reveded alot to Mandy, crouching up there in the dust,
asecret witnessto hisfailure. Their ignoring of their daughter'stalent wasn't aside effect of afailed
marriage, it was purposeful.

She had |€eft that attic furious at her parentsfor their tragic self-absorption and their indifference to their
own child. She became sullen and hostile, then openly rebellious. There were blows, and Mandy had

screamed out her contempt for the hidden paintings. Dad had wept then, and Mother had crept away,
her cheeks blazing. It was not until sometime later that Mandy understood what had been behind their



reactions. They thought of the paintings as a sort of persond pornography, but they did not destroy them
because they were their only link to the time when their marriage had been good. Not long after that
Mandy moved to New Y ork.

She finished her mea and got up from the table. The harp had faded, and with it her painful memories of
the past. They had been teaching memories, though. She saw that she should have been more
compassionate toward her parents. It was too late now, though.

Shedidn't know quite what to do with herself. Should she explore the village? Could she? And what of
thelibrary up at the main house—what did it contain?

Before sheleft, she stopped to look at Ivy'sritua tools, which were lying on a piece of white linen on the
mantelpiece. Chief among them were along silver sword and ashorter knife, hooked at the end. There
was red cord neatly wound, and asmal cauldron. Mandy could seethingsin it, but she did not know
what they were and she dared not reach in and touch them.

“It'safine cauldron.”
“Congtance!”
“Good morning, dear. | brought you some clean things.”

Congtance strode into the middle of the cottage and put a bundle on the rough table. Mandy unwrapped
the clothes.

They were beautiful—a cream-colored silk blouse, atweed suit, hose, Gucci shoes. A smal makeup kit
completed the package. “ Constance, these clothes—wheat'sit all about?’

“Y ou should dress your part. Y ou're aprincess now, to half the people of Maywell. Soon you'll be their
queen.”

“Maiden, | thought it was called.”

“That'sthefirst turn of the cycle. Maiden, then Mother, then Crone. | am, obvioudy. Crone. And I'm &t
theend of my time”

“Congtance, you're hedlthier than most women half your age.”

“Don't you patronize me, girl. When awoman in my position says she's near degth, you accept it. Asa
matter of fact, you don't have much time before | go across. Now, don't stand there like a scarecrow.
Dressl”

“I can't wear these things—I'm on afarm.”

“Y oull be going down to the town thismorning.”

Mandy dressed. There was even perfumein the makeup kit. Norell. Constance did everything right.
“Why am | going to town?’

“Youll see”

Mandy would have none of that, not anymore. “1 am not as passive as you think, Constance. So far
you've done pretty much what you wanted with me. But I'm afraid from now on I'm going to need
reasons before | agree. | could have gotten my head blown off last night.”



Constance shrugged. “Y ou want to be Maiden of this Covenstead, don't you?’

“Do | have achoice?”

“Certainly. Fail one of thetestsand you won't inherit your birthright.”

“What would happen to meif | did fail? For example, say | hadn't found the Holly King last night.”

“Oh, you were going to find the Holiy King no matter what, aslong asyou stayed dive. In these teststhe
only way you can fail isto get yoursdlf killed. So if you'd been shot dead instead of my horse—"

“My God. Do you mean to tell methat the purpose of dl thisisto seeif | can stay alive? Oh, Constance,
that'sawful. It'sdownright immord. | won't do any more. | quit.”

“No, not you. Y ou've got too much determination, my littlewarrior. Y ou'll seeit through. All your
ingtincts make you want to protect the Covenstead. | know, I'm the same type asyou.”

“Congance, thisis absolutely crazy. | won't heer of it. | won't!”

“Don't you ever cal me crazy, you little whelp. If you had any idea how hard thisisfor me—what
sacrifices have redlly been made for you—you would go down on your kneesto thank me.”

“Sotdl me! Why should | thank you for trying to get mekilled. I'd very much like to know.”
“Oh, what force you have. Reading your history, I've wondered what you were like.”
“Don't try to change the subject. | want to know, and | want to know now.”

“Wdl, what you redly want to know iswhy you should risk your life. Y ou cannot love the Covenstead
likel do, more than your own life. Y ou hardly know the Covenstead. But you will cometo loveit exactly
asl do.”

“I can seethat.”
“Y ou must prepare yourself.”

“I know. Find my inner strength so that | can rule. I've understood that. It seemsto methat I've dso
doneit.”

She looked Mandy up and down. “Y es, perhaps so. Y ou did well with the Leannan and with the Holly
King. Inthe sensethat youre dill dive”

“The Leannan. . . thefact that she existssiswhat 1 cling to. No matter how | fed, thet tells me something
about thisis very red and very important.”

“Oh, little creature, how innocent you are. | suppose there's fill enough arrogance left in meto makeit
impossible for me to see how anyone could take my place. Then | seethefireinyou, and | think: you can
doit. And I'll tell you something. Y ou're going to have aterribly difficult reign. There will be persecution
of witches, environmentd disaster, perhaps even aworld war that will burn us adong with the rest. But
somehow, if you survivetheinitiation, | think | agree with the Leannan Sidhe. Y ou are welt chosen.”

“I guess I'm complaining because I'm not used to this constant sense of jeopardy. | sort of see the need,
but till, haven't | proved mysdf yet?’

“Do you know the story of Persephonein Hades?”’



“Of course”

“Y ou haven't proved yourself until you have gone to the world of the dead and returned to tell the tale.
And | won't say another word about it, except that ayoung woman—not avery good witch, but a
witch—died for you yesterday, and | want you to respect her memory and not be such acomplainer.”

“Died for me?In the Wild Hunt?’
“Beforethat. In an entirely different part of the process, onethat relatesto the Great Test.”
“I wish you wouldn't be so damed cryptic.”

“Y ou haven't complained before. If that woman's death isto have any meaning, don't complain now. And
don't overdo that eye shadow. The Vamp look went out some time ago.”

“l wish | wasin control!”

“The only onein control around here is the Leannan. She knows something about you of which you're
totally unaware. The Leannan knowswho you redly are.”

“I'm me. That'sthelong and short of it.”
“You're an ancient and very powerful witch.”

Those words seemed to explode in Mandy's brain like awhite dash of lightning. She cringed, such was
the power of thisfiery internd bolt of recognition.

Congtance continued. “Y ou're terrified of your own history. That's part of what makesyou such a
passenger in your life. Y ou will drift until you begin to do what you were bom to do.”

“Y ou say the Leannan isin control. She'slike aghost. We hardly see her, let donetalk to her. Most of
them have never seen her.”

“She's not fifty feet away from this spot. She's even played her harp for you. Haven't you heard?” “The
music wasvery nice”

Constance snorted. “ It was designed to evoke conscience, and it did. Y ou learned from it. Now, listen,
you mugt act. Y ou must begin now, immediately. Show yoursdf in the town. The town covens need a
boost of morae.”

“Who's my armed guard?’

“You cant useaguard.”

“How about Raven? He could have used one.”

“Let'sgo up to the house. Y our car's there and you're due a your uncl€s within the hour.”

“At my—since when?| don't want to go to my uncle's. Hasthat ever occurred to you?’

“Y ou've got canvases and frames and paints there. Clothes. Books. Y ou need to pick them up.”

“| don't want to leave here. If I'm so important, | must be able to make afew decisions. And my decision
is, I'm staying right here on the Covenstead.”

“The prospect of Maidenhood is making you imperious, Amanda. I'm not sure | like you imperious.”



“Then don't comein here and order me around. I've had more than my share of terrifying and difficult
experiences orchestrated by you, and | have no intention of having any more.”

“What possibleterror could your uncle hold for you?’
“I just don't want to dedl with him. He's disturbed, and he's not going to become my problem.”

“ After what happened to Raven last night, and the business of the young woman, | just want you to give
the town covens amorae boost.”

“Why don't you go?’

“Y ou're the one they're excited about.”

“How can you be sure of that? My impression isthat I'm quite the outsider.”
Constance looked along time at her. “Y ou were bom to your role.”

“Y ou hardly know me.”

“You say that! Y ou're naked in your work, dear girl. | know you from your painting. And | know that
your visua sKkill ismorethan ordinary, or even extraordinary. It'samaost unique.”

“I'm not that good.”

“Asapainter, no. Thereis something inherently band about fantasies of elves and such, I'll grant you that.
But the detail with which you render them, the depth of vision, suggests an imagination of greet power. |
know, I've spent time over your work.”

“So havel.”

“The Leannan says you have the birthright and | say you have the power. If you can visudize, you can do
magic, which isamatter of making the red world run parald to theinner one of images and dreams. You
have the strength to visit the House of the Godfather and come back. | did it, and | am lessthan you.”

Vidt the House of the Godfather?
In the story Constance had told the children the other night, the Godfather was death.
The vigit to me town suddenly seemed even more dangerous.

She wished she could just be |eft alone to wander around and learn more about the Covenstead, maybe
even do alittle painting. Some portraits of the witches, sketches of Raveh before the memory grew too
datic.

Congtance looked straight into her eyes. “That, my dear, isnot your fate. The days of painting and
dreaming are behind you. Y ou have agreat work to do.”

What could Mandy say? Constance had just read her mind. “What are you, Constance?’
“Y ou've asked methat before.”
“What areyou?’

“The best friend you ever had!” Her voice rang through the cottage. In the sillence that followed the harp
garted again. Thistime the tune turned Mandy's heart, for she had not heard it since she was very small.



Sweet and low, sweet and low,
Wind of the western sea.

Low, low, breathe and blow,
Wind of thewestern sea. . .

The harp noteswere from asmall instrument, plucked by fingers able to touch the strings with great
precison. Behind the gravity of Constance's expression was hidden asmile. “The Leannan wants you to
go, Amanda.”

The music, Congtance's loving expression, Mandy's memories, al combined to create amoment of great
beauty. Mandy found that she had not the heart to refuse them what they asked.

“Y our uncle needs you now. Help him. Heisyour father's brother, after al.”
Her father's brother. Maybe in another age that would have meant alot.
The harp whispered, the harp sang.

Mandy dressed in the clothes. Constance embraced her and kissed her, and wished her well. “ Blessed
be,” Constance whispered.

Mandy started on her journey.

Chapter 17

High morning was relentlesdy bright, with water and melting snow sparkling off every twig and tuft of
grass. Amandaguided her little Volks along, aware of the expensive crinkle of her suit and the creamy
scent of her perfume.

She understood that she was entering the world of death and that there was great and ancient precedent
for her journey. In the passage of the seasons Persephone moves through the netherworld to return to life
inthe spring. Sheisthe corn seed hiding in the winter fidld, springing up dive again in the summer, giving
humankind nourishment and prosperity.

Amandawas to make Persephone's passage, and she was to do it now, dressed asiif for asacrifice.
Constance had obvioudy walked desth's edge herself when Hobbes shot her. Among ancient cultures
everywhere: the Indians, many African tribes, the peoples of Sberia—wherever the old religion
persisted—it was necessary to make thisjourney in order to become a guide for others.

The Volks hummed on. Nice of them to pull it out of the mud for her. Nice of them to tell her how to
leave the estate by car. She was supposed to follow an amost hidden track through the hummocks and
northward into the farm.

It was eeriein among the sharp little hills, especidly considering how old they were and what they were
said to contain. What must the fairy city have been? Were there silver towers, or painted gates, or
peari-white roofs sweltering under the prehistoric sky? Or had the fairy come from some far place, from
the stars, even recently?

Did their ancient citiesexigt only inthe minds of their human followers? Somehow she thought they lived
in structures very much like the round meseting hall of the witches. Theirswas awhole civilization of
magic, based on the smplest of goods. Their glories were those of thought unbound.

To them the mind of man was easy to control. Thus the Leannan could seem to change her shape or even
becomeinvishble.



Thefairy would never emerge, though, into thisworld, not asit was, aplace of illusions. They would do
no more than watch from their far hillsand their flightsin the sky.

The god of the witcheswasto create aworld where even fairy could be understood, which meant one
where men no longer thought of the earth as something separate from themselves, but viewed humanity as
oneorganintheliving body of the planet, and could see the universe dl initstruth, without the
self-deception that the human species was separate from the deeper continuity of the planet to which it
belonged.

The Leannan was without question the lovediest form Amandahad ever seen or imagined. She dmost
wept to remember the music of that tiny, perfect harp, to imagine those fingers working the golden
whiskers.

Just in time she downshifted to compensate for alength of muddy sand, and found herself out of the
vdley of the hummocks and on the witch farm.

Riding through it last night, she had known that it wasfertile, but by day the fecundity of the place was
dartling.

There were no tractorsrattling here, and the air smelled of the swest of the plants, not the sharp odors of
fertilizer and insecticide.

The scent was an intoxication, pouring in her open windows as she drove aong the narrow road between
rows of corn. It was mixed of wet hay and cut ssems and the rot of the season. Among the falen stalks
and the brown vines the farming covens worked. Amanda came to agroup of women laboring with
scythesin wheset. They moved aong the roadside, their toolswhigtling inthe air, the saksfaling with a
hiss and a swish, and the rattle of the wheat berries dropping onto canvas. They chanted as they worked:

“Where have you gone, John Barleycorn,
Where have you gone, John Barley?’

“I've goneto the fields where the stalks are grown,
Youll find mein thefields, John Barley.”

The chant was whispered, asif to the stalks themselves. Rapture moved in the faces of the regpers asthe
wheat fell. Nearby agroup of children rolled and laughed in the stalks, and three men bundled hay.

Never before had Amanda had such an impression of how very old some human things have become.
Mankind has been fanning for along time now. She did not sense the presence of actud deitiesin these
fields, but the mystery and the energy of the old gods seemed very red indeed. Demeter wasthe
Goddess Earth, aso cdled Gaia, known among Catholics asthe Blessed Virgin Mary. Out of her rich
belly her daughter Persephone emerged, escaping from Hades. Among the Romans Persephone's name
was Proserpina, and she was the goddess of health and well-being, aswell as death.

Amanda had to leam what Proserpinaknew. That knowledge wasto be found in the world of the dead.
With it she could bring prosperity to the Covenstead.

There were chants going among many of the teams, the round voices of the workers harmonizing with the
roar of insects and the bright calling of the children. As Amandadrove carefully along, she became
conscious of how rich lifein fieldsreally was. How wasit that such magic had been forgotten?

Whereis mankind going, that we would choose to leave farms such as this behind? Too much of thejoy
of working with the earth has been sacrificed. No prayer is needed to assst the fertilized plantings of
lowa and Kansas and Cdifornia, but without prayer we are less human than we were, and our farms are



less dive, our food less true to the needs of our flesh.

And yet, our flight from the magica and the prayerful was not without sense: there was terror somewhere
here, benegth the swelling light of the sun.

“Hello, Amandal” A tall woman held ahuge pumpkin aoft, her figuretiny in the sweep of theland.
Amandawaved from her window and tooted her hom. The woman, though, had put down the pumpkin
and was running across the field. Amanda was stunned to recognize Kate, George's former wife. She
stopped the car and got out.

“Amanda, look at you, "Now you've grown!*

She embraced Kate, whose hair had gone gray, but whose face was radiant, flushed w'th sunshine and
work. She wore aloose homespun dresstied by ablack cord. On her feet were thong sandals wrapped
to her ankles. In her hair was asilver pin of the quarter moon.

“Kate, | didn't redlize that you'd come here.”
“Weadl did. George becameimpossible.”
Amanda nodded.

“Constance hastold us many times about the coming of the Maiden, but | had no ideathat it was you.
When | heard your name | thought, isit possible? Then | saw you. Our Amanda. | just can't believeit.”

Slencefdl. There was obvioudy something else on Kate's mind. Shewas till smiling, but therewas pain
inthegmile

“I spent anight at your house,” Amanda said. “1'm going there now to pick up my things.”

“Y ou've seen him? Constance won't let him on the estate anymore. Ishewell? Or isthat the right
question?’

George was certainly not well. “Y ou're forbidden to see him?”

“God, no. Connie doesn't do that sort of thing. Afraid to see him. Amanda, something happened to him,
something dark that has to do with Constance. Don't think she's al sweetness and light. Sheisn't! She
drew him into an involvement with desth. She saw things about him that made him become obsessed. It
was like death entered the house. We werein one of the Kominski covens. We were so happy. It was
new and it was fun. Then George started these sessions up at the estate with Constance. The next thing |
knew, he had started that series of experiments, trying to kill things and bring them back to life.”
Suddenly she stopped, looked around. “Let's continue thisin the car.” Amandafollowed her in. They
rolled up the windows. “I think Constance did something to hismind. He changed. All of asudden he
wanted aritual chamber in the basement.”

“The Kitten Kate Room?”

“God, yes! It was so crazy. What in the world do cats have to do with it? He went in there and
performed acts of self-abuse. He injured himsdlf with candles. | trusted Constance and | sent him to her,
and he got even worse! Hiswork came to dominate hislife. Hed spend literadly daysin that lab with that
awful girl, Bonnie Haver, atramp and adrug addict.”

“Bonnie Haver?'Y ou mean the one from Our Lady?’



“Y eah, you must have been in the same class, or closetoiit.”
“l remember her. Shewasinvolved in ahorrible scanda. More than one horrible scandal .”

“She's no better now than she was then! She had aterrible effect on George. The more he saw of her,
the more time he spent in that hideous, demented room. My God, Amanda, | could smell the burning
skin. It was hideous, hideous!” She dammed her hand against the dashboard. She was crying too hard to
goon.

Therewas certainly adark side to Constance. Dark and subtle.
The words of what had once been afavorite poem of hers cameto mind.
| am the mower Damon, known Through al the meadows | have mown.

For amoment she could see him, huge and dark, straddling the fields with his great scythelike afiery ray
of sun. | am the Godfather Damon.

“Hewas such abrilliant man. Now he'scrazy.” Known in al the meadows—

Snick. Snick. Snick. Down go the stalks. To his cool cave descending. . . All the meadows he has
mown. “Why did you come here?’

“I wanted to, | was desperate to live here. So were the kids! Poor George—it's terrible what's happened
to him, but ill, I love the Covenstead.”

“Have you confronted Constance?’

“Of course! She listened, then she embraced me and sent me on my way. End of story. Amanda, they're
all saying that you're going to be Maiden of the Covenstead. Pleasg, if you are, remember what I've
suffered. My husband has been destroyed for some scheme of Constance's.”

“I'll remember, Kate. And | will make Constancetell mewhat it'sal about as soon as | get back from
town.”

Kate kissed her cheek. Her eyeswere big with sorrow. “1 want my husband,” she said. Then she went
back to her work.

Driving dong, Amanda had the sense that something larger and darker even man she had thought was
occurring. The trouble with this play was that the actors were not alowed to know the plot. Thusthey
were not actors at al, but puppets. She didn't like being a puppet, not in such afierce and dangerous

mystery.

By the time she began passing the vegetabl e patches she was trembling Thewarm, pellucid air was
pearl-white with haze from the rapid snow melt. She sensed the close presence of aterrible contrivance
of magic, terrible and beautiful, as sweet aslight, yet so very dangerous. She recaled the Leannan's
guards, with their rat teeth. The Leannan, too, must have such teeth. Were they evolved from rodents, the
fairy, aswe are from apes, or had they come to earth from another planet? And Constance—what did
sheredly know, and what did sheredly intend to accomplish?

She thought, as she rounded the last quick turn in the road, that she heard a horse galloping. Just here she
had cried out for the sheer exhilaration of it, upon Raven's back, when they were flying together. Oh,
horse.



The border of the estate was marked by a neglected wire fence, afew posts, and afaded sign warning
againg trespass. There were blackberry thickets full of human laughter—the gay laughter of men picking
berriestogether, and from the sound having agood time of it.

Then she crossed arickety wooden bridge into the outside world. Beyond amowed field merewasa
row of shuttered houses. She remembered their lights darkening down last night, the cloaked people
running out, the excited voices, the rustle of feet in dry grass, the snapping hiss of quick-drawn bregth.

They had touched her for luck as she rode by.

The road went from gravel to asphalt asit passed through the field. Then there was a yellowed wooden
sign: Corn Row. Beyond that was abrick street, neatly curbed, overhung by nearly bare trees. There
weretal houses set along ether side, fanciful Victorians with curved porches and towers and widow's
watches edged by gingerbread. A man with acap pulled low over hisface peered a her from one of the
yards. He had something fat and green in hishand. Hisface wasrigid.

As she picked up speed, she saw him lean far back, raise hisarm, and throw the thing. She jammed on
the accelerator. The car roared, and at the same moment what he had thrown hit the roof with athud and
agplash.

She turned on two wheelsto Bridge Street. Her car filled with the reek of gasoline. She thought, no, no,
not that, they mustin't set me on fire! More than anything she hated fire. The idea of being consumed by it
haunted her nightmares. She prepared to sop and jump.

For whatever reason the gasoline bomb did not ignite. As she picked up speed again, she saw in her
rearview mirror the man dash across the street.

They must wait there, she thought, just at the edge of the estate, for anyone who daresto come out. No
wonder the nearby witches houses were shuttered during the day. They must be under virtua siege for
ther beliefs.

As she proceeded down Bridge Street toward The Lanes, the peaceful life of the town surrounded her.
A blue ddivery truck from Hiscott's Drugstore went past, followed by asmall school busfull of kids. It
turned onto Main Street, heading for the red brick school which took up one side of Church Row. Inthe
distance bellsrang. Early yet: 8:30.

Under the larger treesthe mdt fell like rain, and Amandahad to turn on her windshield wipers. The stink
of the gasoline dowly faded. Amanda kept her speed high; shefelt dreadfully exposed in the Streets of
thistown. There was a strong temptation to turn around and go back to the estate. But she could not.
She did not understand the whole of what shewasto do in the town, but she intended to follow
Congtance's ingtructions. Degp within herself, she sensed that she understood very well what she was
doing, even though her conscious mind refused to recognize the sense of it.

Her plan wasto go to George's house, get her things, and get out as quickly as possible. If mat wasdll
that happened, then the visit could be seen as afurther test of courage. Maybe the man with the gasoline
bomb wasredly afollower of Constance's Perhaps that's why the bomb didn't ignite.

“The essence of initiation,” Constance had said, “isthe confrontation with the Godfather. To lead people
in the ways of the hidden world, we must know deeth”

The shadow of the mower seemed to darken the whole town, Damon in thefield of souls. Constance had
said that Amandadid not love the Covenstead as much as her own life. But she was here, alowing
hersdalf to be acted upon by Constance, delivering hersalf to whatever new danger her teacher had



devised.
The mower mowed, his scythe whigtling.

She cameto the comer of Maple Lane and turned | eft. Leaves cluttered George's lawn. No curtains
blocked the windows of his house, which were black from the darkness within. His Volvo stood in the
driveway. Amanda pulled in besideit, turned off her car, and set the brake. With the shrubs mostly bare
the Volks could be seen all the way to the end of the street. It would not take somebody with agasoline
bomb long to discover where she had gone.

Sheran afinger through the aily film on the roof of her car.
The house was slent. She went up to the front door, tried the handle. The door swung open.

Thefront hal was dark, the living room off to the left empty. Shewent in, intending to crossthe dining
room and seeif George was in the back.

Hafway to the bedroom she heard Jane Pauley talking about French green beans. George wasin the
kitchen huddled over the little portable TV, absently stuffing Fritosin hismourn. An R.C. colastood
open on the counter beside him.

“George?’

“Oh, Good Lord, Amandal Y ou scared the hdli out of mel” His smile was giff on hisface and he seemed
very tired. “1 assumed you had goneto live on the estate.”

“I do think it would be more convenient for meto stay there. I'll be doing al my work there.”
Hiseyeshad gone dl aight. The suddenness of his movements suggested nothing so much as tifled rage.
“Theedtateisredly very quigt,” she said carefully.

“No, Amanda, it'snot quiet. Just last night they had arituad. Surely you know about it. | was coming up
Stonewhen | saw anaked girl riding abig black horse. Beautiful. She took off acrossthe lawns before |
could see her face.” Helaughed, and the laughter changed to awheezing cough.

How should she respond to him? He seemed to know nothing about her, yet he was supposed to be a
witch, too. She decided to be careful. “ Constance mentioned that there had been an event last night in the
town.”

“Everybody from hereto Morris Plainsistalking about it. And you remember Brother Pierce. That
beauty. He's having a conniption. Therewas arun-in. Some of his people shot this girl's horse and then
got themselves mauled by aflock of trained crows over in the Wiliowbrook ruins. Oh, boy, the whole
town'sgoing crazy! | was looking for some news on the Altoona station but they didn't mention it. It'sa
local sensation, though.”

It wasn't like him to chatter. George had not struck her as being any more of ataker than her father,
whose speciadty wasthelong silence.

The sooner she understood the nature of thislatest test, the sooner she could go back to the safety of the
estate. “Never mind the town, George. | want to know how you're doing.”

“Me? Extremey wdi. My experiment could hardly be going better.”

“Brother Pierceleaving you done?’



“Y our friendsve made sure of that. He's thoroughly preoccupied with witchesnow.” He smiled alittle.
“Y ou ought to see what they've put up in front of the Tabernacle. Inaway it'sfunny.”

Why was George so uneasy? Why was she so scared?“| have aquestion for you,” she said quickly.
“Areyou my Godfather?’

“It's been years since | thought about that. But yes, | am supposed to be responsible for your spiritua
well-being.”

“Soyou are” (Knownin al the meadows you have mown.)
“Theoneand only.” He grinned.

Thistest was about death, al right. Her death. Constance had gonetoo far. “I've got alot of work to do
up at the estate. | think I'll just get my canvases and stuff—"

“Brother Pierce and his people have erected astake in front of the Tabernacle. A stake surrounded by
piles of wood. It'samost dramatic display.”

Shecould gill smell the gasoline fumes.
“Hardly surprisng.”

“They shot that horse. Beautiful thing. | heard it. | wasthefirst person there after the sheriff. Hesawitch,
too, people say.”

Amandaremembered hisfundamentaist deputy. That department must be atense sort of place. “How
horrible, to kill an animal that way.” She kept her voice as steady as she could. She had the sensethat if
she moved too suddenly, he was going to make agrab for her.

“I saw it. Fineanima. The poor thing didn't die right away. | hate to hear a horse scream. Sheriff had to
put it out of itsmisery.”

She stared into hisjack-0'-lantern smile. Until now she had consoled hersdlf that Raven hadn't suffered.
A vison swam up of hiswhole end, asit had redlly happened:

For afew seconds helay in silence, confused, not understanding what had happened to him. When he
redlized that the ground was under his sde and he was no longer running, hetried to get up. That was
when the pain hit, the thrumming, pounding pain that flared from his nose to his neck. When he screamed,
laughter replied and avicious kick to the muzzle. He shrieked through bloody, shattered nose bones.

He could only see out of one eye. Even so, when he could quiet himself he had looked for her.

Then he had seen the North Star. And he had begun galoping into great, snowy mountains. The sheriffs
shot of mercy had sped him on—

“Amanda, I'm sorry. | didn't mean to upset you.” He made a clumsy movement toward her.
“I'm not upset. It'sjust that | don't like crudlty to animals.”

“Amanda—"

“George, | haveto go now.”

Helaughed sharply, then suddenly stopped “1'm nervous. Sometimes | think Maywell might be hell.”



“Maybe you have apoint.” She wanted to get out of here.

“Give meyour hand, darling.”

“No, George.”

“Y ou're my goddaughter! | want usto befriends.”

She had to play for time. “What's troubling you, George?’ As she spoke she stepped away from him.
“Troubling?Nothing at dl, I'm fine”

“You look terrible.” Shetook another step back. The point of the test wasto go into the cave of
Godfather Death and bring back something precious. She was here, and the treasure was the tool s of her
art.

“I've been working late. And | don't eat well on my own.” He waved hisbottle of cola. “Amanda, I'm
awfully glad to seeyou.”

How could someone so pitiful be so frightening?“ Take it easy, George.”
“I'm not going to hurt you.”
“Stay right there, George. Don't come any closer, please.”

“Amanda, you don't understand. I'm offering you aplace in immortality.” What wasthis? It didn't sound
like part of the script. “Immortdity! You'll know the secret of the ages!”

“George, cam down.”

Hewaved hiscola. Sdivaflew from his mouth. “They might hate me and they might laugh at me and they
might destroy my work, but they will never kill my ideasl No, my ideaswill go on and on down the hdls
of time and in the end they will triumph.” He smiled as amarionette smiles. She saw histruth in that smile.
He had failed, totally and completely, and hisfailure had driven him crazy.

Her only thought now wasto get away, but he had placed himself between her and the front door. She
wasforced to try and talk her way out. “George, get hold of yoursdlf. If something's wrong, you and |
can st down and discussit like two civilized people. | can help you, George.”

“You certainly can! Y ou're young and strong and just the right size!”
What did he mean?
When he lunged at her, she managed to make a dash for the door.

He moved with tailored grace. Hislong arms came around her neck. Such wasthe force of his maneuver
that the cola bottle dammed into athousand pieces againgt the far wall.

Rape must be on hismind. Just theright size, she thought bitterly. Indeed. She might put up more of a
fight than he expected.

He moved so suddenly, though, that he dragged her right off her feet. “We're going to the basement now.
Oh, you idiot, don't struggle so! Everything's going to be just fine. Y ou don't have athing to worry
mljt.”



“You bastard! You try to rape meand I'll kick your balls off.” She would, too.
“Rape?1'd never do that. I've got too much respect for women.”

“Look, George, youre—dop pulling a me! Where are you trying to take me?’
“Basement, dear. My equipment's down there.”

She writhed, remembering the room full of cat pictures. Thelair of Hades.

God, this was contrived. He was Hades, and he had surprised her despite her caution, just asin the old
myth. He was dragging her down into the netherworld.

“Come on, quit that kicking. Y ou're not going to get away from me.”

“Let mego, George, I'mwarning you!” She couldn't quite get into pogition to hurt him. If he got her
down there, she had failed the test.

“Itsagift I'm giving you. Y ou'l know whét it isto die and come back to life Think of it, you'll know.
Y ou'll be famous, Amanda.”

It took afew seconds for her to understand what he was planning. When she did, panic overwhelmed
her and she screamed. He was about to kill her in hismachine! Kill her! Thiswas no game. Constance
hed literally sent her to her desth.

“It'snot tested! Y ou might murder me!”
“It works perfectly. It's safe.”

“Thenwhy isit in the basement and not in your lab? George, please listen to me. Y ou've got to get
yoursdlf together.”

She was babbling and she knew it. Her body, her bones, her young blood, were panic-stricken. She
exploded with effort. Twigting, contorting herself, she managed to dig her nailsinto hischeek. Ashe
reared back she kicked behind her, jamming her hed again and again into his shin, tearing and pulling and
twiding.

And suddenly fdling free.

She ssumbled to her feet and rushed to the kitchen door He was not three feet away, snarling, aflap of
bloody skin dangling from his nose, plunging toward her.

Then she was through the door, running as fast as she could around the back of hisVolvo, dipping inthe
wet grass, faling down.

Heleaped on her o hard her bresth whistled out of her mouth. Even so she wriggled free of him and
managed to stagger to her car. Shegot in, fumbling franticaly with her key. Just as shejammed it into the
darter hisarm came snaking in the window and hisfingerstwined her hair.

“Immortdlity, you tittle beauty! Y ou're happy about it! Happy!”

It hurt so much when he yanked her hair that she saw flashes. But she started the car. With her last bit of
strength she engaged reverse and let out the clutch.

Something pncked her shoulder. When she looked he was withdrawing a syringe. She bellowed,



grabbed at her arm. “It'gust scopolamme, Amanda,” he said, hisvoicefull of gpology. “I1t won't hurt
yw.”

She stared in horror at the shoulder. It was asif awarm tropic wave washed over her. In the distance
she heard the car ticking over. Quick! Y ou'retoo sow!

She pressed the gas pedal. From far, far away there came kindly laughter. “I've got the key, dear | took
it out. You can't drive the car, the engineisn't even running.”

What happened to the engine?

“Let'sgo back in the house now.”

“No-0-0. . . nothank you. . .” Was that her voice? So empty, so distant.
“Comeon. Right now.”

He opened the door. Then his hand was under her elbow.

“Let'sgo, Amanda. We have alot of work to do”

She rose up out of the car even though she didn't want to. Therejust didn't seem to be any way to resst
Ashetook her into the house she cast a sorrowful 1ook back. Then he closed the door and began
nudging her down thelong hall toward the mudroom.

“Tom?’
“What's that?”

Hewasin the game room, lying like along black python aong the back of the couch, hiskinked tail
switching, hiseyesgleaming.

“Tom, hdpme! Tom!”

George looked around. “ There's nobody here but us, dear.” For some reason he could not see the cat.
Tom kneaded the couch and yawned.

“Please, Tom, please!”

“Be careful, honey,” George said, “you haveto climb down aladder.”

“Oh, aladder. Please. . "

“That'sit. All theway down, now. Right. Y ou stand there. Stand till.”

She couldn't move if she wanted to. His voice was the only command she could respond to.

“Oops, you were swaying. Did you redlize that? | had to give you quite a dose of scope, honey. You'll be
out like alight within the minute. Come on, now, hurry aong.”

The Kitten Kate Room again. She didn't like the Kitten Kate Room. On the ceiling was apicture of a
galaxy spiraing through eternity. Superimposed on it was alean black cat. Black and dangerous and
lovdy. “Tom, hdp me!”

“Cross your wrigtsin front of you, please. Sorry | don't have any straps, | know they'd be more



comfortable. But | can't risk you moving in your deep and wrecking the coils. Also, when you wake up
you're going to be atad upset, | think, so it's better thisway. lsn't it better, dear?’

Dimly, distantly, shefelt her wrists and ankles being bound, felt rope swinging round and round her body,
felt theworld swinging away.

She dreamed long, vague dreams of the beautiful lady of the mountain, and the Holly King and Raven,
and dl that new world.

And Tom. .. yawning while George killed her.
Thefirgt thing she saw when she was conscious again was the terrible face of the panther in the ceiling.
“Hello, Amanda. How do you fed?’

“I've got aheadache.” Shetried to move, redlized she was till tied. Her confusion was complete. She
was bound down tight, surrounded by shining brown ceramic devices of somekind. Shetried againto
move, but the ropes held fast.

“I waskilled! You killed me, didn't you?’

He put his hand on her face. “We're going to begin the experiment now, dear. | had to let the drug wear
off fird. Youvebeen adeep dl day.”

The blackest despair covered the little sprig of hope that had started to grow in her. “No! No!”
“Not so0 loud, dear. These houses are close together.”

“Help! Help me!”

“Hush, now!”

She heard abuzz, felt the table sway. A terrible tickling swarmed in her chest, centered on her heart.
“Seeyou in afew minutes. Toodle-oo!”

The dark took her.

Chapter 18
RED MOON

MOOm moom
hear my cdll

MOOm moom

speak to me

—Ansdm Holto, “Troll Chanting”

No wind passed her and she impacted nothing, but she knew she wasfaling. She heaved and twisted. It
was excruciating to anticipate a splattering end that never came.

She screamed, but there was no sound. She called out, “Don't kill me! George, please, please.” Her
voice was dead.



So thisiswhat it was like This—this billowing emptiness. Her body was not a body anymore. It seemed
more smoke than flesh, thick and cold. But aware, and conscious and very scared. George had
succeeded in killing her Of course held never bring her back. If he could, he would still have alab and
officia gpprova. She had comeinto the cave of Godfather Deeth and gotten herself killed. Thefind test
was over, and she would never inherit the Covenstead.

She began to cringein her fdling, waiting for the shattering crunch, her ribs jamming full forceinto her
shoulders. If terror was a cresture, she was dropping down its throat.”

But she had no ribs, and there would be no impact. She was falling into nowhere, and she herself was
becoming nothing.

There mumbled in her mind the ragged thought: I'm dissolving.

Shedidn't think she could beer it, not falling and faling and never hitting, in absolute silence and absolute
dark.

“Please, | can't die. I've got to get back.”

A terrible, thin face flickered nearby, asif in responseto her cry. She batted at it, a starved husk of a
face with white wormsfor eyes. But it had ddlicate eyebrows and afamiliar pae shape. Amandarejected
it with al the force of her soul.

“Daughter,” it said, “welcometo hell.”
“Mother! My God, what happened to you?’

The face shifted and congedled, wrinkling and collgpsing onitself. “I lived,” it gargled, “I lived wrong. . .”
And then was gone.

“No, Mamma, no.” How horrible, how hideous, what atragedy. She said she had lived wrong—but how
wrong? What had she done?

1] Ma,nm”

The face regppeared, dissolving, just inches before Amanda's eyes. The skin was doughing off the bones,
and the hair was growing long and ragged. Decay that must have taken ayear in Mother's coffin was
being re-created in seconds. Amanda screamed and hit, and her blows went right through the apparition.

“Mamma, why?’

“I need this. | choseit, | must atonefor my life”
“What?'

“From the time you were six | hated you.”

“You didn't hate me. Mamma! Y ou—" But it wastrue, wasn't it? Remember the hot sorrowing nights
when she would not come, remember how she scorned your art, remember how she sat, as till and rigid
as awooden mother, that time Dad best you up?“Mamma, | forgive! | forgive you!” Worms, get out of
her eyes Skin, come back! Hair, stop growing!

“We judge oursaves when we die, honey, and we are never wrong.”

“| forgiveyou.”



“I haveto forgive myself, and that's going to take sometime.”

“Y ou don't deserve to suffer likethis!”

“| told Mother Star of the Seato discourage your interest in art,”

“Mamma, | know that. And sheignored you.”

“You got into the Pratt Ingtitute. And | threw out the letter of acceptance.”

“Since then I've taught at Pratt two semesters. I'm beyond caring about Pratt.”

“I wanted to destroy you. | wanted to hurt you.” The face glowed asit spoke, asif with firefrom inside.
“Mamma, | forgive.”

“| wasjedous! Y ou were beautiful and talented and | was—me.” Something was moving behind her,
something complicated.

“I forgiveyou!”
“I cant forgive mysdf.”
Amandasaw it more clearly now, ahuge black hulk of athing with piercing green eyes.

When it opened its mouth, agreat mewing scream filled the still air. Mammarecoiled, her rotted flesh
fluttering from her brown bones, asthe cat came closer. He was tremendous, but his face was familiar:
there was that shredded ear—

Amandawas stunned to see him. Tom must be death or the devil or something. But he had been so cute,
lapping milk and cuddling in her bed.

There came a crackling sound as he took achunk out of Mamma's skull. Amanda could seethe brain
within, as crunchy as a sponge that has been dipped in Clorox and let dry. When Tom'slong pink tongue
scooped it out, Mamma made a sort of babbling sound. Then her eyes became blank.

While Amanda shrieked, her somach twisting, her throat burning, her skin tickling with dread, Tom ate.
At last there remained not even atuft of Mother'srough hair.

Then Amandasaw that Tom was saring at her.

Therewas anew sensation involved in facing those eyes. She could actudly fed hisstaredriving likewild
snow into her soul, seeking every hidden crack and cranny of her being.

Was thisthe Last Judgment? Did acat—no, it couldn't be Tom, not Sitting in judgment over her.
“Please_"

The eyes grew bright and fierce.

“No. No! Keep away from me!”

The mouth opened.

Down Tom's gullet Amanda saw fires dancing, and avast legion of tragedies, each asimmense and
persond as her own.



Hell wasingdehim.
“Who areyou? Why are you after me?’
There was no answer but the oily gush of his breath and the burnt-hair stink of the cooking dead.

Hewas getting larger and larger, so large that she could walk into his gaping jawsif she wished. But she
didnt wish! “I'm not guilty of anything! | got murdered and I'm not going in there! 1've got to get back
because my lifeisn't over and they need me!”

At once the jaws snapped shut. Then shelanded, aslightly as afeather, upon agray and slent field. Her
body felt substantia, solid. Or rather, dmost solid. When she looked down she could see hersdlf, but she
had the fedling that she could have walked through awall. She peered around her at the storm-turned line
of the horizon. Thiswas empty country. Tom curled about her legs. Helooked up at her out of hislittle
cat's eyes and seemed ready to wink.

After what she had seen, she was afraid of those eyes. Maybe they would become big and menacing
once again, and those jaws would open—

He carried everlagting tragedy in hisbelly.

And yet he wasthe only other thing here, so in away she was glad for his presence. Without looking at
him she bent down and stroked him. Hisfur wasfull of dectricity. “1 wish you could talk. | wish you
could tel mewhat'sgoing on.”

He didn't speak, but a gentle force turned her head. She was stunned at what she saw: the quietest, most
perfect landscape of trees and green hills, blue sky flecked with white clouds, and in the shadows of the
sky something wonderful that had no definite shape. It was, rather, the presence of a condition—an
emotiond color—asif goodnessfilled that air. Amandasfirst love, aboy who had died in afire, came
walking toward her. “I remember you,” he said, and there was something eternd in hisvoice. “1've been
waiting for you.” He opened hisarms, and what flowed from him was as afine old song.

Other voices soon joined the song, then overwhelmed it. They were soft and yet solid, chanting: “Moom
moom hear our cal. Moom moom hear our cdl. . .” The chant went on and on, splitting and filling the
soft air of summer that caressed her.

She recognized those voices—it was Ivy and Robin and Constance and the others. “1 can hear you™

Her heart dmost broke: before her lay heaven, behind her life. The name the witches were cdling evoked
in Amanda powerful, hitherto hidden fedings. Moom! So familiar. How Moom had loved her life.

“I've got to go back. The witches need me.”

Her old friend laughed very gently. “Tom guards the line between here and life, Amanda. Y ou can't make
it past him. And nobody who goes down histhroat ever comes out again.”

The chant went on.
“Hey! | hear you!” It tore her sou!. Despite what her dead friend had said, she turned back from heaven.

Theair around her shivered and began to fade. And she knew it was doing that because she had just
made afirm and unshakable decison: she was going back to life, somehow, if she could.

A cold wind sprang up. Ugly gray clouds swarmed across the sky. Her first love became a black,



dancing skeleton in abombed landscape, and replacing the song of heaven there arose agreat multitude
of sorrowful cries. They echoed out of the clouds like high thunder, and Amanda saw that the gray hid
mongtrousflying things.

Terror began to grow in her. The thingsin the clouds had wings and black scales and long red nails. She
knew that they were demons.

Above their banshee cries there remained the chant: “Moom moom moom moom,” on and on and on.
She wanted to somehow open the sky, to part those dreary gray clouds, to get through to the chanters.

Tom had returned, sullen and dinking, mewing loudly. “Tom, they're calling me back, | can hear them!
Please, Tom, tell me how to get to them! They need me! Oh, God, | can feel how bad they need me!”

She ran, she jumped, she clawed the air. When she scrambled up the gnarled remnant of atree, she
could hear the sucking eagerness of the demonsin the clouds.

How absurd, she thought, to have chosen this. Nobody ever came back from the dead, not with al of
hell barring the way. The dark once entered. . .

Guardian: agreat maroon scorpion with the blue-eyed face of alittle girl.

Guardian: awhite bird that warbled lies.

Guardian: something that once had been anun. Mother Star of the Sea.

Amandahadn't thought of her ance sixth grade.

Tom spoke, afierce, rasping voicein her head. “ They are death's soldiers, the demons.”
“Then desthisevil.”

“Degth is death, neither good nor bad. It'sjust there.”

Sheran. It was brutal, smpleingtinct, the reaction of the monkey to the dinking panther. The ground
beneath her was spongy and had the dickness of skin. Maybe it was skin. This hideous place could easily
be on the back of some inconceivable monster. She dipped and did in the soft, glittering folds of it, and
smelted the sweet stink of it.

The cat ran dong beside her for awhile. Then she saw it prancing in front.
Then the clouds spit adrop of hot, sticky rain.

Thedrop tickled her face. She raised her shadows of hands and touched the coze. It wasfull of hair-fine
worms. Thetickle on her face changed to an itch, then at once to adull ache. She reached up again and
pulled away agreat gout of skin. It was seething with the threadlike creatures. Shethrew it downin
disgust and wiped her hands on the rubbery ground.

The sensation in her face was awful, an ache and asdty cut and theitching of ascab. Sheraised her eyes
to the sky, which was tossing and bulging down at her, asif great fingers punched behind the clouds. “L et
me go home' | don't belong here and you're not going to keep me!” She would have thrown something
but she had nothing to throw.

Somebody whispered in her ear, and she knew it was ademon; “Y ou've got alot to learn, baby.”



“Don't you dare call methat! I'm Amanda Walker and I'm not your baby.”

The clouds twisted and stormed, became a great, dark skull filled with lightning, and began to draw
closer to her. The grinning jaws bellowed thunder so loud she held her ears and screamed, but her own
voicewaslogt.

And she had an odd thought: the demonsin those clouds don't hate me. They're just doing their job.

“Y our body can't receive you back. Dead is dead. The ones who do return end up as ghosts, useless
victimsof thewinds.”

Thiswas anew voice, not big like the storm. Rather it was soft and small and full of peace. Amanda had
heard something likeit before, at thefairy stone. If avoice could be called sacred—she went to her
knees. “| thought death was something like going down along, hollow tube and then meeting my
grandfather or somebody and being welcomed, and—"

“Each person creates his own death.”

Amandawas increasingly sure she knew that voice. And if she was right—then maybe things were going
to get better. “Who are you?’

For just an instant Amandaglimpsed a bnght, tiny woman, quite perfect, with rowan in her hair.

“Leannan, itisyou. | was hoping it was. Listen, please help me get out of here. I've got to find away to
go back without ending up in hell.”

The Leannan regarded her. “ Y ou've set yourself adifficult problem.”
“But | don't deserve hell. I'm not guilty of anything.”

“If you want my help, then comewith me.” Tom wasa her Sde, looking large indeed next to the Fairy
Queen. “Don't worry about your demons. They won't slop you going deeper into death.”

“Oh, no, that's not what | want. I'm going to get out of this. I've got to go back to the Covendead!” She
turned—and found hersdf facing a narrow man with a sneer on hisface and rapein his eyes. He grabbed
her throat with awet hand. Suddenly both he and she were as solid asliving bodies. She could smdll his
rancid skin, see hisaily tongue, hear his breath bubbling in hisnogtrils. “Hey, baby,” he said, “let's
dance.”

“Oh, God! Oh, God, help me!”

He brought out along, serrated knife. “Thisis God” When he arted squeezing her throat, she suffered
very red agony. “Thisisjust the beginning, you stinking bitch. I'm gonnacut your heart out and et it right
infront of your eyed”

The blade caressed sengtive skin, and she saw along spike of flecked drool start in the comer of his
mouth. “Leannan, please, you said you'd help me!”

“Then you mugt follow me.”
“I'msorry. | will.”

At once the rapist began to change. Hisform wavered and herolled his eyes. Hisknifefdl into dust, his
whole body shivered, twisting back on itsdlf.



Then Tom wasthere, swishing histail.
“It wasyou! All thetime, it wasyou! Youreevil, youreamonster. A mongter!”

“He obeysthelaw, Amanda. And so must you.” A hand so small it fdlt like alittle, warm mouse came
into her own. “Come with me. | want to show you your past, so you can learn what's drawn you so
againg your better judgment to your witches. Perhaps then you'll see that you should go to what you
think of as heaven, which | call the Land of Summer. Y ou've long since earned your peace.”

“1 want to go back. I've got to.”

The Leannan sghed. “Y ou're very strong,” she said ruefully. But the smdl hand squeezed Amanda's
fingers

Amandawalked dong with the Leannan. She wasn't a alt sure she wanted to, but every other choice
seemed worse. She had expended her last bit of resistance facing Tom the rapi<t.

She suspected that he was only thefirst in along line of guardians of the gates of life. The scorpion, for
example, wasworse. And thelittle bird far worse. And then there was Mother Star of the Sea. Dear
God, she was the very personification of guilt. In school she had managed to make Amandafed
hell-bound for having an untied shoe.

“Will you please hurry up, Amanda? I'm having trouble with my damn fire.”

That was Constance Collier—and this place—they weren't on the field of skin anymore, they were—oh,
God, thiswasdl familiar. “ Oh, Leannan, thank you, thank you!” All the time she had been bringing
Amanda back to the Covenstead. Deeper into death, indeed.

“The vell between life and death isthin here. But make no mistake. | have not brought you closer to the
resurrection you seek. Let Congstance show you your firgt life. Perhaps then you'll seethat you have the
right to the summer you have earned.”

The meadow was clear and bright, and Constance was sharply outlined by the sun. Things were till very
strange: there were people around her, for example, but they were mere shadows, seated in avague
circle. Connie was stirring agreet, iron cauldron, and that was very clear, too.

She smiled at Amanda. “Y ou're dow as molasses, girl!” Her voice renewed Amandas determination.
Despite what the Leannan said, she could hear how very desperately Connie wanted her to return. The
old woman waved her long staff for emphasis. “ By the very Goddess we've got to get you back.”

Amandaran up to the edge of the circle. “Constance, am | redly dead? Thisis crazy—if I'm dead how
can you be here?’

“Go round the circle once widdershins and you can comein. Then I'll tell you.” Amandabegan to walk.
“Not that way. That's sunward. Widdershinsisthe other direction.”

Insdethe circle even the air was different. It had less of the sparkle of spirit ar, and smdled of fieldsand
farm. She could just see, if she looked very, very closdy, the faces of the people huddied around its
edges. Sherecognized lvy, and her heart panged to see Robin. But they certainly did not see her.
“Whereisthis place?”’

“We can meet herefor atime. Thewitches circlelies between the worlds.”

“I'm on the estate?’



“Thecircleisin both places”
“What places? Have you given me some kind of adrug?’

“Oh, little baby, the drug is death! Y ou are redlly and truly dead. And we don't even know if your lunatic
of anunclewill get himsdlf back together enough to return you to life. He doesn't want to, that'sfor sure.”

“But you sent meto him! If you knew thiswould happen—"

“To bethewitches guidein life, you must leam the secrets of death. And to do that you've got to die.
Unlessthere's a chance you won't come back, you aren't really dead.”

“The Leannan said that you were going to show mewhy | don't need to return. But you seem to want me
back so much.”

“I'm going to show you your firg life. How you take what you seeisyour business. Now I'm going to
swirl the cauldron and you lean over and look into it. Be mindful of what appears, young woman!”

The cauldron gurgled and gargled amogt like aliving throet; it boiled and bubbled. Soon Amanda began
to see thingsrolling about in the murky waters. Shadows, faces. . . things that made her look more
closdy.

“That'sright, that's good.” Constance swirled harder.

“The tennis shoes you wore when you were ten, some snapshots of you then. Baby treasures, too, Holly
your dolly and firgt friend. And Old Mall with her nose askew, and calico Kitten Stew—remember
them?’

“I remember.”
“Look, then. Look &t lifein the classroom.”
Something was wrong with this picture. Her childhood had not been atime of such terror. Or had it?

Thewatersturned and turned. She remembered sixth grade. There was Daisy O'Neill and Jenny Parks
gtting by the window, and Bonnie Haver in the back, plump Stacey behind her.

Two swishing rows of girls came down the chapel aide behind Mother Star of the Sea. They chanted to
the Stabat Mater tune:

“Touch your lipsto aweenie on Friday, And you arc doomed. Be awhiner or amasturbator, And you
are doomed. Drown ababy or steal Mother's eraser, And you are doomed.”

“Now, wait aminute,” Amandasaid. “Eating mesat on Friday isnt asin anymore.”
Bonnie Haver: “But you did it when it was, so you are doomed.”

“I'm not even a Catholic! Mother Star of the Sea might have secretly baptized me that afternoon | fell
adeep a my desk, but—"

“Y ou are doomed.”

Just &t the edge of the circle Amanda saw the blade-faced man again. He was wearing along dack coat.
In his hand was a smoking soldering iron. He held it up. “How about some scars, girl ?’



Constance brandished her staff and shouted: “ Away, Tom! Come as her friend or don't come at al.”
“Hesademon, Connie, and | think the Leannan might be one, too!”

“No, Amanda, they're not demons, not those two. They're gods. Or angels, your Mother Star of the Sea
would cdl them. In any case, they're acouple of whores. All gods are. They'll be whatever you want
them to be and do what you want them to do. If you declare yoursdlf guilty, they'll take you to hell and
giveyou to your demons. Or they'll sng with you in heaven. It'sup to you.”

Despite hersdf, Amanda found that she was|ooking deep into her own soul, where the moss of
forgetfulness grew. And under the moss she saw: “| did tease that nun. And | did it on purpose, because
| wanted to make her suffer. Oh, God, | did it for the sake of hate.”

The man with the soldering iron stepped right through into the center of the circle. With ashout Connie
pitched back and fell among the shadows of her witches. Amandalooked &t the blue, smoking tip of the
iron.

“Now, my dear, open your legs.”

Shewould not. Shewas guilty, but not that guilty, “1 wasjugt alittle girl. It was the innocent anger of a
child”

The man twisted and hissed at her, then in ayowling instant was Tom again, curling about her fet, histall
low and sullen behind him.

Connie came shambling back, brushing corn silk from her cloak. Thisfield had just been harvested.

“The particular deity you call Tom isyour familiar, dear. Y ou must leam to control him. Until you do, be
careful. Remember that he follows your wishes. If you stay on thisguilt trip, waich it.”

Amandalooked at the cat. He winked one green eye.

“No, dear, ignore him. Look into the cauldron again. See what you've suffered on behdf of the witches.
Y ou needn't fed guilty if you don't wish to make such asacrifice again.”

“I thought you wanted me back, Connie.”

“Not out of guilt. Out of love. Now, look. Look deep!”

There was somebody in the cauldron, atall and furious somebody from afar place and afarther time.
“Y ou're beginning to see who you were. Y ou've been awitch for along, long time.”

“That other one down there—I remember him, too. He burned me!”

“He dways does. But don't be attracted by his bishop's robe. Go back farther, to when he wore simpler
things”

Amanda |looked deeper into the cauldron. Just then it shook asif someone had kicked at it. She seemed
to dip and dide away from the edge. The waters, which had been clearing, grew murky again.

“What's going on?” Constance rasped. “Who's messing up the chant?’

“I'm sorry.”



“What's the matter with you. Ivy? Can't you tell she's here? Can't you see her?’

“Connig, I'm trying my best!”

“Thisisthe most important circle we've ever cast! Don't you dare break it. Now, chant, girl, chant!”
“I sad I'mtrying.”

When the chant became smooth, the cauldron cleared again. But it lasted only amoment. Soon the
waters were more turbid than before.

“Ivy, you are breaking the chant.”
“I'm gitting in adamned ant bed, Connie. They're swarming al over me.”
“Chant!”

The waters came clear. Amanda peered in. As before, her childhood floated at the surface. Below came
the various colors of other lives, whole finished worlds swimming in dim old sess.

Back Amandawent through the babble of time, to atiny brown village huddled beneath something vast
and tumbled white, amountain upon amountain of pureice, aglacier.

“Thiswasthefird life, Amanda. Y ou had just falen from the ey ashes of the Goddess. Y ou were new
then.”

Too late Amandaredized that she had leaned beyond the limit of balance. Shefdll into the boiling
cauldron.

Therewas a shock of intense pain, then she was suddenly sitting in areeking tent. It smelled of rancid
grease and human filth, sour bresth and swest. She gasped, shocked that she had suddenly reacquired
weight and substance. Her mind humbled about in an unknown tongue. Her body was smaller but
heavier, her breasts enormous pendula, sweaty and jiggling with milk. She was swinging them back and
forth over afire.

Upon her head was a crescent of hom, around her neck a necklace cunning-twined of last summer'svine,
the one upon which the Red Goddess Flowers grew.

She was Moom, Daughter of the Red Goddess. Moom, the happy, therich, the good! Round her thighs
were fastened |eather garters, one on each, made of the softest doeskin, well chewed. They were
marked with the waxing and waning phases of the Red Goddess and signified the rule of the wearer, who
could dance in them, work in them, givelove in them, and never need for an ingtant to remove them.

Wearing them, she was the Goddess. Without, she was only Moom. She kept the knots tight, never mind
that it made her feet tingle. Other women envied the garters and liked to lie upon her 1ap and gaze for
hours at them. Chief among these was Leem, who would have been the great queen ahead of Moom had
she not stolen a cave bear cub to keep her warm at night. Its mother camein arage and bit off her hand.
No maimed woman could keep hold of garters.

Theritud of the raising of milk went on. As she swayed and wove hersdf about above the flames, Moom
heard the leather of the tent dap againgt the frame. The whole tent shuddered. A frigid gust leaked in,
making the men and the children in the outer circle press against the women who surrounded thefire.
Moom fdt the milk 0ozing out of her bones, sensed it running adong the milk channelsin her flesh, knew it
wasfilling her bressts.



They soon became huge and tight, brown-gleaming in mefireight, their nipplesrigid and dripping.

The women sat back on their haunches now. All were engorged. They began to clap. Threetimes sharp,
three times soft, three times fast, three times dow. They hummed the music of the bees, to bring summer
luck to the family. Firgt their daughters and their sons came to them and took each according to his age,
the youngest as much asthey willed, the older less, and so on. Through this the men waited.

Then each man brought to the fire something of their mysteries, agreat black haunch of bison, aliver
from an ibex, amammoth's somach till stuffed with flowers and roots. All of these thingsthey setinthe
immense earthenware cauldron, the family's greetest treasure. They dropped brandsin it until it hissed
and smoked and filled the tent with wonderful smdlls.

Moom chewed the blue flesh of the ssomach while her husbands took breast upon her, and then ate the
flow of her monthly blood.

Thus Moom's family shared the food of men and women, in the lost winter of along time ago, not too far
from what would one day be cdled Alesia, men later Eleuss, the central place of the mysteries of
antiquity.

It wasthere, in the hard spring of her fifteenth year, that Moom met the most terrible of ends.

The water had flooded their lands that Maymoon, running down from the White King'sicy haunches until
the men said, “The White King's pissis going to drown the world.”

Moom said, “We belong to our place.”
Themen said, “We cannot live in the White King's piss. We've got to get out of here.”

Asaportent agreat piece of the White King, so large mat it reached far past the top of the sky,'toppled
into the meadow with aroar that |oosened teeth and sent the leather tent flying about in tatters.

So they left, dl but handless Leem, whom they abandoned to the winds. They went down the long stone
ridges, into the forestswherethe little animaslived. Lifein the forest was hard, for a hunter could spend
al day seeking abeast not large enough to fill asingle mouth. Moom, though, had been granted the
secrets of mushrooms and berries, so they did not starve.

Beyond the forest there were plains so full of bison that the very air smelled of them. Moom wondered if
they were not a single beast with many bodies, so closdly did they cling to one another.

In the center of these plains, where mere flowed water, men had made many |eather tents, and even
some of grass and mud, more tents than Moom had ever imagined in one place.

“l'am Alis” said the man of the place, when Moom brought her family down among the dwellings. “We
aeAlesans”

“WeareMoom.” She dapped her belly. “I am the Moom! The powerful! Full of milk and blood and
babies”

Alislaughed. Hewastal and graybeard. “ Eighteen times | have brought back the sun! Oh, | anthe Allg!
The most powerful!”

She was confused and amazed. Challenged by a man, who could not even let the Red Goddess Moon
into his baby closet? How could it be that he was so foolish? She did not know that Leem had come here
ahead of them, traveling fast because she was alone, and contrived thistreachery. “'Y ou might dry up the



Goddess! | wouldn't risk that if | wereyou!”
The lands of the Alis, she noticed, were yellow and dusty despite their river.

Hethrew her down and took her garters and put them on. Then he strapped a leather flap to hisloinsto
cover hisbull. He danced the women's mystery dance, dapping his belly and shrieking the birth cries.
Then the Alesians made cages of strong saplings and put Moom and her women inside.

When hot stones were piled high around it, Moom ran her cage, and shouted and shrieked in agony
unspeakable. AH one day asthe sun crossed the sky of Alesia she suffered. And she saw Leem, jeering
among the men, waving her stub of an arm. The bars at the end were covered with Moom's roasting
blood, and she was purple. She was cracked. She smelled like the last of the cauldron. Her hair was
nubble that crumbled off in her hands.

Shecdled at last: “1 am Moom!” And died.

The Alesians ate Moom and her women. They remained beside the river afull season after that, but the
men made no milk and birthed no young. In time other women came and took Moom's garters off Aliss
legs, and the Aiesans went away with them.

Amanda lay weeping, exhausted, in the shimmering, dying circle. The figures around her were exhausted,
too, dwindled from ghosts to embers. Somewhere abell wasringing.

“Amandal By thefour windsrise! Amandal”
She couldn't. Shewastoo tired. Black fingers came from the sky, sweeping down around her.
“Amanda, you must wake up. The demons are taking you.”

The voice was dulled by the thick, black clouds. “Y ou're innocent, Amanda. Y ou've sacrificed enough!”
She was becoming heavy and dreamy. She remembered summertime and cherry Kool-Aid and
Mamma's delicious gingerbread, and her own little backyard playhouse. “| used to pretend it was made
of candy. ..” “Amanda, you fool! Y ou're letting them deceive you! They can't take you to Summer. They
want to destroy you!”

“The cottage in the forest. . . gingerbread. . .”
“They're mongters. They want to eat your soul.”
How silly Connie sounded. “Oh, Connie, it's just Tom and another one of histricks.”

“Tom'safriend! But these things—oh. God.” The smoke smelled like honeysuckle. Amanda
remembered the backyard, the sprinkler ticking. Mammahumming an old tune.

“Chant, witches! Chant with al your hearts and soulsl Can't you see what's happening to her? She's not
guilty and they're going to take her to hell anyway, because she daresto try and return to life. Please by
the Goddess chant!”

The smoke had become a crowd of dark shapes. One of them shifted and focused, and grew into the
solid form of avery pretty girl of about twelve, wearing ablue dress. One hand was hidden behind her,
and in the other she held aleash. There was abear on the leash, abigger, more friendly bear than
Amanda had ever seen before. It leaned down when it saw her, and regarded her with eyes so intelligent
that their stare was akind of song.



The bear said: “1 am avery specia bear, my dear, for | can give you visons. And they're better than that
cauldron nonsense.” With that it followed its mistress off into the dark beyond the circle. From
Congtance'sthroat there came alagt, fading cry: “Don't forget, Amanda, you are not guilty. . .”

Amandafollowed the girl, and her wonderful bear.

Chapter 19

Simon Pierce stood surveying what he could see of the Collier estate from across atumbledown fence.
He was looking into ablackberry patch, beyond it cornfields, it waslovely land, and tended with love,
too. Most of the nearby fields were ready harvested. The nearest thing worth burning was a stand of
uncut corn three hundred yards away.

For hundreds of years the people of Maywell had kept away from this place. There wasn't even an
occasiond hiker. Nobody came onto the estate without an invitation from Constance Collier. Most
would say mat it was out of respect for her privacy, but Brother Pierce had heard darker rumors. There
had been spells and curses that Worked. Early Jones, back in the 1820s, had tried to cut wood in Collier
land. Hiswife gave birth to horribly deformed twins. He himsdlf died of a strange, progressive weakness
of the limbs. More recently the Wilson brothers had hunted Stone Mountain. They had reported
glimpsing “little men” who scared the animas away. Two years ago they had been found back in the
EndlessMountains, far from the estate, lying dead around their campfire. They had both had heart
attacks while they dept. Naturd causes, or Congtance Collier?

Simon did not want to cross into that woman's land. But he had to. He had driven his congregationto a
high pitch of excitement. They had to do something, and he had to lead them. Burn the cornfidlds. It was
smple and practical, and he thought they could get away with it. The ethics of doing it bothered him a
good dedl, though, especidly now that he saw with his own eyes how honorably tended wasthisland. It
was painful to burn good land. He had been brought up to think of the land asthe great source of
prosperity. Still, thisland was good because it was witched. Benesath its fertility was afoulness.

Simon motioned to the man behind him and started down the road. At first he moved aong besideit, but
the absence of opposition emboldened him to step onto the strip of grass between the ruts.

“Careful, Brother Smon. Better stay off theroad.”
“We're here to do the work of the Lord. We have no call to skulk and hide, Brother Benson.”
“Thisis private property. If we're seen here the sheriff'll have areason to fireme.”

“Wherefore, if God s0 clothe the grass of the field, which today is, and tomorrow is cast into the oven,
ghall he not much more clothe you, O ye of little faith?” Simon felt sad for the poor, mistaken pagans, and
found the deputy sheriff'swhining a disappointment. “Y ou put yoursdlf in the hands of God, Brother
Benson. If the Lord wantsyou fired, you'll be fired. Y ou walk proud now, for you are on amission of
mercy, to teach these ignorant ones the power of the Lord.”

Hismind turned and turned with the complexity of the Stuation. Simon liked things clear, but they were
far from that. He needed the witches as agalvanizing issue; he also fet terribly sorry for them. Hewas
not aman to hurt others.

He felt down deep in his pocket for the shrunken, brown talisman of his own wrongdoing. It was nestled
there, reminding himfor life of histerrible sin. Its presence gave him satisfaction: often he prayed with it,
“Lord, take me soon. | want to burn for what | did to her. Please, Lord, send me down to the deepest
fire” While awaiting his descent into his own richly deserved hell, SSimon Pierce saved the souls of others.



He grasped the hard nubbin that was the hand. Once it had been white. Once soft and sweet to kiss. The
hand had been connected to the precious body of one of the Lord's finest creations, an innocent tittle girl.
Before he found the Lord, Simon had been so confused, so disturbed and angry. His mother hadn't been
agood mother. After hisfather had disappeared on aBible-sdlling trip that never ended, she had
whored, bringing man after man home, and he would hear her bed banging againgt the wall between the
two rooms, and once one of the men came to him naked, and she hit him in the sde of the head with a
steak mallet and pushed him out on the fire escape.

Shewould drink and take diet pillsand whip Simon, cursing him while shedid it, then subsideinto long
states of suppressed fury.

Sometimes even now he dreamed that he had been brought up in an orphanage. He had to work to
remember hisred childhood. In histeens hed been impoverished, living in adum with hiswasted old ruin
of amother, and she went crazy one night and tried to set them both on fire. At the age of fourteen he
lost her. It was bitter because he was so londly without her, and yet she had been so bad.

As he grew older, moved from one foster home to another, he found that his exploding adol escent
sexudity was al twisted. He could not love women, not even those his own age. He just couldn't face
them. Hisfedlings concentrated on little girls. They were so helpless, and he felt so safe with them.

Then had come Atlanta, and his conversion, and this stem life of remorse. He was doing two good things
today: strengthening his own peopie and bringing the witches a chance to see the error of their ways.

If thiswas s0 good, though, why did it feel so bad? Sometimes he saw Christ as ared-eyed monster of
his own making, and he wondered, Do | worship the Lord, or have | been deceived by ademonina
beard? He fought the tears that had appeared at the edges of his eyes.

The air was warm, the sun spreading long shadows across the fields. He glanced at hiswatch. 4:30. To
throw the witches off, they had decided to come in broad daylight, when they would be least expected.

Indeed, al was quiet. There wasthe familiar melancholy of harvested fields, but there was something
else, too, something awful. Y ou could smell it. The place was just plain too fertile. It looked good until
you redly looked, then you saw the obscenity. God never intended Hisland to work this hard.

Thisrichnesswas agift from Satan. Thinking thus, it would not hurt so much to burn the land.
“Hey, look here”
“What isit. Brother Turner?’

“Just about forty quarts of blackberries.” The short man was smiling, standing next to amassive
blackberry bush to theright of the gate. He held up a stedl bucket. “We can have afeast!” The other men
laughed. Turner took ahandful of berries and began to est them.

Simon knew just what he had to do. He leaped at Turner, grabbed hiswrist, and flung the berries aside.
“Don't beafool! That'switch poison!”

“They samdl fresh.”

“I'mtellin’ you, if you want to est the produce of the Devil'sfarm you go swear on the Devil's Bible! You
eat only of the garden of the Lord.” He snatched the bucket from Turner. “Do not ever put this sort of
foulnessto your tipgl”

Now would comethefirst test, for Smon and for them al. The blackberries were fat and had been



picked with proper care. None were broken. Simon knew how meticulous the work of blackberry
picking could be, with the thoms and the delicacy of the berries. So much effort wasin thisbucket. To
lay it waste took strength.

“Jesus,” hewhispered, “I love you.” He poured the berries out onto the ground. He kicked the 'sodden
mass. “ Come on, thisiswhat we're here for! This garbageis probably going to be sold right in Maywell.
Y our children might be the onesto eat these devil's bernes!”

Therewere severa full buckets by the bush. He took another and raised it high over hishead. For a
shivering moment, he held it there. The bucket was heavy. When he flung it to the ground, it hit with a
thud and asplash of fat, ripefruit.

Simon stood, surveying the rest of the buckets. A curiousfeding, dmost of relief, replaced hisformer
regret. He recognized this asthe Spirit of the Lord working in him. “Praise God!” Sad it may be, but this
was certainly labor in Hisvineyard.

But the other men hung back. Deputy Benson still stood near the gate, his hand nervoudly resting on the
butt of his pistol. His badge, Simon noticed, was not on his chest—asif people wouldn't recognize him
without it.

Simon shuddered. Now the Spirit of the Lord twisted and turned in him, and met up with the softer spirit
of the hand. The hand had belonged to awonderful little person, asaint, Simon was sure, and it did not
likethese evil fidlds. The hand revealed to him that death itself swarmed in the stubble, asif the
borderland of the Lord'sworld was back there a that gate. Brother Turner stooped over and picked
something up.

“What'sthis?’
Simon examined the plump little packet of cloth. “Openit.”
“| don't want to open it.”

Simon took it from him. He undid the thong that held the package together. Lying within was awithered
image of afat little man with roots growing out of it every which way. He threw it down. “Mandrake,” he
sad. “They put themin thefiddsto get the Devil'sblessing.”

“I'm gonnatake thet little thing home—"

“Leaveit. Turner. Thisisn't agame. They've charged that thing up with so much satanic forceit just might
comediveat night and get down in your throat.” “Lord.”

“Y ou don't know what it'll do. People these days have no idea of the Devil's power. Just sheer power!
Y ou take thet thing, and it will drag you right down to hdll, mark my words.”

The men backed away from the poppet. The hand told Simon to get out of thisfoul place. The hand said,
“Do God'swork, and do it fast.”

“We will baptize oursalves here, my brothers. We will each of ustake abucket and cast it down.”

Let blood, and blood will flow. But first the knife must dash the skin. After they participated in the
destruction of the berries, Simon knew that his followers would grow more bold. And then the next act
would embolden them further, and so on until the grand plan that God had given him could be fulfilled.

Helooked across the wide fields. Beyond them he could see the date roof of the Collier mansion, just



visble abovethetrees.
The hand dtirred in his pocket, touching and tickling and thrilling.

She had thrilled him unforgettably, that gentle child. He spread his arms beneath the fire of the sun, for a
visgon came upon him. He saw al thisland asit would be, cleansed in thefire, dl thesefields asblack as
desth, and the house beyond the trees a smoldering ruin. “On yonder hill,” he said, pointing directly at the
roofs of the house, “I will build my church.” And he saw it as clearly as could be: afine brick church, with
atall steeple and agraceful portico. As proper a place of worship as Rugged Crossin Atlanta, aredl
House of the Lord, where Hisfire and His righteousness prevailed. “ Oh, the Lord has shown me such a
gght. Risng from the ashes of the witch house, the triumph of HisName!” “I hear something.” Deputy
Benson pointed. In the silence that followed hiswords, Simon heard it also, human voicestwisted to an
unholy rhythm. “Moom! Moom! Moom!” And within the longer notes, bright children’s voices chanting
faster, “Moom moom mooni! Moom moom moom!” There was another voice, thisonesingle. Anold
woman was caling somebody.

“What's that name?’

“Amanda. She's cdling the name Amanda.”

“AmandaWalker. The devil woman hersdf. The devil rider.”
“We're not certain it was her. It could have been any one of them.”

Simon fumed on the deputy. He was getting tired of Benson'sway of sapping energy with his satanic
hesitation and questioning. “ Praise the Lord, Deputy.” He snatched up abucket of the berries, “For you.”

Benson was the kind of man who used to get into trouble in bars before he got himsdlf saved and became
aman of thelaw. He smiled past hisfaseteeth. “ Sure, Brother. Praisethe Lord.”

“Praise HisName!” Thiswas an important moment. If Benson didn't pour out those blackberries—

Hedid it. He turned that bucket over and they spilled right into the road in a pretty pile. O Lord,
wonderful are Thy ways Just for good measure the deputy lifted his right foot and stepped carefully into
the berries, crushing them good.

The Spirit of God came upon them dl. Previoudy hesitant, the other men now went about eagerly
destroying the rest of the blackberries. Brother Pierce kept an ear cocked to that devil chant. No telling
how many demons were over there beyond that stand of dry cornstalks. He was not here in strength, not
yet, and couldn't withstand a supernaturd attack. He did not want his people to end up having to run off
this place. He wanted them to walk away.

Y ou had to build athing like this. Boldness would grow with success.

There were blackberries and blackberry juice al over the ground, staining the road, the dry grass beside
it, and the shoes of some of the men. Simon could have kissed those stained shoes, and he would have
been kissing the holy feet of the Lord. “1 think we oughtalight thefireright over in that subble. It'l
spread to the standing corn on itsown.”

“The ground'sawful muddy,” Turner said.
“The sun's dried the stubble. Well be okay.”

Turner hefted the five-gallon can of gasoline. 1 il think we oughtado it in the corn. We aren't gonna



cause 'em any trouble burnin' aharvested field.”

“Thefirewill spread. The Lord doesn't want usto get too near the demons.” The chant made Smon's
scaptingle.

Hewaked alittle distance into the field. The chant was hypnotic, intoxicating. They had to hurry. “Okay,
now, pour it out in alineright across the road. We're gonna be behind it, see. They'll come runnin’ soon
asthey seethe smoke. So thefire's gotta be between us and them.”

“Good tactics,” Deputy Benson commented. “Let's not get caught.”
“We are doing the work of the Lord, Brother Benson. | am proud to be acting in His Name.”
“Yeah, but | ill don't want to get caught by abunch of damn witches.”

Simon dlowed himsdlf asmal smile. Brother Benson would have alot of trouble explaining himsdlf to his
boss. A lot of trouble, given that the sheriff was himself awitch, Who knew, maybe good Brother
Benson was aspy for the witches.

The gasoline smelled nice. Smon had always liked the odor of it. When hewas avery little boy and
things were gtill good, and his dad would bring the DeSoto in hot from along day on the road, Simon
would liketo st on the bumper and smell the smdll of gasoline fumes coming out of the grille. That wasa
wonderful odor, and he remembered it fondly even to thisday.

“Step back,” Benson said. He had amatch lit. He leaned forward and tossed it into the just-soaked
grass. Therewas a crackling sound, and awall of fire spread a hundred feet across mefield and twenty
feetintothear.

“Ohh! Oh—God, God, God!”

Turner wason firel Hisarms and his chest blossomed with angry, orange flames. Frantic, he flapped his
hands. The flames sounded like an awvning fluttering in the wind.

Benson grabbed him—and got afirebal of ahand in the cheek. He jerked away, hisown hair and
shoulder burning.

“A curse, awitch curse on usl”

Turner was burning bad, hisface ahorrible mask of terror and agony, his chest and armsblazing. “Help
me! Oaaahhhh Qod! Aaaahhh!” He started running, then fell in the road. He was hitting his head with his
fiery hands, and his hair was burning with blue spatters of flame.

Two of the men had their coats off. Then they were on top of Turner, smothering the flames. Greasy
smoke came out from under their coats.

When hewas put out, Simon rushed to hisfollower, knelt beside him. He aimost screamed to seethe
hideous damage the fire had done. He had to force cam into hisvoice. “Y oure gonnabe dl right.” he
sad, “God will hed you.” But the man wasfar from al right. His hair was melted black, his cheeksand
shoulders were livid red where they weren't crisped. And his hands, the poor man's hands were just two
seared stumps.

Simon couldn't control himself anymore. He wept. Poor Turner'seyesrolled in his head.

“Hey! You men!”



A young woman in jeans legped right through the fire they had s, followed by two more, and then three
young men. Simon jumped to hisfeet. He was genuinely terrified now. It was acurse and aspell,
too—those witches weren't even hurt by thefire. * O Jesus, they're demonsincarnate!”

Simon turned around, saw most of his men spread out along the road, running for al they wereworth.
Firg in line was Deputy Benson, clutching a handkerchief to the cheek Turner had burned.

Simon looked at the two men who had stayed with him. Then helooked down at Turner, whose eyes
wereralling, whose legswere moving dowly, asif in someterrible dream heran yet from the fire that hed
consumed him.

The witches had stopped. They were standing together, staring in surprise at the burned man. Simon saw
hard, inhuman faces, evil grins. “Let'sget goin'!” heydled.

“What about him?’
“He's adead man.”

Three more witches jumped through the flames. They carried shovels. On the other Sde of thefire
somebody was shouting ingructions.

Simon gave way to the same kind of wild, panicky flight that had overcome the rest of the group. Ashe
ran he heard hislast two supporters, their feet pounding close behind.

Those witches were awell-organized bunch. They were dready burying the flames, damn their black
hearts. As Simon reached the gate he turned to see their progress—and hisfeet flew out from under him.
He landed with athud and a splash. He had dipped down in the blackberries. Davis and Nunnaly raced
past. For amoment Simon thought he was going to be caught by fierce witch women, who were coming
up theroad in their blowing cloaks. They waved |ong wooden staffs. He scrambled to hisfeet and
hurried on. Hisright leg hurt tike hell and his hands and clothing were stained purple.

“Simon,” he heard behind him, “Simon Pierce, you fool.” It wasafamiliar voice, avery familiar voice.
“Don't run away from me! Don't be afraid.”

He hestated. That was avoice from hisown church! He had heard it raised in song and in prayer. He
had heard that woman get saved. She was one of the ones who had walked out on her husband, taking
her two youngest children. He turned around. “ Effie, by the love of Jesus, let me take you home.”

“Oh, Simon, no. | can't do mat.” She came up to him, her cheeks flushed red, her eyesflashing. “You're
making a great mistake. These are God's people, too. We just worship in adifferent way.”

“The damned worship Satan different from the way the saved worship the Lord.”

“Y ou don't understand. Thisisthe best, the happiest, the most morally pure place| have ever been. I'm
strong and hedlthy. Even my dlergies have disappeared. And you ought to see Feather—that'slittle
Sdly'switch name—shé's no longer the shy little girl her daddy used to beat. Now she's high priestess of
the Children's Coven, and she's so devoted. Oh, Simon, thisplaceisfull of love, just as Chrigtisfull of
love. Y ou cannot be Chrigtian and have so much hate.”

“Y ou sarve the Devil!”

Sheraised her head, proud and defiant. “No, Sir, you are the one with the torch in your hand. If thereisa
Devil, you are the servant.”



Simon extended his hand to hislost follower, but she drew back from him. The other witcheswere
crowding around, those who weren't back with Turner. Simon turned and walked briskly off their land.

The van was dready in motion when hereached it. “Stop! Wait for me!” Eddie Martin was driving; it
was hisvan. Simon hit the gleaming black side of thething. “Eddie, pleasal”

Finaly it stopped. The back door did open and Simon pulled himself in. It was acomfortable van, with
seats around the sides and abig cooler just behind the driver. Eddie would fill that cooler with Bud for
hunting trips into Pennsylvania. Y ou could shoot right through your limit of deer back therein the Endless
Mountains

“Weleft Turner! Oh, Jesus, we left Turner!”

“Takeit easy, Benson,” Eddie said from behind thewhed!. “Look at it thisway. We did damageto
Satan's farm and most of us havelived to tdll about it.”

Simon couldn't have said it better himsdlf. Eddie was the Lord's kind of aman.

“Thewitchesmight havekilled usal,” Smon added. “ Running is no shamein the service of the Lord,
men. Theimportant thing isthat wewill return!”

“A manisdead. Therésgonnabeal hell break loose around here. We an't had amurder in Maywell in
twenty years, not since Old Coughlin went around the bend and shot up the Unitarian Church.”

“Who said the word murder. Brother Benson?’
“The man was set on fire by—by aspd|!”

“Here you are aman of the law and you don't even know the law. The State of New Jersey isn't gonna
buy any stories about spells, true or not. The coroner will rule it an accident. We're the only oneswho
know what it redly was, and we can't prove athing, can we?’

“That mandrake thing. Well go get that.”

“You'd gtili haveto prove black magic, which has been around since the day Satan got thrown down into
hell, and it ain't been proved yet. No, Brother, thisis our own private problem. We know therewas a
spell worked, and ahex on that poor man of God, but the State of New Jersey doesn't know and
doesn't care. Why do you think the state's got witchesliving in it anyway? Don't tell me the bureaucrats
don't know about 'em. Those government people, they like the work of Satan being donein their midst!
Surethey do! We are soldiers, every one of us, soldiers of the Lord. But you ask the State of New
Jersey, and the state will say, an accident!”

There was a chorus of amens. Poor Turner had died hard in the service of the Lord, but he had given
them al agreat blessng. His death made him amartyr, and would be proof postive to thewhole
congregation that the witches were evil and had to be destroyed. Simon would create such afunerd for
that fallen saint as Maywell had never seen before.

The Lord's people were not going to give up because of amartyrdom. Far from it, the tragedy would
strengthen them. They had been plunged into the tempering bath of blood. Before thisthey had been a
bunch of scared children.

Now they would become afiery sword, wielded by the righteous hand of God.

Chapter 20



TORTURE

The bear was easy for Amandato follow because it wore bells, and when it capered they jangled gaily.
Summer airs danced about Amanda's head, and she went laughing behind the great black beast, through
the alleyways and yards of her own early childhood.

They were going toward a certain gate, avery important one.

Thelittle girl leading the bear stopped beside Dad's precious flowering plum tree, the onein Metuchen, in
those fine days before they had cometo Maywell.

She was sweet of face, her dress blue lace, her right hand always held behind her back, a charming pose.
She beckoned with her lft, and Amanda could not resist running toward the old back gate mat led into
their yard.

The old back gate, the old yard: here it was dways awarm June day in about 1969, ayear of highest
happiness, long before the troubles started in Amanda's family.

She opened the gate and stepped through. Even the air smelled good! She was almost shaking with joy.
Just around the comer of the house she could hear hersdlf laughing, her own six-year-old voice, bell-high
and full of joy. Her impulse wasto hurry forward, but she hesitated. Thiswas the wrong direction. She
had to find the cauldron again, to get back into contact with the witches. Why had she followed the bear?
Had she been hypnotized?

She turned around to go back. Instantly everything changed. There was agreat screaming and clanking,
walls arose, araftered celling dammed down, and the next thing she knew she was upended and tied to a
board in an echoing lumber mill. Logs thundered past on aflume. Down her belly there came agreat
ringing roar and she saw the blurry gleam of a saw and knew that it was going to chew her in haf. She
jerked, shewrithed, she bellowed. At afar window she saw Tom, arching his back and spitting, then
pacing behind the glass, hiseyesterrible.

Thelittle girl'sright hand, detached from her body, appeared in the air and pulled alever. The blare of the
saw grew even more shrill and the board began to vibrate. Amanda soon felt wind tickling the bottoms of
her feet, then sharp heat as the saw drew close.

Then it was between her legs, the spinning sted skinning her ankles and the Sides of her knees.

She suddenly remembered herself when she was ten, reading The Mad Monk under the sheets, reading
by flashlight the forbidden gore.

He had sawed awoman in half. He had doneit dow.

And she, in her summer bed, had imagined not the hard screaming agony of being split asunder, but the
softer terror of the breeze in intimate pans that signaled the approach of the whirling tool.

Shefdt that little wind now, right up at the top of her thighs. Hot sawdust was spewing up, then shifting
down and tickling her belly. Soon the sound would deepen from the efficient pitch of stedl cuffing wood
toamoreliquid choffling.

Thegirl leaned her gentle face over Amandaand looked at her. Her eyes were no longer blue. They
were thered of apple skin.

“Don't try to go back. Y ou keep making that mistake We don't want to hurt you, Amanda. We don't



even didike you. Far from it, we want to make you one of us.” And her eyesturned dead-water green.

Amandawas disgusted with hersalf She had been deceived so easily. How stupid to follow achegp
carnival trick of ataking bear. But she would not relent, not even now. Shewas, after dl, dead. The saw
and the body it was about to cut were both illusions.

But when the blade touched her and she felt the searing horror of itsteeth in her secret skin, what resolve
she had devel oped dissolved. “I promise | won't go back!”

“I don't believeyou.” The sound of the blade changed. Amandafelt asif shewere being ruthlessly
pinched, her skin being compressed to ridges and then torn off.

“I'll never go back! I'll obey you! | swear!”

“By what?’

“Oh, stop the saw. Stop it™

“By what do you swear?’

“By—py—"

“By your own immortal soul?’

“By my soul! Oh, yes, by my soul!” Could ademon hear alie? Amandahoped not.
“Very well, | giveyou back your summer day.”

Ingtantly they werein the old yard again, Amandaand this strange little creature. Asthe girl walked aong
ahead of her, Amanda noticed that she had a stump at the end of the arm she usually kept hidden.

Thegirl didn't mention it and Amanda didn't dare, so they went on in silence. There was washing on the
line, including Amandas own very favorite pink flap-bottom pj's. “Is childhood heaven?’

“Or hell. Whichever you prefer. Many achild hasits own dead sdlf asa glent observer of itslife”
“But time—the past—how—"

Thelittle girl shrugged, “It's not important.” She squatted down in the grass, motioned with her stub for
Amandato St beside her. Y ou made the right decison coming with me and Ursa. The witchescall this
place the Land of Summer. Chrigtiansknow it as Heaven. And your old backyard isjust the beginning.
There are winged paaces the other side of the highway, and the pleasure of the sight of God just behind
the drive-in bank.”

Thiswasn't heaven at dl, and Amandaknew it. Shelooked sadly back toward the gate. Tom was gone.
Beyond it wasthe long gray plain where her Journey through death had begun. Ever so faintly she could
hear the hoarse chanting of the witches.

“They need me. Without methey'll give up.”
“Y ou don't have to go back there, Amanda. Y ou've done your share for the witches.”

“But I've never been needed before, not like this. It's not because I'll fed guilty if | don't help them. |
know I've dready done agreat ded in past lives, I've seen Moom. But | love them.”



For an ingtant the girl's eyes became as bright as bloody suns. “Ursa,” she caled, “1 need you.”

The bear came up, itsbdlsjangling in away that should have been merry. It leaned closer to Amanda. Its
breath seemed sweet, or did it? When she smdlled that thick, hot odor, she thought of night-blooming
flowers, or perhaps of rotted ones.

“So Leaniwn and Constance succeeded in relieving your guilt, and yet you still want to go back. Strong
girl.”

“I told you, | love my witches.”
“Y ou love torture—because that'swhat you'll get if you go back.”
“Then that'swhat I'll get.”

Thegirl smiled. “We're so much dike, you and I. Y ou're agood magician, Amanda, and I'm abad one.”
She laughed alittle. “I was amonster by the age of eight, and dead from murder before | wasthirteen.”

Amandalooked into the eyes. They were totdly without depth. They seemed painted. She saw nothing,
no wisdom, no help, not even any hate. Demons might sometimes|ook like people, and sometimeslike
nightmares, but they seemed, essentialy, to be machines.

“Since you're so stubborn, Amanda, I'm going to show you a past very like the future you'll befacing if
you go back.”

“You mean | have achoice?| can go back?’

“We serve you, Amanda. Y our demons are part of you.”
“I'm going to go back.”

“I will show you theworgt terror you can know.”

“No matter what, you won't stop me.”

“I will show you degth by fire.”

“I've got to go—now"” Amanda leaped up.

“Ursa,” thegirl said lazily, “stop her, please.” The bear's claws came around her face like bars. Its
immense force pulled her back to the soft grass.

“I said | would show you what will happen to you. Y ou tittle foal, it's happened before. Just iook!”

The voice was far bigger than the girl—even than the bear. It was asif the whole place, the grass, the
trees, the sick yellow sky, had bellowed out the words. And the claws one by one popped through
Amandas skin and into her skull and sank coldly into her brain.

And brought with them visons.

She saw the earth as it was when the green muck first oozed upon it, afoaming cauldron of aplanet,
swept by bitter winds and howling in the agony of its birth, the sun blue and furious, comets and meteors
swarming in unsettled splendor, the e ectric distempered sky striking life again and again into the ooze.

Ursa sent her forward through the cries and tinkling of five billion years, to adripping afternoon on ahill



overlooking adark medievad town. There was anewly built manor nearby, with ugly little dits of windows
and sngpping red flags.

She no longer fet like aghost. But dso, shewas not her familiar old self, Amandaof the careful artist's
fingers and the dreams. Her name here was Marian, and she despised that manor. It belonged to the
Bishop of Lincoln, and she hated him even more than she did his house.

She sat upon her hill cursing the palace below her. She wasthe Lady of the Forest, the Queen of the
Witches. The garters she wore were not so different from Moom's, but they were not on dirty naked
legs. These garters reposed againgt skin as pale as cream.

She was the great ruler of the countryside. Her beauty melted the most violent hearts, and in thistime
there were many such. Her mother had reigned openly, but because of the Christians Marian was dmost
afugitive, coming to her Ceremonid hill only on the greatest occasions. Therest of thetime shehid in
Sherwood Forest, defended by Robin Goodfellow and his fairymen.

This specid morning, though, she sat upon her stool and received her subjects. Last night had been
Mayeve, and Robin as Godfather had drawn the moon down upon her. She had felt it come into her
womb and shine there through the festivals of the dark. How the women had shrieked in the greenwood
last night, while the pipes wailed and the drums mumbled low. Robin in his antlers had pranced and
danced until hisgreat sone of adevil'stail had stood straight up before him, and he and Marian had
joined the common rapture.

The bishop, she knew, wasin afury about the rutting festival.

He had gotten a decree from Rome, he said, that proved she and hers were demons incarnate. She had
not replied to him, that Sunday after Candlemas when he had challenged her from the steps of his
miserable cathedral. She was Maid of England, after all. It was not for her to speak to a mere bishop;
even the King kndlt to her, did he not, in secret?

Even Edward kissed her gartersin Mab's cave, during the Mysteries.

So she sat upon Mabhill and let the wind flounce her hair, and handfasted those who had made merry in
the night, and pretended not to notice the arrival of the bishop and* his chain-mailed soldiery.

A youth saw him and raised ahand againg him, saying, “Kned thou to the Mad of England.” In
response the Bishop of Lincoln raised his eyesto the Silent God of the Catholics. The youth, who was of
fairy blood and wide and short and strong, reached up and pushed the white miter from the bishop's
head.

Hewas bald but for his tonsure, and the long brown curls of it waggled in the wind. Goodfolk laughed,
and when they did, one of the soldiers goosed the fairy with adagger. Thefairy staggered as blood
spurted from the wound the point had madein his buttocks.

The bishop and his men had the laugh thistime, and at the fairy's expense. Soon they left the hill and
returned into the town, closing the gates behind them.

“The bishop has blooded afairy,” people whispered. In the following days this temfying news ran through
the whole county, and soon al the churches, most of mem so new their sones were yet white, became

empty.
In the subsequent months the bishop fell into want and had to let many of hismen at amsgo.

Of those who remained, not a night passed that the fairy did not poison one with their tiny arrows. At



Midsummer's Eve the bishop came and knelt to Marian and kissed the garters of the Maid of England.

Midsummer's Eve was agreet joy that year of 1129, with al the handfasted couples from Mayeve
legping the fire, and the bishop and his priests dancing for the Goddess dong with the goodfolk of the

county.

But mat bishop was ady one. Never for amoment did he despair of the Silent God, nor forget his pope
in the storied kingdom of Rome. There came a black ship into the harbor at Grimsby, sent up, it was
sad, from the great Catholic fortress of Canterbury. Upon mis ship were seventy tall knights and seventy
knaves, and horsesfor dl. They took march across the Lincoln Wolds and climbed the Heights.

“My lady,” afairy messenger said at last, “they have crossed the Trent upon boats made from the sacred
tregsthat grow on the bank.”

She only nodded, and let him withdraw before recommencing her weeping. None but she knew how she
had prayed and spelled against these knights. And al for naught. That they were across the Trent meant
only one thing; her hour was upon her. The Goddess was cdling her Maid back to the red moon.

But her people needed her. Without her their faith would wither and die. They would become godless, or
worse. Catholic. Alonein her palace, deep in Sherwood Forest, she waited and prayed. Her prayer took
the form of avison quest to the Cauldron of the Crone. She peered long into the bubbling stew of her

own past.
Always before, this sort of quest had been rewarded with wisdom.
But not mistime. No, her lang syne—the memory of her past lives—was closed to her.

And what of thisfine palace of timber and wattle made, and her Robin? She sighed to think of the beams
faling down, and becoming food for the termites and the fungi, and her marvel ous dancing Robin stopped
in hisdanceforever.

After the knights had crossed the Trent there came aweek of dowly rising tension. They dared not enter
the Maid'swoodland domain, for even their hard armor would not be protection enough here, where her
fames could kill them asthey dept or poison their food supplies.

But the knights did not need to come into the forest. They knew the cold truth: if they waited long
enough, the Maid would be obliged to come to them.

The days grew shorter, and the deep wind of the north came back to Sherwood Forest. Robin made
ceasdless foraysinto the camp of me black knights, but their defenses were strong and alway's defeated
him. Worse, the knight's sheet-metal armor was proof against even the most cunning fairy archers. Thelr
straw-thin poisoned arrows could penetrate chain mail, but they bounced harmlesdy off the sheet.

Hdlows drew nigh, and with it the timeless custom of the Maid's Progress. Never in remembered history
had aMaid failed to carry out thisritua. To remain in hiding now would beto say that the Old Religion
was powerless, or that its ceremonies did not matter more than the mere life of aMaid.

She could only hope that the Bishop of Lincoln would in the end hesitate to kill her, for fear that the
country peoplewould rise againgt him.

But he was such aclever man. To smple eyesit would seem that he had no part of these knights. The
sheriff of Nottingham was his knave in the matter and commanded the troop. Few of the country folk
knew the truth of who was redlly behind the expedition.



The red moon rose on Hallows Eve and the fairy came with the silver carriage. It had been fashioned
long ages ago by afairy metadsmith. The carnage was a buttercup of slver, with slver wheds. It was
drawn by eight fairy horses, small fellows but stronger even than their magters.

They traveled along the lower paths of the forest, where the trees were so tremendous that the ways
between were barely wide enough for the fanciful vehicle.

She never reached Mabhill thisHallows Eve. Just asthey |eft the forest, the sheriff of Nottingham
shouted from behind along fence, “Hallo, be ye the Queen of the Witches?’

Shesad nothing.

“If ye be or not, you cannot pass. | am seeking the Maid of England, to kiss her garters and make merry
with her. Beye she?’

She could not refuse his request; to do so would be heresy, “I am the Maid, good sir,” she said, and
raised her skirtsfor him.

But he did not cometo her. Instead knights jumped out of holes and bowers and laid steel hands on her.
Thefairy fought with their little swords, but they could not match lances. Two of the knightsfell to poison
by lucky shots againgt the cracksin their armor, but most of the arrows loosed from the protection of the
woodsfel harmlesdy. “Look how they fight uswith twigs, the picts,” laughed the powerful Catholic
soldiers.

The Silent God was not so weak as Manan had hoped.

They put her into acage made of rushes and earned her dl the night, arriving the next morning in Lincoln
Town. The Maid had never actualy been in atown before, and she was astonished to see the chickens
and pigs swarming about right in the offa of the citizens. No wonder the people of the townswere sickly
folk and given to riotings. Smoke hung low in the streets, and trolls wandered about snarling for farthings.
Bread was stacked in great quantities in the houses, and bladders of wine lay by the doors. There were
many barresfull of gpplesand cider. The sick lay about in comers, and filthy children ran back and forth
with bits of garbagein their black little hands. She was most amazed, staring at the wonders and horrors
of this place from her cramped cage.

At last the Bishop of Lincoln came down the way. He was preceded by blaring crumhoms and soldiersin
white armor, riding upon ahorse with his own chest gleaming gold and his helmet of burnished brass.

He might look grand, but Marian was the Maid of England, the Goddess Earth, and she met hiseyes
directly, even from the cage. He said naught, for he was proud in this place, and imagined that he had
dominion over earth. But how was that? Would he build a prison around the greenwood or trap the sky?
How did he intend to capture her?

They took her in procession, with dancing, up the muddy street and through the tall wooden gate of the
bishop's palace. Upon that gate she saw aterrible sight, one that made her freeze ingde. There were
many spikesfitted to it, and on each spike was the head of afairy. Some were black with rot and some
gone to white bone, and others till dripped blood.

How dared thisman kill fairy? They would set pox on him and dl that was his. They would poison him.
But they had not managed it, for he rode fair and high, did he not?

No matter what, she would never pray to the Silent God, Her life belonged to the Goddess; indeed she
was the Goddess. In the Mysteries it was revealed that every woman isthe Goddess. Sheiswater as



well asthirsty throat; sheisthe quenching, too. And the Homed God, the Godfather whom the Catholics
cal the Devil, is Death her consort, both taker and giver of life.

The Catholics claimed that human beings were born of sn. But what wasit? Marian had never seen any.
Could it be poured from acup or sold in the market? No. They said it lived in the soul, thissin. But
where? The Crone of the Cauldron lived there, and the Cauldron contained only truth in its spiritual stew.
She knew, she had tasted of it many tinies.

They carried her into atdl, dark hall most artfully wrought of stone. Compared with this, her own palace
was rough indeed. But her home smelled at least of the forest, not asthis did of greasy fires and sour
beer.

“Wewill begin a once,” the bishop said. They took her down awinding stone stair. Shewasgiven a
draught of milk by ayoung woman who worshiped her for amoment and then dipped away. Soon the
bishop came prancing down the stairs. He had affected humble brown robes.

“Hangman, thefirst degree.”

She did not mind when they disrobed her. She was used to being naked before others. Clothes were
only proof againg thewind, after ail. But when they laid hands on her garters, she at first dmost swooned
with astonishment. Then shefought their fumbling, clumsy fingers. She fought with dl the fury of the
legendary maid Boadiceawho had fought the Romans, and did not stop lighting even when twenty of
them sat upon her, laughing and flatulent, most of them gtiff to wood from scuffling about with her.

In the end they took the ancient garters of the Goddess, and it was the first moment since time began that
they had not been on the thighs of the Maid of England. She cried oui and at last spoke to the Bishop. “I
command you, my knave, to have me unhanded, that | may replace the garters.”

“Rack her.”

There commenced an excruciation beyond bdlief. She was bound in awooden bed so that she could not
get up. It cresked, and when it did the most terrible pain came into her legs and arms. After atimeit
creaked again and hot agony shot down her spine. Her belly tore on its moorings. Bile came up, and
when she spat it out, therewas agreat dedl of laughter dl about.

“Confess that you are awitch and a poisoner,”
“I amtheMaid of England, sir. Y ou must know | be awitch. Of course| am awitch!”
“Y ou have poisoned the wells of Lincolnshire. Confessit.”

“Thefairy poxed you, Sir. Give them back their deadheads and make no more, and they will raise the
curse soon enough.”

“The second degree, please, hangman.”

The men took her from the wooden bed and bade her stand, but she could not stand. So they made her
knedl before the hangman while he cut off her tresses. How long and black they were, lying upon the vile
stone floor. She sang to them alittle and mourned that they would be with her no longer.

They poured a black liquor over her head and ignited it. The torment was awful, her earsand scalp
raging with apain asif the skin were being rubbed off the bone. Her body wanted to run, but shefell to
the floor at once when shetried. There were great knots around her legs, and she could not move them
for aught.



“I am broken,” she moaned.
“Then you say it, you are witch and poisoner. It isyou who poisoned thewells of Lincolnshire, Lady!”

“| told you, give them their deadheads—oh, | hurt so, sir, redly | do. Do you not know that | am the
Goddess Consecrate? Oh, where are my garters?’

“Thethird degree.”

Her head ached so badly that she could hardly think anymore. She could till feel, though, asthey lifted
her high and put her wristsin rings. They horsewhipped her mercilesdy. She fainted then, and the
Goddess hersalf came to her and made her a promise that gave her courage. “Only alittle more will you
suffer, my daughter. Y our body will soon give up the ghogt, and | will receive you.”

The Goddess appeared in her dream as bear. But when Manan awoke there was another animal present,
agreat black cat she knew well. He strode about the chamber snarling and spitting at the bishop.

“Look there—her familiar has cometo save her! Capture it and we will burn it with her!”

The man who touched old Tom got the flesh ripped from the bone of hisfinger. Then Tom legped into the
rafters. Soon only his green eyes could be seen. Then with aflick of histail and an angry scream he was
gone. Thereyou see, girl, your devil abandons you.”

“The Goddess cannot abandon me any more than the air can abandon me.”
“Thefourth degree.”

They laid her in awooden box made with boards between her legs. Then they hammered wedges
between these boards and thus crushed and split the bones of her legs, causing her atorment that made
her break her throat with shrieking.

“Say that you poisoned the wells.”
But shewasinsensible, and could say nothing.

She awoke to the distant crowing of cocks. A boy, most frightened, came to her and laid poultices upon
her legs and back, and gave her thick beer, as much as she couid drink, and worshiped her. “ Oh,
Goddess,” he murmured, “the peasantsin the country weep that the townsfolk have got you.”

“My child.” She could say no more, and soon brought up the beer.

Then there was adisma blast of crumhoms and sackbuts and the hangman returned. She screamed in
terror to see him, but when they were aone he also worshiped her and wept bitterly. To let him know
she shared his misfortune, shelaid her hand upon his head, but she had not the strength to speak.

Soon the soldiers reappeared and put a conica crown of paper upon her head. Then they took her in
hand and dragged her out into the misty morning. There was a stake erected in the middle of the bishop's
close. The high sheriff of Lincoln and the sheriff of Nottingham both came, and other lords, and the high
sheriff reed doud acharge:

“Y ou have been found guilty of treason againgt the King, by calling yourself Queen of England, and have
carried out a program againgt his subjects by poisoning of wells and suchlike, and you keep familiarsand
say you are awitch. By my authority as sheriff of thisshire | command that you betied upon this stake
and burned forthwith for treason, and your ashes be cast into the river and never buried in consecrated



ground, because you are awitch.”

She could not imagine ahorror as great as being consumed by fire. Sherolled her eyeswith terror, she
struggled despite the pain in her legs. She was weak from her injuries and could not get away. Soon she
stood against the tall wooden stake, lashed so tightly there she thought she would be torn into parts. She
wept openly before al the nobles and ladies of the shire, even many who had worshiped her, and forgot
in her dread that she was Maid.

“Do not bring thetorch,” she screamed. “Oh, put it away! Put it away!” But the hangman, still weeping,
laid it upon the faggots at her fedt.

There was an awful time, watching the fire cregp and grow in the wood.

Quite suddenly it pierced her feet aswith hissing irons. She certainly could not bear it, and she shook
what of her she could shake, which was her head. Then the flames caught to the robe they had wrapped
her in and began eating her flesh.

“Oh, Goddess, Goddess!” She raised her face to the sky, to seeif she could find the Lady of the
Clouds—and shedid. Yes, there, the Lady in her endless, ever-changing glory of forms, dancing across
themorning as gaiiy asever on aMayfair'sday.

While the flames devoured her she looked upon the white dancing shapes of the clouds, serenein endless
blue

Thenshedied.

And Amanda, lalling in the Land of Summer, understood the message of this memory. With twisting
dread she foresaw what waited for her if shereturned to life: another, dower fire.

Chapter 21

Constance gtirred her cauldron with the fury of the possessed. She was old, though, and her body
protested. These dack arms could not stir forever. “ Amanda, listen to me! Amandal”

Despitedl of her knowledge and her understanding of a Situation she had in large measure created,
Constance had not expected what was happening. Something immense and strange was coming down
theroad, afurious, disappointed little girl who somehow lived both in the other world and in this.

Her body was goneto rot but her spirit longed to finish its uncompleted life.

The moment Constance sensed this dead child's rage she knew she might never get Mandy back. There
isno demon more angry than one who does not deserveitsfate. The child had been cheated of her
lifetime. Her bitterness made her want to hurt others. She had not yet understood the depth of
compassion. Without life to teach her, she might never understand.

Why this demon was in Amanda's desth Constance could not imagine. It was asif there were forces
outside of Amandas own soul commanding her to journey onward. And she was going. Constance could
feetit. She stirred and groaned and swested, but the veils between the worlds got thicker and thicker.
Shefet the loneiiness that came when aspirit turned away from the circle. “ Amandal”

Thelittle girl wasthe key. But what had been done to her to make her as she was? Why was she ill
partly dive? And how could such athing be? A child like that ought to befar, far into Summer by now.

The only explanation was that some part of her must ill bein thisworld, by some rare process clinging



to actud, physicd life. Whatever it was, it kept her chained to bitter memories. The only protection from
her would be to find out how to break this strange connection.

In her mind's eye Constance could see the child, pretty enough, dressed in blue—and bearing astump
where her right hand ought to be.

So that wasiit, the hand.

What gaveit life, though? Only devotion and attention could do that, and what warped soul would have
S0 intense arelationship with the severed hand of adead child?

Dimly in her vision she could see Brother Pierce gpproaching. Y es, it wastime for him. She had foreseen
that correctly, in her long nights of meditation before the L eannan, submitting her mind to the shattering
guidance of that powerfull being. The Leannan could have met Constance anywhere, but their meetings
took place in the Mabcave on the back of Stone Mountain. Constance preferred it that way. In her
agony shewas sometimes noisy. A glance from the Leannan could shatter the ego. Many timesthe
Leannan had shown her the awful details of the death she had chosen for Constance. Not knowing the
futureis hard, but knowing it can be excruciation.

In her maleform asthe King of the Cats, the Leannan wove on the loom of time. She wove the life of
May well just as she did the journey of Amanda. But it was arough weave. The will and effort of
humankind was what would makeit fine.

Now camethisangular, guilt-ndden man, straggling dong with afew of hisfollowers.

Tom, who had been stalking round and round the witches circle, stopped and crouched to the ground. A
glance a Congtance told her everything: the hand was not expected. It contained afury that did not
belong to theworld of theliving.

It was capable of vast destruction.

A moment later flamesroared to life on the far sde of the cornfield. Despite them, and the screams that
were uncoiling above their crackle, Constance and the Vine Coven tried to keep their circle.

“Moom moom moom moom moom moom,” went the chant, turning and flowing between the worlds,
amogt athing apart from its creators. “IMoom moom moom moom.”

There was the barest chance that Constance could relieve the hate of the wronged child, but only if she
could understand. To her it was obvious that the hand was connected to Brother Pierce. But why had he
kept it? She rowed in the cauldron with her hazel staff, looking for answers.

Shadows flickered in the steamy water, bits and edges of the little girl's horror, her bitter runaway'slife,
and the man who had taken advantage of her dreams and then denied her everything.

Constance rowed and rowed, but she was old and used up, and the world in the water wasn't patient
with her. Her muscles had been defeated ten minutes ago; only her will forced her on. Still, she got no
specific vison of what had been doneto thelittle girl to cause thisrage. And where wasfile hand? On
Brother Pierce's person. Good God, it wasin his pocket.

Shefdt her life as atattered edge; she wanted to drop the hazel rod. Tom glared at her. In hiseyes she
saw the Leannan'simage. Leannan whipped Constance with avison of her own dying. Blue flamesraced
acrossacelling of her future, yellow flames spouted through afloor. The gnarling fireturned hertoa
black hump. She heard the crackling hiss of her own burning skin Then there came the pain: she
screamed in agony, terrifying the poor Vine Coven. “Chant,” she shouted, “chant for your fives!”



“Moom moom moom moom!”

Other witches began rushing past the Vine Coven, cloaks and flgps of canvas grabbed from harvest
wagonsin their hands, running to the distant screams and flames. Nearby cornstalks were dready rattling
with wind from theinfemo.

The cauldron circle wasn't strong enough to help the enraged child, and so there was little hope for
Amanda. “Moom moom moom moom, hear our call! Moom moom moom moom.”

There must be no end to the swirling of the cauldron or Amandawould be lost forever. Black wings beet
in Congtance's mind. “I'm fainting! Help me!”

Tom jumped up on her head and dug his clawsinto her scalp. The pain of it would have kept Rip Van
Winkle awake.

“Moom moom moom moom moonm—"

Thewatersroiled and sputtered, deep with scent of herb and shape of frond, boiling-pot of afew
common herbs, window into the human soul. Black, dangerous, interesting waters.

Constance was frantic. Even Tom's claws and histalil tickling her nose could not keep her conscious
much longer.

“Moom moom moom moom!”

Black water covered Constance. Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream. Merrily, merrily,
merrily, lifeisbut adream.

She awoke afew seconds later to find the circle shattered, and with it Amanda's |ast contact with this
world.

Why in the name of dl holies didn't George Walker resuscitate her? He was supposed to have done it
long before now. All of Constance's planning to create a safe journey through the netherworld had been
usdless. “Theonly thing you are doing,” the Leannan had cautioned her, “is sending Bonnie Haver to a
terrible end. When you die yourself, how will you explain the arrogance of what you have done? Will you
take her placein hell? What will you do, Constance? Look at you, holding your head high, you arrogant
creature! Thereisno guarantee for Amandaany more than thereisfor any shaman who attemptsthe
journey. If there was aguarantee of her return, she wouldn't really be dead. Y ou revolt me, not seeing
that. How dare you be so stupid, so willful, after al you have been taught. Amanda couldn't enter death if
she had aguarantee. Sheld come back with mere hdlucinations. Y ou're a shameful fool, Constance.”

That voice had cut more by itstone even than by its hard words. “I give mysdlf to your mercy,”
Constance had murmured through her tears. The Leannan's laughter had tinkled in the cave. Then Tom
had come forth, great and roaring, a panther with teeth of steel, and driven her out.

There could be no guarantee. And, absent one, Amanda had died, finally and actually.
“Congance! Therésamanonfirel”

She could smell the awful barbecue and gasoline of the burning man, and the matted stench of hisburnt
hair. They dl smdtedit.

“Moomoomoom—moom. . ."



“Chant!”
“Connie, we've lost her. Sheisn't here anymore.”
“Chant!”

Something awful happened. Tom leaped down into the cauldron, disappearing into its boiling interior with
an awful howl. Then, risng from the water, camethelittle girl. She waved her stub of an arm, triumphant.
| am the hand, the hand that takes.

“Y ou poor child.”

A cry from beyond the cornfidld and me smoke; “Help us! Help us! Thismanisdying!” Thelo Coven
was out there.

They had been in among the corn rows gathering cullsfor their pigs.

When the fire began crackling in nearby cornstalks, the Vine Coven findly gave up. Between Connie's
exhaustion and Amandas wandering, and now thislittle girl, 6iey lost dl hope.

But then things changed again. Brother Pierce was running, and taking the hand with him. Asheran, the
little girl disappeared in ashower of sparks, her eyes flashing toward the departing figure.

Without the demon to block it, the way to Amandawas clear.
“Wevedill got achance!”

“Moomoomoomoomoomoom. . .”

But there wasn't even awhisper of Amanda.

It really was agreat blow. After Constance's own death the Covenstead would go on, but it would be a
diminished thing indeed, weak and prone to the ordinary destructions of life, Without the wisdom of
death and the connection to the old traditions Amandawould have brought back, it would last a
generation, perhaps two, then fade away.

The Maywel| Covenstead would not be the rebirth of afine and peaceful old way of life after all.
Mankind would continue as before, unable to stop the rape of war, the bleeding of the earth, moving
hel plessy toward the coming end.

“Hepus” came another cdl from the corn.

Joan and Joringd were carrying the burned man between them on a canvas tarp. The worst thing about
him was his hands, flaking black lumps. “Take him to the house,” Constance commanded.

“It'stoo far. He needs help now.”

Congtance did not like the idea of an outsider, no matter how comatose, being in the village. Joan and
Joringel went right past her, crashing through the cornfield, indifferent to the toppling stalks and the flying
ears of the corn as yet unharvested.

Constance was wretched with despair over the loss of Amanda, but she had no choice. The Situation
demanded her presence. She broke circle and followed the othersto the village.

Tom didn't follow, though, because he wasn't there anymore. As swift as smoke he had crossed Maywell



to acertain house. He moved on soundless pads across the basement floor, coming swiftly to the Kitten
Kate Room.

What apleasure it was going to be to dedl with this cat-hating maniac. George was going to die amost
hideous deserved death. Tom had planned it carefully. But now was not quite thetime. Not just yet. He
legped up on the table where lay Mandy and George.

The maniac was weeping softly as he caressed the body of hisniece. The cat snuffled a hisleg, looked
long at histrembling, supine body.

Tom jumped down again and began circling the table. He was panting with rage. “Meow.” The sound
penetrated George's trance deeply enough to wake him, but not so deeply that he was conscious of the
presence of acat. “Uh? Oh, I'm—God, | passed right out!” He leaped from the table, ran over to his
controls.

Hefdt the blood drain out of him. It had been fifteen minutest Mandy wasirretrievably dead. Fifteen
minutes of such ineffable sweetness. He had lain upon her, had kissed the stillness of her lips, had felt her
eyebrowstickling his cheeks, had pressed hisloins againgt the quieted sepulcher of her body.

He cried openly, to see what he had done. This had been alast chance, and he had been hypnotized with
the pleasure of caressing her dead body. He had ruined everything for himsdalf. Now hewassmply a
murderer.

“Meow.”
What the hdll wasthat? It couldn't be acat, not in here, not dive.

Heloathed the torture cats on the walls of thisroom, with their probing eyes and inflammable fur. But
ther feline skill & causing pain fascinated him.

Something was going very wrong. What if the torture cats were—

But they were just magazine cutouts. He had made them himself, selecting over the yearsthe best and
most dramatic of al the cat pictures he had seen.

A huge black Tom rushed aong the floor—and with afaint hisstransformed itsdf into Silverbell at the
moment of her burning.

“No! It'snot you, you're not dive!” He backed away from Silverbell's blackened, smoking form.

Silverbd| growled. She moved forward, wobbling dightly because one paw was burned off. Shewas
between him and the door.

1] Gaa/vw! ”

Hetold himsdf shewasn't red. Shewas dead. Silverbell, who seemed to have forgotten mis, growled
agan.

“Won't you ever forgive me? Please forgive mel”
“Forgiveyoursdf,” snarled atiny, extremey harsh woman'svoice.

The voice was so small he could barely hear it, but it smashed into his soul with the force of ahurricane.
Before such power only the truth was left him, and he screamed it out: “1 can't! Can't! Can't! Can't!”



The cat was close now, so close that he could see its smoked oyster of atongue pressing between
carbon-blacked teeth.

He kicked the cat hard, and its crisp skin shattered. But muscles and bones, even torn asunder,
immediately took up the chase, 0ozing acrossthefloor. “God! Oh, God, I've gone nuts. I'm stark raving

He stomped on the crawling, diding ruins of the cat, somped and stomped until they were only wet
marks on the floor. “ Jesus. That was ahdll of ahallucination. I'll be needing aThorazine dripif | keep this
sort of thing up. I've got to get myself together. Come on, guy. Y ou have a dead body to dispose of.”

There was another meow. Confused, George |ooked to the celling where it had come from.

It was a seething, squirming mass of living cats. George did not even have a chance to scream before
they began dropping to the floor, screeching and spitting.

Next the walls came dive As he watched, a huge Persian bulged and oozed into life and legped at his
throat. It grabbed his shoulders with strong claws. Then it sank itsteeth into his neck. He felt them pop
through hiswindpipe and deflect the passage of air.

Off the celling they came, out of the wallsthey came, dl the cats he had ever known and feared, bitmg,
scratching, squaling, killing him by their sheer suffocating numbers. When the smothering began to hurt,
he threw some of them off. But more came, until he was nothing but ajerking hump in the swarm.

Hewaskilled by theliving flesh of hisguilt.

The cats gobbled him, chewing and swallowing him in chunks, until at the end there was | ft only abdlt, a
pair of shoes, and three Bic pens.

The cats returned to the ceiling and the walls. The room grew quiet. Mandy lay in absolute stillness.
Sometimelater afly entered the Kitten Kate Room. It circled for afew moments, seeking just the right
place to undertakeits project.

Thefly landed on Mandy's upper lip. It preened itself carefully, then turned around and began to lay its
€gos.

It lad them in the cathedra of her |eft nostril.

Chapter 22
MOTHER STAR OF THE SEA

The thing the demons couldn't understand was that Marian hadn't died in despair any more than had
Moom. She had seen visions of the Goddess from her pyre and been laid in Summer afterward, where
her soul had been renewed. Knowing that another fire awaited her return did not stop Amandafrom
wanting to go back to the Covenstead.

“But you can't, you're dead!”
“George wilt reviveme.”
“It'stoo late for that. He's dead, too.”

Thegirl in blue waved her empty wrist, and ahole opened up in the ground. “ Go on, look. He's created a
lovely hell for himsdlf.”



Down the hole Amanda saw George laid out on an operating table, hiswhole belly opened, his pink
insides exposed. She could see the froth of his screams, but thankfully was spared the sound.

Kittenswere cavorting in hisentralls, batting hisintestines about as they might wriggling caterpillars.

She was stunned and appalled to see that she hersalf was his demon, standing over him with the scalpel
that had opened him up. The demon image of herself looked up at her, smiled, and waved the scapd like
achild waving atreasured |ollipop.

“Stopit! Please stop it!”

“How? Only he can do that, and he obvioudy doesn't want to.”

“But he can't have chosen such torture, and not from me. | don't hate him!”

Thegirl snickered. “That image down thereisn't you. It's part of him—hisimpression of you.”
“I'mnot cruel, | could never do that. Why did he—"

“Demons serve their victims. Only ademon of you can punish away hisguilt for murdering you.” A brush
from her stub closed the hole. “ Enough of that. | can show you beautiful things, Amanda.”

“Thet'salie”
“| offer you the Land of Summer.”
“No. I'm going back.”

“Without the witchesto guide you, you can't. And | destroyed their circle.” She held up her wrist.
“Something of meisleftin thelivingworld. My hand istill there, and it isn't deaed. So | useit to
manipulatelife” Shelaughed doud, a harsh and hitter cackle.

Asghedid 5o, theillusion of thelittle girl shifted for adight instant, and Amanda saw what redly wore
that frilly blue dress. It was a hard-shelled something, dark red and many-legged and misbegotten, and it
bore the name of Abadon.

It looked at her through its many-lensed eyes, and in every lens she saw the gentle, smiling face of the
Leannan. “You! It'sredly you, it'sdl you!”

“No. All except you. | am not part of you.”
“Y ou are my demon. Y ou must be part of me.”

“Oh, the devil take you, Amandal Why didn't you educate yourself more thoroughly? Don't you know
that I'm not only Leannan, not only Tom, not only Abadon and not redly any of them. See what sort of a
ca | redly am?’ She changed again, spitting and grinning, sharp lightning sparking from the buzzing tips of
her fur.

“Schrodinger's Cat!”
“That's only a concept. More than that.”
Wasit againg thelaw of the universe for anything to be only what it seemed?

“Nothing isagaing the law. Thelaw isitsown violation. That isthe core of al events, that is



SchrOdinger's Cat. Just relax. I'll take you farther than you ever could have gone yourself.” With that
Abadon snapped his scorpion'stail, Tom hissed, and the conceptua cat spat, and the Leannan laughed a
laugh so mean it startled Amanda.

She stepped back, stunned by the redlization that the world of the dead was at least in part a grest
daughterhouse for souls, and the handless child folded into al of these other forms was one of the master
butchers. She was|eading Amanda toward the clicking maw of something so remorsalessthat it was
willing to devour thefrail and preciousimmorta bits of human beings, asort of predator of the
netherworld, that ate al the best of men as men ate full-ripened fruit or the tenderest parts of animas.

Nothing any man had ever done to any man was as bad asthis.

“Welve got to get going,” the thing in the shape of thelittle girl said briskly. “Oh, Amanda, you're just
going to love degp Summer. It always makes me so glad when | can take somebody there. | really fed
that it makes my job worthwhile.”

Amandadid the only thing she could do: she Sarted to run away.

In an instant Abadon shed its disguise and leaped on her, grabbing her in enormous pincers and scuttling
away with her.

Amanda fought it with teeth and fists. She had expected it to be impossibly strong, so she was surprised
when huge plates of its shell came off in her hands. Then she discovered mat it was no more difficult to
open the pincersthan it might be to push aside heavy doors.

When she freed hersdlf, the thing dumped back, whipping its sting about and howling with rage and pain.
“Y ou're achesater, you don't play the game!”

“I told you, I'm going back.”

“Y ou're dead, you haven't got the right! Thisisjust the border of hell, baby. Therésterror beyond belief
between hereand life”

“I'm going back, and that's that!”
“You arein violation of the law! Have you heard, ever, of anybody returning from the dead?”’
“QOdris. Chridt. Lazarus.”

“And little Amanda Walker from Maywell, New Jersey. Don't make me laugh. Now, come on, you're
wanted el sewhere.”

Amanda strode back toward the garden gate, determined mistimeto go through it, and stay gone. She
opened it and stepped forth.

Before her was aforest, amost unusual forest. From hereit didn't look too nice. It seemed to be made
of enormous human legs, festering with sores and ooze.

Amanda reached the gate. Behind her the girl in blue waved her ragged wrist and laughed her angry
laugh.

The odor of theforest was pretty bad. Gas gangrene must smell like this, Amandaimagined, clinging to
your nasal surfacesasoil clingsto water.

“But | don't have nasa surfaces. | am dead. All of thisisanilluson.”



From far behind her there came a shout: “Give my regardsto Mother Star of the Sea.” Then
thel_eannan's needle-sharp laughter once again, merging with another very different sound.

This noise came from beyond the forest, and it was more welcome by far. Onewitch, still chanting.
Rohin.

“I hear you! I'm coming back!”

But the chanting did not get stronger as Amandaentered (he forest. The ssumps grew tdler and taller,
absorbing dl noises. Shefet awful and doneand smdl. A little white bird fluttered gaily. “Come with me,
me, me!”

Of coursethe bird wastrouble. Big trouble. But; at the same time, she was out of aternatives. The only
place the forest opened up to let her through was where the bird went. She began to follow. It didn't
seem likely but yoih never knew. Maybe she would get through.

It stank fantastically in among the towers of rotted flesh. They were too close together to pass without
touching. Soon she was covered with ooze and scrapings. The bird flew eagerly ahead, deeper and
deeper into the forest.

Amanda had to fight with al her strength to retain sdf-control. She was dmost mad with revulson. The
wounds seemed to spit at her. And there was even a sense that unseen hands were caressing her from
ingdethe cracksin the stumps.

What ungodly crestures must make their homesin these filthy things. “Don't touch me!”
Nothing replied except the bird, which warbled furioudy. “Come on, on, on!”
Amanda couldn't stand any more. She stopped walking. She stared down at the ground.

And saw that it was a seething mat of long-bodied beetles. “Oh, no! Oh, | can't bear any more of this!
Why won' it stop? What have | done?’

“You didn't play the game! Y ou won't judge yoursdlf, not you! you! you!” The bird'seyeswere silver
pinsof hate.

“I am not guilty, that's how | judge mysdf! Not guilty!” She scomped into the crunchy surface beneath
her. “My nameis Amanda Waker and | am not guilty. My nameisMaid Marian and | am not guilty. My
nameisAll Women and | am not guilty!”

The beetles were beginning to bore into her feet. She hopped. “1 am Moom, full of blood and milk and
babied”

Y ou, woman, are burning in the evidence of your name.

Amandasank down into the crawling, hurrying masses of beetles. They swept over her like awave but
shejust didn't care. Let the worst happen. She had gotten hersalf sent to avery specia hell, the one hell
not of the condemned's own making: the hell of those who refuse to face their own consciences.

“| don't deservethis! | do not!”

Somewhere far away, something tremendous and kind agreed with her and took an ingtant's pity on' her.
It lowed her to hear amusic human beings dmost never hear, the sublime harmony that rules and

arangesadl things.



Thefind government of the world isthis music, coming from no throat nor bird, but from what fingersthe
harp of creation.

The blessed music of the Leannan's harp faded into me rustle of the beetles. It wasn't much, but it
suffused Amandawith anew and rare strength. Despite the beetles she raised hersdlf to her full height.
Even 0, her face did not clear their mass. In these few seconds she had sunken deep into the hordes of
them, so deep that she was swimming benesth their surface.

If she opened her mouth—

Sheraised her arms, she began to claw dippery handfuls of them, pulling herself upward, crushing
hundreds of them at atimein her struggles.

Music, indeed! Thispart of cregtion at least was dl disharmony.

Thevoice of the Leannan: “Y ou chose this, remember.”

Amandas lips weretingling, and fed erswere coming in between her teeth and tickling her tongue.
“I don't redlly have abody! So thisisn't actualy happening.”

But it felt morered than the sharpest living moment.

Her flailing right hand connected with something solid. Shefelt, she grabbed, she clutched. And she
pulled hersdf out onto the root structure of one of the stumps. The bird was fluttering and shrieking. “I
thought you were a goner, goner, goner!”

Amanda dragged herself up out of the morass of beetles. Aslong asyou stood on the dam things, they
were no problem. Just don't relax. Never relax, not if you are trying to cheat death.

Amandatook a deep breath, and when she did, became aware of amost perplexing new odor.
It was the tang of gingerbread.

She moved by her nose, in the direction of the smell. “That'sright, right, right,” the bird shrilled. Soon
another scent was added, of warm chocolate. And then one of jelly beans. And then just a hint—wasn't
it—of searing steak?

The bird darted, it flopped, it peered a her with its Slver eyes. Amanda followed because the smells
were from life. They brought tears of remembrance. She had loved gingerbread, and she had baked it
often.

It wasthe essential smell of the best of her past, amamma-smell from before Amanda could even talk.
Poor Mamma. What atragedy to leave life unatoned. It is so much harder later.

“Herewe are, are, arel” The bird swooped off into a clearing. Amandas eyes dmost popped out when
she saw what wasthere. Nestled in the center of the clearing, in itsown poal of thin yelow light, wasa
most charming little cottage. It was decorated with chocolate drops and jelly beans and taffy whorls. The
walls and roof were made of dabs of gingerbreed, the chimney was agleaming licorice top hat. Thick
green smoke poured out of it, rising into the hazy air.

Amandawondered who she saw moving behind that rock-candy window.

Thetrees pressed closer. The creature in the cottage bustled back and forth past the frosted window,
and the smoke poured from the licorice chimney. The little bird spiraled up into the sky and disappeared.



Lucky little bird.
Amanda had no intention of going into that cottage. But not to worry, the door was opening.

The wind curted some smoke across the clearing, and Amanda caught awhiff of overcooked pork. A
grangdy familiar smell. School food.

There was adark figure in the open doorway. Amanda stared, a most unable to believe what she was
seeing, the long black dress, the white around the face, the silver cross on the breest.

What was anun doing in aplace like this?“I'm Mother Star of the Sea. Glad you've cometo see me.”
Amandathought it better not to say hdllo.

“Comeonin, Amanda, darling. Time for our lesson to begin.”

Oh, yes, it was her dl right, despite the fact that she now had the rough voice of a stevedore.

“I think I'll stay out here.”

“Oh, no, my dear. Look, I've got al sorts of goodies for you—candies, cakes, gingerbread.”

“No, I'm okay out here.”

Mother Star of the Sea came forward, prancing, mincing, her arms akimbo, her head lolling from sideto
Sde, her jaw snapping.

Perhaps she intended to be amusing, but she could hardly have chosen a more unwel come appearance.
Ever since she | was three and she'd been chased by aman dressed up as Mr. Peanut, Amanda had
loathed and despised dl forms of puppets. Little puppets made her skin crawl, but big
puppets—life-szed puppets—they rattled their gumsin her nightmares.

Even though Mother Star of the Seawas a tremendous puppet, she moved with sinister human purpose.
In another second she was going to grab Amanda with those intricate hinged hands.

Her painted eyeswere blank, yet curioudy avid. When Amandaturned to run, she found hersdf pressing
againgt the rubbery flesh of one of the treesthat surrounded the cottage. The skin was gray and weak
and it gave way. Inside something sucked and swarmed about on itself—afat, brown serpent of athing
lubricated with yellow mucus.

It had the head of a human being. She thought, perhaps, the face was familiar. Wasit Hitler? Stalin? She
couldn't be sure. It bubbled words, “Help me, he-e-e-lp me. . .” Then it snarled, its body whipped out,
and in an ingtant coils as hard asiron had swarmed around her.

She saw flashes, she heard an old song, “Lili Marlene,” a German song from World War 1. And shefelt
hot wires digging into every part of her body, digging and exploring.

Shefdt hersdf disappearing, becoming lessthan nothing.
Thewireswereitsteeth: it was eating her soul.

But then there came arippling surge in the rock flesh, and the song changed to hissing, spitting invective,
a Gotterdammerung of gutter German. It pat.

Then Amandawas free.



Mother Star of the Seat “Don't go near those trees!”

“I didn't know!”

“Now, will you please come with me? The classiswaiting.”
“Thecdlass?

“Of course, Our Lady of Graceisaschool, isn't it? Therefore we have classes, or haven't you put those
two amazingly unrelated factstogether yet, my bright girl?” She clamped Amandas ear into one of her
mechanical hands and started dragging her toward the cottage. “ These woods are redlly far more
dangerous than any place on earth. There you can do no worse than die. But here—oh, dear!”

Our Lady of Grace had been agrim place, a Gothic pile full of pae nunsand semideinquent girlsin
jumpers and oxford shoes. “But | went to public school!”

“Not when you were eleven. We had you then.”

That wastrue. “1t was only afew months.” Mamma had gotten hepatitis that year and Dad couldn't begin
to cope: they weren't Catholic, but Our Lady was the closest place Amanda could be stashed.

Mother Star of the Sea clapped her hands. “I'min the hells of al my girls It's so nice to be needed.”
Amanda had hated Our Lady. Sausages were called bangers there and you had to eat them especidly if
you thought they were greasy and awful, and you had to kned before the Madonna of the Upstairs Hall
when you were bad. And they gave tongue-tashings that made you fed guilty for just being dive.

“Y ou taught memusic.”

“And you're ill dancing to my tune!”
“No.”

“All right, now, inyou go.”

The cottage wasredly aclassroom. That classroom. It wasthe most terrible place in her life, so terrible
that she had crusted her memory of it with thick amnesia. There she had learned injustice, she had
learned to hate, she had learned what evil is.

“Or wasit that Smple, my dear? Didn't | love you?

Didn't I hold you when you cried, sent to school by your father with ablack eye? Amanda, you've hurt
me. Y ou've wronged my lovely name. Aren't you ashamed?*

The chalk-dust smdll of the classroom made her clench her fists. She remembered that Bonnie Haver had
once stolen her crayons. When Amanda complained. Mother Star of the Seablamed her for not finishing
her work, and punished her while Bonnie went free.

“I was afraid of Bonnie, dear. She destroyed me, you know. | couldn't punish her, | had to let her go.”
That afternoon after gym Bonnie and two other girls, Daisy and Mary, had—

“They drew on mewith crayons! They drew dl over me and you made me knedl to the Madonna of the
Hall because | wasalfilthy, dirty little girl. They drew on mewith my own crayons, and you punished me,
you punished me again and again and again, and | said oneday | would see you burn in hell, you evil,
sadigtic old bag of bones!”



“So hereyou are, fedling guilty for hating me. Asyou should. And punished you will be!” Her voice got
lower, like the growl of ahunting cougar. “ Sit down.”

“The desks—they have straps. | don't think—"
“Have agoddamn seet! I'm your teacher. Y ou're here to leam about yourself. Now, St inthe desk.”

Amandasat. With agrest clatter of fingers Mother Star of the Sea strapped her into the chair. “There.
Bonnie dear, time to come out and play.”

“Oh, no, not her. Not that—"

“Bully? Y es, shewas abully when she was eleven. Too bad you didn't know her more recently. She's
gotten redly mean.”

Amandawrithed. Sheredly didn't understand this at al. Why was she here? Thiswasn't her hell. She
hadn't done anything to be ashamed of a Our Lady. She'd been agood girl.

“Y ou shouldn't have despised me. It'sasin called cdumny.”
“You deservedit! Youdid!”
“| deserved compassion. It would have soothed melikerain.”

What little evil she had done, she had donein those months at Our Lady. There she had hated and hurt,
and spread disappoi ntment—but only because she was hersdlf so sad.

Bonnie pranced down the aide, blond and deliciousin her schoolgirl greens, her ponytail flouncing behind
her, avicious-looking ruler in her raitling hand.

“Open your palms.”
“I haven't done anything.”

“No, but I've got aright to my fun. Now, open your pams. Thisisgoing to hurt you more than it does
rTe”

Thiswas crazy. She was getting the same kind of injustice she had gotten at Our Lady, and for no better
reason.

“Both hands. Perhaps we can beat some sense into you. Remember, dear, we just might be your
friends”

Unwillingly, sure she was making amistake, Amandadid as shewastold. Theruler whistled afamiliar
tune, then came down cr-a-ack across two quivering palms.

“That's one?’
From the front of the classroom Mother Star of the Sea commenced awooden rumble of applause.

Again the ruler sngpped. Despite herself, Amandayelled. It fell once more. Then another time and
another and another. Her pams became purple. The room was echoing with her cries and the laughter of
her tormentor.

“Oh,” Bonnie said, pushing an akimbo curl out of her |eft eye, “that wasfun.”



So thiswas how the demonstorture the damned in hell, very artfully. “Please let me out of here!”

“What? Let the pig out of the daughterhouse? Come on, dear, there isn't a chance of escape. Smile, or
well feed you to thetrees.” Bonnie glared down at her with sparkling, furious eyes. “This cottageisthe
heart of the forest. And Mother Star of the Sea—she's Satan herself.”

Amandalooked at her pulsing, agonized hands. “If she's Satan, who are you?’
“I'm her wife.”
The straps were tight. Amanda bowed her head in defeat and sorrow. She wept, and her tearswere real.

They werethefirst sign of life in the basement where her body lay, amiraclein the secret dark. They fell
from the dead, open eyes of her corpse, rolled down her cold cheeks, and dripped onto one of the Bic
pens George had dropped when he was doing his own dying.

They dripped aso onto the Covenstead, in the sorrow of the afternoon, onto Ivy's cottage. They made
their way through the thatch and pattered down in front of Robin, who sat frozen with grief, staring at the
tabletop, and at nothing at all.

Chapter 23

Asfar aslvy and Robin were concerned, adrip of perfectly ordinary water spattered on the oilcloth
table that stood in the middle of lvy's cottage. “1 hate thatch,” she muttered. From the hollow of hisloss
Robin lifted his eyes and watched his sster somp about. “Damn,” she said, “double damn!”

“Water bind it, no onefind it.”
“I'm not angry, Robin!”
“| didn't say you were.”

“Oh, no. You just recited the last two lines of the anger spell instead. Anyway you'reright. Of course I'm
mad. A man got burned to desth and my thatch isleaking and we lost Amandal”

Robin got up from the table and put his arms around her. He kissed the tears that were forming in her
eyes. Shelaid her head againgt his chest. “How are we going to go on without her?” she whispered.

The question intensified Robin's own grief. Outside, the evening wind whispered through the grass.
Congtance had carefully prepared him for her coming so that when he finally met her he felt akind of
ecstasy. She was aluminous woman, worth the year's anticipation, al therituas, and the long hours of
ingruction. He did not love her, athough she was physicaly appeding. Not until the Wild Hunt did his
heart open to Amanda. It was not her increasing power that won him, but rather the open, innocent way
shethrew hersdf into theritua hunt, doing her best to succeed. Her courage and her vulnerability were
what made him love her, aswell asthe old tales and the dim memories. . . when he was Robin to Maid
Marian, so very long ago.

“Now shewas dead, and his grief was like abrown cloud spreading not only through his new love but
through his hopesfor the future aswell.

The ungtated truth lay in the sllence that had fallen between Robin and his sster. The combination of the
pressures from Brother Pierce and the death of Amanda could kill thewitches dream. Y ou could fed as
asort of weight on the air that the heart of this place was beating more weakly than it ever had before.



Robin took a deep breeth. He could never stand thiskind of silence for long. “If were real witches,
maybe we can do something about it.”

“Likewhat, ad'de from burying Amanda?’
“What if we raised the cone of power?’
“In our present state of mind we'd never succeed.”

“Then wed better change our state of mind! Look, what if the Vine Coven raised such a cone of power
you could seeit with your eyes closed on asunny day. Then what?’

“So what do we do with it?’

“Don't you sse—weraseit over Amandas body, and we send awish withiit, for her to return to life.”
“Bill—"

“Please use my right name. Were till witches”

“Sorry, Robin. AmandaWalker isredlly, truly dead. Her bodly isrotting in a basement over on Maple
Lane. We don't even know if thereisalife after death, inthe fina analyss”

“Y ou sensed her in the cauldron circlethismorning-. Weadl did.”
“Wefdt something. The samekind of strange, enigmatic something we dwaysfed.”
“It was Amanda—I could even see her, sort of ”

“Y ou understand, don't you, that thiswhole business of witchcraft could just be—I don't know—sort of
sf-hypnogs”

“Oh, no, it'snat. It isn't hypnosisat dl. You know aswell as| do that it'smagica thinking, whichisa
very different thing. The Leannan's power stemsfrom magica thinking. You and | can do it, to an extent.
We can creste vivid visonsin our minds, which affect redlity. Y ou know, you do magic.”

“I know, | guessI'm just losing heart. | fed like I've been kicked in the stomach.”
“Wevegot to try!”

“But you're talking about raising the dead. That'salot more than magica thinking. That'd be atrue
mirade”

“I can't think of her as dead. She was so dive. When | heard her on the Wild Hunt, that unchained voice
echoing through the whole of Maywell—well, | discovered how powerful a sudden love can be.”

“Robin, if wetry and fail, don't you seethat it'll demordize the Covenstead even more? People arein
despair. Not only that, they're scared to death of Brother Pierce. They're saying we're under acurse, and
| for onethink they'reright.”

“Surely people who're willing to believe in curses are willing to believe the dead can beraised.”
“ She's been dead for hours!”

“It's been done in history. Not often, but it has been done.”



“Hidory isatissueof lies”

There were voices outside, latecomers back from their day's commute. Their laughter was comforting.
As soon asthey heard the news, though, they became as slent as the rest of the witches.

Soon the six o'clock gong rang. There were no cooking odors among the cottages, and no lightsin the
night of mourning.

Despite lvy's arguments, Robin made the decision that they were going to try thisimpossible thing. But he
had to be careful. vy wouldn't be donein objecting. People didn't like to attempt things they thought
were beyond their power. Failures weaken magic, and too many failures destroy it.

He had to handle this very carefully. “It'stimeto goin and get her,” he said, “if were going to bury her
here on the Covenstead.”

“Up on the mountain. Near where she saw the Leannan.”
“Yes, there”

He went out into the village, knocking on the doors of the dark houses until he had the Vine Coven
assembled. Some of the others wanted to come, too, which was fine with him..The only troublewas a
lack of trangportation. “Why don't (he rest of you prepare alying-in-state?’

“At me house?’ avoice asked from the dark.

If he sent them up to the house, they would all discover the secret of how dejected Connie had become.
She had retreated there, he knew, to hide that fact from her people. “I have afeding Amandawould
have preferred it on the Fairy Stone.”

There was general agreement to that. The Vine Coven st off, going in the Covenstead's two station
wagons. Asthey drove out through the silent farm, past the blackened field that Brother Pierce and his
men had burned, Robin wondered if they might really have somehow brought a curse down upon
themsdves.

They reached the edge of the farm, then the limit of the estate itsalf. Thelights of the cars played on the
scar of thefire, and then on the purple stainsin the road. He till had stickersin his hands from picking
those blackberries.

There was a sharp ping from the hood.

Ivy, Stting beside him, peered forward. Just then there was another one. Thistime along crack dit the
windshied.

From the back seat somebody screamed.

Robin hit the horn to warn the wagon behind them and jammed the accelerator to the floor. The car
lunged and durried until the tires caught the asphdt. Then it shot ahead, its old engine roaring and rattling.

Somebody shouted acharm. “ Things of the night, take flight.”

Robin wasforced to dow down out of fear that he would lose control in the turn. People in the car were
dlent, stunned by surprise and fear. “They weren't actud bullets,” he said, “or the windshield would be
shattered. Pellets or even BB's. We weren't in any real danger.”

He did not add what they all knew, that it was only amatter of time before this sort of thing escaated to



open warfare. The people lurking at the gates were building courage.

“They must have somebody there dl thetime. | hadn't redlized that.”

“WEell post guards,” Wigenasaid. “Well haveto.”

Robin pulled over, motioned the following wagon to come pardld. “Y ou folks al right?’

Grape was driving. She gave him atight smile. They went on, down West Street to Main, then up Main
and across Bridge to The Lanes. Therewere alot of carsin front of 24 Maple Lane.

From the house there came soft singing. The town covens must have assembled there spontaneoudy as
soon as Congtance had cdled them with news of the tragedy.

It occurred to Robin that he was going to have to see Amanda's dead body in afew minutes. He feared
for hisown &bility to believein her life, then. vy touched him. *Y ou're trembling, brother.”

From behind, Wisteria put her hand on his shoulder. “Were al with you, Robin. Remember, she'sinthe
Land of Summer now. The Goddessistaking care of her daughter.”

It was very hard, this new experience of grief.
Sky-flower opened his door for him. They had been initiated on the same day, he and she.

Robin began to approach the house. It wasfull of people, of course, not only the town witches but a
large part of the Chrigtian community aswell. Most of the genuine Christians of Maywell viewed the
witches with wary respect. Only Brother Pierce's followers hated, and Robin did not think of them as
Chridians.

A queen had died, and she would be honored among dl the good people of thistown. He could hear that
they were singing one of the Covenstead's own songs, one of the most beautiful.

“Somewhere there isanver Somewhere there is new youth. Oh, let me drink the cooling water Let me
bathe my soul intruth.”

Just asthe song ended, Sheriff Williams came tromping up the basement gtairs. “ Evening, Robin,” he
sad. He embraced Robin, pressing him againg his cigar-smelling shoulder.

“We got shot at, Sheriff. Just at the entrance to the estate.”
“I've got my deputy out there.”
“Wedidn't seehim.”

“Wadll, I'll talk to him about it.” He looked at Robin out of stricken eyes. The sheriff had given up agreat
ded for hisbdiefsand hislifelong love of Congtance Callier.

“Y ou going down to the basement, Robin?’
“I'm going down.”

To get through the house they had to step over people, covens Sitting close to one another, clustering
around their priestesses and priests, and Catholics and Episcopaians and Methodists with their pastors.
Even people who had not known her sensed the wonder of her.



When they reached the mudroom and Robin saw the ugly little hatch to the cdllar, histhroat condricted.
She had gone down into that dark place to face death.

“Shetried to get away,” the sheriff said laconicaly.
“Madeit asfar as her car. He dragged her back.”
Robin could hardly bear to listen.

“Fred, we're coming down.”

“Okay.”

“Robin?’

“Yes, Sheriff?”

“Look, it'skind of bad.”

“l want to. I've got to.”

The sheriff put abig hand on Robin's neck. “Inlovewith awitch. | know just what you're going through,
boy.”

“Wewill gether at theriver, the beautiful, beautiful river. ..
They were singing again, the strong voice of the Episcopal rector leading the rest.

The basement stank of dank earth and something el se, something like overheated eectrica wiring.
Something awful. “We haven't moved her, Robin,” Fred Harrissaid. “WEéll carry her up as soon asthe
casket comes.”

Casket. Robin hated that word. He remembered their one experience of lovemaking, upon the humid
earth, the moon setting red and low, she so full of al the furious urgency of the hunt, her body running
with sweat and dick with the oils of the ritua, reeking of horse and human heat and the thick scent of
love.

Cotd caressed Robin as he moved forward toward the little room where Mandy lay. Lights had been
hung by the sheriff's people, and the place glared harshly.

“What isthis? What are dl these. . . cats?’
“Hewas crazy. We just didn't know how bad he was. Not even Connie.”
“Whereishe. Sheriff?’

“We found his belt and some balpoint pens down here. And there was blood on the floor. Theresno
sgn of abody.”

“Why do you think he's dead?’

“Sheisn't wounded, so the blood must have come from him. He'sdead, al right.” He gestured at the vast
bloodstain. “People don't bleed that much and live. Who killed him and what they did with the body we
do not yet know.”

“Thisroomis—"



“She had courage to come here.”

Robin could hardly bring himself to go to her, so hideous was the place, jammed with the jumble of
George's strange scientific gpparatus, haunted by the pictures of cats.

Robin forced himsdlf to cross the basement, past the bulging furnace, to the little chamber. Closer, the
profusion of catswas aimost unbelievable. Perhaps because of dl of the cat images, this place seemed
connected to him, amost apart of him. “Tom isablack spark,” Constance had once said, “from the eye
of Death.”

“Kate should have told us about this,” Robin said. “ She was probably afraid. Look at the place.”

When he thought about it, Robin realized that it was impossible that Kate Walker had kept this secret
from Constance. Of course Connie knew all about it. She knew exactly how dangerous George Walker
was. When Robin peered into the desth chamber, he felt the presence there as a thickening of the dark.
“Tom, isthat you?’

“Who?’

“Conniesfamiliar. The one she was going to give to Mandy. | sense his presence.”
“Therés nothing like that here, Robin.”

“I don't think Tom's going to show himsdlf.”

“That cat scaresthe hell out of me. It'stoo old, for onething. At least forty, by my count. Inmy timeasa
witch, it's appeared once when Connie was agirl and Hoboes shot her to make her a shaman—that was
in the twenties, for God's sake—then when Simon Pierce came to town, and now I've seen it around,
sulking dong here and there.”

Robin didn't bother to mention that Connie owned a painting of Tom donein 1654.
Hetook a deep breath He could delay no longer, and looked down at the form on the table.

Even in death she glowed. Her beauty, Robin thought, could defy the grave. Her face had been caught in
aliving expression. Her eyes were open, the fine brows knitted asif in puzzlement. Her hands were
clasped in her l1ap. “We removed the bindings,” Fred Harrissaid. “ She wastied to the table.”

Robin prayed in his own private, wordless way, to the Goddess who awed him and the God he loved He
let their imagesridein hismind, thetail, pale Goddess and her shadowed consort, moving as ever inthe
Land of Summer. He wanted their comfort now.

Through the basement windows there came a honking of many horns and the ragged sound of human
rage. “Damn,” the shexiff said, “they just ain't gonnaleave usaone, arethey?’ The honking horns
obtained an angry rhythm, their notes long and bitter.

“One of theirs died today, too.”
“Rohbin, that man wastrying to burn down your farm!”
“Hedied ahard death.”

The people outside were literally growling, their voices dull and deep, asthefal of rain upon aplace
aready drowned. “I'd better get up there and give them alittle hell,” the sheriff said. He humed off across
the basement.



Robin went around to the head of the table. He thought to close her eyes. “Y ou can't, buddy,” Fred
Harrissaid. “Too late to change the expression.”

He did not want her to stare like this. It wasn't a dead expression. Despite how cold it was, her body
retained the suppleness of living muscle. In away thiswas much more awful than thefixed stare of an

ordinary corpse.
She was s0 obvioudy not at peace. “Isn't there any way at al?’

“1 can make 'em look closed, but | have to take her back to my workroom.”

Her eyes were the shade of the moon dimming toward morning. Constance had said: “Every one of us
has ahidden name, our real name. When you cal her to the circle, cal Moom.”

“Moon?’ they had asked.
“No, with an'm.' Moom is her real name. The Leannan cdls her that.”

“Good-bye, Moom. Fareyou well.” He visuaized her on an old forest road, suitcase in hand, walking
quickly away. Long breaths of sorrow filled him.

He was granted avison of Moom: adumpy little brown bal of a human being, reeking of fire smoke and
rancid fat, full of thigh-dapping pride and laughter. That was the young Moom. Now the ancient soul
seemed to stand over him, itsface grave with the wisdom of very long time. “I fedl her. Shelsright inthis
room.”

“Come on, now, the casket's arrived.”

Robin wanted just another minute alone with her, but there were awhole lot of people waiting and
outsde the din was getting louder. There were thuds. Rocks hitting the house. Sheriff Williams could be
heard shouting, but he wasn't having much effect. Upgtairsthe singing went on. “ Amazing Grace,” then
the Pentagram Chant. “ Pentagram glow, bring ustight and glow, oh, glow, pentagram glow. . .” Ivy led it
in her powerful voice.

“Y ou go on up, Robin. Tell some of my guysto come down and help me.”
“Il help you.”

“Y ou don't have to—I've got plenty of men upgtairs.”

“I don't mind touching her. | want to.”

Her body was dack and cold. To put hishands on her like this, when in hisimagination she was so warm
and full of life, wasredlly very difficult. But it wasright. Thiswas hisresponghbility, this body.

They got her strapped to the stretcher and carried her across the basement. Other hands took her up the
ladder. When Robin arrived &t the top, the Stretcher was just going around the comer into the living
room. The house was full of winking yellow light. The Bees had arrived with boxes of their handmade
candles.

Others unstrapped her from the stretcher and laid her in the smple coffin favored by the witches of
Maywell, abox of hand-rubbed pine, tightly made. “L et the flesh return quickly to the Mother,” Connie
said. The box was aconcession to state buria laws.

Ruby of the Rock Coven came to the head of the coffin. She looked long at Amanda. “Well go back in



procession,” shesad. “Rock will carry her dl the way to the mountain.”

They closed the coffin then, and Fred Harris bustled up. “Y ou're going to walk al that way? That's two
miles”

Ruby was Fred's daughter Sdly in the outsde world. Robin wouldn't have challenged her like thet.
“There are plenty of us,” she snagpped. “Wewant to do it thisway.”

“That crowd out there—"
“Therésacrowd in here, too!”
“Okay, honey, | meant no offense. | was just pointing out the facts.”

“We want to show our strength. And to respect our dead.” With that Ruby was joined by the rest of her
coven. They surrounded the coffin and took its gleaming brass handles. Others gathered before and
behind them, witches and town people dike, al carrying candles.

Theloca churches preached acceptance, and the witches in turn respected them. Together the group,
Christians and witches dike, filed out into the rage of the night.

Brother Pierce was standing in the back of ajeep, hisjutting jaw flashing in the glare of gasoline tantems
and powerful searchlights. After the Isradli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 awave of survivalism had swept
his congregation. World War 111 had not broken out, but they had not abandoned their preparations.
Station wagons, jegps, pickups, and powerful four-whed-drive trucks were their vehicles of choice.

“You are the harlot of the Devil,” he roared, pointing at the advancing procession. “Y ou killed aman
today, you murdering demong!”

Ivy wasthefirst to start singing. “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, that saved awretch likeme. |
once was lost but now am found, was blind but now | see.”

“Y ou see nothing but the darkness and evil of your hearts What are you doing—cel ebrating our
sorrow?’

Brother Pierce and hisflock had been attracted to the house by the crowd assembled there, not by any
knowledge of what had happened to Amanda.

His spitting voice mingled with the hymn. For an ingtant Robin saw hisface clearly in the sweep of a
searchlight from one of the trucks. His expression was not one of hate. It was beyond that. Y ou couldn't
look at it.

The entire crowd lgpsed to silence when the coffin was -brought out the door. In the back of hisjeep
Brother Pierce made asullen hissing sound. Sowly one of the lights came about and fixed on the Rock
Coven and its burden—

They were humming softly, a nameless song of woe.

Brother Pierce pointed a them. “Reoice, for desth has taken one of the evil!” He hugged himsdlf,
twisting and smiling to the night sky. “For wickedness burneth asthefire; it shal devour the briarsand
thorns, and shall kindlein the thickets of the forest, and they shall mount up like thelifting up of smoke!
Ohglory, oh hdldujah!”

He began to clap, and each clap of hislong, narrow hands exploded through Robin's sorrow. But Ruby



had been right, so very right! They belonged here, with their burden.

A song burst from the throats of Brother Piercesfollowers. “We're gonnatell the world about this!
We're gonnatell the nations about that! The battle's done, the victory's been won. There'sjoy, joy, joy in
our hearts”

How quickly they forgot their own dead.

The procession |eft the street at last, leaving Brother Pierce and hisjubilant mob behind. Father Evansfell
in besde Robin. “1 hope you can forgive them, Robin.” His head was bowed. “I'm trying mysdf.”

“Areyou succeeding?’

“No.”

“It'sthat much harder for us, Father. For me, | loved her, you know.”

“The rector told me how important she wasto you. Still and dl, that nude ride—"
“That's our way!”

“Okay, let's not get into that. Just know that it'sure upset the Catholics. Y ou oughtn't do things that
violate the town ordinances.”

“We had a parade license.”
“The nudity—"

Robin really didn't want to have an argument with Father Evans. “I doubt if you'll see another Wild Hunt.
This Covenstead will probably disband.”

“If I'm ever needed—"
“Thank you, Fether.”

The procession straggled aong, abobbing line of lights, an occasona murmur of song. Up front the
pal|bearers were chanting quietly to keep themsalves going. The Rock Coven was determined to carry
her dl the way. They were aheavy work team, building and maintaining roads on the estate, rooting
sumps, making wattle and erecting cottages, hauling beams. Still, therewasaweight in that box that must
drag them down more by far than the heaviest sump.

Asthey marched they drew more and more people from their homes, until it seemed asif dl thetown
that was not with Brother Pierce wasin the procession.

“Arethere any more candles?’
“Dad!”
“Connie cdled me. It'saterrible thing, son.”

Robin couldn't answer. His mother had come down from the house aswell. She and vy were walking
together just behind.

They entered the main gate of the estate, which had been thrown open for the occasion. “Who was she,
son, redly?’



“Sheld been coming to usfor along, long time. We belonged to her.”

The great old forest that separated the estate from Maywell was filled with the peace of nature. Some
small creature screamed among the trees, and great wings swept away. By the time they passed the
house the procession was more tightly packed, in part because there were more people and in part
because the Rock Coven, struggling at the front with the coffin, was dowing down. The house wastotaly
dark.

It was some little time before Robin saw Constance standing on the front porch. Around her the ravens
clustered in unaccustomed silence. In her black cloak and hood she might have been a statue, faintly
snigter in the light of the moon. Sheraised her head and Robin thought she might be about to speak. But
then she came forward. She joined her people, and Robin was very glad—

The coveners had laid away of hooded candles up the mountainside, each one carefully placed among
stones to avoid the danger of fire. Even so, it was rough going, and not everybody was prepared for the
journey. Even some of the town witchesfell by thewayside. They joined others gathering in the fields,
and as Robin negotiated the rough path he heard them beginning to sing together. Ahead the Rock Coven
struggled mightily with their burden.

When Robin reached the Fairy Stone, the coffin was dready placed upon it. People made aring of
candles around it, which guttered in the wind, flickering reflections of the mournersin the polish of the
casket. The witchesformed acircle. Behind them the townspeople who had made it thisfar. Stood or
s

A deep silence came. Far off the wind moaned, its voice choing through al the Endless Mountains. The
moon stood bright and high amid the stars. Robin looked up at it, and the living intengity of its gaze awed
him. This night, he thought, the old moon isan eyeinto eternity.

Chapter 24
REQUIEM FOR A WITCH

There had never before been afunerd like thisin the Covenstead. In the deep silence there was a black
flash of movement, then Tom jumped up and stood on thelid of the coffin.

Hiseyeswere so fierce that Robin literaly could not meet them for more than an ingtant. They burned
green and they challenged, amost accused.

Constance Collier walked forward until she stood before the coffin, face-to-face with the huge, glaring
creature that crouched upon it. The wind whipped her cloak. She spokein aclear, soft voice, directly to
Tom.

“O Grest Irusan, King of the Cats, keeper of the doors of desth, take this daughter of life safely through
the shadowed abode. Keep her in your timeless kindness, lead her into the cleansing water. Smile upon
the descent of theliving, O Great God, asthey go in thy lands of dark and laughter.”

Sheturned. “Robin. Come here”

He forced himsdlf to approach her, and thus also the cat Tom seemed to have become twice his normal
sze, thetips of hisfur glowing blue, hisclaws digging into the lid of the coffin. “Wewant you to invoke
now, young man,” Constance said.

“Invoke?’



“Cdl Ama The Dark Mother.”

Congtance stood behind him, atrembling wraith, her bregth rattling, her right hand steadily rustling the
cloth of her cloak. Thewind had been risng since they had arrived on the mountain. Now it seemed to
gather itself and pour down upon them in agreet, cold bresth. Their candles sputtered and guittered o,
the flames driven away by its enormousforce.

Robin was not dressed for this; he was cold Jeans and a sweater were never meant to keep out the
bresth of such things as were approaching thiscircle.

He searched hismind, but he could recall no familiar form for calling Ama. She was the aspect of the
Goddess associated with empty fields and winter's waiting. She was also the mistress of secrets.

Asbest he could, heinvented an invocation. “|I cal to you, sterile Mother. | cdl to you, Amaof the
empty fidds. | call to you, mystery Mother. Take your daughter through Desth's cold pleasure, lead her,
gentle Mother, dl the way to the Land of Summer.” Hisvoice was snatched and harried by the wind.
Without the candlelight the faces of those around him had been transformed by the moon, which hung
more than haf full, high over themountains. Very faintly, from down in the valley, Robin could hear the
otherssinging.

“Siver water of the sky FHow forever, flow forever Until | know why, Until | know why.”

The Song of Sorrows. It had not often been sung in this place.

Suddenly Father Evans began to speak. “May | add something, Connie, on behaf of your visitors?’
“Of course, Al.”

“Thisisfrom Ecclesiastes. Take it asamessage from my God to yours.” He bowed his head. “In the day
when the kegpers of the house shall tremble, and the strong men shal bow themselves, and the grinders
cease because they are few, and those that 1ook out of the windows be darkened, and the doors shal be
shut in the Streets, when the sound of the grinding islow, and he shall rise up at the voice of the bird, and
al the daughters of music shal be brought low:

“Also when they shdl be afraid of that which ishigh, and fears shdl bein theway, and the dmond tree
shall flourish, and the grasshopper shdl be aburden, and desire shdl fail:

because man goeth to hislong home, and the mourners go about the streets:

“Or even the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher be broken at the
fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern.

“Then shall the dust return to the earth asit was, and the spirit shdl return to whom gaveit.”

There was slence then, for avery long time Constance spoke again: “Let ustell the story of the descent
of the Goddess. Heed it well, for each of us shal go aso upon that boume.”

Always before Robin had heard this story in the joyous context of the Sabbats. He gave the opening:
“The Lord of the FHlies, Godfather and Comforter, stood before the door into silence.”

All the witches responded: “ And the Lady came unto him, and sought the matter of the mystery of degth;
s0 she journeyed through the portal on behaf of those who had to die.”

“Strip thyself, Bgeweled Lady, for the cold is cold and thy bones are bones.”



Softly, gently, Tom began to howl. Only at the rarest of momentswill acat do this, in high sorrow and in
the night.

Congtance continued, her voice cast low beneath hiskeening cry. “ So she gave her clothing to the earth,
and was bound with the memory of summer, and went thus with open eyesinto the empty voice of the

pit.
“She came before Death in the nakedness of her truth, and such was the beauty of her nakedness that
Death knelt himsdlf down, and lay &t her feet asagift the Sword of Changes.”

The witches sighed in unity with the wind, and one spoke for them dl, “ Oursisthe faith of the wind, ours
thecdlinginthenight.”

“Then Desath kissed the feet of Summer, saying, 'Blessed be the feet that brought you in the path of the
Lord of Ice. Let melovethee, and warm mysdf inthee."”

The witches made a sound as of whispering snow.
“But Summer loved not the purple hour, and asked of him, why do you pin frost to my flowers?’

The witches were humming awordless inner song. Behind them the townspeople glanced at each other in
wonder, for they had never heard such a sound. High and yet vibrant, deep and yet fuH of laughter, and
sorrowing with the sorrow we dl know, but which is not named in any human language.

“ ‘Lady, Degth said, 'l am helpless against me dropping web of time. All which comesto me, comes.
And al which departs, departs. Lady, let melie upon thee.'”

The humming grew louder, merging with the cat'svoice.
“ThelLady sad only, 'l an Summer.'”
“Then Death scourged her, and there were storms and ashes.”

The humming stopped. Tom crouched asif ready to spring at Constance's throat. She stood before him,
her head high, the wind billowing her cloak.

“And she gave voiceto her lovein the fertile voice of the bee, and death was glad before her.”

“Now the mystery of mysteries: love death, ye who would find the portd of the moon, the door that leads
back into life”

All together: “Upon us, O Summer, leave the five kisses of resurrection. Blessed be.”

Constance had thrown back her hood. “Blessed be.” She glanced around. “ Cemnunos blows his horn
thisnight, my children. Rocks, in the morning take her and bury her back in the mountains.”

“But the Leannan doesn't let us go beyond the Stone.”

“Thelaw islifted for thisburid. Sheiswanted there” Shetook Robin'shandsin hers. “You Vines, will
you watch over her tonight?”

“I' will,” Robin said. The other Vines joined him. They stood close together as the rest of the procession
wound itsway down among the rocks. Soon the last sound of the departing crowd was absorbed by the
night.



All became silent but for the wind and the rustle of Tom puttering about in the dry brush. The coven
joined hands.

It was not until Wisteriasaid in asoft voice, “Look over by the rowan,” that Robin even thought of the
fairy. But they had been here of course, observing everything. He saw them now, dark small shapes
gedling forth from the great shrub. Their jackets and caps hardly reflected the moonlight at all.

Robin's heart began to pound. A chill swept hisbody. He reached out, and found the hands of other
covenerswaiting for hisown.

Thefairy came closg, at least adozen of them, pausing not ten feet in front of the coven. They had bows
no more than afoot long, and arrows that looked insignificant to Robin's eyes. But he knew not to move
an inch; those arrows were infamoudy lethd. Constance said that in the distant past they had killed
mammothswith them.

Therustling grew louder.

Thefairy smelled strong and sweet and nothing like human beings at dl. Were they bearded or not?
Y oung or old? He couldn't see.

Then there was a change. One moment the air was empty, the next alittle woman was standing above the
coffin. She shone in the moon, or perhaps she gave her own light. Robin looked upon her face, and saw
init such love and joy that he clapped like addighted child, he could not help it.

Wigterialifted shaking handsto her. She reached forward and touched Wigterids fingers. Then the other
Vines crowded close about the coffin, and each in turn was touched.

Closeto her Robin could see the perfection of her body, the smooth, unearthly light of her skin. She
came face-to-face with him. A thousand fedlings roared through him: mad, lascivious passion, tender
love, terror, lugt, pleasure, laughter, al the wildest extremes of the heart.

She parted her lips and closed her eyes and raised her face to be kissed. He was shaking so badly he
could hardly hold hislips open. He drew closeto her, and into a scent that engaged his degpest, most
private memories. In the singleingtant of that kiss he knew hiswhole lang syne, from the moment he had
found Moom cracking walnutsin the forest to the awful night he had seen the bishop's men capture
Marian, through the sad houses of dl the yearsto now.

Therewas arush of frowning forests and dances, and then the Leannan turned away from him and
stepped off into the dark.

She seemed to go upward, and dl eyesfollowed her. At first what they saw was incomprehensible. Then
Grape screamed. Across the sky, enormous beyond understanding, blotting out the stars, were two
enormous cat's eyes.

They glared until the witches hid their faces, and huddled like rabbits benegth a circling hawk.
It was some time before anybody moved or spoke. One by one, though, they looked up again.
They were done with the night.

Robin was seething with an energy beyond anything he had ever felt before from even the mogt intense
ritua. Around him the other coveners were the same, their eyes glowing with the light that had spread
from the Leannan's body.



Heknew he had to act, or give up. “Please,” he said, “let'stry to reach Amanda. Let'stry the cone of
power.”

Without aword of protest they made the circle. They werewith him.

BOOK THREE:
The Black Cat

Within that porch, acrossthe way,

| seetwo naked eyesthis night:

Two eyesthal neither shut nor blink,
Searching my facewith agreenlight.
But catsto me are strange—

| cannot deep if oneisnear:

And though I'm sure | seethose eyes
I'm not so sure abody's there!

—William Henry Davis, “The Cat”

Chapter 25

The class of one sat before her teacher.

Mother Star of the Sea capered, her habit flying about her, wimple on the floor, naked wooden head
bobbing, smile working as she darted in and out, pinching her student and scolding like a parrot.

Mandy was being pinched away by crumbs and bits. Theworst part of it was how badly she missed
herdf.

“Somebody,” she wailed, “somebody!”
“Will 1 do?’ Bonnie Haver reappeared.
“Get me out of here! Somebody, please!”

Mother Star of the Searattled to attention. “Y ou vant out? Jawohl! Outenzee hellhole! Sure. Y ou can be
aghog, you have that right. So, soul, takeflight!”

Amazingly, Mandy wasfree! Blowing likeabit of pollen on the autumn wind, blowing through long black
mountains,

Familiar mountains.

The Endless Mountains. And there was the Fairy Stone. Mandy's heart hurt to see the witches huddling
together againgt the wind, and her own coffin.

It was high night in the Endless Mountains. Mandy had become one with the air, guttering the candles
about the coffin, whistling through sweaters and under cioaks, caressing the ones she had loved and lost.

She was here, but she was helpless. So this was what ghosts were all about.

So closeto her people and yet so separated, Mandy felt a desolation of loss. She could hardly stay till
enough to touch her own clean coffin, much lessreturn to the body that lay within. She dipped and



eddied about while they prayed into the hollow darkness. She came closeto Robin, and the grief in his
face tormented her terribly.

“I loveyou,” shesad, and the wind of her words made Robin shake in his swesater. “1'm right here with
you. Can't you hear me?’

He huddled into his clothing and lowered his head-before the persistent gusts that were the spirit body of
hislover.

Sheroared in anger because they could not see her, but only managed to put out al their candles. Then
she quieted hersdlf.

The night upon the mountain became as till as abedroom. She heard their soft voices as they spoke
encouragement to one another. How tired and beaten they were. Her heart suffered for them. Shewas
S0 close, but so helpless.,

Inlifewethink of ghosts asrarities. We do not know that every rustle and squesk, every scratch of twig
upon the screen or moan of wind along the eaves, is someone passing in the journeys of the night.

Mandy saw the first hopeful thing that had come to her since she died: Tom ran acrossthe sky. Hiseyes
were star's, his body the whole firmament, histall the kink in the Milky Way.

Mandy wanted to hammer on her coffin, to dive into her body. Please! Let me go back to them!

As sheflitted and blew aong, she saw the Leannan coming across the mountain with her guards. Asthey
crept into the rowan, Mandy had the odd thought that one could ook on the fairy as a species that had
devel oped atechnology of, the spiritua world, Just as man has developed one of the physica. Using this
magic, the Fairy Queen could rule here and also walk in the world of the dead. The science that
supported her must be a strange and glorious thing—theories that were experienced as dreams; snatches
of song that were powerful machines.

For her part, Mandy wasn't in control even of hersaf. One moment she could be close to the ground, the
next high inthe air. Then she might bein Robin's hair, then scudding among the stones.

Was the Leannan going to kiss him? She hoped so, that would help him! She began to plead on his
behdf: “ Please, Leannan—"

Then she saw puppet grins nearby. “No, not yet, don't take me back!”
“But Mandy, thisisthe perfect time.”

“Yousad| had theright!”

“Youdid, but you've used it up.”

No sooner could she smell the candy stink of the cottage than she felt hersdf falling down itslicorice
chimney.

She was back in hell's schoolroom. Robin heard the wind wailing, its voice echoing through the Endless
Mountainsto the north, and moaning south in the gentler reaches of the Peconics.

He couldn't even start the cone of power, so overcome he was by the Leannan'skiss. Her loveliness had
gtruck him temporarily dumb.

Morethan that, it had sent through him a current that seemed to have washed every cdll of hisflesh with



new sengtivity. Helooked out on the world from revised eyes, and the world was not the same. Benegth
him the soil now seemed a surging flesh. Every sonewas an eye, every blade of grassanerve ending.
Earth wasnot just dive, it was more than that: it was shockingly aware. It knew him asit knew every
man, woman, and child, every tree and every animd that was resident upon its body. And it was
watching them dl, quietly, endlesdy, like amother dreaming over her children Wisteriabegan raising the
cone of power, and Robin was grateful to her, to them al. Finn hands took his own. The coven was
confident in their rituas; they had the balance of professionas. They raised the cone with a series of
sounds, called the Chants of the Long Tones.

Wigeriagtarted the whispery humming.

Soon other voicesjoined, each so familiar to Robin, each the voice of someone who was far more than a
friend or even alover. People who do red magic together become close in ways that words cannot say.

They chanted into the silence of the mountains, into the wind, into the living sky. Robin looked to the
center of the circle, just above the coffin, for the shimmering red moon the coven sometimes saw when
they raised the cone of power, but only the darkness there returned his glance.

At firs Mandy did not understand. What were those funny little joints her demons were putting
together—wooden knuckles? They were building hands, arms, anew puppet.

Then she screamed, she pushed and struggled at the straps that bound her once again to her chair. Lying
on teacher's desk was a gleaming, enameled wooden head. And on that head was a caricature of her
own face.

“I couldn't smilelike that. I've never hated anybody enough™

“Oh, no? Were your demons, Mandy. We make whatever serves your guilt. Do you think thereal
Mother Star of the Seawould be in hell—not that good woman, took!”

Suddenly there appeared in Mandy's lap a shimmering mirror, and in the mirror was an explosion of
loveliness such as she had never imagined, smooth and cool and green, long hills and the perfect voice of
joy, ayoung woman raising song. It hurt to see her, thisreal Mother Star of the Sea.

“Shell never know you chose her to be your demon.” The puppet Mother snapped her jaws. “ She'sa
sant! I'myour an, not hers.”

Full of snide laughter, she and Bonnie assembled their new marionette. Mandy watched, sumped in her
straps.

Mother Star of the Sea approached. She was wearing a surgeon’'s mask. In her hand was a hacksaw.
“I'm going to take out your brain and put it in thishead.” Bonnie opened the hinged top of the noggin.
“Think of it, amiracle of modem science.”

Mandy |ooked desperately about. Bonnie was behind her now. Strong hands held her head steady.
Mother Star of the Sealaid the saw againgt her temple.

Thisisjust anillusion, she thought miserably. | don't have abody.

Thefirg cut crunched through her hair. Then aprancing migraine—firein her skull, nailsbeing driven
between bone and brain—made tears flow and her nose run. Her eyesrolled in agony with each rhythmic
burr of the blade.

After thiswas done she was never, ever going to go back, she knew that She was going to become some



inconceivable part of hell.

Shewas dimly aware of three new schoolgirls at the front of the room testing the joints of the puppet,
making it sngp itsjaw and rattleitsfingers.

Somehow, in her agony and despair, she had an idea. What was the opposite of the demon's anger? Not
love. They would jeer at that. It was compassion, rich, deep, abiding compassion. She could damp the
firesof her own guilt with it.

She summoned up what strength lay at her command, she forced hersdlf to think, to form words, lo tak:
“| forgiveyou,” shesad. “I forgivedl of you.”

The sawing stopped.

The girls playing with the puppet dropped it and stared at her, their eyes glassy.
Bonnie released her head.

“Damn,” Mother Star of the Seasaid.

“I forgiveyou and I—I love you. | love you dl no-matter what you do to me.”

Therewasthick slence. Then Mother Star of the Seaburst out laughing. “That old cliche! Lovethy
neighbor! What aload of crap!”

But she had thrown her saw to the floor.
“Undrgp me.”
Bonnie came dutifully forward. In amoment Mandy was free. She stood up, she turned.

There weretearsin the eyes that watched her. These were al part of her, every one, no matter what else
they had become.

“I'msorry.” It wasal she could say. To turn one's back on guilt is not difficult. After all, the deeds had
been done, the wrongs committed. She understood how she had turned away from her mother and father
when she could have embraced them in their need. But the past was the past, she did not need these
demonsto punish her. Mother and Dad were dead. Her best had not been good enough to hedl their
lives. Any effort she had made on their behaf would have failed. The lesson was, she should havetried.

The lesson had been learned. It was possible to melt the heat of Mother's anger with her own soul's
gpring. Compassion, acceptance of self. | did wrong, and now | have paid. She left the demon
schoolroom.

Behind her there arose agreat howling and clattering of puppet joints. She walked on, though. They were
tragic and she could not help them, but she would never forget those parts of hersdlf.

As she moved through the forest, the stumps shook and swayed and seemed to beckon her closer to
their rotted sides.

Death never gave up.
“I amleaving you. | can't help you.”

Soon she came to the border of the terrible woods, heart pounded, her mind sang with her triumph.



The view before her was s0 vast, o extremely awesome, that she amost lost her balance.

Beyond the formless edge of the world of the dead awhole gaaxy wasrevolving, itsstars shining in
colorstoo subtle and exquidite to be named. Thelight of Starsistheir voice; their language isthe color of
thet light.

Theearth, asmdl green bal, lay in atremendous, withered palm. Evil, huge beyond imagining.
| am the hand. The hand that takes.

All about wheded other empires of stars. Hundreds of billions of fiery beings going in the orbits of their
time, carrying planets and lives and rivers and storms.

Thevoices of the stars were raised in vespers, for the whole universe was at evening.
| am the hand.

But not only that. Desth isadso rebirth. In the very act of taking life, shereturnsit to theland. Spring
flows from winter; the rose takes root in the rotted flesh of the shrew.

She may be the hand that takes, but sheisdso alittie girl running dong alane between lilac hedges,
beneath kindly old oaks, who converse as she passes new growth of purest green.

She could not see details of the earth betow her. She did not even know what she might be standing on.
Shewasjust here, millions of miles out in space, logt.

Then she heard afamiliar human sound, avastly distant whisper of achant.
The coven. But how could she hear them—from here the earth was no more than apinprick in the night.

If she heard them, though, perhaps she might find them. Behind her was degth, before her the whole gulf
of gpace. She did the only thing she could: she jumped. She sailed out and down, trusting, hoping, that
shewould land in theright place.’

Therecameafamiliar girlish voicein her ear: “I'm going right along with you. I'll be there waiting for you
when you land. | am death, and you will not escape me.” The girl with the missing hand shot off, leaving a
blazing track in the sky.

Asshe had at the moment of death, Mandy felt the awful, windlessfaling. Shetried to will hersdlf inthe
direction of the chant. There lay home.

High above the witches circle ameteor passed in the sky, glowing across the face of the moon. They had
been working for two hours, and still the cone had not appeared. Every few moments the Chant of the
Long Toneswas interrupted by the sound of Ivy clearing her throat. Grape was shivering. Earlier
Wigteria had endured a coughing fit.

Thewind pushed and chalenged and demanded. Every time another frigid wave covered him Robin
gasped, and for an instant forgot the chant.

But hetried, they al tried, and when it was right the chant was very, very strong, a sound that waswind
and water, the grinding of the earth in the depths of amine, the furious silence of the night-hunting bird.

Again Robin collected himsdf for another effort. He took a breath and closed his eyes, and expelled his
tone from the bottom of hisgut.



| am the hand.
The voice was not Mandy, but it was hovering just above the coffin. “Who are you?’ Grape whispered.
| am the hand that takes.

It was afreezing, bitter voice. Robin chanted on, filled with dread. This morning something had comeinto
Vinescircle from the other world and displaced the wraith of Mandy. That other thing had been alittle,
maimed girl, who had jumped about the pentagram for amoment and then darted off again. Was she
back?

The coveners chanted desperately, trying to keep the circle clear for Mandy.

A blizzard swarmed down the face of the mountain. Mandy's mind, her heart, her whole being, were now
concentrated on one thing: find the circle—

Wigteriahuddled in on hersdlf. Grape and vy leaned againgt one another. Even clasped hands had grown
cold. The moon had long ago crossed the top of the sky. There were no more meteors to bring an instant
of wonder to thisfreezing effort. The Chant of the Long Tones sank low, and il the spiraling cone of
power did not appear.

Robin watched the sky for another sign and listened for another word.
But there was no sound, and the only lightsin the sky were moon and gars.

Magic isjust the physics of another redlity, hetold himsdlf. It's perfectly believable. The physicswould
serve him whenever he wanted it. But the cone of power just wouldn't appear. Magic. It encouraged you
one moment, the next tried to convince you it didn't even exist.

If itisaphysics, it isadamned contrary one.

Robin might have seen acat crossing the sky. Might have seen awitch passing the moon. Might have
heard aword.

It cameagain, very, very faint: “Please. . .” That wasall.

“Hey! Did anybody else hear that? Wasn't that Mandy's voice?’
“She'shere”

“Moom moom moom mMoom Moom Moom moom moooom!”

Ohyes| hear you yes| hear you down in hillsin thedark. And | seeyou. Thistime, | haven't been sent
and | can't be taken back. | got here on my own—

Mandy began to journey toward the faint glow that was the Vine Coven's circle. She was awraith again,
but now the circle directed her and helped her. The wind of her demons was not going to blow her aside.

Tom appeared ahead, switching histail. When his eyes met Mandy's she came to a stop. She had never
seen such menace. There was no way to move past that cat, not just yet.

After the one single, faint cry the witches had heard no more. They had tried and tried to chant it up again
and findly exhaugted themselves.

All of the Vine Coven but Robin dept. He sat rigid and ill, facing the coffin through arim of frozen tears.



Dawn was not far off. Robin stood up to gauge the time. Moonset had come and gone and only the stars
lit the sky. He put his hand on the lid of the coffin, looked down at the congtellation reflected in the wood.
UrsaMgjor. The Great Bear, symbol of feminine courage.

The eastern sky was glowing now, just alittle.

Robin wondered how he would face the day. Or the Vines, when they woke up al stiff and grumpy from
their freezing vigil, and remembered how hard they had tried, and how completely they had failed.

A sound from the coffin startled him profoundly. He lifted his hand asif thelid were hot. It came again,
louder. Of dl thethingsit sounded like—arattle, amutter of thunder, gargling—it sounded most likea
fart.

Robin's fingers went to the latches. He thought something must be going wrong with the body. He
opened the coffin.

Inthethin light he saw her, clear and pure, lying in her rumpled slk suit, her feet in gleaming Gucci
pumps. But her face—he was shattered by its beauty. That such a creature could be a mere human
seemed beyond possibility. A great, rasping sob escaped him.

If lovekilled, letit kill him now. Maybe they would be reunited in desth.
She sighed then, and he redlized what al the noises were—corpse ges.

With athousand regrets he closed the lid and turned away. He was walking toward the rowan tree when
amovement in its shadows startled him. Then he realized that the fairy had returned. All around they
stood, and not five or Six, but dozens and dozens of them, the men in black jackets, women in dark green
gowns, and children everywhere, wee mischievous creatures darting about among their parents.

There were more than dozens—he could see them even on the far ridges, lining the naked cliffslike dark
little dlumps of shrub.

Cometo do her honor, in some secret dawn ceremony of their own. Not even Constance had seen a
fary funera. Who knew what their rituals were?

The coffin shifted. All around him the fairy clapped and laughed.
Robin knew, then, that thiswas not afunerd.

He grew afraid. The whole of the mystery had settled on this place and he had not even known it was
coming. A wave of energy, tingling and electric, set dl of hishairsto snging. He shuddered and turned
around.

The coffinwas ill closed. But then thunder blasted in Robin'sthroat, aroar of astonished Joy: sitting
upon it was Amanda Walker.

Hefdl to hisknees, he could not speak, could hardly bear to look at her. Hismind didn't whirl with
thoughts or fill with glee. On the contrary, he went quiet inside.

He heard a scrape as she came down from the coffin. “Robin?’

A saizuretook him. There was nothing he could do to avoid toppling forward. Hisfists came up to his
chest, a sound between agrunt and a groan issued from between helplessy clenched teeth. He knew all
that was happening, but from adistance, asif it were occurring on astage.



She crouched down in front of him and took hisface in her hands. Her touch was as wonderfully dive as
the Leannan's,. He wanted to speak, but he couldn't. “I'm here,” she said.

Hisemotions burst forth in him. Then helifted his head and shouted glory. All around him thefairy were
snging, asound like the tumbling of small water.

Wigteriaawoke. She smiled, and kept on smiling.

Then vy opened her eyes. When she saw Mandy she screamed loud enough to rattle the mountains all
the way to Pennsylvania

That woke everybody else up, al except Grape. In the excitement they did not notice that she remained
huddled where she was.

Amanda embraced them, one after the other, and after she had held them, each was sure that she or he
felt noticeably warmer. When she dipped her hand into Robin's, there stirred in him the very laud of
gladness. “Let'sgo down,” Amandasaid. “We haveto break the grief of the others as soon aswe can.”

It was not until they started forward that 1vy noticed Grape. “Robin, help me. If you can bdieveit,
Grapes dill adeep.”

“No,” Amandasad. “I'm afraid she'sdead.” Robin looked into Amanda's eyes, but only for an ingtant.
There was no way to describe them. Simply put, they wereterrifying.

“She's not dead, Amanda, she's just—Grape? Grape!”

The corpsefdl over. It was dready cold and siff. Suddenly the fairy were al around. One of them did
something to Robin's knee and made him fal back away from Grape.

“Let them take her.”
“She—why did shedie?’
“She gave hersdf in return for me. Death cannot be cheated.”

Robin went close to Amanda. He wanted to kiss her, but he dared not, even though she seemed as
sweet aswomanflesh could be. Light was hesitating in the sky when the coven started for the village.
Already the east was ydlow-green, Saturn alantern in the last blue of night. Asthey walked, thefairy put
Grapeinto the coffin that had been Amandas and carried her off into the depths of the hills.

“Honor her, and be glad for her,” Amanda said.

On their way down the mountain a great happiness came upon them dl and they began to sing.

“With ahey! and the sun.
With ahey! and the sun.

We go merry, we go gay,
Wegoinmorning'sway!”

Tom watched, with afury of lovein hisgreen eyes. Helay where the night sill lingered in thewestern
Ky.

His gaze shifted away from the triumphant procession, moving past the edge of the Collier estate and into
the predawn town. It went to a certain trailer behind a certain tabernacle and rested upon an object in the
pajama pocket of deeping Brother Pierce. That object held the key to the end of the drama, the last



confrontation.

There was movement in the pocket. Somebody besi des Amanda had used the chant as abeacon. The
owner of the hand had aso returned. As nothing of her physica body remained but the hand itself, she
was concentrating al her considerable energy there.

Already she waslearning to usethe old, dead flesh. Sowly, persastently, the withered, dead hand
clutched and opened, then clutched again.

Brother Pierce dept on.

The hand opened. The hand clutched. Aslove had given Amandanew life, so hate was giving it to the
hand. If hate had been visible, it would have appeared in the form of amurdered girl in ablue dress.

Or Abadon, the scorpion truth of Revelation.
| am the hand, the hand that takes.

Thevisible part, lying in the preacher's pocket, opened and clutched, opened and clutched, with adry,
crackling sound. Then it touched the preacher, caressed him.

It did not wake him, but it made him sigh.

Chapter 26

“Y ou sure you want thisthing open?’

Brother Pierce was getting exasperated with the funeral director. That question had come at least six
times over thelast haf hour. “His brothers and sstersin Chrigt want to say good-byeto him.”

“But | can't do anything with him.”

The man just would not see the point. “All of that business with wax and face powder and whatnot—we
don't hold with that.”

“I'll haveto break hisarms. Y ou can't leave those figtslike that, up against the face.”
“You'l do no suchthing! Leave himjust likeheis”

“Now, look here, Brother Pierce, I've got areputation to uphold. I am not going to have a poor burned
man go out of herefor aviewing in that condition! He even smdlsburnt. No, gr, it'sjust unthinkable.”

Brother Pierce regarded Fred Harris. Y our typica small-town businessman. Episcopdian. Daughter a
witch. Probably awitch lover himsdlf. Too bad he was the only funerd director in Maywell. “1 will have
people see what those witches do to agood Christian soul! | will have them seeV The poor man had
suffered terribly. Let it be atestament, let it be for areason.

Harris sighed. “ The death was ruled accidentd. If he hadn't had that gasoline—"

“Y ou were not there. Y ou did not withess—" Brother Pierce stopped himself. He was just about to say
too much. So far nobody knew exactly who had been out there with Turner. The witches hadn't managed
to give the sheriffs office any particularly clear descriptions. Simon had not needed to swear his own men
to secrecy. Thelittle community of the Tabernacle could be trusted to cling together in any trouble. He
looked into the undertaker's suspicious eyes and prayed silently that the Lord might flood his starving soul
with so much grace that he would lose his hatred of good Christian people. What ablessing it would be



to see the sonefdl away from the tomb of his heart, and Chrigt risewithin asthelily in the spring.

Harris gave him asharp, appraising look. Simon reached into his pocket, grasped the hand. It wasthere
to remind him that he was full of sin, and for dl his prayersno better than the worst snner himsdf. That
poor little girl's murder could never be atoned, but even so, he was determined to do only good with his
life. Afterward he would be glad to go to the hell he so richly deserved. “We love you, Brother Harris,
and we want your funera home to have afine reputation. But we aso love Brother Turner and we cannot
have communion with his martyrdom if it is hidden in makeup.”

Harristouched the coffin gingerly, with arespect that had not been there amoment ago, Simon thought.
“Even 0, it'sleaving here closed. Brother Pierce. What you do with it once you get it to your churchis
your business, | guess.” With that he lowered the lid on the staring, blackened corpse.

Brother Pierce stayed right with the coffin. He could honor the dead at least by constant attendance.

Harrisstwo assigtantsrolled the coffin into the funeral home's Cadillac hearse. Simon hated hearses,
which were as black and londly asthe whole big sky. He kept hisfist closed around the hand. Over the
yearsthe guilt it brought him had ceased to be atorture and become a comfort. When his punishment
findly came, he would welcomeit. The bottom of the pit would be arelief.

Riding toward the Tabernacle, his mind returned to the accident. That fire had just jumped at poor
Turner. Enveloped him. He saw it again, red and ugly, spreading al over the man. He saw the agony on
Turner'sface, the astonishment, the terror, most of al the sadness.

There came to Simon a shuddering thought. Wasn't it Turner who had first picked up the mandrake? Of
course, yes. Turner. He must have been infected by the evil spdtinit.

Swest began to tickle Simon's neck. He clutched and rubbed at the hand. Could spellstravel, jump
acrossthat long gray sky, maybe, and settle in the Tabemacte?

In hismind he saw flames|egping from every window of his church, and heard the hiss of the firewind
and the dreadful screams of his beloved people trapped inside. A gigantic, misshapen mandrake leaned in
againg the shaking, bulging door, holding it closed against the congregetion.

“Brother Piercel”
“Wha—what?’
“Areyoudl right?’
“Of course”

They rode on. Simon was shaking, covered with sweat. What had he done to cause themto call out?
Had he screamed, or maybe moaned? Y es, maybe that. He must have moaned.

“| fed such grief for my brother.”
“I'm sorry for you.”

Simon was very relieved when they reached the Tabernacle. He watched them take the coffin out of the
hearse and roll it on the catafa que through the big double doors at the back. “ That'sfine. | can take it
from here”

When they findly drove away, he could not have been more glad.



He looked fondly around the Tabernacle, the rows of pews he had bought from the closed Presbyterian
church in Compton, the pulpit that had been a conference-room lectern, bought for eleven dollars at the
Maywel Motd fire sde, the organ they had gotten full price from Wurlitzer, and the paint and the
smulated stained glass and al the evidence everywhere of the hard work of the Lord's people.

No images, unless you counted the empty cross at the front. “We keep his portrait in our hearts, brothers
and sgters, that isthe beginning and end of theimages of the Lord.”

The Tabernacle was cold. He checked hiswatch. An hour to go before the funeral. He went to the
thermodtat and turned it up to seventy. By the time people arrived it would be comfortable enough. There
was no reason for the ail bill to go above four hundred amonth in autumn, not with al the body heet the
congregation generated.

Herolled the catafalque to the front of the Tabernacle. Hisfunerals were dways smple, needing
essentialy no preparation. Simon required contributions to the Tabernaclein lieu of sending flowers, so
there were no wreaths to worry about. For amoment he clasped his hands and thought of God sitting on
histhronein heaven. God in heaven. “O Lord, let me do right by you. Please, | love you so much.” He
bowed his head. “I'm sorry. Lord, to ask for help. | know I'm dirty in your eyes, but I'm till trying down
here. Don't help me, but help my people. Give them the strength they need to get rid of the witches.”

The hand seemed almost to warm as he prayed. 1t hel ped him so much. Without it hed be lost. HEd
never know what movesto make. The hand was his guide.

Heremembered it milky white, dangling from her smooth arm, the fingers tapering, nails bitten and lined
with dirt from play. Shewas apicture, so pretty. She had come on to him, had snapped her gum and run
her tongue along her teeth, and given him that steedy, godless gaze.

If only he hadn't been so darned sad, so aone. When she snuggled close, he had embraced her right
there and then in the middle of the foster-home rec room, and caressed her lank hair, and looked into her
round blue eyes. “ Get me out of here,” she had murmured. “It's such adump.”

“I cant, hon, I'm just asocia worker.” She had raised her face to him, and he had thought perhaps she
was an angel, despite the chewing gum, “ Adopt me, Simon,” she had whispered.

“Oh, hon, | can't, | haven't got the money to raiseagirl proper.”
“Simon, on the books I'd be your daughter, but 1'd redlly be your wife.”
He remembered the smell of her breath, deep-sweet and juicy.

She had done thingsto him, thingsthat felt so good hewas asif tied in that chair. Never had he known
the touch of such beauty. He had thought he was dying it was so good.

O Lord, | an Thy servant, and Thou art the kingdom and the power and the glory!

Afterward hejust got so dam mad at her, she had damned his soul with those pretty white hands. She
laughed at him and tossed her head like alittlefilly, and he took her by the neck and crushed the gristle of
her windpipe, and dl of a sudden her cream-perfect face wastight and blue.

Oh, God, he hadn't been able to get her breathing. Her throat was purple where his hands had been and
she grabbed at it and her eyesrolled and she died right there and then.

He had tried to blow air into her lungs, to give her artificia respiration, but she wouldn't come back to
life, s0 he was faced with this dead body.



“Lord, plesse, I've got to stop thinking about it!” If this kept up, he was sureto start hitting the bottle he
kept in histrailer. It wasless than haf an hour before the congregation would start to arrive. Maybe one
good drink would clear his head.

He went back to histrailer. Even though he usudly didn't drink much, over the years the back of the
trailer had become crowded with bottles. He couldn't very well throw them away.

Not that he pretended to be ateetotaler. But a preacher ought to be upright. So he kept hisliquor to
himsdlf and followed even the smallest drink with acouple of peppermint Certs.

The opening of afresh bottle was dways asmdl festivity. He drank good whiskey. Twelve yearsold,
smooth asabunny'sears. “Lord,” he said asaways, “forgive mewhat | cannot help.” Hetook afair pull.
Soon an echo of contentment was spreading through his body. “Thank you, O Lord, for thisgift.” He
knelt on thefloor of histrailer. “Thank you for thiskindness”

Here hewas, a preacher thanking Jesus for liquor. Now, there was something that would make areal
man of God laugh out loud.

Helay back on his bed, reminding himsalf once again to change the sheets. He didn't have amaid—he
never alowed peoplein here.

Hetook out the hand. It lay on hispam, smal and complex, athing of clutching angles. A cut-off thing.
And yet, not cut off. Inaway Hill dive.

Probably death was just nothing. The end. Sure there was a God, but God didn't give much of adamn.
God was s very far away. Heaven was the other side of the sky, and the sky was too damn big to ever
Cross.

Helooked quickly at the hand. Hadn't it moved just then, just when he thought how far avay heaven
was?

Sometimes he thought the hand could whisper to him.

He should have given her the knife and showed her how to cut aman's neck so the blood spurted out in
apulsating stream, and sheld move his hair asde and turn his head alittle and—zip. She would have
doneit. She would have done anything for him.

“l am destruction.”

Hewas going to give them one hell of afunera. Let's see, how many Turners were there? Betty
and—what—two kids? Three of 'em dtogether. More than enough grief there for afine show.

A changein the way the tight brown leather of the hand reflected the light Startled him. Helooked at it
again. Was there subtle movement, or wasthat just the light flickering?

He put the hand down on the floor beside his cot and got the Bible from underneath. He'd do readings,
the reference to death in Numbers, then the 116™ Psalm, then the last and most important part, the
Abadon passage from Revelation 9. The funera would then wind itsway down to the town graveyard
just the other side of the Collier estate.

Hewas going to givefireto the faint of heart, he was going to burn wickednessin white hest.

He was going to burn the wickedness of the harlot in the hell of the flames, and at last destroy the
abomination of the earth that infected thistown and was tearing as along-nailed claw tears at its



Gou-fearing heart.

Another movement made him look again at the hand. What he saw shocked him. Alwaysit had been
closed. Thething wasdry. And yet, asaflower of night, it had opened. He touched it in wonder, then
picked it up. It was as stiff open asit had been closed.

He kissed the palm.

For along time helay inhding itsdry, faintly organic odor, remembering the sat-sweet smell of itinlife,
auffering an agony of helplessregret.

“Brother?’

He stuffed the hand in his pocket as he legped off his cot. Had so much time passed?“I'm sorry, Sister
Winifred. | wasresting in preparation for the service. | must have dropped off.” He smoothed back his
hair, splashed some water on hisface, and ate his Certs while Sister Winifred waited at the door of the
trailer.

She had alook of quiet happiness about her. “Brother,” she said as they went toward the Tabernacle, “is
there any provison we can make for those standing in the parking lot?’

He stopped. “Wait aminute? Are you telling me I've got an overflow crowd?’

She nodded, at once pleased and solemn, remembering the nature of the occasion. Brother Pierce was
careful to hide his own eation. One good thing about thiswitch businesswasthat it wasredly an
ingpiration to the people. A man had logt hislife, but the Lord willing, his sacrifice would not have beenin
van.

“Tel you what you do. Sister. Y ou stick that P.A from the movie projector out on the front stoop. And
leave the doors open. They'll hear us. They will hear the Word of the Lord.”

Shyly, and so quickly that he could hardly notice, she touched the bulge of the hand in his pocket. He
was shocked, and drew back. There was on her face aknowing sort of asmile. “PraisetheLord,” she
whispered. Did shethink it was his member?

Thelight of the packed Tabernacle washed him with energy. He was glad to see how intense those faces
weretoday, and the sincerity in thetears. It humbled him to fee! every stare upon himsalf when he
mounted his pulpit.

Helooked from face to face, nodding to the weeping Turner family. For the moment the coffin was
closed. He would do the revelation after hisfirst reading. “Now we are gathered here to seek in the
Kingdom of God for succor, my beloved brothers and sisters, for He who cherishes us shall now comfort
usinour loss”

“Oh, yes” from afew mouths.
“For aman isdead, and he was agood man! Y es, he was agood man!”
“Oh, yed”

“And this man was killed by the spell of the mandrake, a spell woven by witches against us, and hewas
burned in the fire of their evil heartd”

“Oh, yes!”



“I tdl you this: we will avenge his degth, for the people of the Lord will not let the evil of witchcraft fester
among them, growing out of al proportion as cancer grows, for in this congregation we have the power
of Hisholy name, we have the cure for the cancer of evil!”

“We havethecurd”

“I recal! from the Good Book, from the chapter of the Numbers where God spoke out of the mouth of
Baak, and said, "Who can count the dust of Jacob, and the number of the fourth part of Israel? Let me
die the death of the righteous, and let my last end belike hisl' And | say to you, | say to you, | would join
himinaminuteif | thought it would bring us peace from the torment of these witches! Oh, these
spdlbinders and these devils are riding the horses of hell in our streets, and burning the fathers of our
houses, for they arethe very fire of evil!”

“Praise the Lord, praise HisName!”

“Now | am going to ask that you give one another the kiss of peace, and | am going to open this coffin,

and | tdl you this, Betty Turner, you are to come up here and embrace your husband, and each of your

children will doit, too, for you must see and remember, al of you, the work of the dread hand of Satan,
and bid good-bye to our lost brother.”

Something moved in his pocket. And in hismind he thought he heard whispered approva. The hand of
thelittle girl, cut off for alot of reasons. He told himsdlf that he did it to prevent identification.

No, he remembered too well the work of the knife. It had been pleasure that animated him, a steaming
pile of rotted pleasure, to take a part of her softness. . .

It was not soft now. It had become an instrument of the Lord's work. Praise be the hand, may it bring
him his punishment inits curled, brown fingers.

He went down to the catafalque. Thelid of the coffin opened smoothly. He could sense people craning to
see, could hear the gasps, the stifled screams. Brother Turner lay, ablackened hulk of athing, his head
scorched bald, his carbonized fists raised before his chest. His eyes were haf closed, hislips parted. He
had died of suffocation, from seared lungs.

“The beautiful naked witch will burn as he has burned, in the dow fire of purification!”

It wasdl in planning, too. Simon did not make idle threats. He would at once avenge the lost brother and
cleanse for them the souls of the witches.

Tomorrow night he would burn their e egant red brick devil-house with its fine white columns, the kind of
house exactly that thefilthy scum rich lived in back in Houston. Then he would take that woman of theirs,
the one with the soft white hands and the flowing hair, the one who had abominated the streets of
Maywell with her naked ride, and he would tie her up in her nakedness and burn her before the witness
of hispeople.

Then hewould say to the witches, disband. Be gone. God does not want you here.

The hand touched him so intimately that it maost made him cry out again, asit had solong agoin
Houston.

“Betty Turner, come forward and embrace your husband!”

“Oh, please, I—wejust can't!”



“Y ou can and you mugt, for it isthewill of God! | call ontherest of you, help her and her childrento
take courage! Come forward and embrace your brother, every one of you, embrace him and touch his
agonized flesh and know what evil the witches do to the body of the lamb!”

Sister Winifred was thefirst to go. That was a plucky lady. She jerked back when she laid her cheek
againgt the dead face and the dned crackling pricked her. Moving up and down the aide, Simon
exhorted.

“Hereisthe patience of the saints. here are they that keep the commandments of God and the faith of
Jesus! Help them now, give them strength!”

Theweeping of the Turner family filled the Tabernacle, that and the shuffling of the faithful up to the
coffin.

“And | heard avoice from heaven saying unto me, Write, Blessed are the dead which diein theLord
from henceforth:”

“Y eq, saith the Spirit, that they may rest from their |abors; and their works do follow them.”
Betty Turner clapped her handsto her face. “Closeit,” shewailed, “please closeit!”

“And | looked, and behold awhite cloud, and upon the cloud one sat like unto the Son of man, having on
his head agolden crown, and in hishand asharp sickle.”

Some of the men began to push the open coffin toward the rear of the church so that more could
embrace (he dead saint.

“And another angel came out from the dtar, which had power over fire; and cried with aloud cry to him
that had the sharp sckle, saying. Thrust in thy sharp sickle, and gather the clusters of the vine of the earth;
for her grapesarefully ripe”

There began among the congregation soft clapping. Simon nodded to Winifred, who started the organ
going, very low, “Gather at the River.” Best to stick to the Smple, familiar songs, Brother Pierce aways
maintained. That was the way into the most hearts and souls.

He was pleased with the strength of fedling in the congregation.

Thisfunera was going to give the men the courage they needed tomorrow night. It would take more than
his pitiful sermonizing to inspire those men to face the witches again.

Harris sgnaed from the door. He was waiting with his hearse; the town graveyard closed at dusk.

“We will recite Psalm 116, brothers and sisters, as we go into the outer darkness, to return the flesh to
the dust of the earth.”

He began the psalm.
“I love the Lord, because he hath heard my voice and my supplications.”

They put the coffin in the hearse. Smon rode in the funera car with the Turners. Betty, a handsome
woman, was flushed with her grief, her breasts heaving rhythmically beneath her black dress, her eye
shadow running down her face. She had a golden harlot of adaughter, and a son of freckles and sandy
hair, whose face shone with faith despite his grief. Simon read as the car moved off toward the
graveyard.



“The sorrows of death compassed me, and the pains of hell got hold upon me: | found trouble and
SOorrow.”

Betty Turner leaned her head against Simon's shoulder. “1'm sorry | couldn't hug him. But | just couldntt,
and now I'll never seehim again.”

Simon covered her hand with his,
“The Lord preserveth the smple: | was brought low, and he helped me.
“Return unto thy rest, O my soul; for the Lord hath dedlt bountifully with thee.”

Betty Turner drew aragged breath. Her daughter's eyes filmed. “Now, don't start in again, honey,” Betty
sad. “Youll start me, too.”

“Take comfort in the Word of the Lord,” Smon said. “ThisisHisWord aso. 'Preciousin the sght of the
Lord isthe death of hissaints." Y our husband was asaint, my dear sSister. A saintt”

The son's face clouded. Simon assumed he was remembering the truth of their private misery. Thet life
with Turner had been miserable Simon had no doubt. Turner was a drunken, red-faced roach of aman
with hishair full of grease, mean asahog and twice asfat.

“Let Israel now say that his mercy endureth forever.”
“Brother Pierce,” the daughter asked, “do you know the whole Bible?’

Simon smiled. It was such asmple, pure question, from that darling, soft child. How could lips be so red,
or eyes 0 blue, or hands so very smooth? He fought the ravening that he felt, and forced hisface to

gentleness.
The hand stirred.

Hetwisted and squirmed, but it remained close againgt him. He forced himself to answer the girl's
question, know about half. Every day | leam anew verse.

“Isthere anything,” the boy asked, “that can make us proud of Dad?’
“Willy.”
“Sorry, Mom.”

“Thereisaverse, son, from the 119" Psalm. It goeslikethis. Thisismy comfort in my affliction: for thy
word hath quickened me. The proud have held me greatly in dension: yet | have not declined from thy
law. | remembered thy judgments of old, O Lord, and have comforted myself." So we must al do the
same, son.”

The boy thought about this. “Can | watch,” he asked at last, “when you burn the witch?’
“Oh, hush, now! Whoever said he was going to do such athing?’

Simon fdt himsdf grow cold. He had said little of hisidess, yet here they were coming out of the mouth
of achild. Theremust be alot of whispering going through the congregation. Sometimes he wondered
who the leader was—himself or the intangible spirit of the group. “Do not admonish your son, Sister
Turner, for achild might speak in the tongue of the Lord.”



When the car stopped, dusk was aready far advanced. Betty Turner sank back into her seat. “1 just
don't know how I'm going to get through this! | dread the burid.” Shelooked at Simon with stricken
eyes. “Theresno way you could call him agood man. He drank. He beat us up. He was lazy and he
two-timed me. He left us poor. But he was aperson.” She glanced out the rear window, toward the
sunlight that sill clung to the diffs of Stone Mountain. “Those witcheskilled him just when hewastrying
hardest to get himsdlf saved. Y ou see, that man wanted to live in the Lord. But the flesh isweak!”

She and her son and daughter, tearsin their eyes, left the funera car and walked toward the gravesite
behind the coffin of the dead father.

Easily ahundred cars had come. Brother Pierce went to the grave, which had been lined with green
artificia turf by Harriss people, and provided with ading for the coffin. Simon saw that he had the
biggest graveside turnout in the history of the Tabernacle. That was wonderful, but it meant that there
might be spiesin among the crowd, witches and people sent by the sheriff and such.

Very well. He would not thresten anybody, nor even mention the vison he was having, of that young
naked-rider witch lying in the midst of afire, and she can't get away, and sheisburning and her screams
are pealing through the night. And for just afew minutes, Smon is happy. He doesn't even need the hand.
And it isbecausefor these few minutes he is vanquishing the sin of that poor misguided girl.

He could only be at peace, he decided, when he was sending a soul to heaven. She had shonein the
night like agoddess, had Amanda of the long flowing hair Of course it was her. He had noticed thet hair
when she visited the Tabernacle with her insane uncle. Oh, yes. The uncle was dead now, dead in that
coffin they had taken from hishouse.

The deputy sheriff had said it was her in the coffin, but he was mided. She was young and perfect. No, it
was him. If anybody wereto dig up that coffin, they would find the old whoremaster of ascientist init.

Simon stood in the thickening dark, among the dense crowd. The coffin was behind him, ready to be
lowered into me grave. Betty Turner stood on hisright, her daughter on hisleft, the son beside the
daughter. Simon began reciting the familiar lines of Genesis 3.

“In the swest of thy face shal thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it wast thou
taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.”

He paused The hand felt warm now, and heavier than it had been in years It fet dive. He glanced down,
but the bulge in his pocket was the same as ever Best to put it down to nervousness and forget it The
witches had him spooked.

“Everybody knowswhy we are here. We are here to bury one of our own. And we are hereto make a
statement that those witches must not forget. We know you, and we burn with hatred for the evil that isin
you, sons and daughters of Satan. For thereiswritten upon your foreheads, 'And they had tailslike unto
scorpions, and there were tingsin their tails. And they had aking over them, which isthe ange of the
bottomless pit, whose nameis Abadon.” He pointed past the tall shadow of the burial mound, toward the
darkening mountain.

Heremained slent, pointing.
L et the spies guesswhat it meant. His own people knew. It meant tomorrow night and fire.

Heflipped the lever that set the coffin to lowering, then thrust into his pocket to reassure himsdlf that
there was nothing genuinely wrong with the hand.



Whereupon it twined itswarm, living fingersin hisown—

Chapter 27

On her way down the mountains de Amanda had become aware for the first time of the dengity of flesh.
Every muscle and joint was giff. The easy shorthand of movement she had enjoyed in the other world
was replaced by aweighty crawling that she found most unnaturd. Physicdl life was an astonishing
limitation. She had never understood before the redl effect of flesh on the soul, to tifleit inthick dying
folds

They had to carry her thefina distance to the house. She had dept deeply, without dreaming. Shewas
awakened by the whisper of the sun's return. She could hear itslight sweeping into the room. It poured
acrossthe floor, yellowing the damask curtains of the bed. She dipped from beneath the coversand
parted the curtains, letting in the golden haze.

The quality of thetight reminded her of where she had been and, above dl, what she had learned. The
whole secret carnival paraded in her mind's eye. It wasimpossibly beautiful, a series of images acutely
charged with meaning. There were the terrors, Bonnie and the demon-girt Abadon, and of course
Mother Star of the Sea. There were aso her two flegting moments of heaven, and in retrospect they had
far moreimpact on her than did her long journey through her own guilt. Her few momentsin theold
backyard of her childhood were suffused in memory with the richest light that could beimagined, alight
that illuminated both physically and emotiondly. To know that she had left thislight caused her the most
intense suffering. She twisted and turned in the bed, experiencing her body as atangle of iron chains.

Then there was that short flash of Mother Star of the Sea'sredl fate, her own heaven. Hidden in her had
been agreat and compassionate Spirit, trying by sheer strength of will to save the souls of the girlsshe
was teaching. Did she know that she had become their demon, the arbiter of their guilt?

Y es, she knew, and upon that knowledge rested the palace of her happiness. For she also knew that she
provided them with a safe means of working through the sour materia of conscience after death. They
used their memories of their sem, uncompromising teacher when they died to cleanse their soulsfor
heaven. Because they had her, their work went quickly. To give them this enormous blessing, she had
sacrificed love on earth and accepted alonely death.

She understood the silence of Lazarus. How could you make voice from the air of so dun aworld asthis,
after heaven? And she had seen only the edges, not the whole light of it. Shefdt actua physica pain, asif
the air were being crushed by very longing from her lungs, and her blood boiling with aneed beyond
addiction.

She wanted nothing so much asto tighten into alittle knotted bal and wait until she could return.
A shadow bulged in the canopy above her. “Tom?’

Hedidn't stir. Nor did he purr. She found him awesome now, having seen him out of disguise. She
wished she couid thank him, but she had no idea how. She could hardly give him, say, a catnip mouse.

She looked down at her own flushed nakedness. It might be heavy and coarse, but she could still love
thisbody of hers. Her blood sang in her veins, her skin thrilled a the smple contact of the air. She
touched her own thigh, sensing the dectricity of the contact between flesh and flesh.

There was dso something eise, a new and more objective awareness of the world around her. She saw
the Covengtead as atiny eccentricity of life, afina refuge of magicd thinking. In her own mind she could
see the blue Stretches of reason and the bright shapesthat defined the inner realm of her magic. She had



acquired access to more of her mind than she had previoudy known. Her attention rushed into thisvast
new space. In it she saw Constance, who looked up at her with hollow, awvestruck eyes. Instantly she
knew Constance. Her knowledge was not verbal, but it was total. The experience had a powerful
emotiona impact on her. Without being able to say how, she understood the hidden meaning of thistragic
and enigmdticfigure.

Constance stared at her, and she was shocked to realize mat this was a shared experience. They were
somehow linked. Then Amanda saw Ivy, then Kate, then Robin. Hisiove poured out of hiseyes, a
perfumed glow. He was coming toward this room, bringing hisinnocence and his helplessness. She
wanted to cherish and protect him. But for Constance, none of them were aware of her careful scrutiny.
Their attentions were not strong enough to enable them to see by this other light.

Outside the bed there was a smal voice. “ Amanda?’ She pushed back the covers and raised her head
into thefull light of the sun. Beside her bed stood Robin, just as she had known he would. Instantly she
knew what troubled him. Her heart opened to him. “Look a me,” she said.

Heraised hiseyes. His sense of rgjection was easy to read. After hisinitia jubilation at her return, he had
begun to see ther as unreachably strange. There was nothing she could do but show him that she valued
him and needed him. “Please” she said, “kissme.”

A peck.
So hewas not so much awed as angry. “Robin?”’
“Your bregkfast isready.”

She got out of the bed and put on her robe, which she found neatly folded across the back of the big blue
chair. “Robin, | loveyou.”

“Thank you. | loveyou, too. Weadl do.”

Shefdt asharpnesswithin her, ataste of sdlt. “1 mean | loveyou.” Shelooked a him. “Holly King.” Did
he know how long was their association, through how many lives they had danced together? No, not
redlly. He had been told, but his awareness lay at the side of hismind, shrouded in dark curtains of doubt
and confusion. Thetrouble with reasonisthat it isonly one part of themind. In him, asin dl of them
except Congtance, it was agreat, centrd bulk of athing, condemning them to perceiving only the linear
and the expected.

She saw that mankind was exactly like the dinosaurs. The reptiles had chosen physical overgrowth at the
expense of al other development and so had perished. So aso mankind, since the beginning of recorded
history, has been crushing al parts of the mind except the reason, until this excessive menta growth
threatens him with extinction.

Reason isuseful for building buildings, but it cannot build a happy life, nor enable a human being to see
the sacredness or the richness of the earth. It cannot allow him to fedl with his own blood just how painful
itisto hurt theland. Welivein maya, theworld of illuson. Thereisno need for most of what we have,
not for dl these transformations of materid that we have accomplished—

We have built acivilization that is exactly like apoison in the earth, or avira growth, or an exploding
cance.

Amandasaw it dl so clearly, and aswell that the Covenstead might be tiny—just afew people, after
al—but because it sood againg thisterrible, fundamental human mistake, it wasincredibly important.



May the idea of the Covenstead, rich and open and unchained by the hungers of the consuming society,
spread through the world, freeing man from his own mind, and the terrible hypnosisthat isgoing to
extinguish the speciesif it is not broken soon.

“Amandal”
Robin'svoiceinterrupted her. She was breathing hard, staring. “ Sorry. I'mfine. | wasin another world.”

Slumping in his black sweatshirt and faded jeans, his muddy working boots, he could not have |ooked
moreforlorn. “I'm sure.”

“No, | don't mean—oh, Robin, | was preoccupied.” How could shetell him what wonders she now
perceived? The mists had lifted from her vision. To her, people had been revealed as magic architectures
of dmost unbelievable beauty, and him especidly.

She went to him, gathered his unresponsive body in her arms. “Please kissme.” She opened her lipsand
waited, remembering the hungry passion of the kisses they had traded at the culmination of the Wild
Hunt.

Hehdd her iffly.

“I'm only aperson, Robin.”

“I know that. It'sjust that—I saw you—"

She put her finger over hislips. “Y ou don't know what you saw.”

“Thehdl | don'. | saw you dead!”

What could she do to bring him back to her? Nobody could be natural and at ease with amiracle.

Sheredized, asthe strengthening sunlight set her blood to racing, that they were al going to react much
thesameway. “Thelast thing | need isworship. I'm till me, Robin. And | love you exactly as| did
before. Or no, that'salie”

“I'msureitis”
“I love you amillion times more. More than you can possibly imagine!”

His expression closed. How stupid of her to say that! But the words were aready out. They swarmed in
theair, vibrating hiswhole being to asort of brown despair. He was thinking held like to get this over
with and get out to thefields. “I don't want to keep you from the harvest,” she said.

“Y ou can even read my mind. What are you, Amanda?’

She had asked that same question of Constance. From thisside it was a bitter question to hear. “I know
that | loveyou.”

“Quit patronizing me! | mean, what happened to you? What did you find out?’

She wondered how she could ever tell it. If death istruly what one makesit, then there waslittle to say.
“Something's out there,” she said. He raised his eyebrows. “ Surprise isimportant. | can't deny you that.”

Robin held out hishandsto her. She went to him, but she wasllittle comforted by his tiff, nervous hug.



“Tdl meanyway.”

“Thereisanother world. It grows out of the mind when it is freed from the body. When you die you find
your conscience waiting for you. It cannot lie. If you suffer then, it is because you chooseto do so. If you
go oninto the highlands, it is because you fed ready to accept thejoy of heaven.”

“Am| ready?’

She could see so eadlly into his soul Like her own, his guilts seemed terribly smal. He was unsure that it
wasright to leave his parents, and he worried about not being able to provide for them in their old age.
She dipped her hand into his. “Y ou should reconcile yoursdlf with your parents. Growth for you liesin
the direction of understanding how you redly fed about them.”

“Weve cometo a pretty good understanding aready.”

She heard thelie. But it was not her place to correct him. He had to travel his own path. “Robin, | have
s0 much to tell you. | relived our past together.”

On the surface he barely heard her, so preoccupied was he by what he imagined as the distance between
them. But his essence heard, and looked out of his eyeswith graceful eagerness. “May | know?’ he
asked. Theacid in hisvoice, o contrived, seemed silly to her, but she did not laugh.

“Y ou didn't choose the name Robin by accident. 1t's been your name before. We wereloversalong time
ago, when | had ahousein the forest.”

How they had loved, in the warm Sherwood nights, when the cat watched from the branch, and the stars
coursed beyond the treetops. “I don't remember.”

Oh, but she knew that was alie. He did remember, and very well. Shesaw itin hiseyes. “Thelog
paace? Thefairy? The coming of the sheriff of Nottingham?’

“Youreteling mel was Robin Hood?’

“Yes. Y ou were Robin Hood.”

Helooked askance a her. He smiled just alittle.
“Youredly were”

He burst out laughing, and when he did the wall between them fell a last. He kissed her easly, and there
was hunger iniit, the real hunger of essence seeking essence. “ Oh, Amanda, I'm so glad you came back!
Wetried dl night, we raised the cone of power, but nothing seemed to help. | worked and worked and
worked and | was sure | had lost you. Then the Leannan came and allittle while later there you werel”
He was covering her face with kisses now, and they were kisses of passion. “Y ou're so beautiful, | love
you so much, | didn't think | could live without you!”

She ddivered hersdlf to his embraces. They went back into the bed and she drew down his pants and
underpants and opened her robe to him. There, in the secrecy of the curtained bed, they made furious,
shaking, gleeful love, laughing and kissing asthey did it. She opened hersdf to him and let him seek the
center of her pleasure.

When he spent himsdlf, she attained aleve of ecstasy so intense that for an ingtant she blacked out.
Afterward it was asif therich dark of her womb was vibrating, announcing the presence of new life.



They had concelved a baby just then, she knew. But that as for another phase of lifein the Covenstead.
Just now, would keep her condition a secret.

They lay awhile, linked. Shefollowed his semen onitsjourney, feding it struggle up her falopian tubes, a
swirling, struggling cataclysm in the dark, until finally one bright speck of him reached the egg, and there
burgt forth alight that sang. The connection to the egg held, and anew voice jabbered up in her. She
smiled, bestified by her womanhood. “ Can you keep a secret?’

“Of course”

She saw how thinwas hisred ability to do this. Keeping a secret is one of the most difficult of disciplines.
“Y ou must keep it for about three days. Can you do that?’

“Certainly. Comeon, tel me”

“You madeit,” shesad. “| just got pregnant.”
His eyeswidened. “How—"

“| fdtit dl. Thewholething.”

Hefdl on her inawild excess of passion. “1 was scared of you, my love. | was scared to death, but you
cured me of it. Y ou opened me up somehow.”

“Y ou opened yoursdlf up. When you saw there was till room to laugh.”
Helad hismouth on hers. Shetouched him dl over, feding every ddiciousinch of him.
Robin's kiss went on and on, lingering now, probing now, seeking in the miracle of their joined salves.

Finally he cuddled beside her. There came from him awhisper o soft it wasalmost unarticulated. . . a
thought. “Wasit just dark, death? Were you telling me the truth?’

She hugged him. “Y ou can look forward to great wonders.”

Hewent up on an elbow. “| ill can't believeit. Y ou actualy came back to life. Thisisa scientific fact.
And you have memories, knowledge from the world of the dead. Thisisincredible”

She had to forgive him; he did not mean to make her fedl londly. “The better you know yoursdlf before
you die, the better off you'l be.”

“Isthereamora order? Such athing assin? Isthereahell?’

“Asfar asmora orders are concerned, we make our own choices. We are our own judges. And we are
never wrong.”

“S0, like, if Hitler thinks he's doing good, then he goesto heaven?Isthat right?”

“After death, dl illusonsfdl avay. We know ourselves, exactly aswe are. | think | had aglimpse of
Hitler.”

“Inheaven?’
The memory so thoroughly revolted her that she dmost screamed. “No.”

Tom's head appeared between the curtains. For amoment the two of them just looked at it. It was much



too far from the floor, and he certainly wasn't dangling from the canopy.
“Isthereachair out there?” Robin asked nervoudly.

“Not thet | recall.”

Tom extended his tongue and dowly, sensuoudly, licked his chops.

“He must be—he hasto be—"

“I think it'shisideaof ajoke. Don't let it upset you.”

“Thecat isfloating in midair and you tell me not to get hpset! Jesus! Scat, damn you!”
Instead Tom camein, rolling and playing intheair.

“I think he's celebrating.”

Hefloated past and out the other side of the curtains. Robin was silent for somelittle time. Once or twice
he started to talk. Then he shook hishead. “As| recdl,” he said at last, “you like pancakes.”

“Thisistruth.”
“Would you like some now?’

She regarded him with deep fondness. “Would | ever.” They both dressed, and she brushed her hair and
washed her face, and they went down to the kitchen. She had expected light and activity, but the room
was cold.

“They'red| down at thevillage,” Robin said. “ They've afeast for you. Asyou might imagine, thereisa
great of excitement. Only the Vine Coven'sreally greeted.

“I barely remember coming down the mountain. | wasterribly tired.”

“Y ou waked like azombie.” He hesitated at his own words, then looked away, asif he had unthinkingly
called attention to some deformity of hers.

Thetwo of them went out into me morning.

There was more than one veteran in Simon's congregation. His cal had been heard, as a matter of fact,
by no fewer than seven vets, three of them tough young stedlworkers on indefinite layoff. All had been
trained in modem infiltration techniques during the Vietnam Waer.

At Betty Turner's request the command post wasin her home. Simon sat before his makeshift desk in the
family room, which had been renamed the Operations Room.

“| got the radios. Brother,” Tim Faulkner said. He put abig box down on the floor. “ Just what the doctor
ordered. Three hand-held CBs, dl tuned to the same channd.”

Charlie Rellly tromped in with amap, which he proceeded to unroll againgt thewall. “Give me ahand,
Tim, | want to tape thisthing up.”

Simon had never seen such an elaborate topographical map. It showed contour in great detail, brown
lines againgt me various shades of background color.

“Thisisthe National Guard '63 update of the Geodetic Survey map of the Maywell Quadrant,” Reilly



sad. Heand Tim Faulkner finished taping it to the wall.

It brought amilitary look to this headquarters. Simon took pleasurein the calm and professiona
amaosphere. He had been trying not to think about the hand coming to life. It was dmost the only thing he
could think about. Either it was amiracle to proclaim or aspdl from which he must protect his people.
But which?

“Davisisdown at the County Courthouse,” Deputy Peters said, “ getting me blueprints of the Collier
place. Once we have those welll be ready to get this operation s&t.”

Eddie Martin spoke up. He was wearing green army fatigues and a camouflage flak vest. “1 want to
develop amission analysis with detailed operational orders. And | don't want anybody handling weapons
or gasoline who doesn't know what they're doing. We're not a bunch of assholes. We're organized,
we've got structure, and we're in theright. So let's act that way.”

Even Smon's originad men had acquired new efficiency. He had little to do but watch. The martyrdom
had filled his people with the grace of God. How he loved these people, deeply, abidingly, with hiswhole
soul. They would help themselves and the witches, too. L et the poor people suffer in thislife so that they
would be happy in the next. Only one person among them al would not be going to heaven. Such was his
joy and his deep, inner sadness that Simon wept quietly, the tears moving coldly down his cheeks. He sat
bunched &t his card table, nervoudy touching what wasin his pocket.

The witches barn was crowded. In the center was a greet circular table, hegped with al kinds of food.
People stood round it or sat on the floor. When Amanda and Robin came there was an intense stir,
suddenly hushed. Amandawas not surprised to see Constance a miserable shadow of hersdlf sitting off in
acomer. She would need much support and reassurance. Her fate was upon her, visbleto Amandaasa
szzling, burning finger that pointed directly at the center of the old woman's skull.

“Connie?’
When Constance met her eyes, Amanda knew at once that she was aware of it, too.

After alifelived between the worlds, the old woman was afraid of death. Connie's black ravens stood in
alinedong and above her.

Amanda made her way through the silent, watching crowd of peopleto her benefactor. She sat down on
thefloor infront of her. “Connie, how can | hep—"

“I'mnot afraid of degth. It'spain.” She saw Connie burning in agony, her ravens swarming, their wings
dipped in blue flames.

“Oh, Connie!”

“Whisper!”

“Can't you stop it? There must be some way, surdly.”
“When my fire burns, I'll be there. Nothing can changeit.”

Amanda saw that. The closer the future comes to the present, the more possibilities become probable.
Then they becomeinevitable.

Connie smiled, astudy in sadness. “Nature must feed, Amanda.”



“Yes, Connie. Y ou can lean on menow. Y ou can tell meal your fears. Nothing is hidden from me.”

Constance seemed to sag. In her eyes there was incredible gratitude. “I need you. I've needed you for
yws.”

She would have taken the old woman in her arms there and then, but awoman came up, offering
Amandaabowl! of sweet yogurt, al but bowing and scraping. Constance looked very sad. “It takes an
independent spirit to do magic. They won't be witcheslong if they become your followers, young
woman.”

“| don't want that.”

“You certainly don't! They're awed of your knowledge of death, but they al have the sameinformation
hidden in their hearts. We just forget it for alittle while, so don't take advantage of your fellowman's poor

memoary.

“I'll try not to.” Rather than have the woman grove there, shetook the proffered bowl and ate it while the
whole of thelo Coven, who managed the dairy, looked on with pride. “It is human nature to seek the
confirmation of princes,” shesad. “That'swhy royd families are forced to soend so much time making
ingpections. | can teach them not to regard me asaroya person.”

“Let them bein awe of you, but let them make their own decisions. It'll be hard, especialy when you can
see farther than they can. But they must leam from their own mistakes.”

“I know. We can't teach people anything. They have to have their experience.”

Constance moved her hands benesth her dress and brought out a blackened, ancient garter. “Thisis
yours,” she said. “I've been keeping it for you.” And so, without ceremony, she was being offered the
very garter of Maidenhood. She recognized it of old, and took it. The leather wasvery, very old, as
black as carbon. The clasp was of bone. Dimly, asif she were an echo of acry, Amandaremembered
Moom. Moom's laughter, Moom's pain, Moom's courage. She had given birth to six children and died
before she wasfifteen.

Moom had owned two garters. And so had Marian.
“Where's my other garter, Connie?’

Constance waved her hand. “Lost to fire during the time of Innocent VII1.” The room was stuffy, the
smell of thefood heavy. Two children, Ariadne and Feather, actualy knelt when they brought a plate of
pancakes.

Amandaknew that she had to act, and quickly, to avoid becoming the resident Goddess-Queen. It was
right for the witches to have a queen, but she must be no more than first among equals.

She held up the garter. “1've been given this. It belongsto the Covenstead and it can only beworn by an
initiated prietess. Am | right?’

There were murmurs of agreement.

“Fine. Initiste mejust asyou would any apprentice. And if you eect me, | will wear your garter to the
best of my liability.” She thought of Moom, who would have torn any woman gpart who had tried to teke
this garter. And Marian, to whom the sacrilege of removing it was unthinkable. She put it in her pocket
and took Connie's hand. “Y ou want anything from the table, Connie?’



“No.” Her voice dropped. “Y ou know what I'm going through.”
“Yes, Connie”
“I wish you could hold me.”

“I will, Connie, when we're done. Aslong asyou want meto. I'll be with you, Connie, even at the very

“| fed so strange without the garter! So sad.”

Shetook Connie's hand, for amoment held it tightly. The moment between them seemed to deepen. But
Amandaknew that she had to break the moment. As much as she wanted to comfort Connie, thistime
bel onged to the Covenstead. “If | don't go over to that table and serve mysdlf, I'm going to get more of
bowing and scraping.”

“Y ou don't need that. Go, do your duty.”

There were pitchers of apple cider and alittle blackberry juice. No whole berries, though. Too bad.
Amanda had seen them on the bushes, fat and delicious-looking. There were elder-blow pancakes and
pumpkin pies and squash cooked in herbs and honey, huge loaves of dark bread and white goat's milk
cheese. There were pitchers of cream and milk and pots of pungent tea. Sabs of the pig Hiram's bacon.
Long before she had tasted it al, Amanda had managed to satisfy even her fierce appetite. Her body
wanted to confirm its renewed connection to life, and it did that by eating.

She moved through afog of slent, fascinated Sares. 1 haven't eaten sSince yesterday morning,” she said.
“If you ever resurrect anybody else, don't forget to feed them. Y ou come back hungry.”

A little nervous laughter, aslame as her attempt to relieve the tenson. Connie put agentle hand on
Amandasarm, drew her aside. “ Take alesson from Manan. She was very clever at being queen. She
knew how to rule without coercion, and reign without causing awe. But even when she played hide and
seek with the children or raced horses with the men, nobody ever forgot she was queen. It'satrick,
Amanda, to befirst and equd at the sametime.” Then Connie said something that disguieted Amanda.
“It'sanilluson, just asthe peace and happiness of thismoment areanilluson.”

“What do you mean?’
“Go outsde and look at the sky. Look with your new eyes.”

Amanda stood up, told Robin to stay behind, and went out on her own into the quiet village. A drift of
smoke rose from the swest-lodge chimney.

As her eyesfollowed the smoke into the sky, she dmost fell over backward with terror and shock. She
was looking up the side of atowering leg covered with gleaming black fur. It was so tremendous that it
was amost beyond seeing.

Shelooked up and up the rippling, muscular sweep of black fur to the vast, expanding chest perhaps a
thousand feet above, and right into the grinning Cheshire face of the largest and most menacing black cat
she had ever seen.

And Tom was looking straight back at her. There was instantaneous communication between them,
deeper than spoken words. Tom was at once apart of what menaced the Covenstead and what
protected it. The am of the Leannan wasto test the witches. The aim of that other darkness, that which
controlled Brother Pierce, was to destroy them, asit wasto destroy everything that gave mankind a



chance of survival and growth.
This Samhain was indeed a season of learning and of dying.

That which menaced the Covenstead was far larger than Tom. Indeed, it towered over him, animmense
presence of hate that swept up from Maywell and across the sky, drawing its strength from the immense
heart of evil, and al the smaler hearts of men and women who would kill what they do not understand,
who would despise ways which are not their own. She saw it clearly, even asit shrank back from her.
Wheat had possessed Brother Pierce and those like him fed on fear, and hated both man and God.

“Thislong centra halway suggeststo me that the way to go isto jimmy the front door and work through
with the gasoline sprayers until we reach the kitchen, here. Then we get the hell out. On aradio sgnd the
fire team goes through the same way. We put atwo-minute timer on the fuses. By the time the place
gtarts burning we're approximately ‘three hundred yards away, just at the edge of the forest.”

“I'd rather you had three minutes,” Brother Pierce said. He did not want another Turner.
“If weleaveit go too long, they'll smell the fumes.”
“How many people atogether on the place?’ Bill Peters asked.

Bob Kmeger answered. “ There's twenty-one commuters to Phitly and New Y ork. Plusthey're running a
damn good three-hundred-acre farm using only hand tools. We can't see they have less than seventy
people working that land. Add in children and boost the total ten percent to be on the safe side, and a
reasonable guessis ahundred and thirty.”

Bill rubbed his cheek with hisright hand. “Where the hell do they live?’

“They're out there,” Eddie Martin said. “ Got to be. Weve targeted twenty-three houses in town as
witch-owned, but the estate witches ain't living there, or we'd see ‘'em move out to the farm every day.”

Bill thumped the blueprint. “ They sure ashdll don't live in this house. Not unlessthey're jamming
together.”

“They might be. Anyway, | don't think it'saconcern.”

“It'saconcern, dl right. Weve got to know where these people are. Y ou're talkin' sixteen guysin our
group. Were no match for over ahundred. If we aren't careful, we could al end up captured or worse.
With these people, maybe alot worse.”

Simon thought of the house burning and lowered his eyes, praying once again to the Lord for guidance.
They were witches and they must be evil, but wasit his place to pass sentence on them? He was tempted
just to say the whole attack was canceled and that the Lord had given him a better idea.

Unfortunately the Lord was quiet, and Simon had no better idea. “Please, Lord,” he called in his heart,
“help meto do your will. Help me, O Lord.” But the Lord remained slent. The planning session went on.

Amanda looked up at the creature above her. Its great eyes glared down. It was waiting, and she had the
fedling that there was very little time. But what did it want her to do?

She looked into the eyes. They were too knowing to be safe, but they were aso very, very good. There
was even humor there somewhere. In aflash he crouched down.

Amanda backed up. She could see the huge face superimposed on the village, hear the breathing, even



hear the damp sound when he blinked. She could fed he was calling to her. Despite dl his awesome
power, he could not succeed without her.

“How can | hep?Pleasetel me!”

In his eyes she saw men running on dark streets, she saw gasoline tins and roiling orangefire, and she
heard Constance screaming in agony.

“Can't you stop them, Tom?’

Then in the cat's gleaming eyes Amanda saw the whole Covenstead on fire. She was so horrified she
jumped back land fell down.

She stared into the morning sky. And sure enough, what she feared to see was there. Poised over the
bam was aflaming finger exactly like the one that threatened Constance. Amandawent back to the bam
and drank along draught of cider. People gathered round her then, and began kissing her one after
another. Shekissed them all, soft lips of women, thin lips of men, wet lips of children. She kissed them as
openly and intimately as she had Robin, and shared her breath with them all.

Some went away shocked, all silent. None but Amanda and Constance saw the fingers, and Constance
kept to her comer, from timeto time jerking her head asif to get out from under the thing that hissed in
theair above her.

But that was not the way to escape. Amanda's mind was tormented with the problem. Thiswaswhy she
had been returned to her people. She was here to save their, way of life.

There seemed to be no direction in which to turn. She sensed that she might aswell try to change the
course of the Amazon as dter the fate that overhung the Covenstead.

She knew the emotion that cametofill her, knew it al too well. It was absolute and unreasoning. She
fought it but it would not subside. Her fear waslikeicein the depths of her belly, freezing everything,
freezing hope. She could see Brother Pierce asif through avault of night, his spirit tortured, hismind
made up. He personified man's deep, viscera fear of the unknown. There was so much hate and so much
ignorance. She had no power againgt it.

But she had to have power. Somehow she had to save the Covenstead. She saw Simon Pierce standing
aonein the center of hisnight. In hishand was atorch, and firewasin hiseye.

Chapter 28
NIGHT ON THE SURFACE OF A STAR

In hush of afternoon Amandawent aoneto the ruins of thefairy village. She needed time doneto think
about the Covenstead's problem. Tom had communicated to her that there was no escape from fate.
They had to live through whatever lay aheed, or dieinit.

She climbed a hummock until she wasisolated, as Mad Marian had been so long ago, overlooking her
dominion. A small black stone cameto hand. It was smooth with time, aflung aged to gentleness.

Init she could fed therecord of al it had ever known, whole eons collapsed to sighs. The stonewas
wise, and it had amessage for her.

The stone said; you must embrace the fire. Amanda saw the whole Covenstead consumed by quick red
flames



The leaves, the sems, rustled with a hurrying breeze.

“Act,” it whispered, “act.”

The secret is—

She saw the horses kicking in the bam as their manes began to smoke and curl.

The Fairy Queen spoke: “Thisisthe destiny of the night: you are warned that children of the fairy danced
here once, but they do not dance now. The demon has different formsin different times, but it killsthe
sameway. It isthe hammer of witches.”

“How do | stopit? Tell me how!”

She saw the Leannan for amoment, standing in among atangle of weeds. “1 don't know. If | did, my
fairy would be able to reclaim this place, and they cannot.”

“Why not? What stands againgt you?’
There was no answer.

Amanda sat along time, her eyes closed, listening to her body work and to the breeze worrying the dry
grass. The body may be heavy and dow and coarse, but it was so wonderfully real. Once tasted, thelife
of theflesh could never be forgotten.

Dedtruction, wars, fire—
Had Brother Pierce no epiphany?

When she opened her eyes, she was astonished to find how long the shadows had gotten. So many
hours, so littletime.

Her people had come. They formed acircle around the base of the hummock. They chanted her name.
“ Amanda, Amanda, Amanda, Amanda.”

It was deeply moving to hear theword of the smell and taste and look of herself. Moom, aso, had been
thus moved, and Marian.

Y ou must act, thewind had said.
But how?

The stone educated her. Images, words, thoughts, poured through her mind. She saw the whole massive
mechanism of oppression. It came not only from the sorrowful heart of Brother Pierce but from the
bleak, loveless minds of fundamentalist legidators assaulting witcheraft in Congress, and their followers
persecuting witchesin the dark of night. It was asif some great consciousness had possessed them and
perverted their desire to do good, sweeping a black hand acrosstheir eyes.

Then the stone showed her me condition of other witchesin theworld, the desecrated Grove of the
Unicorn in Georgia, being vanddized by fundamentaist Christians before television cameras, the act
gleefully broadcast on an evening news program. She saw Oz, awitch in New Mexico, being dandered
ona*“Chrigstian” televison program, and more: she saw the restless, questing hatred that animated this
new persecution of me Old Religion, the articulate men in their fine suits arguing in Congress, and the
spreading madness of the Brother Pierces of the world, and the sadness hidden in the hearts of them dll
asthey prayed to the Risen Lord even asther hate chained them to the service of the Dark One Leannan



would not name.

Then she saw the future, asit might very well be, afuture so hard that she must not even shareit with
Congance. She saw prisonsfull of witches, sted bars and raping guards, and long, agonizing lawvs on the
shimmering digital books of tomorrow, and she saw the glimmer of coals where witch places had been.

She knew with sted! clarity and a gentle heart what she had to do. “ Take meto the children,” she said. “I
want themto initiste me.”

Ivy: “ Amanda, that isn't the way we ought to do it. Y ou're to be welcomed, not initiated. Death initiated
you. And the honor goesto the Vines.”

Robin: “We haveit dl planned. Weve invented aredly beautiful ritua.”
She went back to the village.

Peopl e there were preparing for the rite, which wasto take place at moonrise in the stone circle the
Covengtead used for itsmgor rituals.

An awesome ceremonia was not right. If the kids made up aritud, it was bound to be smple and full of
fun, and so powerful and rich with readl magic.

On asmal wooden table in the middle of the circle were Ivy's athame, cup, cord, and scourge, the
traditiond toolsof initiation.

A group of six or saven people were making decorative sheaves of whest to dressthe dtar. A crown of
rowan had been woven for Amanda.

“Windwalker, will you round up the children for me?’

Helooked up from hiswork. By day he was an advertising executive. His mundane name was Bemie
Katz. He worked with the children's coven. “ They're hafway between here and the mountain. Thereésa
game of follow the leader going on.”

“That makesit easy. Find the leader.”

Hewent off through the village calling the name of Ariadne. She was one of the middle giris, agangling
child of eeven, brown of eye and quick to smile. Amandaremembered her knedling with her plate of
pancakes, like an Egyptian davegirl.

A perfect choicefor high priestess of theinitiation—

Soon she gppeared at aflamboyant run, her green skirt whipping about her legs, her hair flying behind
her. She came up, wide-eyed, just managing to stop at the edge of the circle. “It'snot cast,” Amanda
sad. “Comeonin.”

Behind her, straggling along, were the rest of the children of the Covenstead, twenty-eight kidsin all.
“Good game?’
Ariadne nodded. She was breathing hard. “Up to the Fairy Stone, then back down the mountain.”

Amandaremembered Grape, gone forever beyond the Stone. There had been aquiet ceremony in the
Covenstead just after dawn, but they had not awakened her for it. What had happened to Grape? Did
she aso wander, as Amanda had, in hard kingdoms?



The Leannan spoke again in Amandas mind, thistimetestily. “ She'sin the Land of Summer. She's
perfectly happy.” Amandawas startled to hear the voice so close. It was like wind or remembered
melody. Anyone could have heard it had they known what to listen for.

Amanda spoke to the children. “Come and sit around me, al of you. | have something | want you to do.”
They gathered round, al freckles and smears and wide eyes. “ All right, now listen closdly. I'm going to be
initiated after we go to sweet lodge.”

“You'rethe Maiden dready.” Thisfrom agrave boy, dark hair, thin, intense face.

“But I'm not amember of your Covenstead. | don't belong to you, not yet. Y ou haveto initiate mefirdt.
And | want you kidsto do it, asavery specia favor to me.”

They stared at her, waiting for more.

“Y ou need to select a priestess.”

Therewasslence.

“Comeon, discussit. Do you want Ariadne? Or maybe somebody &l se?’

“I want Feather,” came a soft voice.

“Wait aminute,” Ariadne said, “you can't say that. Y ou are Feather!”

“I'm abetter witch, Ariadne, you know | am.”

“But you can't choose yoursdlf It'snot fair. I'm the high priestess of the children's coven.”
Feather was agirl with asmile hidden in her face and the glow of early puberty about her.
“1 want Fegather, too,” aboy said.

“Ariadne,” another replied. “It ought to be her.”

“Festher isnicer.”

“Ariadne pulled you out of the bog last month.”

“All right, kids,” Amandasaid, “you can have an dection. All in favor of Ariadne, raise your hands.”
She counted fourteen.

“Andin favor of Fegther.”

Fourteen again. Both girls had voted for themselves. Amanda could not imagine a better outcome. “Very
well, you'l do it together. Which of you knows best the Way of the Altar?’

Ariadne nodded to Festher.
“Feather will befirgt priestess, then. Will the two of you choose apriest?’
They consulted for sometimein whispers, laughing frequently asthey went through the list of boys.

“We choose Robin,” Feather told her.



“Robin?Y ou mean the adult Robin?’
“Y ou should dways beinitiated by your lover, don't you know that?’

“I have alot to leam about witchcraft.” But even as she spoke the words, she knew they were not true.
In Marian's memory alone there was avast amount of lore, of the herbs and the spells and the ways of
the forest. From Moom came the smple heart of it al, the chants and dances.

Somebody was banging the gong for swest lodge. Amanda went with the children to the wide foyer of
the building. Smoke was risng from both chimneys, and the wooden flaps covered the windows. The
adult witches were gathering at the lodge entrance, hanging up their clothes and pulling off their
workboots.

L ong shadows were cregping from under trees and around the comers of buildings as the witches passed
into the big lodge. The steam had been filled with the aroma of the forest, drawn from damp herbslaid on
the hot rocks.

Amanda strode naked into the center of the room and lay on one of the long benches. The children went
firgt to the stone tubs and crowded in together, squedling and laughing asthey attacked one another with
sogp and rush broom.

Amanda contemplated them, the fire-marked children. Why must there be such hate for such happiness?

“Hey, lazy!” Shelooked up, Sartled. Ivy proceeded to shove her down the bench. “ Give me some room
there, Maiden.” Ivy lay down beside her. “I understand the point you're trying to make with the kid's
initiation,” she said. “Ifsagood idea” Shelaughed. “A lot of the covenersfrom the town and some of the
Chrigtians are coming. What we had planned was a procession around the estate, with you riding a
horse.”

It was Amanda's turn to laugh. “Y ou're not serious?’

“Not entirdly.” She gave Amandaan arch look. “ Y ou redlly are rather avesome. The Catholics are
cdling you amiracle. | think the Episcopasfavor amedica explanation. But everybody agrees, you're
something quite unusud.”

“ Ilmjus me.n

Ivy smiled at her. “ An awful ot of people saw you dead. Now you're dive again, waking around.
Naturdly thereisalittle ave.”

Amandathought of thefinger in the sky. “I'm not nearly as powerful asyou think.” “Don't patronize.”

There camein the splashing of the children's water asparkling whisper, * Hurry, Amanda, every moment
counts.”

“Surdly, Leannan, thereis ill time.”
“No. Thereisnotime”

“I think we gotta give'em warning,” Deputy Peters said. His eyes were red, his face was perspiring.
Simon watched him carefully. Bill Peters was so damn afraid. Even the tone of hisvoice could cause
peopleto losetheir courage.

“We can't, Bill, well risk afight.” Eddie Martin was certainly more Simon's sort of man. Strong, decisive,



looked like held beat hell out of the first person to cross him. Hiswife had complained of him onceina
private sesson with Simon. “ Y ou cleaveto him,” Simon had told her. “The Good Book says aman's
supposed to cleave to hiswife,” she had replied, “not the wife to her husband. Y ou men just read it
backward. And anyway, he doesn't cleave. He hallers.” A decent girl, Simon had tried to treat her
kindly. He had blessed her and told her to place her troublesin the hands of the Lord.

“We are talking about murder, you guys! My God, if we burn ahundred and thirty people—we can't risk
it, werecrazy.”

Simon listened, but at the same time did not. The meeting had been going on for sometime, and he
suspected that it was going to resolve itself no matter what he said.

Lately he found himsdlf turning more and moreto his past, asif the gpproaching crisswas returning him
to hisown great guilt, and to the hand. He had only known her for afew days, but he had thousands and
thousands of detailed memories of her, of how she had laughed and what hopes she had cherished, and
what she had enjoyed. She wanted to be alawyer, and her favorite thing in the world was Double
Bubble bubble gum. He remembered her talk, her ideas and ways, the anger and the bitterness at afate
she could not control, and how very much she had wanted to be held.

He was snapped back to the meeting by Eddie Martin'svoice. “Now, look here. Deputy, we are talking
about something that has to be done! Thistown's got cancer. If you want to get rid of cancer, you take a
burning brand and you just burn it right out.”

“I'mtelling you, if we burn that house, old Williamsis going to be pretty mad, but in (he end hesgoing to
giveup onit. But if even one person goes up, hell have the state police in here and every damn one of
usll beinjall withinthe week.”

Simon spoke mildly, softly. “Thou shdl not suffer awitchtolive”
Eddie Martin dapped hisfist againgt the table.
Hard sllence followed.

“But a0, 'Let none of you imagine evil againgt hisneighbor.' We must punish them until they cometo
their senses, and when they do, then let uslove them.”

Feet shuffled. There were afew coughs. Simon sensed that they did not redlly understand him, and that
was sad. He knew the truth about Chrigtianity, its deep, inner decency and tolerance. Why, when he
preached, didn't it come out that way? He just couldn't figure it out. But here they were. Would Jesus be
comfortablein thismeeting?

Bob Krueger spoke acompromise. “We set everything up, then we pull back aimost to the road, see.
Then wefireafew shotsinto the air with ashotgun. That'll wake up every damn witch from hereto hell.
They'll havetimeto get out of the house but not timeto catch us. Or even see us.”

“That'sagood idea,” Deputy Peters said.
“Vote,” Eddie Martin said.

They tied it up. Eddielooked long a Simon. “Y ou gotta bresk it, Brother.” If he were to vote against
Eddieswishes, how would hetakeit?

“1 must seek the counsd of the Lord.”



Just then Mrs. Turner came in with two big pizzaboxes. Her son followed with three six-packs of beer.
There was no merriment as the men began to eat. Simon had never been in battle, but he could imagine
that men must be like this the night before an assallt.

Asthey dug into the food, Simon |eft the room to pray in private. Unfortunately Eddie Martin followed
him. They went together into the garage. Eddie was tiff with rage. “I'm not satisfied. Brother Pierce,
Seven of 'em voted against me. Seven cowards.”

“They'd call themsalves prudent.”
Eddie sucked in breath. “What do you cal them. Brother?’

Now, this had to be handled very, very carefully. He didn't want to lose either haf of the group. “ Brother
Martin, | think we are walking in theway of the Lord, and we are doing Hiswork, in Hisvineyard. | trust
in Hiswisdom.”

“I trust in Hiswisdom, too. That'swhy we gotta do things the rough way. Burn 'em. Make surethe
survivorsleave and never come back—if there are any damn survivors.”

“Williamswas aready over to my place, asking dl kinds of questions about poor Brother Turner, rest his
soul. If thewitches die, therell be no doubt in his mind about who did it. And it will be acrime of nationa
importance. WElIl look evil, and they will look like martyrs.”

“We're about to burn down a house worth an easy quarter million dollars. Probably more. Williamsis
gonna be asking questions anyway.” Eddie Martin came closeto Simon. He stank of machine oil from
cleaning guns. His eyes were bloodshat. “1'll tell you what we ought to do. We ought to capture every
one of those bitches and al thelittle toads they got as men, and have us a public execution. And then
when Williams pokes his nose around—just blow his head right off. I'd do it myself, and I'd be proud!”

Thiswas too much, and Simon knew it. He had never seen alook like the onein Eddie Martin's eyes.
“Have acaution, Brother.”

“Why?'Y ou know you got more than haf thistown on your sde? Sure you do! Even got some of the
Episcopals, who don't hold with the town covens meseting in their damn basement. And Catholicswho
got upset about that nude ride. Hell, you got every law enforcement person except the sheriff himself.
And Tom Murphy, he's state police mgjor up to Elsemere, runs the whole damn county. He's been
around the Tabernacle a couple of times. | seen that man prayin' his heart out with you, Brother Pierce.”

Everything Eddie said was true. The more public the witches became, the more powerful Smon got. He
knew that, but he did not know just how to handle mis situation. If he voted to warn the witches, he lost
Eddie and his six supportersfor sure. If he voted against warning, he probably wouldn't lose the others.

But they risked committing acrime of extraordinary ferocity, onethat could not bejudtified anywherein
the Bible. Or could it?“Thou shat not suffer awitch tolive.”

Eddie had been out here long enough. Simon wanted to take this before the Lord. “Where livesare
involved. Brother Martin, | haveto pray. Please |leave me aone for afew minutes.”

After Eddieleft, Simon knelt down beside the Turners old Dodge wagon, facing the back door of the
garage. A tattered toy puppet lay on the floor between him and the door, its head cut open, no doubt in
some childhood game. He noticed then that there were a number'of other dollslying on ashdf near the
door, al with their headsin disrepair. A lot of anger in the Turner house.

“OLord,” hewhispered, “please help me now. It ism my power to send the witchesinto the fire of your



divine justice. Hear me, O Lord, and let me know what to do.” He kndlt there, stanng at the dolls. Soon
the concrete floor sarted hurting hisknees. “ O Lord, just send me somekind of asign.”

There was nothing. Smon knelt awhile longer, hismind full of wordless prayer. At last, sorry that his
need had been too little to interest the L ord, he began to rise. Just then he heard something odd—a
mewing sound on the far side of the garage. He peered around the car.

The sound came again, much louder thistime. He couldn't see anything over the top of the car. But when
he looked under it, he saw well enough.

Therewas ablack panther in this garage with him. Even as he started to get to hisfest, it sailed
soundlesdy across the hood of the car and blocked hisway. Thereit stood, huge, its massive, kinked tail
flicking, its one good ear cocked toward him.

He was dumbfounded. There weren't any panthersin May well. “Help!”

It growled and legped at histhroat. The thing almost knocked his bresth out of him. Then it was on him.
He couldn't believethis.

A panther with terrible eyes, laughing and green and crud. “Help me!”
“Were coming!”

The men came through the door in a bunch and stopped, shocked. The panther had Simon down. He
knew it was about to kill him.

“What the hel—"

“Get agun. It'sgonnatear me apart any second.” He could smell its breath, an odor like rotten meat. He
tried to control his shaking, because it seemed to excite the cat, which began to breathe harder and
harder, washing him with thefoul stink.

Suddenly the cat yowled. Something invisible was pulling at its powerful neck, forcing its head back avay
from Smon.

Wéll, glory be, he understood now. The cat was awitch spell and the Lord was protecting him fromit.
His men were bunched up at the door. They had guns, but Simon knew that bulletswouldn't hurt this
panther. It was a spirit thing, had to be—despite the torn ear and busted tail.

“Brace yoursdf!”

When the bolts clicked, the panther didn't even bat an eye. Instead it opened its mouth wide and with a
lunging mation went for Smon'sjugular. “Oh, God!”

It stood gagging, unableto reach him. He could see die faint outlines of immense fingers around the
thing's neck. And atremendous, dark, something standing behind it, holding it back.

The sheer strangeness of it adl terrified him. A shot exploded over the sound of his screams.
The big cat leaped straight up into the air shrieking in rage. And the shadowy form legped right after it.

Simon sat up. He fdlt histhroat. No injury. “O my dear Lord,” he said. His heart was thundering, his
blood roaring in hisveins.

“It'sup intherafters,” Tom Faulkner said softly. “Nobody move.” He cast the beam of hisflashlight



toward the dark directly above Simon, who was still itting on thefloor.

Tomwasthefirst to cry out. Then Bill Peterstook it up, then they were at shouting, backing toward the
door, and Simon himsdlf was scuttling dong the floor, trying to get to hisfeet, too terrified to make his

body work right.

The only tiling left up there was a pair of eyesand abig cat grin. Then the eyes closed, and the grin
faded.

“It'sgone,” Eddie Martin cried. “ The damn thing just evaporated!”
The beams of haf adozen flashlights confirmed that the garage was empty.

“That, my friends, waswhat you call awitch spdll. Praise God, it was athing sent after usfrom the
depths of hell! And the Lord Himsdlf saved mefromit. The Lord saved me. Glory halelujah, | have seen
the hand of God.”

Now Simon knew exactly what God wanted.
Thou shdt not suffer awitch to live!

Chapter 29
DAUGHTER OF THE MOON

“When we were kids we used to try to imagine what desth was like. Like an explosion, alittle girl—I
think her name was Nancy—said. Nothing, one boy said. He waskilled in the Great War, which was
just aswdl. From hisidea of death you can see hewas an afflicted bore.”

“Connie, you must collect yoursdif.”

Congtance's reply was hitter. “ Thank you, Amanda. | need advice from someone older and wiser. I'm
very graeful.”

“I've come up hereto invite you to attend my initiation.”
“Ah! Into what? Fire?’

“Into the Covenstead.”

“I can't get that thing to go away that's over my head!”
“Oh, Connie!”

“Don't pity me, you littlewhelp! Pity yoursdlf. Y ou've got one, too. We dl do. The whole Covenstead's
asgood asdead.”

“Connie, please!”

“I'm only telling you the truth. Here, take apull.” She started to hand Amanda abottle of Madeira, then
gared at it fixedly for amoment. “ Old women can get drunk on any damn thing.” She laughed.
“Something'sinthear. Don't you smell it—burning hair?” She got up from her bed and cameto
Amanda, put her head on her shoulder. Amanda embraced her. “I am not afraid of deeth, but of the
manner of dying. | don't want to burn.” She moaned, nuzzling into Amandals shirt. “Y ou're so young and
warm and strong. But be clever. Even you cannot resst it.” “I've got to save the Covenstead.” “Yes.



That's why you've been dead. Y ou've passed dll the tests. Y ou have the strength and the wisdom.” She
was shaking. “Oh, Amanda, I'm so frightened.”

Constance had always been her strength and her support. To be witness to the old woman's terror was
itself terrifying. But Amanda kept her fedingsto hersdlf. She hed Congtancein strong arms. “The
Covenstead will survive.”

“The Covengtead isto be tested by fire. Remember that the Leannan is as much with you as sheis
agang you. If the Covenstead provesitsaf week, it will certainly die”

Compared with what she had been through with Mother Star of the Sea.and Bonnie, the ondaught of
Brother Pierce did not seem so terrible. After dl, he was amere wave from the outside, expending itself
on the outside. Her demons had come from within her own soul. “Wewill not die. I'm stronger than
Perce”

Connie clutched her. *Y ou have come to us asawarrior Maiden, to see the witches through another era
of persecution. The fundamentaistswill grow and grow in power, and they are me direct agents of
darkness.” She sobbed. “They're so innocent, and so decelved. Brother Pierce may well fail. You are
strong. But what about the next, and the one after that, and the one following? Will you till be strong, ten
years from now, twenty? Will you be strong in prison, or in exile? What if you lose your freedoms, your
right to afair trid, your right to due process? Bdieve me, Amanda, thereisadark time for witches
coming, and we have never been more necessary.”

“l am not afraid.”

Connie hugged her moretightly. “All power to you then, Maiden. | don't know where you get your
courage.”

“Wll, oneplacel getitisout of being sensible.” She moved away from Constance and picked up the
telephone. She dided the sheriff's office. “ Sheriff Williams, please”

“May | say who'scaling?’

“Jugt say it'simportant.”
Hecameontheline

“ Sheriff, thisisAmandaWalker.”

“Oh! | heard about last night. Amanda, | was so deeply moved. I'm sorry | won't be at your welcoming,
but | don't trust my deputy anymore and 1've got to stick closeto the office.”

“Never mind that right now. I'm calling you to tell you that this Covenstead isin danger.”
“I know that. Smon Pierceis after you.”

“I want you to deputize everybody in the town you fed you can trust, and bring them out here tonight
with al the weapons at their disposal. Some people are dready coming to theinitiation, but they won't be

enough.”
“I'd better cdll in the state police.”

“Dothat if you think it'll help. But get people out here no later than nine. | want al the gpproaches
guarded.” Shelooked at Constance, who was nodding on her bed, about to Sump over onto her side.



“And | want you to personaly guard Connie. | want you right in the room with her at al times, do you
understand that?’

“I'm dready moving.”

“ Sheriff, thank you. | loveyou. | lovedl of you so much.” She hung up the phone. Where wasthe
sf-involved little artist of aweek ago, the one who used to paint pictures of imaginary eves?If she
spent the rest of her artitic career painting a portrait of the Leannan and captured atenth of her beauty,
her career would be a success. Or if she painted Tom somewhat as he was, or Raven as he had been.

But it wasn't timeto think about that now. She had to go back to the village and go through her ritua
initiation.

Getting Connie settled, she wished she couid relieve some of the poor woman'sterror. To know when
you are going to dieisahard thing, but to know that it is going to be by fire must be very much worse.

The gong sounded. Amanda tucked the quilt around Conni€'s chin, kissed her head, and quietly left the
room.

“I'mtdling you, we go late. Catch 'em al deeping.”

“Early. Well take'em by surprise.”

“When they're not adeep? They'll be dl over the place. The houselll befull of 'em.”
“They'll beout inthefidds. It's harvest time and they've till got alot of standing corn.”

The group had been arguing ever since the appearance of the thing in the garage. Again Simon saw those
eyes. Despite the help of the Lord, he was, quite frankly, frightened. There were real supernatural events
happening in Maywel. Opposition to the witches had become far more than ameans of ensuring the
loydty of hisown congregation. The Christian brotherhood itself was at stakein thislittle town. The
witches could command redl, live demons with green eyes and the bodies of panthers.

The demon had been terrible, but the Lord had shown He was stronger. Simon was a sinner, too, of
course, but his own crime must seem smal to God beside that of the witches, who werewilling to call
hell-thingsinto the world. “Weve got to destroy them!”

A chorus of Amens.

The beeper Deputy Peters carried at hiswaist started warbling. “Gottacal in,” he said. Everybody fell
dlent as he made contact with the sheriffs office. He said afew words, listened, hung up. He looked
toward them, hisface pale. “I just got told to get down to the office by nine P.M. I'm on Idesk duty al
night.”

“Hewantsto keep tabs on you.”
“Which means he suspects something. But he suspectsit for later. After nine.”

Brother Pierce spoke. “That decides it. We move as soon as the sun goes down. We move fast, and we
hit ‘em hard.”

Eddie Martin rolled up his maps. Other men began assembling the equipment. Afterward Brother Pierce
led them dl in prayer.

The sun rode the edge of the sky. All the Covenstead and many of its friends and supporters crowded



around Amanda, except for the children, who sat in the circle they had cast. Robin and Ivy'sfather
Steven was there, and the Episcopd rector and Father Evans.

They intended a Christian presence here, no doubt as a gentle reminder to the witches that they could
always return to the Church. Amanda accepted that. Between them they had brought twenty
parishioners.

For the past hour the children's coven had been working furioudy and noisily, creating their ritua.
Ariadne and Feather stood in the center of the circle now, Robin behind them.. The great sword of the
Covenstead lay on the ground before the two girls. Ariadne held the cords, Feather the scourge. Robin
took the athame from the small table they were using as an dtar and used it to symbalicaly open the
circlefor Amandato enter.

The Chrigtians began the ritua with abenediction. “O Lord,” Father Evans prayed, “let the light enter
their hearts, let thy hand touch them in blessing.”

At the same moment that the sun touched the edge of the horizon Amanda stepped into the circle.
Previousto her experiencein desth, she had considered the circle asymboalic place. But the symbols of
thisworld are the concrete redlity of the other. She vividly recalled the cauldron circle, and Connie
dtirring and calling. The cauldron, full of the energy of the spellsthat had been cast into it, had been as
real asarock, the people around it vague, flickering shadows.

Robin stepped forward between the two girls. All three dropped their cloaksto the ground Amandadid
likewise. Thefour of them stood naked in the crisp air. Amandafelt goose bumpsrising on her skin.
Because of the cold, therest of the coveners remained clothed. Steven was just outside the circle,
watching his son. Father Evans had abemused expression on hisface.

Feather gave Robin a sheet of loose-leaf paper on which adozen different young hands had writtenin
red pencil. Robin read:
“Thisisthe Charge of the Coven:

Keep our secrets hidden in your heart,
Master our ways; if you cannot do it do not start.

Perfect your inner sght
That you may to the circle add your light.

The Craft of the Wiseis sought, not found.
It is everywhere, so look around.

Tonight you will vow before the Goddess and the God
Togiveyour dl to the hidden synod.”

“Will you answer this Charge?’
Amandanodded. “I will.”

Feather spoke. “Then knedl and take our pentacle.” She handed Amanda afive-pointed star of slver,
enclosed in acircle of gold. “ Say with me, | have heard the Charge of the Coven. Before the Goddess
and the God and al thewise, | swear | have taken it into my heart.”

Amandafelt the presence of the witches around her, the whispering power of the circle, the nearness of
the Leannan. Full of joy, she swore.



The gong of the Covenstead sounded.

Robin took the paper on which the charge had been written and burned it in alittle golden bowl. “By
smoke, by fire, fix these words. By wind, by air, by earth beit done!”

He came and knelt beside Amanda. Feather stood behind her and Ariadne knelt on the other side. They
made acircle, Ariadne and Robin clasping their left hands before her knees and their right hands on the
back of her head. Feather laid hers on theirs. The three spoke together. “ Do you to the Goddess and the
God give dl between these hands, without reservation or hesitation?”

“l do.”

“Say it then: | am achild of Earth and Sun, | am daughter of the Moon.”

Amandasaid thewords.

“I lovethe planet of my birth, and the star of my life, and me moon who granted me my humanity.”
Amanda repeated after them.

Thewhole circle spoke. “By our will and the goodness of the Goddess, may all the powers of the craft
enter your body, and especidly the secret wisdom of our coven.” Their voices dropped to awhisper.
“Beastheanimas. Their amplicity makestheir anger smal, their love greet.”

Slencefdl.
Amanda could hear the wind bothering the weeds, and the silver cries of birds at evening.

From behind her Feather spoke: “ Stand up I'm going to mark you as awitch.” She took herbed oil that
smelled of rust and peppermint, and made an X on Amandas lips. “Blessaed be the mouth that speaksits
love of the earth.” Then she marked Amanda's breasts. “ Blessed be the heart that beatsitslove of life.”
Then she marked Amandas genitals. * Blessed be theloins that give birth to theworld.”

Amandathought of thelife growing inside her. Just barely there, but so very there. Her darknesswas
flowering.

Ariadne took the scourge. “ Thisisthe Charge of Remembrance.” She hit Amanda across the buttocks
withiit, just hard enough to sting. “Remember that you belong to the dust and will return.” Again she
struck her. “Remember that you belong to the coven and will never leave.” Again the cords touched
Amandasflesh. “Remember that you are daughter of the moon.”

Three more times the gong rang, its voice echoing off the vastness of Stone Mountain.
“Guesswhat,” Feether said, “youreared, livewitch.” She amiled “It'sofficid.”

The children's coven crowded around her, laughing, hugging her and one another. Nearby aharp began
to play. Asthe rhythm grew more and more intricate and faster and fagter, it beckoned, then demanded
that there be dancing.

They went round and round together, Amanda and Robin and the children, the other witches and their
guests joining outside the circle. The harp sang to quicken blood. The moon, fat and red, dipped swiftly

up the purple sky.

Thelast of Smon's men scaed the wal and dropped down into the leaves below. “Were clear,” Simon
whispered to the others. “Let'sgo.”



Eddie Martin led. They filed dong theinsde of the wall, seeking the road that led into the estate from the
main gate. The darkness was almost absolute, and dry twigs kept brushing Simon'sface, scratching at
him. Thismust be virgin forest on thisside of thewall. The treeswere giants, ready to crush you.

There were fifteen men divided into three groups of five each. The lead group Eddie called the
Suppression Team. Their job was to pin down any opposition on the way in. The second group wasthe
Fire Team. Three of them carried gasolinein five-galon sprayers. The other two were responsible for the
timed fuses. Thelast group was the Support Team, and Simon was part of this. Their misson wasto
remain afew hundred yards behind the others, providing cover and diversons—if necessary drawing fire.

Even though the sun was just down and the moon rising, the forest was so dark that Eddie from timeto
time had to flicker hisflashlight ahead. Smon, running aong among his men, was not surprised to find
himsdf afraid. They al were. Somehow the fear made the Lord's work seem even more important.

There came a soft word from ahead. The road had been found. The group gathered itsalf together.
Simon was cold, and confused about directions. Fortunately Eddie Martin and the others were good at
this son of thing. They knew exactly what they were doing.

“Okay, everybody gather round.” There was warmth in the little group huddling around Eddie. “We have
to move fast. We could be under surveillance even now.”

Silently, feverishly, Smon said aprayer: “Lord, let thy will be done” He said it again and again and again
asthey moved aong. The witches were human beings, he couldn't forget that. He touched the hand.

“Suppression Team, front and center.” There was shuffling movement among the shadowy forms.
“Lemme st my watch. Okay, you've got two minutes lead, then the Fire Team will follow. Take off!”

They hurried away, their footsteps muffled by the leavesthat littered the road. A flicker of light from time
to time marked their progress. “ Damn that Faulkner,” Eddie murmured, “he can't say away from his
light!” Soon hiswatch peeped. “All right, Fire Team, let'sgo.” Asthey trotted into the dark, Bob
Krueger set his own watch. He was deputy leader of the Support Team. Simon was content to let him do
the commanding. Give him a pulpit and Simon could convince turnips to dance, but he was no good at
military maneuvers. Back in 1962 he had failed hisinduction physica for reasons the draft board had
refused to disclose, evento him.

The next thing Simon knew they were marching up adight incline. The smell of the woods was amost
overpowering. The presence of the witchesin Maywell had sengitized Simon to the devil'sways, and this
woods was definitely infested with demonic force.

They went farther and farther, degper and deeper into the forest. Simon could sense the unseen things
crowding about them, it was dl he could do not to take a shotgun from one of the men and gtart blasting

avay.

Asthey reached the top of the rise they had been climbing, the blackness ahead began to change, then to
tighten. They were coming to the end of the woods.

“What the hdl isthat?’
13 Qul a! ”
“Something'smoving.”

Simon couldn't tell who wastalking, but he could hear the dow dragging shuffle. It was emerging from the
forest, parale with them. “Oh, God.”



“Bequiet.”
A light snaked out.

There was nothmg there. The light moved | eft, right, |eft again. Then Simon saw it—a stone Satuette of a
broad-shouldered man no more than three feet tall, a powerful little man with afurious, grimacing face.

“It'ssomekind of acharm. Passit by.”

They kept on walking. Smon looked back once only. He might have seen the shadow of the thing
moving dowly up the road.

“Okay, hdt,” Krueger said. They had comeinto a pasture. Now all that separated them from the house
was afew hundred yards of field.

The moon wasriding the treetops. It cast its pae light upon the scene below: empty, disused fields
crossed by the road. And on that road two clumps of dark figures, spaced afew hundred yards apart,

going forward at a steady pace.
“Okay, guys, it'sour turn. Move out.”

The Support Team started off. Simon felt the moonlight on the back of hisneck like aliving finger. The
darkness had been hard, but thiswas harder. “O Lord,” he prayed, “thy rod and thy staff—"

Far in the distance crows began to call Their voices shattered the silence, echoing up and down the
valley. Simon actualy ducked. He remembered those damned birds, and somebody should have thought
of them before. During that nude ride the other night they had saved the witches with their fierce pecking
attacks.

Their noise grew more intense as the Support Team reached the house. The crows were swooping and
flapping frantically in the front yard, but they didn't attack. \WWhen Simon stepped up onto the porch, he
sensed the charged presence of the house.

In among the gracious columns he could see that the front door was gaping. From the shadows within
there came a powerful odor of gasoline.

Chapter 30

After theinitiation the group retired to the barn. Carpets had been laid on thefloor and afire built in the
centrd fireplace. The room was warm, tenderly lit by the flames. Incense scented the air. One of the
members of the Vine Coven played the panpipes, the long, sweet notes swelling in the quiet. The
Chrigtian delegations were gone. After the ceremony their cars had moved dowly off acrossthe farm.
For the sake of the witches safety Amandawould have preferred them to stay, but they could not be
alowed to witnessthis.

Amanda had never known that there could be such intimacy among alarge group of people. They were
deeply in love with one another, al of them. It was upon this foundation that their society rested. How
anybody could find such gentleness threatening was beyond Amanda's comprehension. And yet she
herself would once have been shocked at the spectacle before her.

Even though it was an act shared among many people, it was asintensdy private as awedding night.

Robin lay beside Amanda, his hand resting on her thigh, his eyes closed. She turned on her sde and
regarded him.



“Areyou adeep?’

“Hardly.”

“Robin. I'm so happy.”

He kissed her cheek. “Y ou belong to us now.”
“| fed that.”

“There was dissenson about you once, when you first came here. A couple of covens even thought
about leaving the Covenstead.”

“What kind of dissenson?’

“Over you being an outsider.”

“I'm not an outsider.”

He smiled & her, leaned over, and began kissing her.

She could see avague, colorful haze around most of the people here. Where the lights of the couples
touched there played deep blue of heartrending beauty. She remembered that color: it wasthe same as
the sky of the Land of Summer. Love, she now understood, was so connected to death that the two
werelike an old married couple, serenely embracing.

Amandagazed at Robin, enjoying the wonder of him. *Y ou raised the cone of power. Without you |
couldn't have found my way back.”

“VineCovendidit.”

“Eachdidit, and dl. If you're awitch, everything you do is magic. The craft of thewiseisthe art of
expressing the true relationship between humanity and the earth.”

“Whichis?

“| can't explain magic any more than a Japanese monk can explain Zen. Every human being isahologram
of thewhole species. Each containsdl. That'sthe basis of magic. And earth isnot aninert bal of rock. It
isaware, it thinks, it knowswere here. That's magic, too.”

“Why do | find that thought chilling?’

“The earth will give back exactly what it gets.” She was Slent amoment. “Humanity is supposed to
function asasingle being, the brain of the planet. Instead we are dl scattered, each going his own sdlfish
way. The earth gets sdlfishness, it will return safishness of itsown. Y ou haveto fed theworld asawhole,
mankind asawhole. Let illuson drop away. Differences, ideologies, fears, dl disappear. Hate
evaporates with therest of illuson. Only loveremains.” His expresson was blank. “Don't you senseit?
Thelove, the compasson?’

“I can hardly imagine what your perceptions must be.”

A disguiet came upon her. How could such asimple thing be so opague to him? But what about her, a
week ago? She had to bring what she had learned into the world. But not now. There was work yet to
do. Brother Pierce and hisfollowers would come once deep night had fallen, she felt sure of it.



And yet, in her mind's eye she saw him moving through the woods, saw him approaching the housein
darkness. . . asif he was dready there.

It was not long after eight, though. She must be projecting images from later tonight. Surely they weren't
aready here, when it was till gloaming. Soon the sheriff would come and the danger would be over.
Even s0, she heard the hissing fire that gill lingered above the Covenstead. The thought of it made her dig
her fingernailsinto her pams. If dl waswdl, why did danger still point itsfinger?

Robin was aware of none of this. She returned hissmile, al the while feding the most acute londliness.
She and she adone understood enough to protect this place. She was very unessy.

Outside there was adull boom, followed at once by alow, steady roar. Amanda started, then raised her
head. “No, be quiet. It'sonly ajet.”

She saw fire.

Somebody started humming. Otherstook it up, and soon the whole room wasfilled with agentle, human
music. It wasthe sound of over ahundred people all married together.

For alittle while it seemed asif the marriage was even bigger than the Covenstead, that it extended
forever outward, covering the whole earth and including everything—air, rocks, plants, al maiter living
and otherwise, and a! people whose hearts could join.

When the hum died away, the roar did not. It had gotten louder and was now punctuated by deep
crackling sounds.

Amandas throat almost closed, her bresth came in along gasp. Everybody in die room knew &t once
what it was. Somewhere on the estate there was agredt fire.

People jumped up in their fright and rushed naked for the door. A mistake, and Amanda acted ingtantly.
“Stop! All of you!” They froze, turned, their faces tormented by their feelings. “We get our clotheson
first. We do not panic.”

“I think it'sthe house,” Robin said as he rumbled with hisjeans.

Amanda got jeans and sweatshirt on, and jammed her feet into her boots. She was among the first
through the door.

Red, flickering reflections covered Stone Mountain. From the direction of the main house there arose a
tower of sparks. Smoke was billowing up into the sky. “Connie!”

Assheran, Amandafet afool. Why had she not heeded the warning of her own mind, then her own
ears? She had been seduced by the moment. She raced frantically across the hummocks, her legs
pumping. “Connie!”

Flameswere literdly bursting out of every downstairs window, snatching and licking at the bricks. The
upstairs windows glowed.

Smoke shot from the chimneys. Sparks climbed in whorls and eddies up the sky.

She had never before realized how long the distance was between the house and the village. Sheran and
ran and yet seemed never to get any closer. Her wind began to come hard and her legsto ache.

At last she reached the edge of the herb garden. The tang of smoke was heavy on dieair. Wood and



something ese.
Gasoline.
“You'rekilling her, yourekilling her!”

Connie's crows were flying round and round the house, screaming horribly whenever they went through
the flames. When they saw Amanda, they came and fluttered and shrieked about her head. She rushed
sraight to the kitchen door.

A bligtering wave of heat dammed her back. The kitchen was blazing. Beyond it was a sea of flames.
She couldn't get in that way. “Conniel”

Sheran around to the front.

Flames had climbed the columns of the portico. The front door itself was gone. She could seeinside, to
the black profiles of the hall furniture. As she watched, achunk of ceiling collgpsed into the hal and was
lost in sparks.

She backed away, shielding her face. Robin came rushing up, followed by half adozen others. Three of
them went to hook up garden hoses.

The crows were throwing themselves againgt the window of Conni€'s bedroom. “ She'sin there, Robin!”
Hisarm came around her wast.

She broke away. “1'm not going to let her burm!”

“Theresno way—"

If only she had asked the sheriff to come at eight instead of nine. A thousand if-onlys, and the hell with
them dl. Shewas going to do her best. Others were trying to save what they could from thelibrary. One
group was looking for aladder in the toolshed. They dared not try to get the one in the basenient.
Amanda began climbing agutter. The bricks behind it were hot to the touch. Smoke was coming out
around some of them.

Thewadl was bulging, ready to collapse, and the gutter was loose. Amanda climbed anyway, hand over
hand, her feet barely able to keep her from dipping back down.

“Amanda, stop! It'stoo dangerous.”

Struggling with the shaky gutter, she continued up. Beside her the downstairs window belched flames,
She could smdll her own hair beginning to burn. A few feet farther up, the crows were hurling themsdves
again and again againgt awindow. She felt something cold running down her back, saw water seaming
on the bricks around her. They were trying to protect her with the garden hoses.

Whd afool she had been not to have gotten things organized before! Wasting time with rituasand
pleasures.

Shewas now pardle with the window. The crows flew madly about in astink of burning feathers. She
reached out and tried to get her fingers under the edge of the window ftame. No luck, it wastoo tight.
She climbed alittle farther. Water played around her, making things dangeroudy dick. But the others
weren't thinking of that. They were afraid she would burn.

How could anybody believe that other human beings could deserve ahorror such asthis? She hammered



with her one free hand on the glass. “ Connie! Conniel”

Sowly, unwillingly, the glass began to give way. Again and again Amandadapped & it. Finaly lines of
fracture started to crossits surface.

The gutter made a scraping sound. Amandafelt it sway outward, away fromthewall. “It'sfalling,” Robin
bellowed. “Y ou've got to come down!”

The glass shattered. Amanda cleaned out the shards and, levering on the window frame, was able to pull
hersdlf over onto the sill. The crows flew past her into the room.

Connielay on her bed with her hands folded negtly on her breast. Her face was in repose. Flames were
popping up through the floorboards. The doorway was a sheet of fire. Even as Amandawatched, the
bedcl othes caught with a snapping sound.

The crows rushed madly about in the room, becoming smoking, blazing meteorsin the superhested air
near the calling. Their voices high with suffering, they tried to protect Connie with their bodies.

“Connie, wake up!”

The combination of the crows and Amanda's screaming did it at last. Conni€'s eyes opened. For along
moment she smply stared at the ceiling, which was shot with fingers of red flame from the doorway
“Connie, cometo me! Quick!”

Her eyesmet Amandas. “Don't beafool. Y ou can't protect me from my fate. Get out of herel”
“Comewithme.”

She sat up on the bed, and when she did, something terrible happened to her. There must have been a
layer of superhested air in the room just above the level of the bed. Her hair burst into flames. She
screamed then and began beating her burning scalp. Then she leaped to the floor. Her eyes were wide,
her lips twisted away from clenched teeth. “ Goddess!”

Thewholetop haf of her body started on fire. She danced. She made barking noises. Urine sprayed
around her. Then she pitched back onto the floor, burning fiercely. Her legs hammered, her arms moved
indow arcs.

A white-hot stone of grief and rage dammed into Amanda heart. Robin screamed above the roar of the
fire. “Hurry, Amandal Thewall'scavingin!”

Thefrantic voices and the heat compelled her to turn away from Connie. To keep from catching fire
herself she had to crouch low. In seconds the room was going to be amass of fire. She reached the
window, climbed out, swung to the gutter. With awrenching scrape it separated from thewall. The
ground whirled benegath her. Bits of burning tar from the roof dropped past her like meteors. If shedidn't
get away from here, she was going to become atorch.

Dark figures raced about in the reflection of the flames. The garden hoses played frantically. Excruciating
pain stabbed her shoulder. There wasfire on her but she couldn't even dap at it without losing her
precarious grip on the guiter.

Flames now poured out of the window of Connie'sroom. Above the window the roof was a pillar of fire.

The hoses had managed to put out the fire on her shoulder, but another brand of tar hit her arm. She
screamed in agony.



The gutter began to break. She braced for athirty-foot fall to the ground.
Then there were arms around her, big, burly arms.

Robin and lvy'sdad. “ Steven!” He was on top of the longest free-standing ladder they had been ableto
find. Baancing, grunting with effort, he carried her down.

Then she was being dragged away by grasping, struggling people. She managed to get up and run with
them, and not amoment too soon. With aroar and agreat burst of withering beet the whole side of the
house gave way.

They went far out into the herb garden before they turned around. The house was an inferno.
Beyond it red lights twinkled. The township's volunteer fire department was arriving.

Silence settled over the witches. There was nothing they could do, nothing the firemen could do beyond
making sure that the conflagration didn't spread to forest and field. They stopped their truck in the front
yard and began deploying hoses.

Amandafelt tears on her cheeks. She was not sad so much as bitter, and incredibly angry with hersdlf for
being so careless. Despite the clearest portents and warnings, she had underestimated Brother Pierce and
hisfollowers. Sheriff Williams came running up, his pistol m hishand. His eyeswere stricken. “Did they
get her? Isshekilled?’

Their facestold him. He dropped his pistol and sank to his knees, shaking hands covering hisface. “I
love you. Constance! | love you! O Goddess, help me!”

Steven held Amanda, and Robin kissed her face, kissed it franticaly. His eyes spoke the terror he had
known when she wasin the house.

Ivy came rushing up and put a salve on her arm and shoulder. “Third degree on thearm,” she muttered.
“Not too much of it, though.”

The salve helped.

Father Evans was back, and most of the others who had attended the initiation. “My dear girl, I'm so
sorry for you al. | just want you to know that it wasn't my people who did this, not abit of it! | have
preached to them that you aren't evil, that you are smply doing things differently from us.” He faced the
rum of the house. “ Please forgive them. Lord, thosewho did thisthing.”

“It was Simon Pierce,” Sheriff Williams said. “1'm going to put that man away for therest of hislifel And
I'm going to disband that Tabernacle of his as amenaceto the public safety.”

“You dothat,” Amandasaid. Her heart wasfull of woe and fierce hate for the ones who were oppressing
the Covenstead She intended to make Maywell safe for the people sheloved. They had as much aright
to the freedom of their practice as anybody, and they were not going to be denied that freedom.

After his speech, the sheriff had bowed his head and covered hisface with his hands. He stood swaying
and dlent.

“Sheriff Williams,” she said. She put her arm around his shoulder. “Come on. We need you now.”

“She'sdead! | loved her, you know. | loved her every day of my lifefor fifty years. She was awonderful
woman. Truly, one of the greats.”



“I know how much you loved her. And | respect it enormoudy.”

“I hope she'shappy | havefaith that sheis.”

“I know where shewent,” Amandasaid. “I cantell you for certain that she's happy.”
“y oL

“I do know.”

“That means an awful lot to me. Thank you for saying that.” He was sllent amoment. “I remember her
first coven. Back in 1931 it was. We werejust kids! Hell, | wasn't even twenty. That was the Appletree
Coven. We met around a crab apple tree out by the edge of thewoods.” He gestured off toward the
dark. “Hobbes and her and Jack and me and five or six others. It was quite a secret.” He stopped. His
shoulders shook. “ She was so beautiful. Like you are. Her skin waslike pearl. | just fell for her. Totally
and completdly. I've been on her sde ever since.” He hugged himsdlf. “ She was the Goddess personified,
asfar as| was concerned.” Therewasalong silence. “Oh. . . al that went so bad. . . there wereterrible
times! Hobbes—" The sheriff sobbed. “Why couldn't she have gone peacefully? Why did she have to
burn?’

“I saw it happen. Shedidn't even know. She never felt athing.” Best to keep the truth to hersdlf. She
needed this man to get himself together. He was very important to them now. He took something from his
pocket. “| keep these astrouble stones,” he said, hefting asmall object in hishand.

“Tometroubleisapiece of flint.” Hethrew the stone. “Earth bind it, no onefind it!”

He took a deep bresth and contained his grief, at least for metime being. “Okay, let's get to work. Can |
assume arson?”’

Robin spoke. “ The whole downdtairs caught a the sametime. And we al smelled burning gasoline.”

The shexiff went to his car He spoke into theradio. “Thisis Williams. Congtance Collier'sjust been killed
inan arson fire. | want you to go get that Brother Pierce of yours and lock him up until | get back to
quedtion him.”

“Onwhét charge?’

“Murder one! Now, move or it'syour ass!” He put me microphone back on its dashboard hook “I
shouldagotten rid of that damn Peters months ago.” He shook his head. “Who'd have known how crazy
they redlly were. How damn crazy!”

The house now consisted of five standing chimneys and two blackened columns. The rest wasflaring
nibble.

Amanda thought of the treasures that had been lost with Connie. The library now consisted of acouple of
stacks of scorched, sodden books. The magnificent Hobbes Faery was not among them.

Steven remained close beside Amanda She suspected that he was as drawn to her as his son. “ Thank
you,” she said, and kissed his cheek. She tasted the tears there.

Robin hugged her.

Amandaredized that the whoie Covenstead had gathered around her. For amoment she was afraid, but
then her ages of experience cameto her aid. On behadf of at the witches she spoke:



“Wevehad aloss. A terribleloss. But | want al of you to think not of what has been taken from us, but
of what Constance Callier gave us before she died. And what she would want usto do. What she would
demand of usif shewere here. We dl want to mourn. I'd like to go crawl under arock somewhere and
just forget thisworld exigsfor awhile”

“But we cannot do that, not one of us. Connie would scorn usif we did. Weve got to save this
Covengtead, and the way to start isto protect it from further damage right now, tonight. | don't think we
can assumethat Pierce will give up until the whole placeis destroyed.”

“Nor can we assume that he's gone. Every one of usisin danger. So | want every coven to be aware of
wheredl of itsmembersare at dl times. Nobody wanders off.” She motioned to Sheriff Williams.
“Before we organize, find out if anybody's missing. Look around you. Areyou al accounted for?’

There was generd movement. “ The Nighthawks are in the volunteer fire department. They're over by the
wmw-”

“Except for the Nighthawks? Good. Now | want everybody who knows how to handle apistol or arifle
to step forward ™ About athird of the coveners, most of them from the town, gathered around Amanda
and the sheriff. Generdly the town witches kept guns. What weagpons were on the Covenstead had been
gtored in the house. “ Deputize them.”

“| did that before | came out, like you said on the phone. | was Just finishing up when the fire darm came
through. We were planning to get here alittle early, just to be on the ssfe sde.”

It hurt to hear that. But Amanda continued. “I think we ought to divide up. The main group will go to the
village, some people armed. And get some fire extinguishers from the truck. I'm sure they've got them.
That thatch could go up in amatter of secondsif our friends manage to get to it with atorch. | want the
Rock Coven to stay with me.”

“If you shoot,” Sheriff Williamssaid, “do so only in self-defense”

Mog of the coveners went off toward the village. Amanda watched them go, the moonlight gleaming off
their wegponslong after they themsalves could no longer be seen.

“Now | want the rest of you to guard the Covenstead. That means the main gate, the West Street
entrance near the blackberry patch, and the old road through the graveyard.” Sheleft them to do their
own organizing and went over to the pumper. A couple of the firemen were Stting on the running board
drinking coffee. “How long do you intend to stay?’

“Until weresureit isn't going to flare up again. Probably meansdl night, afirethisbig.”

“Good. Watch the horizon, too. Especialy toward the fidlds and off in the direction of the village. The
same people who started this fire might not be finished.” With that she went back to the sheriff.

“Amanda,” hesaid, “I wish | could convince you to hide out in town until | have Pierce behind bars.”
That was out of the question. “I can't leave the Covenstead.”

“I know that. Just wishin' out loud.”

“Robinand Ivy, |et's go back to the village. That'swhere | belong.”

They crossed the path through the herb garden and descended into me dark of the fairy mounds. The
moon rode the middle sky.



Ontheir way Amanda cried, slently, privately. Without spesking vy and Robin took her hands.
Thevillagewas very quiet.

“Where arethey?’ Ivy asked, sanding among the cottages. “Hello?’

“Don't move aninch. Don't even bresthe.”

The voice was hard and scared and mean. A man came hesitantly forward from between two cottages.
In one hand he held a shotgun. A flashlight flickered, paused amoment on Amandas face. Her throat
tightened, her tongue felt thick in her mouth. They were being captured, right in the middle of their own

village

“Wdll, look what we got,” said another voice. It wasterrible to hear, mad but powerful, cruel but ever so
smooth. She remembered it well. Hate came forth in the shape of aman, smiling. “ The rest of your
people are under guard in that bam over there,” Brother Pierce said. He was Alis of the Alesans, he was
the Bishop of Lincoln.

Other men were bringing the three guard covenstoward the village. L ooks like we got the drop on you
folks,” Brother Pierce said. “Weve just been waiting and watching. We knew you'd fdl into our trap.”
He motioned them into the bam with the others, but when Amanda started to follow, he put his hand on
her shoulder. “Not you, young woman. Y ou're coming with me. There'salesson | want to teach you.”

Brother Simon Pierce put arope around Amanda’s neck, knotted it, and led her off toward the dark face
of Stone Mountain.

Chapter 31

In the dark Amanda stumbled and fell hard against her burned arm. The pain drew an involuntary shriek.
She hadn't wanted to scream, she had wanted to go in silence.

Nothing was served by this man seeing her weakness. He stood over her, hisrifle crossing hischest, a
tower in the moonlight. Shelooked up at the gleaming face, the amethyst eyes. Did he, too, remember
the other times, when he was other men. . . Did he know the kinship between the two of them, the long
association. In some ways he was as much the dark side of her own spirit as Tom was of the Leannan's.

How had so few of them managed to capture so many witches? For amoment it seemed dmost
impossible, even with the advantage of surprise.

Then she saw the help they had.

It was visible asthin smoke, hanging just beside him, the handless girl and dso something else, a one
glance lace and blue, at another dow-clicking claws.

“ Abadon.”

“That's one of God'swords. Don't you make aspell with it” He brandished hisrifle. “I'll blow your
brains out right here and now!” She fought her panic back just enough for silence.

The ghostly child whispered in his ear, and after amoment he spoke again. “Let metell you something.
Miss Witch Woman, so you understand. Get on your feet.” She stood up.

There must be some way to communicate with him. “Do you know what's there, attached to what you
carry in your pocket? Surely you do. It'stalking to you—"



He dapped her across the mouth The blow hit with abright yellow flash. As best she could, she
swallowed her anger.

She was unable to look for more than an ingtant into his eyes. They were sheened with hurt, not hate She
could hardly bear to imagine the suffering of thisman.

They reminded her of other eyes—Mother Star of the Sea's. They were desolate buttons, the eyes of an
abandoned doll, the eyes of guilt. The Led man's voice came as amurmur of wind; “ Remember that
Mother Star of the Seais part of you. Remember, sheisyour guilt.” The voice faded, and Amanda
considered its message. If she could release hersdlf from her own guilt, she could rel ease this man from
his. Had she the compassion to love somebody who had so hurt her, and was about to hurt her more?
Fighting him could not save her now. Only love could do that.

“Y ou come with me, and you comefast If | don't get back to your village insde of an hour, my men are
going to set that round cow barn of yourson fire, and dl the devilsin the damn thing are going to burn
and their children with them. So | suggest we get amove on.”

The night was growing much colder. Amanda shuddered and set off, walking quickly. Tears obscured
her vison. Shetold hersdlf to be cam, but it was very hard. They had not climbed long before he spoke
again, hisvoicerough. “ Stop here.”

He was walking behind her. Shefdt him draw close, felt his nfle between their bodies. His breath
trembled down her neck.

“What do you know about spells?’
1] I_H
“You areone.”

“If thereisanything, any black panther or walking statue or anything a al tike that, | am going to let them
burn your people. And I am going to burn you very, very dowly. Do you understand that?”

She saw Tomin thetangle of brush at the foot of Stone Mountain, saw him by his moonlit eyes. It wasall
she could do not to cdl to him.

She expected him to spring at Brother Pierce'sthroat, to kill him, or at the very least to grow enormous
and scare him away.

Tom's eyes were fixed on her. He was panting.

There was along silence. Pierce'slips came closeto her ear. “Listen, you and me, we have a problem.
My people are kind of like, they're out for blood.”

“Y ou burned Constance Collier to desth!”
“TherewasasignfromtheLord.”

They were very closeto Tom now. Amanda could just see his crouched form in among the rocks. Any
moment he would spring.

Closer they came. Now she could see histail switching in the moonlight. She moved forward more
quickly, to give him roomfor hisjump.

But something happened to prevent him. It was very quick and very damaging: aneedle of aclaw diced



out from the ghost child and narrowly missed blinding Tom. With a scream he bounded off into the
darkness.

“What the hell—"
“Itwasjust acat. | saw it.”

“Just acat! You people got afew cats, don't you?” After amoment of studying the brush Pierce
continued on, pushing her with the side of hisgun.

Dread filled Amanda. Hate dominated love. The flower dways died. Every birth endsin death. Perhaps
that was the true lesson of the Sabbat that was upon them. Samhain is about the tragedy of the dead, not
their persastencein the spirit world.

As she had on other last journeys, Amanda sought solace in the sky. The sweep of the heavens reminded
her that peace, in the end, would come. Worse things than this have happened, and better things, and as
doesjoy, sorrow has an end. Nobody will ever know al of the secretsin the stars, the worlds that have
come and gone.

They were more than hafway to the Fairy Stone. No matter his reluctance she knew that she would soon
be burning again, and he tending her fire. It was a cruet homecoming for mem both. His guilt came dong
beside him and he didn't even see her. Thelittle murdered girl glared at him, but he was blind to her
childish gtare. In her form Amanda could see the flickering image of the blood-red scorpion, Abadon. It
seemed an amazingly dangerousthing, this cresture. Was this adenizen of somereal and fina hell she had
not suspected before? Abadon was not an invention of Brother Pierce's guilt. 1t had an independent life
of itsown. Theway it looked at him, so steedlily, so. . . carefully, suggested that it thought it would soon
devour hissoul.

Thewind hit them asthey reached the rocky crest. Amanda began to shiver uncontrollably. A sweatshirt
was no proof againgt this cold.

The wind sghed in the bare trees and whistled across the stones. Listen as she might, she heard no
wordsinit. Therewas only the peace of its movement, asit flowed its own secret way.

Aheed, glowing in the moonlight, she saw me Fairy Stone, and before it the gangling rowan bush.
“Get to work, sweetheart.”

“Doing what?’

“Gathering firewood! It's as cold asthe devil's behind up here.”

He was going to make her build her own pyre. Would he dso make her light it? An awful quivering
darted inside, in me skin and meat that would soon be dripping grease. The stake was an agony beyond
the conception of those who had never endured it. Her legs resisted by growing heavy, her hands by
getting clumsy. The branches and twigs she was gathering seemed to cling to her like claws.

Before, she had always defied him. Now she must attempt something new. Was there enough lovein her
toincludethisevil being?“Y ou can be free of your guilt,” she said miserably, hopeesdy. “1 can help
you.” She knew that he had murdered the little girl, she could seeit in hiseyes, marked inddlibly there,
that one moment repesting and repesting in their glassy reflection. “ She will forgive you, Smon. She has
dready forgivenyou.”

“How the hell do you know about that? Devil mustatold you!” The butt of hisriflewhistled in thewind,



then shewasflying againgt the Fairy Stone, her kindling flung about her. “Pick it up! Load it up on that
rock. | want the whole country to seethisfire. It's a beacon to the people of the Lord, that they have
been made free!”

She scuttled around gathering twigs. Her side hurt where he had hit her, her shoulder and arm where she
had been burned earlier. So much pain.

She had to get through to him. There was no other hope. “Simon—"
“Y ou shut your mouth and keep working!”

Hefeared, therefore he hated. On the surface he hated women, deeper inside he hated the womanin
himsdf. At hiscore he hated life.

Mistakes, recriminations, and guilt are the centra bondage of evil. Findly she had agood-sized pile of
brush and kindling. “ Come here, witch.”

She went to him. Shelooked straight into the desolation of hiseyes.
| am trapped, those eyes said. And | hate you for it.

Thewind scurried, hissing against the Fairy Stone. | am the hand that takes. The sheer power of hisown
guilt was opening the s1iff fist in Brother Pierce's pocket, opening it and clutching histhigh with the bony
fingers. A question, dark with terror, concentrated in Fierce's eyes. She could see die moonlight reflecting
on them as on two brown glass bdls.

“I can freeyou, Simon. | have the power to forgivesin.”
The eyes narrowed. “Y ou're crazy.”

“Thehandisalive. | can seeit moving in your pocket. Not only that, | can see what it's attached to—a
little girl you once knew.” She spoke softly, trying to calm him with her tone. Carefully she reached
toward him. “ Face the wrong you did her and forgiveness will come.”

“Wrong | did? We aren't exactly hereto talk about my guilt, are we? Y ou're the witch, the spellmaker,
the devil worshiper.” He snorted, trying to deride her. “Y ou're evil incarnate.”

“I'm just awoman. What you've got in your pocket might well be evil incarnate.”
“Y ou shut your mouth about that, Miss Witch!”

“For heaven's sake, Simon, you're carrying the hand of amurdered child. Y ou can't tell me what's evil
and what'snot.”

Helooked at her out of eyes sharp with suspicion. “Y ou know too damn much,” he murmured. “Maybe
you'd better go over and lie down in that kindling now.”

That terrible command brought back the harshest of memories: the fedl of me cage that had held Moom,
the way the bars had bent but never broken; the hideous three minutes that Marian's fire took to crawl to
her through the wood, then the swooning torment when it first touched her fet.

Shetold hersdlf that she was reconciled. Beyond degth, thistime, she knew that summer awaited. She
could smell theair of it, and already hear the music.

Even so the command made her sink helplesdy to the ground. Her mind might be reconciled, but her



body refused to go willingly into such torture. “1'm sorry.”

Hetwined hisfingersin her hair and dragged her to the pyre. “ Put your arms over your head.” When he
grasped her wrists, ashock of knowledge swept through her. She saw the guilt that lay yet in his hands.

“Y ou murdered that little girl and cut off her hands so they couldn't identify the body. Then you kept one
of them. Y ou did that, didn't you?’

“I am aman of God!' How dare you blaspheme me!”
“Y ou can il find your way out of this”
“Y oure alying witch and you're gonna burn!”

He crossed her wrists and wound the end of along leash around them. Then he looped wire around her
ankles.

She remembered how as Marian she had watched the clouds. She would do the same with the stars.

Hetightened the leash. Aslong as he kept it taut, she could struggle al she wanted, but she could not get
avay.

Even as he worked, she saw the sadnessin his eyes. His surface persondity might redlly hate her, might
really be about to burn her, but his deeper essence loathed what he was doing. She got aflickering image
of hersdlf escaping across Stone Mountain. “Y ou were going to let me go. Why have you changed your
mind?’

“How come you know so much about me? Nobody in the world knows what you know.”
Sheremembered Connie begting at her flaming head.
Why do they burn us? They want to banish the dark.

And Moom thinks, “But | am thedark. | givelifein the dark. What comes from me, comes from there.
Babies come from the dark!”

Thevoiceof Grape: “I'm waiting for you, Amanda. Thistime you will not wander the underworld. You're
coming home.”

“ Stop that heathen muttering. | warned you, no witch spells”

She felt her soul gathering the memoriesit would take on its journey, pausing at the door that leads out of
the bodly.

“Goddess,” she whispered, “open it fast once the fire sarts. Please don't let me suffer long.”

Hetwisted hisleash tighter around her wrists. Her hands bulged from the pressure. For atime she was
slent. A moan escaped on an exhaed breath. The next one became a sob. “Y ou killed achild, Simon.
But you can atone, even for that. | can help you atone.”

“I am not guilty! Before God, praise HisName, | am not!”
Helooked at her, into her eyes. “ Could you redly help me?’

“Of course | could. Of course!”



Thetorment of the leash grew less. By the Goddess he was | etting her go. Then he sghed along sigh,
tightened the leash again, and laid her face-up in the dry brush and sticks.

Her disappointment made her burst into tears. Through her own suffering, though, she kept trying to
understand him, to find the insight that was the key to his need. He wanted her help, she could seethat.
Why wouldn't he alow himsdf to accept it?

Then she saw into the nature of the hell he wasinventing for himsdlf. In the heart of hisguilt hewould be
forever devoured. It was surprising that he could not yet see the shadow of his demon, the ghost child,
for the more hatred Simon conjured in himsdlf the more real she became. From dl around them there
came the scuttling of Abadon'slong, jointed legs.

He was thefirst human being she had encountered who had condemned himself to the eternd hell.

Tom hovered just at the horizon, huge in the mountains, his black shapelike acloud dong theridges. He
gazed at her with fixed intengty.

Amandakept on trying to reach Simon. “The child will let you aone.”

He peered down into her face. There was adigtinct odor of pizzaon hisbreath. “I'm sorry | didit. |
just—all of asudden, shetouched me and it felt too good, and al of a sudden—oh. God, she wasjust
lyin' there dead. A kid and dead.”

He clasped his hands together and looked into Amanda's eyes. His essence seemed to call out to her,
“Help me, don't let me do thisto mysdlf. Help me!”

Theclicking of Abadon's pincers mingled with the windclatter of the rowan'slimbs.

Amandastight-bound arms hurt so terribly that she had to force hersalf not to bellow. There was only
oneway for her to save hersdf: she had to save this man.

“| cut off her hands and tossed her in ariver. | couldn't have any ID. But I'm sorry, damned sorry.” Even
his sorrow was ugly.

“Y ou don't have to endure your guilt. You can reieveit if you've got the courage.”

“I'm so scared,” he whispered. “1 deserve eternal damnation for what | did.”

“Y ou deserve what you choose to deserve. Y our guilt can end, Simon. Untie me and welll talk.”
For sometime he didn't move. At least there was astruggle going on in him, or so it appeared.

She kept hoping, but when finally he met her eyes, the pity she saw filled her with despair. He would not
look so sorrowful if he had decided to et her free. “ Y oureright to think thisis hard for me. | don't enjoy
making people suffer, in fact 1'd like nothing better than to let you free. But I'd be'doing ared sin then.

Y ou heed the suffering I'm going to give you. I'll spare you God's fire by burning you in mine. Y ou see,
you don't understand that thisis a good deed I'm doing. When you're dead and in heaven you'll thank
me. Fifteen minutes of torment will save you from an eternity of spiritud fire”

With alittle, fascinated smile on hisface, he began to spark his cigarette lighter. Amandaturned away.
Her somach churned, her womb contracted around thetiny lifewithin.

She thought of the Covenstead. Thiswasto be their last Samhain, then. Where had they erred? Why had
the powers abandoned them?



With aclick and an orange flicker, then another click, Simon got hislighter gomg He cradled the
whipping flamein his hands, then gpplied it to some dry leaves at the edge of her pyre.

“I'll pray withyou aslongas| can.”
“Putitout!”
“Asthefire burneth, let her soul be cleansed, O Lord.”

Shetried to roll away but she couldn't. She twisted and groaned. Remembering Marian's degth, she
concentrated on the sky. Summer iswaiting, shetold hersdf. The flames rose from blue to orange and
began to dance in the wind. When the first heat touched her, the fire was perhaps three inches from her
thigh.

Thelittle girl came close then. It was amazing that Simon could not yet see her. Amandalooked right at
her. Her eyes were s0 ilt, so knowing, so very angry. By moonlight Amanda could see the freckleson
her nose.

“Y ou think you're going to hell, don't you, Smon?Y ou think theré's no way out for you. Thereisaway
(]Jt_”

A flicker of interest registered in Smon's eyes.

The fire came closer Hetightened hisleash until she thought her arms would break. She began to cough
in the tangy smoke. She could see coa s raging in the center of the spreading flames. Sparks flew to the
sky when she struggled.

“Simon! The Lord wants you in heaven. He wants everybody, doesn't he?’
The hed wasrisng fast.

“O Lord, on behdf of thisyour daughter | ask mercy and forgivenessin thistime of her agony. Let your
purifying fire cleanse her of the sns of the earth.”

Tom paced just beyond the circle of firelight. She screamed at him. “Please help me!”

Simon licked dry lips. His eyesreflected thefire. The heat againgt her thigh was becoming atorment. Her
clothes were smoking. Simon had started to shake.

“Y ou ask God to forgive me, but you're the one who needs forgiveness. Y ou're the sinner here, Simon.
The hand is proof of that.”

“| amthelight—"

“Y ou're no better than the rest of us! Scared and guilty and lost. Now put out thisfire and rgjoin the
human race.”

“I killed her. | admit it, sure| do. | confessit. But what'sthe good, she's till dead.”

“Worse sins have been forgiven. If you have courage, you can atone—oh, for the love of dl that's holy
I'm catching onfirel”

The wind was making the fire caress her hip. “1 beg you, | beg you, please stop!”

“I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!”



Miserably Amandawrithed. There must be some way to reach thisman. “Oh, please!” In another
moment the flames were going to cover her.

Smon'sfacein thefirdight wasthat of alittle boy.
She squirmed, she kicked, she shrieked.

Watching her, hisexpresson changed. There cameinto it aglimmer of something she hadn't seen there
before, that might be remorse. “The hand is—”

“Guilt. Your guilt. But you can aone for your crime. | can show you how!” Theflameswerelicking dong
her leg.

“l can't! | can't ever aone!”
“Put thefireout! That'sastart.”
The flames spread to her shirt.
“Oh, put it out! Put it out!”

Hewas divided, his hands dternately reaching for her then pulling away. The heat was Sarting to drive
him back.

“You'd befree, Smon! Free of your guilt!” Her body wanted to give up to the maddening anguish of the
fire, but she had to keep trying. “Think of it, Smon. All these years you haven't dept a peaceful night!
Y ou could, Smon, you ir could have peace!”

“O God—" Heburgt into tears. Then he was moving, he was coming forward, his hand shielding hisface,
and suddenly the leash was |oose and she was able to leap up, to roll, to free hersdlf.

Pain boiled in her chest and leg but it had worked. She was free, she was not being burned anymore and
Smon Ferce was knedling among the broken cod's, fumbling in his pocket, then bringing out something
small and strange, the hand, dead but splotched with areas of living skin.

Hehdd it cupped in histwo pams.

Amanda backed away, for something beyond conception was happening beside him. Theair filled with a
sghing sound as of athousand children murmuring for home, as by threads and tatters a girl of twelve
spuninto find, true, and absolute redlity.

A small, dark shape scuttled toward the rowan. Fairy were here, maybe even the L eannan.
The girl reached out and took the hand from Simon. “Oh, no,” he said. “ Oh, Betty. Oh, no.”
The girl twirled in the firdight. Her hands, both attached again, were spread wide. She was not smiling.

“You've got to forgive me, darlin'. It was one of those crimes of passion, like they say. But you're dead,
darlin'. Please, | don't want to seeyou likethis! You're dead.”

A great roar of wind came sweeping out of the Sky and with it araging, furious voice screaming every
foul word in every language of man.

The murdered child's fury dammed across the landscape, echoing from valey to valey. Simon cringed
before her, who bellowed loud enough to break rock.



Then slence came again, filled only by his shaking bresths. “ She'sthe Devil! Lord, O Lord, she'sthe
Devil come after mel”

“I'm not the Devil,” shesaid. “I loved you, | redly did.” She drew hisface up by the chin, making him
meet her eyes.

Amanda could see Abadon hiding in the body of the child, ready to burst out and grab him and drag him
down. She had to hdp him. “Y ou're guilty, but not eternaly guilty, Simon! Nobody is eterndly guilty.”

There camearinging as of greet bells back in the chambers of me mountains. With each tintinnabulation a
flock of unlived daysfluttered by on moth'swings. Thelife that the girl had been denied, the nights
exquisite, the wearing days, the hard incredible pain of birthing, me old shadow again and the regped field
of experience, dl came up and sank back again, dissolving into a powder of shadows.

Simon saw what he had denied her, and Abadon began to flex in her body. “ Shelll have another life,
many lives. She hastime.” He sank down, he covered his head, he made along sound beyond a sob.
“Betty,” hewhispered, “ Betty, Betty, Betty. | can't give you back your life, Betty. | can't give you back
what | took.”

“Simon, think how many others have taken lives. Millions. Y ou aren't alone and you don't deserve eterna
damnation for it. Accept your guilt and atone, but don't pretend it'sworse thaniitis.”

“Atone? My atonement ishdll eternd.”
“Y our atonement iswhat satisfies her, and she won't keep you for al eternity. Y ou are not that bad.”

He looked at Amandawith gratitude, and in that moment Amandaknew that he had accepted that his
own guilt had limits,

From the shadows came a strange fairy music, not the harp, but a harsher sound asif of drumsand bells
and rattling stalks. This music made Simon look curioudy in the direction of the rowan.

But there was nothing to be seen, not to hisuntrained eye. Amandasaw it al, though.

He gasped. A shaking hand went up to touch hishair as his gun, forgotten, clattered to the ground. Off in
the dark the fairy musicians pointed horns at him. They did not make a sound that could be heard, but
Amandacouldfed itintheair dl around her. Simon put his handsto his ears and crumpled forward.
Rendered white and narrow as silk, hishair fell away.

He uttered a sound like wind spending itsdlf. His flesh doughed from his bones, hisfingernails grew long.
His eyes sank, his hands became crone claws.

Amandaremembered him at the Tabernacle, pointing and shouting aterrible sentence from the Book of
Revdation. She spoke aoud, but her voice was smal: “ And they had tailslike unto scorpions, and there
were gingsin ther tails. And they had aking over them, which isthe angd of the bottomless pit, whose
nameis Abadon.”

The horns made great brown noises, which sucked the youth from him. He fell forward, dready little
more than aterribly aged skeleton.

The girl murmured a pitying word and caught him, cradling him in her ams. There was something like
satisfaction in her face. Her overseeing hishell would in the end relieve the suffering of them both, her
anger and hisguilt.



Amanda could hear the snap of his skeletal jaw, anoise no bigger than somebody clicking the teeth of a
comb.

Thegirl carried her burden away acrossthe Fairy Stone, in among the crowd of fairy that lined the far
ridge of me mountain.

When Tom came bounding up &t last, Amandaat first wanted to greet him, then felt anger as sharp as cut
glass. “You old cat, why didn't you help me?’ Shelooked out into the dark, at the departing shadows of
thefairy. “And you, why did you wait so long!”

She knew, of course. They had not been able to do anything to Brother Pierce aslong as he wanted
eterna damnation, for they could not be apart of hishate. It wasironic that his own sdf-loathing
protected him from his destruction. As soon as he found the least glimpse of his good core, though, he
could not condemn himsdlf for eternity. Then they could become apart of hisjustice.

Amandafollowed the progress of the girl climbing into the mountains, till carrying her burden. Asthey
went, the giri changed. She became like smoke, men more solid, until she was the Leannan sweeping
through the heights and glens, carrying an extraordinarily shrunken manin her arms.

When sheredlized that the ghost child had also been the Queen of the Fairy, she knew that the last test
was over. They had al been tempered in the Leannan'sterrible fire. The strength and wisdom Amanda
had been given were her weapons againgt the coming age of persecution, of which Brother Pierce was

only the beginning.

She began making her way down the mountain, thinking of the other witches. Her injuries made her
progress dow, and as she moved adong, she heard gunfire and the roaring of some great anima, shouts
and findly screams as high aswind in wire. Pain or no pain, there was only one thing for her to do. She
leaped ahead, rushing along the rough path asfast as she could. Her injuries screamed, amost rendering
her insensible, but sheran on.

She looked around for Tom, who had been dinking ahead hrough the undergrowth. “Help us,” she
screamed. “Help us!” He was nowhere to be seen.

Terribleimaginings of the murder of her people swam through her mind, of Kate being shat, of Robin
burning and Ivy burning and dl the Covenstead in ruins, of animaskicking at firein ther gals.

By me time she entered the village her head was crashing with pain and exhaustion. She needed medical
attention, and soon.

An awful sllence had settled on the Covenstead. The village stood in darkness, in shadows. She saw
nobody. She went close to the barn.

A faint sound came from within—singing, low and sad. The people were dive, at least. But their tone
sad dl: they were preparing to die.

She peered down the pathway between the cottages. Where Brother Pierce's men? There wasn't a soul
around.

Then she noticed Tom. He crouched low, facing the shadows beside the sweat |odge. He was huge, and
amazingly terrifying, agreat, black lion with aflowing mane and golden eyes. Hewasthe size of acar.
Huddled before him were Brother Pierce's men.

Tom yawned. Nearby the Leannan's harp began to play. It was odd, to think of her at once back on the
mountain with Simon, playing her harp m these shadows, and stalking about as Tom. Amandaloved the



Leannan Sidhe, and the warmth in her heart made the music grow swester. Isit that God islonely? Isthat
why we exig?

Amanda saw what had happened here. Their usefulness expended, the Leannan could have taken
Brother Pierce's men, too. Or could she? Maybe she had not the right; maybe it was not their timeto die.

Tom gazed at Amanda and swished hisbroken tail. His pink tongue appeared for amoment between his
teeth, and helicked his whiskered cheeks. She picked up a discarded 30-30, found it to be empty, and
tried a shotgun. It had two shdlls|eft. When she pointed it a Pierceés sillent, staring men, Tom legped up
in ashower of sparks and became a cat again. Then he closed his eyes and soon was purring the first
purr she had ever heard from him.

She threw open the door of the bam with a shout of joy. “We're free! We'vewon!” Robin swept her into
hisarms.

Therefollowed atime of people holding one another close, joyousin their lives but remembering their
dead. Sheriff Williamswas called, and Brother Pierce's men were led off to the county jall.

The sllence of the night engulfed the village and soon brought rest to the exhausted little group.

Asfar as Brother Pierce himself was concerned, a search was mounted for him the next day by the
sheriff's office and the state police. Nothing was found, not so much as a discarded gum wrapper. Over
subsequent weeks wells were sounded, Maywell Pond was dragged, and the mountains were walked.

Tom would scamper along with the searchers, histail bobbing in thetail grass, hisgood ear pricked to
any sound. But nothing was ever heard, nothing found. Simon Pierce was never seen again.



