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The motel room was small, the bed had a thin
and springy mattress, and the faded carpeting had
a faint, moldy smell. It was the best he�d been
at in over a month, and this time he had actually
been able to pay for it with what he made playing
the guitar. The local coffee house patrons had
coughed up enough
cash to let him buy a
full tank of gas for
his Harley and get a
motel room. Even bet-
ter than the money,
the emotional
response of the
crowd had left him
feeling slightly
buzzed. A respon-
sive, willing audience
was better than
booze, better than
drugs, better than . . .
well, better than
almost anything.

Dan switched the
TV off; he was
glad he didn�t get a
chance to watch that
crap too often. As
he settled down to
sleep, he considered
his plans. He could
stay in town for a
couple more days; a
couple of college
girls seemed pretty interested in becoming better
acquainted with him. On the other hand . . .

A glowing female head appeared over his bed.
Dan started, nearly falling out of bed. �What
the . . . ?�
�It�s been a long time, Daniel Gaiman.�
Fiona. Damn. �Why the hell won�t you use

a phone, Fiona? It�s a lot less expensive.�

The glowing head�s pretty features narrowed
in annoyance. �You know very well that
Locating you precisely enough would be even
more energy-consuming, both in power and time.
But that is not important. We have need of
you.�

Crap. Not that he was surprised. A witch
in Rhode Island didn�t spend the energy to con-
tact a wanderer in Pennsylvania for no reason.

�You know I don�t
get involved anymore.
I don�t even practice
the Craft.� Well, he
told himself, not much,
at least.
�This is very impor-

tant. Lives are at
stake.�

Dan sighed. �They
always are. Tell me
what�s going on and
I�ll tell you my
response.� Which
will probably be
�Screw off,� he
thought.
�Somebody in your

area is awakening
Nath-Shagraa.�
�Nah-what?�
�I forgot you never

bothered to learn much
beyond the basics.
Nath-Shagraa is one
of the Mad Gods.�

Triple crap. �In Pennsylvania? Who�s doing
it?�
�As far as we can tell, one Gifted magician.

A Solitaire, perhaps. Or, more likely, some-
body who stumbled onto a book nobody should
have written, somebody with enough raw power
to use what he discovered.�
�So, what do you want me to do? Aren�t

there any Covens around?�

           



            

�Two, actually. One is nearly powerless; only
two of the Gifted among them, and both of less-
er power. It was one of them who first sensed
what was happening. The other will not deal
with us; they may or may not do something, but
we dare not wait and see.�
�Any others?� Many among the Wicce

refused to accept the fact that they were not the
only ones who could work magic in the world.
�We�d have to find them; it would take more

time than we are likely to have. We cannot send
our entire Coven there, so we need you to help.
If we cannot gather thirteen, we must try with
five; failing that, we will do what we can with
three.�

Daniel considered this. Thirteen, seven, five,
three; there was power in any such combination
of numbers, the larger numbers being the more
powerful. �So, if I decide to take part in this
insanity, who are the other two?�
�The strongest Gifted in the area, and

Julienne.�
Julienne. He already felt vaguely sick; hearing

that name made his guts twist. �I�m surprised
she�d want to work with me,� he managed to say
evenly.
�This is too important to make allowances for

petty personal feelings. She will do as she must.
As you must.�

Petty? Julienne and I almost killed each
other!  �I could say no, y�know. I�ve been living
a nice quiet life for almost a year.�
�If it harm none, do what you will,� Fiona�s

glowing head said. �Will your inaction bring no
harm?�

Dammit. �I will be there.�

 



The dawn�s sunshine stung Ben Harrison�s
strained eyes. He had not slept a wink all night;
as soon as he closed his eyes, images too horri-
ble to comprehend forced him into terrified wake-
fulness. His throat was raw after thirteen hours

of continual chanting; he had been sipping Kool-
Aid all night long but had eaten nothing.
Despite the hunger and fatigue wracking his
body, he did not stop. Another day, and he
would be done. Then hunger and fatigue would
mean nothing.

The teenager sat on the floor. The Marilyn
Manson T-shirt he was wearing was dirty and
damp with his sweat. Dry blood was caked over
his left cheek and forehead; it was not his own.
His parents had left him under the care of Aunt
Beth, hard-drinking Aunt Beth, who had not
even noticed Ben creeping up behind her with a
butcher knife, and had barely struggled as he
murdered her. He had needed her blood to draw
the circle to summon the being called Nath-
Shagraa -- not its real name, since its real name
would burst the eardrums of humans and liquefy
their brains should it be spoken out loud -- into
this world.

The book had been in his aunt�s attic for
decades. Aunt Beth had told Ben that her
great-grandfather had collected strange books
until his nervous breakdown and eventual death
in an insane asylum. �I should have burned them
long ago,� she had commented when Ben started
rummaging in the attic. �But it�s the only legacy
of my family, and I just can�t bring myself to
do it. You should stay away from the attic,
Ben.� What little humanity remained in the
chanting teenager knew that the books should
have all been burned and their ashes scattered in
the wind; now it was too late. Despite his
aunt�s warnings, he had sneaked into the attic,
had opened dusty boxes, and had found the books.
And among them, he had found the Book that
had changed his life.

Ben opened the Book; the leather and the
parchment in the pages had been made with
human skin; he knew that instinctively. His read-
ings had utterly warped his mind, making him
sensitive to some things, utterly callous to every-
thing else. 

Ben continued chanting.
Inside the blood circle on the wooden floor,

something unspeakable started taking shape. 



 


Julienne knew it was necessary to work with
Daniel; the rest of her Coven was already
involved in a dangerous ritual, and she was by
far the best in the arts of Banishing and
Cleansing. Julienne must go to White Rock
and confront the evil being raised there. But to
do it alone would be madness; other people with
the Gift would be needed to deal with the defens-
es a servant of Nath-Shagraa would have pre-
pared against intrusions. Daniel was nearby;
even better, he was an accomplished magician.
The facts did not banish the burst of anger she
felt when she first saw him at the bus station.
Four years, and he had barely changed. Still
wearing his hair long, he hadn�t bothered to shave
for a few days. His jeans and shirt were worn
but clean, and he still favored that silly cowboy
hat. And he glowed with stored Essence; to a
Gifted such as her, his magical shields burned
bright, a gorgeous display of magical light that
the Mundanes crowding the station did not
notice. Make that not quite notice; people
seemed to draw away from Daniel, respecting
his personal space, unwittingly kept at bay by the
protective energies swirling around him.

Daniel was letting his shields show as a
message for her. He was ready to defend himself
should she decide to carry on their last argument,
and he was purposely keeping her away from his
inner self. His aura, thoughts and emotions were
hidden securely behind the glowing shields. In a
way, she reflected, that had always been the case.
�You�re late,� he said, coolly and without emo-

tion.
�Coincidence, I hope,� Julienne replied in the

same tone. �Or perhaps not. When a Power of
this magnitude is being awakened, chance will
bend to favor Its purposes.�
�I know,� he said, raising an eyebrow, a sign

of annoyance she knew well. He obviously felt
he did not need a lecture.

She could not care less about what he felt.
�Have you secured a car?� Julienne had no
desire to ride pillion on his motorcycle. Such
close physical proximity would be painful in too
many ways. She had her own shields around her,
although she did not make them flash openly; the
magical constructs would not prevent physical
contact, but the two shields would grate against
each other, sending psychic reverberations lancing
through both magicians.

Daniel nodded. �Laura is waiting outside
with a car.� He sounded dubious when he men-
tioned the Wicce woman that would be joining
him and Julienne in the effort to stop the Mad
God. �She�s awfully young, Julienne. I don�t
think she is up to this.�
�We need her; she has the strongest Talent in

the area aside from you,� she replied as they left
the station.
�We�re gonna get killed,� Daniel muttered

under his breath, but followed her.

 


Ben Harrison stopped chanting for the first
time in twenty-three hours. �They are coming,�
he said. His voice sounded hoarse and inhuman
to his own ears. The living room had grown
dark; the abomination growing within the circle
seemed to be sucking the light in the house into
itself, like the black holes Ben had learned about
in science class. At the same time, a different
type of darkness seemed to be seeping into his
mind, blinding him and at the same time making
him know things. He knew outsiders would even-
tially find the farmhouse.

The chanting started again, but it had a differ-
ent pitch and tone. In the parlor, Aunt Beth�s
body started stirring. It sat up with jerky,
mechanical movements. Ben smiled as he sensed
the corpse start to change, to be remade in
Nath-Shagraa�s image.
�That should take care of them,� he said to

himself, and went back to work.

           



            

 


They had to stop at a gas station to fuel up
and ask for directions. They were getting close,
but even Julienne�s best rituals had yielded no
success. Her failure was making her irritable,
she knew, but most of her anger was focused on
the shiftless bastard whom Fate had forced to
her side once again.

Laura, the local
woman -- a girl, really,
Julienne had to admit --
had not been as helpful
as Julienne had hoped.
Laura was staring
fixedly forward, her
short blonde hair
disheveled, her complex-
ion pale. She had been
biting her lips throughout
the entire trip, hard
enough to draw blood.
And that was after
Daniel had woven
shields around her, pro-
tecting the girl from the
worst of the psychic
malaise that suffused the
area. The problem was
that Laura was a Seer
with only rudimentary
knowledge of magic. The
girl was too sensitive to
the waves of alienness
that were but the harbin-
ger of the Mad God�s coming.

Daniel came back to the car. �I think we�re
in luck,� he said. �The guy at the station, he
might have just a touch of the Second Sight
himself. He just couldn�t stop talking about
something weird going on at the Harrison farm-
house. I think that�s the place.�
�We�ll have to try it,� Julienne said coldly.

For the next several minutes, the drive was
made in silence.

Julienne knew they were on the right track
when they were within half a mile of the farm-
house. Although there were no clouds in the
sky, it was getting darker as they approached.
An increasingly oppressive feeling began to
affect her at about the same time.

Laura snapped briefly out of her semi-trance
to stare out the window. �Look!� she said,
pointing toward the surrounding fields.

�Crap,� Daniel
said between
clenched teeth.
Julienne said noth-
ing, but could not
stop a short gasp.

Several cows were
in the fields on both
sides of the road.
Some were running
in circles; others lay
on the ground in a
mess of blood and
entrails. Even as
they watched, several
of the remaining ani-
mals turned on one
of their own, goring
and kicking. As
their victim fell
twitching, six cows
surrounded it and
howled up at the sky.
Julienne had grown
up on a farm; she
had never heard ani-

mals make such a noise, and she prayed never to
hear it again.

Daniel�s knuckles were white on the steering
wheel. �You�re not thinking of quitting, are you?�
Julienne said. He glared at her for a moment,
but then looked down. �I won�t let you down
this time, Jules,� he said in a subdued voice. 



He had not called her Jules since weeks
before the final fight so many years ago. Daniel
had not been ready to follow her path, to give
himself fully to the duties of the Coven -- to
commit himself not only to Julienne, but also to
the responsibilities of the Gifted. He had made
this perfectly clear by seducing a young student,
and making sure Julienne found out about it.
In a rage, Julienne had done the unthinkable:
used her magicks against a fellow Wicce out of
anger. The mage duel had been short and fierce,
and had ended with the guest house of the Coven
going up in flames. Daniel rode off in a cold
fury, andJulienne had to pay a painful price
undoing the harm she had caused.
�See that you don�t, Daniel,� she hissed. �See

that you don�t.�

 

�It�s cold,� Daniel muttered. �Colder than a

witch�s t . . .�
�Shut up,� Julienne growled.
He grinned at her in defiance but said nothing

else. Even his feeble attempt at humor had been
grossly inappropriate. The fact that he was try-
ing to get a rise out of Julienne was just proof
of how scared he was.

Daniel Gaiman did not scare easily. Even
after leaving the Coven, he had been in his share
of tight spots, supernatural and otherwise.
None of his previous experiences had prepared
him for the sight he and his two companions
faced after cresting the shallow hill. It had been
his idea to leave the car a short distance behind.
�No sense advertising our presence,� he�d said,
and Julienne, bless her cold heart, had agreed.
Looking down at the farm, he now realized that
they could have driven an M-1 tank into it and
nobody would have been the wiser. In fact, hav-
ing a tank around might not have been a bad idea.
Daniel had a .38 revolver with him -- he hated
guns, but sometimes magic could not compete
with a bit of lead traveling at thousands of feet
per second -- but the weapon seemed woefully
inadequate.

It had gotten very dark and very cold, impos-
sibly so for high summer. Despite the darkness,
they could clearly make out the Harrison farm-
house. It was surrounded in a sickly purple
glow that made his temples throb if he stared at
it too long. The purple light was pulsating
around the property -- and every pulse made it
extend a little further, shine a little brighter.
Daniel�s magical senses were screaming inside
his head. He knew that something was growing
inside the house, was becoming fused with the
house, and would soon consume the entire area
as a prelude to the slaughter to come.
�So are we going to do it or what?� he said.

They had been staring at the madness below for
several minutes now.
�We must wait a little longer,� Julienne

said. She had always had a good eye for judging
a magical matrix, for understanding the weavings
of a spell -- and discovering its weak points.
�Soon the three of us will be able to turn the
caster�s own Essence against him.�
�Or her,� he said sharply. Julienne was

always ready to cast males as the villains. It
had been just one more reason for his refusing to
join her little magic club, although he had to
admit it was only a small one. The enormity of
what he had been asked to do, to stand guard
over the world, waiting for things like this to
rear their ugly heads, had been too much, too
soon. He had wanted to enjoy life; Julienne
only cared about her personal Crusade (and had-
n�t she been angry when he had called her cause
that? To Julienne, the Crusades and the
Inquisition were two sides of the same hated
coin). He�d had to make a break, and cheating on
her had seemed like the easiest way to do it . . . 
�It�s time,� Julienne said, cutting through his

reveries. Daniel shook his head; for a few sec-
onds he had actually managed not to pay atten-
tion to the Harrison house. The glow was much
bigger and brighter. �Let�s get started.�

The three of them held hands, making a small
circle at the top of the hill. Julienne led the
chant, calling on Diana and Cerunnos, on the

           



            

powers of Nature and Balance. Daniel and
Laura lent her their strength, and by being three,
the closed circle they made added its own power
as well. With his mind�s eye, Daniel could see
Julienne start to glow even through her shields,
as Essence built up inside of her.

Laura screamed in mindless terror. Her wide
eyes stared at something behind Daniel.
Forcing himself not to let go, he turned his
head.

Some . . . thing was rushing up the hill
towards them. Torn pieces of an old-fashioned
green dress clung to the creature, the only indica-
tion that it had once been human. It ran on all
fours like some ungainly animal; the head was a
wide-mouthed horror, with a yards-long tongue
that was swinging back and forth like a tentacle.
The monster�s eyes protruded from stalks
extended far beyond the once-human eye sockets.
It gibbered in sadistic glee as it rushed towards
the circle.

Daniel let go of the circle. He was dimly
aware of Julienne�s cry of anger and despair,
and even caught a brief flash of her thoughts:

. No time for explanations; no
time -- no energy left -- for magic. His fingers
groped for the gun just as the monster closed.

It might have been a woman before, but it now
massed far more than any two men. Its lumber-
ing charge knocked Daniel and Julienne to the
ground. The lolling tongue darted towards
Laura. Her scream was abruptly cut off as the
pinkish coil whipped around her throat and
squeezed. The girl was yanked towards a fanged
maw large enough to swallow a human head.

There was a single, horrible crunching sound.
Daniel fired from the ground, emptying the

gun as fast as he could pull the trigger. At
least four of the six shots scored on the beast.
Reddish-black ichor spurting from its wounds,
the creature let go of Laura�s corpse and turned
toward him. The .38�s hammer made a pitiful
metallic sound -- empty. The thing�s tongue
whipped towards him. Daniel managed to inter-
pose a hand, and the obscene limb wrapped itself

around his right forearm instead of his neck. It
tightened its grip, and Daniel was insanely
reminded of one of those machines that take
blood pressure; his right hand went numb almost
immediately, and the useless gun dropped to the
ground. He tried to dig his heels in; as a result
he wasn�t pulled but dragged towards the crea-
ture�s mouth.
�No!� Julienne screamed. She had been stor-

ing the combined Essence of the circle. She
released a portion of the magical energies against
the monster.

A wave of white light washed over the crea-
ture, and it ignited like a paper doll in a blow-
torch�s flame. The tongue released Daniel an
instant before it burst into flame, and then the
creature was rolling down the hill, a howling,
greasy, flaming ball. It came to rest against a
tree, setting it ablaze as well.

Julienne helped Daniel to his feet. �Laura
. . . ?�
�Dead,� he replied.
�Only the two of us, then,� she said. �It

won�t be enough, I believe.�
Daniel wanted to be angry, to scream abuse at

her, at her Coven for sending only one of their
members, for dragging him into a suicide mis-
sion. Instead, he grimaced and said �Do you
want to live forever?� before taking her hands in
his and channeling what little power he had left
into the incomplete invocation. Julienne nodded,
and carried on.

A small beacon of light shone on the hill, a
candle flickering against an approaching storm.




The thing that had once been Ben Harrison
felt the destruction of the Beth-creature but did
not pause in its chanting. Over the last ten min-
utes, painful boils had erupted throughout his
skin; some had burst, and he was now covered by
a new film of slimy blood, all his own this time.
As above, so below: the corruption he was
bringing to the Earth was first working its will



on his body. Ben had little concern over matters
of the flesh anymore. His senses had been twist-
ed and transformed, enabling him to see the early
manifestation of Nath-Shagraa without being
destroyed. He could also sense the magic ritual
of the intruders being resumed. It was of no
consequence; the Beth-creature had done its job,
killing one of the Three, leaving the circle
undone, too weak to stop what he had started.
Soon the chanting would be over, and he and his
master would become as one. Then he would
show the interlopers that their friend�s death had
been no small mercy.

The shape in the darkness had become huge,
and was barely contained within the circle that
had served as its womb. It was about to burst
free when Ben felt a sudden surge of energy
coming from outside. Nath-Shagraa roared in
angry surprise.

The magical attack was precisely timed, and
backed with more power than should have been
available. The connection between Ben Harrison
and Nath-Shagraa was severed. The growing
form inside the circle collapsed unto itself.

For one searing instant, Ben was no longer
protected from the horrors he had been trying to
unleash. His mind and soul were utterly obliter-
ated -- and an instant later, his body, and the
entire house, followed suit.




Daniel watched the house implode, the walls
and roof sucked into a spot on the ground. It
didn�t look as impressive as it should; he had
seen more dramatic renditions in the movies.
But what the destruction lacked in the FX
department it more than made up in psychic ema-
nations. Only his shields saved him from having
his brains turned to jelly. He, Julienne and the
newcomers all staggered under the furious mind-
screams of Nath-Shagraa.

Help had arrived suddenly and unexpectedly.
Daniel had not even noticed their arrival until
somebody had spoken behind him. �We ask for

permission to join your circle.� Without missing
a beat, Julienne had nodded, and five more peo-
ple had joined in, making it seven, a strong num-
ber. Julienne had taken the added power and
done what she had always intended -- shut down
the doorway between Earth and whatever dimen-
sion Nath-Shagraa came from.

The dust settled in the bare patch of ground
that once held a house. The psychic waves of
mindless rage also subsided, but Daniel knew
that people for miles around would be having
nightmares for several weeks, and that anybody
staying in this area for more than a few hours
would be tormented by even worse dreams. The
taint of the Mad Gods did not die easily. The
danger over, Daniel turned to see who his res-
cuers were.

Not of the Wicce, that was for sure. There
were three men and two women, ranging in age
from twenty to over fifty. They were all dressed
in expensive suits, more appropriate for a
Chamber of Commerce meeting than for an expe-
dition against the supernatural. And he had
sensed their magic as they added their power to
the invocation. He had seen the rigid, carefully
organized weaving of the flows of Essence.
�Rosicrucians,� he said. Ceremonial magicians,
who sought control rather than balance. Not
Daniel�s favorite people, but they had indeed
saved the day. 

Julienne looked even less happy than Daniel,
but she spoke first. �You have done all of
humankind a favor.�

The oldest man present was balding and had a
sharp gray goatee. Behind thick spectacles, his
eyes considered the two Wicce like a corporate
CEO appraising a competitor. �We know. We
would have come sooner, but it was a four-hour
drive, and it did not seem prudent to tip our hand
by relying on Magick.� He seemed to be imply-
ing that his merry band would have teleported
here otherwise. Hey, Daniel told himself, maybe
they could. Two of the younger members were
letting their shields show, and they were damn
strong, close to his own in power. Maybe

           



            

Julienne�s Coven could match the raw power of
this group -� and maybe not.
�I believe the danger is over,� the man contin-

ued. �I think my organization will purchase this
property to ensure that this incident does not hap-
pen again.�

Julienne obviously did not like the idea of sur-
rendering an area of unstable magical and dimen-
sional energies to a �rival� group, but she nodded
stiffly. Daniel knew she wanted to grieve for
Laura, but she would not lose control in front of
the strangers. 

Perhaps the Rosicrucian leader was more sen-
sitive than he looked. �We will leave you to take
care of your companion now,� he said. �We will
take care of the authorities.�

Alone, Julienne turned to Daniel. �We will
have to take Laura�s body back to her Coven.
They will know what to do.�

Daniel nodded sadly. She was not going to
lose control in front of him, either. Maybe if he
hung around for a while, and did not take off as
soon as possible, she would start trusting him
again. Did he want that? He did not know.

He tried not to think about it as he helped carry
the corpse of the young woman to the car.
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A walk in the night.
Mundanes by the hundreds, by the thousands, traipsing through the streets, confident in the

neon lights that ward off the darkness. Happy drunks and yuppies going home after a show,
people looking for sex or drugs or both, and vendors only too happy to oblige them. And then,
of course, there are the others.

I see them as I walk. The spot that was now the street corner at Howard and Third had
seen no less than a hundred people die in the past two centuries. It had been a Place of
Power before the white men came; building a crossroads on its location only increased its
strength. As I cross the street I see the ghost of the insane medicine man who continues to
wage war against the invaders. He has gathered enough power to cause a car accident and claim
more victims. I pause; hidden in the pockets of my trench coat, my hands make gestures of
power. The ghost howls in fury as I dispel his power. Throughout the street, some people
hesitate as if they had heard something, then shrug it off and move on. I do the same. The
spirit will not be able to kill anybody tonight. He swears vengeance on me in an Algonquin
dialect as I pass by. I ignore him; the spirit is bound to this location, and his power is weak-
er than mine.

Three blocks down, hookers display their wares. One is not what she seems. Too pretty for
a street walker, her red hair cropped short, I know she has been a hooker since just after that
term was coined; she was one of the original members of �Hooker�s Division� in Washington
D.C. -� during the Civil War era. She smiles at me as I walk past. I nod to her. She is a
Vampyre, but the little life force she drains from her customers is never enough to do harm.
She knows that if she steps over the line, I will come after her. 

A few blocks down, the streets become darker, less populated. Six Hispanic youths are sit-
ting in front of an apartment building. One of them scowls at me; I am too white and too well
dressed for this neighborhood. Before he does anything, one of his friends grabs his arm.
�Cool it, ese,� he whispers. �He�s a brujo.� The gang members stare at me but let me pass

unmolested. Most of them know the truth about the string of murders in Angel Square, and
that I destroyed the entity responsible.

I have nearly completed my walk; a man can do only so much, and I can only put a portion
of the city under my protection. As I am about to turn back, I sense something. A surge of
power, ancient and evil. A demon. I head toward it. Maybe some stupid kid listened to the
wrong record played backwards, or a conjurer�s magic finally worked. Demons rarely use their
powers openly, but sometimes they become angry enough to take direct action. Unless I get
there soon, the imbecile who summoned the creature � and possibly an entire block of buildings
� will be consumed by flames.

I start to run toward the source. I can see unearthly lights playing inside a building. A
scream of primal terror echoes through the streets.

Just another night in my world.
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He was a modern hunter among the teeming masses. His prey was a small boy, obviously lost and
scared in the shopping mall. No one suspected him as he approached the crying child; the hunter
looked like everyone�s grandfather, his stooped body, white hair and kind, open face concealing a dark
maelstrom of forbidden passions. The old man leaned over the little boy with a placating smile.
�You look like you need a friend, kiddo,� he said.

The child looked up. �I�m lost, mister.� Apparently, his parents had neglected to warn the boy not
to talk to strangers.
�Why don�t you come with me? I�ll take you to the central office, and they will call your parents

right away.�
The boy looked dubious for a moment, and then said �Okay.�
As they walked, he took the old man�s hand. The killer had to force himself not to tremble with

anticipation. They still had to make their way out of the mall unnoticed. Nobody paid attention to
the pair: a boy and a grandfather were not an uncommon sight. The old man was ready to surrender
his prey should the child�s parents appear; he had learned the virtues of patience. But nobody called
out, nobody stopped them.

Even after they left the mall, the boy did not seem concerned. His tears had dried and he looked
serious but calm. The old man hid his true smile behind a complacent facade. Soon new tears and
worse would begin.
�Are we going away?� the boy asked as the old man opened the side door of his van.
�It�s easier than walking all over the mall,� the man said. �Come on, now.�
The child jumped into the van. The old man followed. Time to secure the prey and be on his way.

He closed the sliding door and turned toward his victim.
The young boy was staring at him intently. Something in his eyes made the old man hesitate for a

moment. They seemed a little bit darker than before, even accounting for the darkness of the van. It
didn�t matter. The old man lunged, ready to stifle any outcry.

Small limbs met his grasping hands. Tiny hands grabbed the old man�s wrists, and squeezed.
Breath was driven from the killer�s body by pure agony. He heard a crunching noise and his hands
exploded in pain. The child heaved, and pushed the man down while still holding on to his wrists.
Blood started running down the killer�s arms.

The old man tried to scream, but the child was kneeling on his chest, stealing his breath. �Bad
luck for you, old man,� the child said, and the killer exhaled a wheeze of terror, for the voice was
gravelly and totally inhuman. �In the order of things,� the child-thing continued, �there are levels of
predator and prey. You have finally met one who preys on your kind.� Even as he spoke, the last ves-
tiges of humanity melted away from the creature�s face. Once again, the killer tried to scream, to
howl out in horror. A small part of him found it ironic that he would spend his last few moments
of life in the same mindless terror as that of his own victims.

The busy mall goers did not noticed the slight rocking of the van, nor the small noises coming
from inside. A small pool of dark liquid accumulated underneath, but everyone expects to see oil
puddles beneath a car, and nobody noticed that the liquid was not oil. 

Finally, it was over. A young boy opened the passenger door and left the van behind. Looking
lost and forlorn, he vanished back into the crowded mall.
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So far, the woman had been a perfect hostage.
She had not struggled as they dragged her out

of the bank, and she was sitting quietly in the
back, sandwiched between Bruno and Leo.
They would probably have to waste her after
they left the Interstate, but Vic was no mon-
ster � he would make it a clean kill, a shot in the
back of the head, quick and painless. He drove
carefully, scrupulously staying within five miles
of the speed limit. No sense attracting atten-
tion. Next to Vic, Gino laughed maniacally.
Vic grimaced; they should never have let that
psycho join in. Thanks to his itchy trigger fin-
ger, they were now responsible for nine murders
� the seven bank employees and two luckless
customers. After Gino shot the first one, they
had no choice but to eliminate all the witnesses.
And the law being what it was, you would fry
as bad for one as for ten, so what could you do?

Vic sneaked a glance at the soon-to-become
victim number ten in the rearview mirror. Late
twenties, maybe, good-looking in a bookish way,
wearing a flowery skirt, a denim jacket and sen-
sible shoes, long brown hair running straight
down, her blue eyes hidden beneath thick glasses.
She had been the third customer, and Vic had
decided they could use a hostage. She had been
quiet and subdued since the hold-up, her eyes
closed, her lips moving silently. Praying, proba-
bly. Couldn�t hurt, Vic guessed.

The left front tire blew out. �Shit!� Vic was
a good driver, and the car was going slow
enough to let him keep control of the vehicle.
After a short swerve, Vic led the car to the
shoulder. The way the car staggered to a stop
told him the tire was utterly destroyed. 
�Damn! Gino, help me out. You two, keep her

quiet.� Bruno nodded and shoved the silenced
Beretta pistol into her side. The woman gasped
but said nothing.
�Why do I get to help you?� Gino asked

insolently.
Because it�s your fault we�re in this mess,

Vic thought but didn�t say. �Because I�m run-
ning the show, butthead. Capiche?� Gino scowled
but did as he was told. The two men went to

the back and opened the trunk. Gino was finally
beginning to look worried; he kept staring at the
highway, expecting a cop car to show up. Vic
was less concerned. They had timed the robbery
perfectly, shortly before closing. Nobody had
seen them come in or out, and it would be hours
before the people in the bank were missed. They
would have a head start, and no witnesses.
�Relax,� he told Gino as they unloaded the spare
and the jack. �Everything�s under control.� Vic
closed the trunk . . . 

. . . and saw Bruno and Leo, their heads
lolling limply on the headrests, appearing to be
unconscious -- or dead. The woman was out of
the car, hands down at her sides, staring at them.

Gino went for his gun -- and fell to the
ground, twitching. Vic saw the woman�s eyes
narrow in concentration. Gino kicked feebly at the
ground, then lay still.
�Brain embolism this time,� the woman said

coldly. �Two heart attacks are going to be
strange enough; three would be too much.�

Old childhood stories came flooding back to
Vic�s mind. �Strega,� he whispered in Italian.
Witch. The woman smiled grimly.

Vic dropped the gun and fell to his knees. �I
give up.� Better to face life in prison or the gas
chamber than this.

The woman nodded. �You have made a wise
choice.�

The police found a crack pipe in the car; the
coroner did find some traces of drugs in the sys-
tems of the three corpses, but not enough to jus-
tify the freak deaths. The doctor knew his report
was a lie, and he slept uneasily for many days
afterwards. The woman�s name was never
released to the papers; shortly after the incident,
she left the state, and could not be found. No
matter; there was enough evidence found in the
car to satisfy prosecutors. Vic discovered reli-
gion during the seven years between his sentenc-
ing and, after many appeals, his execution, and he
died while praying for his soul.

What awaited him at the other end is another
story for another time.
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�Amanda is the most precious child,� Gloria
said proudly to her friends, the other wives and
mothers. They all agreed effusively, trying to
allay Gloria�s concerns. �Still waters run deep,�
Mrs. Rutherford added, somewhat lamely.
�Yes,� Gloria agreed. �She is a thinker, and

so smart! It will take her a while to get used to
things; kindergarten is such a new experience.�
Again, her friends chorused their agreement,
trying vainly to mask their concerns. Little
Amanda had no friends; the other children
seemed to hate her, to be afraid of her. She had
been beaten up twice in the two months since
school had started. In all fairness, it had been
an ill-starred school year, what with the tragic
death of the Gifford boy.
�She will be all right,� Gloria said, and hur-

riedly drank the last of her coffee, using the
motion to help suppress the tears in her eyes.

In the backyard, Amanda played with her
dolls. Her mother�s concern reached her from
across the house. Amanda stopped playing for a
moment; it always made her sad when Mummy
worried so. And some of her friends were not
being nice, some were happy that Mummy was
unhappy. They better watch out, or something
bad would happen to them, like it happened to
Freddie Gifford, the boy who had kicked her.
Freddie would not be coming back to school
anymore. Amanda had made Freddie go away.

The little girl went back to her game. After
making sure nobody was around, she concentrat-
ed. Her favorite Barbie stood up and started
walking towards the dollhouse, her legs marching
stiffly, one-two, one-two, like those soldiers in
the old movies Daddy liked to watch. �One-
two, one-two,� Amanda said softly.

Like good obedient soldiers, all the dolls
stood up and started to march.

Amanda giggled.
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Madame Slovana (born Gertrude Finn) was awakened from a sound sleep (courtesy of several
ounces of the best Scotch her money could buy) by the doorbell downstairs. Her sleep was normally
deep enough to allow her to ignore the sounds, but whoever was there kept ringing it for several min-
utes, finally rousing her into angry wakefulness. She looked out the front window of her apartment,
right above her place of business. She could make out a young kid, no older than twenty-five (to
Madame Slovana, anybody under her own fifty-three years of age was a child), fairly well dressed,
standing determinedly at her door. She frowned at the sight. The youngster did not match the demo-
graphics of her clients (most of whom tended to be female, middle-aged, often lonely, and always
endowed with more money than common sense). An angry relative, perhaps, come to confront her for
bamboozling his aunt or mother or grandmother. Madame Slovana didn�t need that. She ignored the
ringing; the sign on the storefront said �Madame Slovana�s Psychic Services Center. Sessions
By Appointment Only� and she had no appointments today. Eventually, the kid would go away.

He didn�t. �Listen!� he shouted. �I know you�re in there! We need to talk; it�s for your own
good!�

That sounded like a threat. Madame Slovana spoke through the intercom system at the door of
the storefront. She did not even try to use her phony Russian/Middle-Eastern/German/French
accent. �Stop bothering me or I�m calling the police,� she growled.
�Listen to me,� the kid said. �Your life is in danger, and the police cannot help you. I�m the only

one who can!�
Madame Slovana had heard plenty of lines during her checkered career, and had come up with

some of the best ones herself. She was not impressed. �I�m calling the police right now,� she said
loudly into the intercom, and headed towards the phone to make good on her threat. The police didn�t
like her, but they had often come and stopped distraught friends and relatives of her clients from tak-
ing the law into their own hands.

She truly did not see anything wrong in what she was doing. Like those �psychics� on television,
what she did was for entertainment purposes only. If anybody was stupid enough to believe that she
� or anybody for that matter � could contact the dead, that was their lookout. Dead is dead, money
talks, and let the buyer beware; that summed up Madame Slovana�s philosophy.

Which did nothing to prepare her for the voice she heard when she put the phone to her ear.
�I am going to get you, Gertrude� the phone snarled instead of the dial tone she was expecting.

The voice was unmistakable; it belonged to Lucille Metz, until recently one of Madame
Slovana�s best clients. 

Until recently, that is, because Lucille Metz had died six weeks ago.
Madame Slovana was not so easily convinced, however. She hit the Reset button on her phone

several times, trying to get the dial tone. Mrs. Metz�s voice repeated her message over and over.
That little twerp downstairs must have messed with the phone somehow.

Suddenly, a beautiful Elvis commemorative plate that hung on the wall by the door exploded, show-
ering Madame Slovana with shrapnel. She shouted, more in surprise than pain. Another hanging
plate (Madame Slovana was one of the Franklin Mint�s best customers when it came to decora-
tive china) exploded, then another. Some pieces started flying around the room like so many startled
birds.
�What is happening?� she screamed at the top of her lungs. �What is happening?�

           



       

A blurry figure took shape in front of her, and Madame Slovana howled in terror, because the
semi-transparent form was Mrs. Metz, complete with the fake red hair and expensive make-up she
had worn in life. The spirit grimaced at her, revealing a mouth full of razor-sharp fangs. �I found
out you had been lying to me all this time, Gertrude,� the spirit hissed. �Gertrude! You aren�t even
Rumanian! You never contacted my dear David! I finally saw him again, and it turns out he hasn�t
had a good thought about me since he died! You took my money, and my hopes, and my dreams! And
now,� the ghost said, leaning over the gasping medium, �I�m going to get my pound of flesh.�

Mrs. Metz shoved her right hand through Madame Slovana�s forehead. The hand did not break
skin or bone, but Madame Slovana shrieked in the purest agony; the heavy-set woman thrashed like
a speared fish, anchored to the ghost and held there with superhuman strength.
�Stop!� The kid from downstairs rushed into the room; he must have broken in. Mrs. Metz�s

ghost hissed and released Madame Slovana, leaving her on the ground, panting and sobbing. The
kid advanced towards the spirit. �I cannot let you do this,� his voice echoed as he spoke to the
ghost.
�Why not? She deserves it. All the lies . . .�
�It�s not for her sake alone. If you kill her, you may acquire a taste for it, and may decide to stay

in this world, punishing everyone who ever did you wrong. The chaos and grief you can cause will
be greater than anything this charlatan has ever done.�

Mrs. Metz�s face became inhuman in her fury. �No!� The spirit sprang at the kid.
He extended his hands, and a flash of white light lashed out at Mrs. Metz. With a cry of agony

eerily similar to Madame Slovana�s own cries of pain, the ghost seemed to shrink into itself -� and
was gone.

The kid -� the man -� turned to the gasping woman on the floor. �She is gone. I tried to warn
you; I almost did not get here in time.� The echoes of pain still resonating inside Madame
Slovana�s head like the mother of all migraines seemed to underline his words.
�You�re for real,� she gasped. �You can actually control the dead.� Despite the pain and fading

terror, Madame Slovana started making calculations. Hire him, bribe him, anything, and she could
make double, triple what she made now. �Listen, kid . . .�
�No, you listen. Most of your clients are old women. How many more have died in the last few

years? How many more will die in the next few? You�ve hurt a lot of people, �Madame Slovana.�
And those who get involved in the supernatural -� even fakes like yourself -� often end up getting
their just desserts in this life.�

Madame Slovana�s mother had not raised any fools. �What can I do?� she said pleadingly.
The man told her.
Madame Slovana�s Psychic Services Center closed down for good that day. Refunds were

mailed to as many former clients as could be found. Madame Slovana, Incorporated, filed for a
Chapter Eleven shortly thereafter. In another city, far away from her former stomping grounds,
Gertrude Finn became a fairly efficient, if somewhat ill-humored, White Castle manager. She had
no further contacts with the supernatural, and died at the age of ninety-seven.

Her enigmatic last words, witnessed by the nursing home�s resident doctor, were, �I�m coming for
you, Mrs. Metz.� 
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He had his burden to bear, and he bore it gladly. It was, after all, God�s Burden.
The wind-swept dust blocked all vision beyond a hundred feet. Paul could barely make out the rest

stop and gas station -- two buildings on the side of a road that almost nobody used. These build-
ings offered shelter to the poor unfortunates who found themselves lost in the dust storms that
would unexpectedly sweep the highway from time to time.

Paul parked his battered car in front of the two buildings. A sign said Food and Gas -� Last
Chance. Sand-laden winds whipped at his face as he walked towards the diner. The wind was sur-
prisingly cold, making the black trench coat he wore a more appropriate piece of clothing than he had
thought.

A bell rang as he entered. There were three people in the diner, all employees -� surprising, given
how unlikely the place was to attract enough customers to justify so many workers.

A large man, his belly bulging against a dirty apron, was mopping the floor by one of the tables.
He strained the mop into a bucket full of reddish water; his eyes were fixed on Paul. Behind a
counter, a middle-aged, skinny woman in a faded uniform looked hungrily at the newcomer. Her smile,
meant to be welcoming, struck Paul as being nothing but predatory. Standing by the same counter
was a girl, perhaps sixteen, attractive in an unkempt way, also in a uniform. She turned toward the
kitchen. �Pa!� she shouted. �We got more customers!�

The curt chopping sounds that had been coming from the kitchen stopped for a second. �So take
care of �em, then,� said a man in a gruff voice. 

Paul�s gaze surveyed the diner. He saw the two tables where there was still food, the wet red
spots by the tables and the surrounding chairs. It fit; he had noticed two parked cars outside.

The young girl approached him, a menu in one hand, the other holding something behind her back.
�Table or bar?� she asked.
�Neither,� Paul replied evenly. Something in his voice stopped all three of them. The girl stopped

ten feet away, her eyes coldly appraising him. The fat man let the mop drop and stood up, wiping his
hands on his apron, leaving bloody trails on the dirty cloth. Paul took a deep breath. There was no
doubt in his mind or heart. He was ready.

The woman behind the counter spoke first. �Who the hell are you?�
�I am Retribution,� Paul said, reaching into his trench coat.
Things happened very quickly after that.
The girl howled like a wolf and leaped at him, the butcher knife she had been hiding looking incon-

gruously large in her hand. Paul�s first shotgun blast caught her in mid-air; he sidestepped the flail-
ing body and fired once more into the back of the girl�s head.

Growling incoherently, the fat man slammed into Paul. They fell to the ground in a tangle of arms
and legs. The man�s mouth opened, much wider than a human face could accommodate. A lolling
tongue dangled between huge canines. He tried to bite down on Paul�s face.

Paul heaved, feeling the strength of the righteous coursing through his sinews. The fat man sailed
through the air, landing with a bone-crushing thud on the bar. His body bowled over the older woman,
and the gun she had taken from beneath the counter flew from her hands. Paul picked up the shotgun,
brought it to bear.
�Stop, stranger.�



The door to the kitchen was open. A man stood on the threshold. His aura glowed darkly,
intensely.
�Guns will do you no good,� the man said, his voice icy. His eyes were solid red orbs. He gestured

behind Paul, where the girl�s corpse was beginning to flop about and move, despite the two mortal
wounds. �You are nothing, mortal. We will feast on you like we do on all other travelers, and we
will laugh over your bones.�

Paul let the gun drop. He extended his hands to his sides, palms spread in supplication. �God, give
me strength,� he whispered.

The monster and his family advanced towards him. The girl was almost at his back; her laugh
was distorted and wheezing as she shuffled closer. �Where is your God now, mortal?� the leader of
the clan said triumphantly.

The girl who was a corpse grabbed Paul with a blood-drenched hand � and let go, hissing in
agony, her fingers ablaze. The flames
spread and consumed her. Paul never
turned around, but could tell what
was happening by the heat behind him
and the horror-stricken look on her
family�s faces. 

�In the Name of the One Who
Is Our Father, I cast you out!�
Paul shouted. The fat man in the
bloody apron exploded in flames. �Get
thee behind me!� The older woman
tried to run away; she fell after taking
two steps, her hair on fire.

The leader did not run or plead.
Howling in desperate rage, he attempt-
ed to summon flames of his own.
Paul countered the evil magicks with
the strength of his Faith, and the
hellfire was extinguished. A torrent
of divine flames cascaded upon the
murdering monster. As the human-
like body writhed under the cleansing
fire, Paul felt an immense sense of
fulfillment. This must have been what
Gabriel felt, as he cast Lucifer down
from Heaven in the Lord�s name.
This must be what Michael shall
feel at the end of the last battle.

Paul looked at his handiwork;
weariness was beginning to replace
the divine exaltation. He still had
work to do, finding the remains of the

           



       

many victims of these predators, and then hiding his participation from the earthly authorities.
It was a burden, but it was God�s burden.

Divine Inspiration
 



  

 



              

   

 

 



   



































           





             



     



             



     

�As I will it, so mote it be.�
�So mote it be,� Garth repeated.
�So mote it be,� said Jennifer.
Three was a strong number, but Bonnie did not know if it would be enough. Her two compan-

ions looked pale and grim in the candlelight. Less than a block away, the sound of gunfire inten-
sified. The creature that had once been Henry Slaughter continued its rampage. A flurry of
shots ended with a scream of pure horror and agony, a scream that was quickly cut off. In her
mind�s eye, Bonnie could picture the scene: a policeman, perhaps, emptying his gun at the advanc-
ing, grinning corpse until it finally reached him and tore him apart with its bare hands. Shaking
her head, she continued the chant. They needed to take advantage of the time the cops and other
innocents had unwittingly purchased with their lives.

The screams and the gunfire ceased. Did that mean the people in the streets had finally all fled
the area, or had Henry killed the last of them? The three witches had managed to escape him in
the middle of a crowded street, bustling with nightlife. Frustrated, the creature had attacked the
passersby. How many dead, because Bonnie had decided they could not stand up to the monster
without a lengthy ritual? Time enough for mourning later, she told herself. She turned her fear
into anger, and then subsumed it into a cold determination. The chant intensified its tempo.

A crash, nearby; the three witches had taken refuge in a store whose clerks had fled after hear-
ing the commotion outside. Bonnie knew that the plate glass doors would not withstand Henry�s
fury. The sound of shattering glass confirmed it. Essence flowed through her, reinforced by the
ritual and the circle. Garth and Jennifer jumped to their feet. 
�He�s coming!� Garth shouted. 
Jennifer grabbed the nearest weapon at hand, a broom handle. Silly-looking, but Jennifer was

an experienced kendo and bo fighter. She whirled the stick expertly as the walking corpse burst in.
In life, Henry Slaughter had been a medium-sized man, prematurely balding at twenty-six, with

a gentle, ordinary face. Nobody had suspected he was responsible for the ritual killing of over a
dozen young children. In the end, however, he had gotten cocky and his depredations had been
noticed. When the angry mob cornered him, Henry had been mutilated with knives and red-hot
irons. His corpse had been buried in a shallow grave by the local sheriff, who had participated in
the lynching. Three days later, in a grotesque mockery of the Resurrection, the murderer had risen
again. 

The creature had not changed much since it clawed its way to the surface of its grave. The ani-
mated corpse was still a burned, slashed, decomposed horror. Only now, the blood of its victims
covered its arms to the elbow. It grimaced horribly and advanced.

Bonnie unleashed a torrent of Essence towards the monster, as Garth and Jennifer charged
forward to confront it physically.

The store became a maelstrom of light and fury, blood and screams.
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Ferguson swore loudly. The operation was not going as planned. Quickness was vital,
for you never knew when some government geek from the Forestry Service or, worse, some
Commie eco-freak, would be around to blow the whistle. 

The trees they were cutting were in a protected area, but the quotas needed to be fulfilled
and Ferguson�s supervisor had quietly hinted that extreme measures would be not only
accepted but rewarded by the corporation. The Forestry Service had too few people to
cover such a vast territory, especially since major cutbacks in the budget were enacted --
cutbacks lobbyists working for Ferguson�s employers had helped push under the guise of
�cutting the pork� in government spending.

The Greeners were another matter altogether, but Ferguson had dealt with them before.
A man needed to make a living, you know. Even more, once the eco-freaks had nearly killed
two of his men by throwing spikes on the roads. A jeep had overturned, severely injuring
Ferguson�s brother-in-law. 

That night, Ferguson and three other friends of his had come down on the Greener�s
camp. Nobody would find the five well-dug graves for a long time, if ever. For
Ferguson, it had been a matter of survival. One of his buddies, a cross-eyed skinny bas-
tard named Lenny, had taken things further, though.  There had been two women among the
eco-freaks, and Lenny had had his fun with them before sending them on their way. That
part had bothered Ferguson -- Lenny was married, and that bothered him the most -- but
he figured this was a war, and in war people did things they wouldn�t do normally. The
four had kept their mouths shut about the whole incident, and Ferguson�s nightmares about
the killings were long dormant.

Today�s operation involved seven other men and some machinery. If they moved quickly
and left no traces, the strip of land they were clearing could be blamed on any of three log-
ging companies within striking distance. Things had slowed down to a crawl when one of
the vehicles had inexplicably stalled, despite the best efforts of the crew. If things didn�t
get straightened up in a hurry, Ferguson would have to call things off and abandon a for-
tune in lumber. As he checked on the progress of the crew, he saw the girl.

She was a small little thing. Her long black hair made her pale face look even smaller,
and the bulky gore-tex coat made her look like an overdressed child. But there was nothing
child-like about the cold hatred in her eyes. Even before she said or did anything, Ferguson
knew he was dealing with another eco-freak. He felt a sickening mixture of fear and guilt.
She could destroy him and his career -- and the three buddies who had helped him deal with
the other bunch of Greeners were among his crew. He knew what they would propose, and
Ferguson suddenly felt doubts about his ability to commit cold-blooded murder once again.

All this flashed through his mind in the few seconds it took the girl to step forward,
revealing herself to the rest of the crew. She spoke in a surprisingly loud voice.
�What you are doing is forbidden! Leave now or suffer the consequences!�
Ferguson�s killing buddies froze for an instant, but only an instant. Lenny started

strolling casually in a wide circle that would put him behind the woman and, at the same



            

time, allow him to check for other eco-freaks. The other two peeled off in opposite direc-
tions. In a matter of less than a minute, she would be surrounded. The woman seemed
unconcerned about this -- dumb or crazy, Ferguson could not tell.
�We�re just tryin� to make a living, woman,� Ferguson snarled. He wanted to tell her to

get the hell out of there, but it was too late for that. If she had access to a radio, she
could get the Forestry Service to check on his crew even if they left right away. At best,
Ferguson could be fired. At worst, he might spend years in jail, or be forced to pay a
ruinous fine. He had a family to support. It all came down to survival once again.
�Why�d y�all have to come here?� he said with disgust.
�You have to stop this. You are murdering the forest,� the woman said calmly.
�Hey, Ferg! The bitch�s alone!� Lenny yelled. �She drove in by her lonesome.�
Cold certainty gripped Ferguson. He looked at the other men. His buddies were ready.

Of the other four, two looked full of fearful doubt. Ferguson called to them. �You two,
take a walk. You never saw anything. Move!� The men jumped off their vehicles and
walked off. They didn�t look back.
�You really should have left well enough alone,� Ferguson said bitterly. Lenny was

closing in. Ferguson had a revolver, and there was a rifle and two shotguns in the rack of
his jeep, but he didn�t think they�d be necessary. Lenny had a big-ass survival knife he had
bought shortly after the premiere of Rambo, and that�s what he had used on the two other
women. Ferguson shook his head, furious at the woman and at himself.

Lenny reached out for the woman. �Come here, pretty-face.� 
A tree limb lashed out and knocked him down.
Ferguson blinked. Lenny looked incredulously at the long tree branch that had somehow

fallen just in time to smash him with the force of an axe handle. His right arm was bent at
an unnatural angle. 

The woman spared him a glance before turning back to Ferguson. �This is your last
chance. Leave now or die where you stand,� she said calmly, almost sympathetically.
�Go get the guns,� Ferguson said to his men. When they hesitated, he yelled. �Do it!�

He took his gun out of its holster and took careful aim at the woman.
He heard a loud swishing sound before something hard and impossibly strong smashed

him in the back. Ferguson went flying through the air. The impact against the ground
knocked the breath out of his body, but he retained the death grip on his gun.

Dazed by the impact, Ferguson vaguely heard the woman shout. �Tree spirits! Forgive
me, but I must ask for your strength this day!�

There were shouts, gunshots and screams of horror. As he struggled to rise despite the
agony in his back, Ferguson clearly heard Lenny, shrieking like a hysterical woman. 
�Pleaseeee!� Lenny screeched almost like that cartoon rabbit in that stupid movie. His

yell was cut off by a grinding, meaty sound.
Ferguson struggled to his knees. His vision cleared.



The trees had come to life. In front of
Ferguson�s unbelieving eyes, a huge oak
tree bent forward like a sapling, its branches
stretching for Hugh, one of his killing bud-
dies. The tree straightened up with the
screaming man in its limbs. The branches
rubbed together, and Hugh was pressed into
a red and white pulp. The grotesque
remains, still perversely clad in Hugh�s jeans
and plaid shirt, fell to the ground bonelessly.

Hugh�s cousin Charlie backed off from
another moving tree. Its branches could not
reach him even after it bent nearly in half.
Charlie had gotten ahold of the .30-06, and
was firing into the tree as fast as he could
work the rifle�s bolt action. The bullets
were having no effect. Without noticing it,
Charlie backed into another tree. Suddenly,
the wood became soft and yielding, and
Charlie sunk into it. He howled and tried to
pull away. There was a sucking sound, and
Charlie�s screaming head was pulled into
the tree. The bark and wood hardened.
Charlie�s left forearm, right hand and legs,
the only parts not absorbed into the tree, fell
bloodily to the ground, neatly severed.

Ferguson looked at the witch. She was
still standing in place, her arms extended
towards the sky. A greenish light emanated
from her. All Ferguson could see of
Lenny was a bloody shoe and a wet mess.
Off in the distance, another man screamed
his final agony.
�Bitch. Witch.� Ferguson gasped as he

brought his gun to bear. 
�Witch. Bitch.� He squeezed the trigger.
The first bullet kicked the earth behind her

and to the left. She looked in his direction.
Ferguson yelled and snapped two more
shots. One drew a red line on her upper
thigh; the other scored a blossom of blood
on her mid-section. With a grunt, she fell.

�Bitch. Die. Witch. Die.� Near mind-
less, Ferguson walked towards her. He
fired a fourth shot as he advanced. Missing
the prone body, the round splashed into
Lenny�s grisly remains. He reached her.
The woman was lying almost face down,
bent double. Ferguson kicked her on her
back. Her eyes opened. 
�Die, bitch,� he snarled.
�No.� It wasn�t a plea or a command,

but it somehow stopped Ferguson for a
fatal second. He heard powerful tearing
sounds behind him. He had heard them hun-
dreds of times before. It was the sound of
a mighty tree being brought down by steel
and greed. It was the sound that was oft
preceded by an ancient warning call.
�Timber,� the woman said with a harsh

smile, and rolled sideways. A shadow fell
over Ferguson, and he had a chance to look
above and behind him to see the oncoming
rush of greenery falling towards him, a huge
tree giving its life to take its tormentor with
it. The loud crash drowned his death cry.

The woman struggled to her feet. The
wound was painful, but not immediately
fatal, and the Goddess willing, she would
live to fight on. The pain for the trees was
more piercing. She could see broken bark
and running sap everywhere, where the spir-
its had directed their charges to transcend
their limits. A handful of the trees had per-
ished; less than these men would have taken,
but a grievous loss nonetheless. 
�Forgive me, my sisters,� the woman

said, tears in her eyes. A gentle breeze
among the branches provided a whispered
answer. Nodding grimly, the woman limped
to her jeep, holding the rapidly healing
wound closed with one hand. She regretted
the deaths, but this was a war, and in war
people did things they wouldn�t normally do.
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The killer wiped his sweaty forehead with
the back of his hand. It was hot and
crowded in the New York subway, and his
skin crawled with disgust at the contact
with the press of humanity. He contained
his urges, however. The still-bloodied knife
remained in his coat pocket, nestled next to
the handkerchief that wrapped his lastest
gory trophy. She had been an easy one; she
had listened to his lies, and opened the
apartment door with a trusting smile. Her
struggles at the end had only added spice to
the kill. At the memory, a smile formed on
the killer�s face, and more than one person
recoiled from it, rightly sensing that some-
thing had to be horribly wrong with someone
with that expression.

The killer was headed home, where an
alcohol-filled jar hidden in a hollow crevice
in a wall awaited the newest addition to his
collection. Even the crowd could not drown
his contentment until he saw the woman.

Even if she hadn�t been staring straight at
him, he would have found her remarkable.
She was perhaps in her late forties, but her
savage beauty had survived the years intact.
Her long black hair was tinged with strands
of silver that only added an exotic touch.
Pale skin made the hair and the fiery dark
eyes flare up in contrast. She was dressed
in a long lacy skirt, its pattern a rainbow of
muted dark colors, and a black blouse.
Under any other circumstances, the killer
would have found her intriguing, would have
followed her to her home and started plan-
ning a new hunt. But the woman was star-
ing right at him, her eyes blazing with anger
and accusation. The killer stopped in his
tracks, his idiot smile gone, unmindful of the
commuters that bumped into him as they
tried to get past.

The woman extended her hand, decorated
with a bracelet, a silver chain linking the
bracelet to a ring shaped like a man with
goat�s horns. She pointed a finger at him.
�Murderer,� she mouthed, and in his mind
the killer heard her cold voice despite the din
of the crowded station. �Killer of the
weak,� she said, louder this time. The killer
took a step back, earning the curses of a
Puerto Rican couple.

The woman walked towards the killer.
The crowd parted around her, seemingly
without notice. The killer blinked, and sud-
denly the woman wore the face of his last
victim, her eyes wild over the rag he had
stuffed into her mouth. He took another step
back, pushing past angry commuters.
Another blink, and a new face: his first
kill, the young girl he had dragged into an
alley during his last year at high school.
�You will pay for your crimes,� the corpse
mouthed as it came closer.

The killer kept pushing back. He shoved
an old woman out of his way, sending her
sprawling to the ground. He ignored her
stream of obscenities and the curious but
guarded looks the crowd gave him. Nobody
tried to stop him as he edged closer to the
end of the platform. All he wanted was to
get away from the woman (women?).

The advancing woman became a kaleido-
scope of images -- a dozen dead victims,
bearing the marks he had left on them, all
screaming for vengeance, all reaching
towards him with nailed hands. With a
scream of terror, the killer turned and ran.

And ran straight off the platform, right
into the path of the oncoming express. The
old woman the killer had pushed down
screamed in horror a split second after the
sickening impact. For an instant, droplets
of blood rained on the closest commuters, as

           



           

the subway train slowly ground to a halt, too
late to do any good.

For a long moment, the woman in black
watched the scene with grim satisfaction.
The subway station and the stunned com-
muters faded away from her eyes as she van-
ished, unnoticed by most. The one exception
was a skinny black teenager who felt a pres-
ence leaving the area, and who for reasons
she could not understand, found herself nod-
ding at the grisly scene. Something had hap-
pened here, and it felt right.

Jazmin Carpenter opened her eyes. The
bilocation was over, and her consciousness
had returned to her body in the small farm-
house in Connecticut. She felt the spirits of
the killer�s victims moving away, imparting
their gratitude in waves of emotion that could
not be described in words. A tear ran down
her pale-skinned face. �It is over,� she said.

At her feet, a large black cat purred con-
tentedly. �He had it coming, didn�t he?� the
feline said. Although cruel by instinct, the
cat had no sympathy for two-legged killers.

Jazmin nodded wearily at her companion.
Her Essence had been nearly depleted by the
complex ritual. �I shed no tears for him,� she
explained. �I was too late to save the last
victim. If I hadn�t had to fight the ghoul
spirits around him . . .�

The talking cat rolled on his side. �You
did what you could. He won�t kill again.
Not in this lifetime. And he will not come
back for a while, will he?�

Jazmin�s expression grew grimmer. �No,
he will not.� She had seen the killer�s soul
being dragged away by the ghosts of his vic-
tims. The witch shuddered at the thought.
�Hell hath no fury like a woman wronged,�
she paraphrased.
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Even at the end, he refused to believe. 
His was an ordered world, a nine to five world, a world, sure, with more than its share

of flaws -- and who is perfect, ladies and gents? -- and sometimes, a place that did not
make much sense, but which had some rules. Money talks. Taxes are always too high. We
are all going to die, but concentrate on the jazzaerobics and fiber and use protection and,
who knows, you can keep the Grim Reaper at arm�s length for longer than you�d think. So
make as much money as you can, broker the right deals, kiss the right asses, and you get to
be the guy sitting in the big office, playing racquetball to stave off a heart attack, and tak-
ing that truly stunning red-headed project manager out for a weekend to your time-share
cabin in the hills. So maybe the papers were full of bad news, but to him, bad news was a
corporate downsizing, and he had worked long and hard to get himself a golden parachute so
that being �downsized� only meant a nice paid vacation while he fielded offers from a half a
dozen former competitors. The world was all right.

The world had no place for the thing that had knocked a hole in the cabin wall that night.
He had been in the process of consummating his relationship with the red-headed project

manager (although, truth to tell, he was beginning to suspect the whole weekend was her
cold-blooded attempt to cozy up to the Boss, but what the Hell, it�s not like he signed a
contract to do something in return for the weekend), when she had stopped what she had
been doing (so well) and whispered, �What was that?�
�What was what?� he grunted, somewhat miffed at the interruption.
�I thought I heard an animal or something. Outside.�
�Raccoons, I�m sure,� he replied confidently.
That�s when the thing smashed through the wall.
They both screamed as splinters and chunks of wood rained on them. Boxer shorts and a

black silk nightie offered scant protection against the deluge. But the big fur-covered thing
that stood inside the cabin was what made him scream in unbelieving terror, because such
things belonged in movies and novels, not in his cabin.

The thing roared and stepped toward them.
He didn�t believe in what he was seeing, but his instincts did not fail him. He reacted

with a speed and strength that surprised him. He grabbed the red-head by the long red hair,
and sent her rolling towards the thing with a savage underarm half-throw, half-pull, using
the momentum to propel himself off the bed. Her shriek was cut short by a crunching sound,
and something warm splashed his naked back as he darted out the door, unmindful of the
splinters, running as fast as he could.
�Just a nut in a costume just a nut a nut,� his mind gibbered as his body, well ahead of

him, ran as if it was a real monster. He actually made it to the car and opened the door
when the thing slammed into him, and suddenly the sports car seemed very small and
cramped when he found himself sharing space with a ripping and slashing creature. �Not
real, not real,� his mind screamed even as the claws started scoring. �Just a nut� was his
next to last thought.
�Lousy weekend� was his last thought before a claw swipe took his head clean off.
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