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Beware the wood.

Beware the thing of root and bone.
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PROLOGUE

GLASGOW,SCOTLAND

WINTER 1923
 







Preserve me, Earth, Taemon Gaye whispered under her breath, pulling her linen wrap closer around her thin shoulders and around the bundle she bore, to keep out the deadly cold.

She moved silently through the damp streets. She knew she must hurry; the sun would be up in an hour and if she was not safely at her destination by then, all would be lost.

She was a small woman, and the cobbled roads were alien to her bare feet. Her smallness was highlighted by the slightness of her frame and by the porcelain petiteness of her facial features. In certain lighting she resembled not so much a human being as a
cat or stoat in human form. Her cheekbones were high and delicate, and there was a darkness to her complexion that bordered on the negroid. She was quick as a wood animal; she could, by standing deathly still, blend into any landscape and elude any pursuer. She had done so many times in the hills, when poaching a fowl to eat, or even, in desperate circumstances, a dog or cat. Even in this environment, as alien as a
Martian landscape to her, she could avoid detection merely by leaning quietly into a fence or lamppost

By smell as much as by sight or hearing, she knew she was now approaching the river. She turned abruptly toward it, down a darkly shadowed side street. There were few gas lamps here, but they weren't needed; her night vision was as sharp as any nocturnal animal's.

The damp mist lifted a few feet ahead under a lonely gas jet to reveal a short, straight block of warehouses trailing to a lone pier. She muttered a short invocation, looking quickly down at the swaddled bundle she held, and moved on.

There was a sound up ahead. Instinctively, she pressed the tiny bundle closer to her breast, leaning back into the shadows.

A sailor came out of a side street close by, obviously drunk and cursing loudly. Taemon peered out to see him stagger noisily to the end of the quay and pass onto the ship moored there. A minute passed of muffled voices and banging sounds, and then there was silence once again.

She moved out of the shadows and toward the ship, crouching at the head of the dock. There was no sound of movement from the vessel. The only sounds were the dull lap of water against its side and now and again the mournful bleat of a foghorn far off at the mouth of the harbor.

She straightened and, a moment later, with catlike movements, was on board.

Low voices reached her ears now: the sound of two men discussing something in sleepy voices toward the bow. She moved aft away from them, toward the cargo bay.

The hold was barred and locked. Taemon Gaye cursed silently and knelt down before it. She laid her bundle on the deck beside her.

She uttered the ancient words in a chant, breathing them out quickly. There was a low splintering sound, then another, and the panel holding the iron lock fell away, down into the darkness. The wooden bar across the doorway slid smoothly back and fell off with a low thud to one side.

Taemon Gaye lifted her parcel once more.

She crept quickly down, closing the door above her. As she descended she muttered the chant once more and heard the bar moving back into place above her. The lock she could do nothing about, and she hoped they would merely replace it rather than look for causes.

The belly of the ship was nearly full with wooden crates. Taemon brought her face close to one and in the dim light made out the legend stenciled on it in whitewash: GLASGOW TO NEW YORK. A thin smile crossed her lips and then abruptly disappeared as a dull thump sounded above her.

A single voice was cursing. It was the sailor she had seen board the ship before. He had pulled back the hold door and was examining the missing lock. After a moment he exclaimed loudly, and then Taemon heard him descend with a grunt down into the hold and caught a glimpse of his heavy boots negotiating the steps as she moved lithely away from him.

"I'll break your head, damn stowaway bastard," he bellowed loudly behind her. He was bumping into crates and boxes, the light from his lamp bouncing off the ceiling.

Taemon
found herself cornered between two huge containers, but managed to squirrel herself between them and up behind onto a third and lower chest. She found herself in a snug and well-hidden compartment, staring sullenly out through the crack it afforded at the advancing glow of the sailor's lantern.

"Come out, I said!" he growled.

He turned suddenly and passed right in front of her, stopping momentarily to hold his lamp up before him and peer tentatively into her hiding place. She drew back and went unseen, and he passed, still roaring out oaths.

"I always catch stowaways," he said.

The bundle in her arms moved, making a low sound which Taemon wasn't able to quell.

"Ah!" the sailor cried, retreating back to her hiding spot. "What've we found, eh? Is this the goddamn stowaway?" He thrust the lantern into the crack and his bearded face in after it. "Let's have a look at ye."

There was nowhere for Taemon Gaye to retreat to. She looked out at him coolly, hiding her package against her body.

The sailor laughed in surprise. "What's this?" She could smell his strongly fouled breath. "What kind o' creature is this? A rabbit? Come out and let's 'ave a look at ye." He pushed his light in closer, squinting after it. "A tiny lassie?" He laughed again, a bellows sound. "Come out, little one; mayhap we can make some sort o' arrangement about your room and board." He snorted and gave another short laugh.

She sat still as stone.

"Come out now, I say."

Taemon Gaye spit out at him.

The sailor pulled back, howling with outrage.

"Shy, are we?" he said angrily. "All right then. I'm not shy myself. You've had your chance to be graceful wi' me." He put his lamp down and fumbled with something made of metal, which clanged dully against the lower deck when he dropped it. "Damn," he cursed, hefting it up again.

"All right, little one, let's 'ave a look at this, aye?"

It was a harpoon, long and wooden-handled, with a sickle-sharp blade on the end. He thrust it toward her, turning it in the light.

"Nice, aye? Used this much, in my days as a boy whaler. Didn't only harpoon whales with it. Now let's be reasonable, lassie. Come out and let me have my way with ye, and nothing'll be said of your stowage. I'll even drop you food, now and again. Otherwise," he shrugged. "A dead stowaway as well as a live one—'tis all the same to those abovedecks."

He turned the razor-sharp blade over and thrust it in at her playfully.

Taemon Gaye spat out at him again.

"All right," he said, his eyes becoming hard and bright. "I'll drag ye out like a piked fish then."

He pulled the harpoon back, preparing the thrust.

Taemon Gaye closed her eyes and muttered out the ancient chant once more.

There was a splitting sound above her.

"What's this then?" the sailor exclaimed, lowering his weapon slightly and lifting his light to try to see what had made the sound.

There was a flit like an arrow shot from a bow and the sailor staggered back. He threw his hands to his face, dropping his harpoon loudly on the hull.

"Holy God," he half screamed, half gasped.

There was another flit, and with a dull squishing sound something lodged itself deep in his throat. This one he was able to pull out, and he saw in the weak, fading light a thick sliver of wood about eight inches long, covered with his own blood.

He groaned, dropping to the deck.

There was one more flitting sound, a rattling cry from the sailor, and then silence.

Taemon Gaye opened her eyes and shifted her position, moving herself out slightly from the back of her cubbyhole. A loud sigh came from the bundle, and she rocked it slightly, soothing it.

With another utterance from her thin lips the sailor's harpoon flew up and over her, back into the unreachable parts of the ship's hull. Crates moved about the floor in front of her, covering the body of the dead man and making it impossible for anyone to reach it without clearing the entire hold.

With a few more movements she made a relatively warm and comfortable area, also inaccessible. Splintering open a few crates, she found one filled with tins of shortbread and another with barrels of ale. These would easily last until the end of the voyage. In another she discovered a shipment of blankets.

The bundle in her arms began to whimper.

She peeled back the white linen in which it was swaddled, moving the delicate gold crown from the tiny figure and placing it on the deck. She rearranged the cloth around the baby, rocking gently back and forth. Tiny as a mouse, it looked up at her drowsily, then closed its bead-black eyes once more and slept.
 

Just after dawn there was commotion around the door to the cargo hold. There was shouting, and boots descended. Taemon Gaye held the child close to her breast, muffling any cries. The disturbance persisted for a few minutes, then abruptly ceased. The door to the hold was closed again and bolted.

Not too long afterward there was the nearly imperceptible feeling of forward movement.

Taemon Gaye smiled once more, putting the baby down in a swaddle of blankets. She lay down beside it, reaching out her delicate hand to touch the child's head.

"Sleep tight, my Queen," she whispered, the motion of the ship rocking them both toward slumber. "Sleep tight."







CAMPBELL WOOD,
 NEW YORK
 SIXTY YEARS LATER
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Phillie McAllister had to see things burn. He had to see blue-orange flame lick at and then magically consume things. There came an insistent, gnawing itch in his fingers whenever he witnessed fire—the dreamlike blue core of a lit stove burner, the bright head of a struck match in the dark, the colossal hell-heat of a burning house or a log in a bonfire.

He knew that not everyone had this special need, just as he knew that much of what he did with this rare love of his was not acceptable to those around him. Some of it, he knew, was not legal. But when that insistent pulse came into his hands, that twitch, that cold, dull spot that needed warming, there was only one way to make the need go away. There was only one way to bring the warmth to his fingers and mind.

He had to hide this love from everyone, even his friends. He knew what they thought of burning things. He knew there must be others who did it, wanted it, had to do it; he had reconciled himself to the fact that it must be one of those things that everybody did but nobody admitted. Once, a year ago on his twelfth birthday, he had tried to tell one of his few friends about it, in a hesitating, embarrassed sort of way, just to ease the loneliness of living with the need alone. But he had gotten that "You're not supposed to talk about it" look. The kid actually went beyond that look, and Phillie was deadly afraid for a moment that he would tell somebody about it. But Phillie was able to make him forget the whole thing by pretending that he was only joking. He'd never told anyone about it after that.

Phillie the firebug, his friend had called him the next day, still thinking it had been a joke. The kid had laughed, and Phillie had laughed along with him. But it was no joke.

The itch was in his fingers now.

He stood fingering a pack of store matches. This was the second time he'd ignored the warnings everyone knew, and passed the yellowing No Trespassing signs tacked to the trees by the road and on into the deep woods by the school. He'd never come at night before. The first time, he'll been nervous as hell and ran when he thought he heard someone coming close. But nothing had happened to him.

Phillie felt his fingers slip the match cover over its lip. He began to stroke the rows of matches. To see fire in the dark. His fingertips moved upward, over the tiny rough bulges of the match heads.

His breath came faster.

In his mind, he began to fantasize about a huge flameout—the kind of thing he hardly ever let himself think of outside his dreams. Flames, ruby red, thundered like a close-passing train, pushed four, five, six stories into the air, snapping hungrily at the atmosphere. He saw this almighty fire sucking all of the oxygen right out of the air—building so fierce and tall and frightening that every molecule of 02 was eaten alive. He saw everyone he knew—his mother, the men she hung around with all the time, all of the girls in school, his stupid-idiot English teacher, McGreary, the cop Ramirez, the ones who warned about the woods—all flopping around on the ground like dry fish, gasping for breath that wasn't there. And he saw himself towering over them all, walking triumphantly through the flames unscathed, at one with the fire, growing as the flames grew, smiling and bending down and whispering, Screw you all.

"Screw you all," he said out loud, in a sort of gasp. He was sweating now. He wasn't a freak like they said in school (was that kid really just kidding when he said "Phillie the firebug'?), and he wasn't the weird little monster his mother said he was. He'd heard her say that about him, to one of the jerky men that were always coming home with her, one after another, a different one every week or two. They hung around the house like flies. The place was always a mess; she never cleaned up. She spent most of her time at one of the bars, drinking beer until she couldn't see anymore and then coming home with one of the jackasses she picked up, banging things around when she came in, stumbling and laughing, groping her way to the bedroom while trying to take her coat off. Or her dress off. Sometimes they didn't make it to the bedroom, and he could hear them grunting like pigs on the living room couch. One time he looked in and saw his mother and a bartender on the floor, sweating and pulling at each other. It was after one of these times that he heard his mother, after lighting a cigarette and sucking in a breath, tell one of her bar friends about him. She was still drunk, but her head had cleared. "He's a weird little monster," she'd said, and Phillie could have sworn he heard her shiver after she said it.

Screw you all, you can't make me stay away from the woods

He was rubbing at the matches insistently now. Without knowing what he was doing he had peeled up a single match and was pulling at it. He didn't know or care why, but this was better, much better, than the magazines his mother's men left lying around. His mouth was dry. He was fingering the head of the match, feeling its tiny roughness. Suddenly it tore free and he had the matchbook out in the open and was fumbling it closed. In the strong moonlight his eye caught but didn't register the "Learn to Drive!" blurb on the inside flap.

Almost trembling, he pulled the match across the striker and it burst into flame. He tossed it expertly away from him with one smooth motion.

He was transfixed now, like a hypnotized cobra. A small fire instantly sprang up in the dry brush. It crawled and spread and the smell of wood smoke hit Phillie's nostrils.

He clapped his hands spontaneously and stepped back.

The flames mounted, licking hungrily up a small pine.

Suddenly the sky above him seemed to darken perceptibly, and the trees around Phillie thickened. It was all in one movement, as if someone had thrown a switch. He looked up and couldn't see the moon anymore, or any stars. The sky was now completely covered by tree branches and leaves. There was a soft rustling sound, wind yet not wind, and the fire before Phillie suddenly diminished and then snuffed out in a breath of dry smoke before his eyes.

Phillie spun around and had the unmistakable feeling that someone was now watching him. A whimper escaped his throat. The hairs on the back of his neck and on his arms stood up straight. He thrust the matchbook back into his trouser pocket and began to move away toward the road, peering into the almost complete darkness as he did so. The trees before him were barely outlined in the velvet blackness. This whole thing was like a dream. He expected Ramirez the cop, or his mother, or his English teacher, McGreary, or the gym teacher who had caught him with matches in the bathroom and made him do things to keep quiet about it, to suddenly materialize before him. He couldn't shake that feeling of being watched; it was all around him, it was almost something he could reach out and touch.

"I'm sorry!" he blurted out to the trees above him.

Fright seized him and he began to run for the road. He was huffing and puffing, his arms thrown out in front to keep him from hitting anything in the dark. There were too many trees, and it was all he could do to get around them and avoid tripping over giant, above-ground roots.

He was crying now, mumbling apologies. He called out for his mother, promising he wouldn't burn things anymore. She would understand—they would all understand.

"I'm sorry!"

He ran faster, stumbling now; though it was past midnight he could hear the distant wash of light traffic on Route 22 and knew that it wouldn't be long before he reached the safety of the road.

A sudden, horrible vision came to him: the first thing he had ever burned—the butterfly collection his father had left behind when he abandoned them. He remembered the joy the flames eating that wooden case of dead insects had given him.

A huge tree snapped into view out of nowhere.

He couldn't get out of the way, and with a whoosh he ran into it, breaking the impact with his hands.

For a moment he seemed joined to the tree with the force of hitting it, and then there was a loud crack followed by a thwacking sound. Phillie found that he could not push himself away from the tree.

Sobbing, he slowly brought his trembling hands down to his middle: finding what he feared most, he began to scream.

Something had impaled him, gone straight through his back into the heart of the tree, hands moved spasmodically around the point of impalement, trying madly to push him away, but they only came up sticky with blood. He writhed, screaming in little jerky yelping cries, until he became too weak with loss of blood to scream anymore. There was no one to help.

As the world faded from him, he looked weakly up to see the sky lightening overhead. The moon peeked down, and by its light he saw with renewed terror that the branches above him were pulling back and away from one another, untwisting sinuously. Stars winked into view. He saw the handle of the Big Dipper trailing off into the treetops.

Someone, a dark figure, moved silently across his vision, jumping nimbly from one tree to another.

Phillie screamed once more, a loud, unbelieving howl.

The matches, loosened from his torn trouser pocket, fell to the ground. In Phillie's fever he saw his father's butterfly collection, the wooden and glass case so big in his small hands, filled with rows and rows of different chalk-colored butterflies. He had been only five, and he remembered the crisp look of each pinned, bright insect as it incandesced into nothingness. . . .
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Halloween was not a good day for moving into a new house.

From the moment the half-block-long moving van pulled up at noon, there was a continuous confusion of costumed children, boxes, furniture, moving men, and more children. The worst part about it was not the moving but that it was Halloween. They'd all been so preoccupied, even the two kids, with getting everything up to the new house that nobody had remembered to buy any candy. Mark ran out of nickels and dimes after twenty minutes, and it was obvious, by the looks on those mischievous little faces, that there would be hell to pay. Everyone knew what happened to people who didn't pay up on Halloween, who locked their houses up, pretending they weren't home, or were stupid enough not to be there during the day and night. Being there and not paying up was even worse.

By five o'clock, when everything lay scattered all over and up and down the house, when the sun began to sink and a huge orange moon climbed up through the trees, the flow of trick-or-treaters all but stopped. There was one egg thrown at the front door by something in a white sheet that flapped away under a street light as Mark threw open the door, and then silence.

The egg was dripping slowly down the front of Mark's sign, which read, "Sorry. No Candy. Just Moved In. Double Next Year."

"I guess they don't believe my line," he said, removing the sign. He twisted the dripping egg up onto the cardboard so that it wouldn't drop onto the newly varnished floors. "Actually, I don't blame them a bit."

With a "Yech," he dropped the sign into the plastic trash bag in the corner of the kitchen and sat back down at the table.

"Where are the kids?" he asked Ellen, realizing that the table had become half empty since he got up.

She laughed. "They ran off upstairs to watch television. It was the first thing they hauled out of its box." She leaned back in her chair across from him, letting her dark hair hang straight down, halfway to the floor. She sighed. "God, I'm tired."

"Me too. This is the last time we move." Mark's face suddenly grew serious, and Ellen was reminded of the little boy she knew was still trapped inside him. The cautious but easily surprised face, unruly brown hair—he looked like a slightly chubby Richard Dreyfuss.

"Ellen," he said, leaning toward her with his elbows on the table, "did we do the right thing?"

She reached across, taking his hand in hers. "For the hundredth time, we did the right thing. How else were we
ever going to have a house? Did you really want to spend another eight years in the Bronx?"

He pushed back his chair and began to pace the room, fingering boxes, opening and closing the white overhead cabinets. "It's just that I feel weird about the whole thing."

Ellen smiled knowingly. She was lifting her coffee cup as Mark suddenly bent down and kissed her.

At that moment the doorbell rang.

"Damn," said Mark, straightening. "A mood broken."

The kids ran down the stairs, Kaymie a step ahead of Seth.

"Maybe it's the kid who egged the house," Kaymie said breathlessly.

"Let's get him!" Seth piped in.

"That's enough of that," Mark replied. He flicked the porch light on and opened the door a crack, instantly shutting it when Feeney, one of the two cats, tried to get out. Ellen grabbed the animal, cradling him tightly in her arms.

Mark reopened the door, revealing a stocky, middle-aged man with a tweed cap in his hand. His thinning hair was somewhat unkempt, and there was a worried, distracted look on his face.

He almost looks frightened, Mark thought.

"I'm sorry to bother you," the man said slowly. He wouldn't step through the door. "My name is Naughton. My son . . ." He seemed confused for a moment but finally mustered his resolve. "My son is lost. He may have been involved in some sort of mischief with your house. He was . . . complaining about not getting any candy when he came here, and he mentioned something about coming back . . ."

Mark smiled. "As a matter of fact, we did have some of that a little while ago. If I can help you find your son, I'd be happy to."

Naughton shrugged nervously. He would not even look into the house.

Mark grabbed his pea coat, winked at Seth and Kaymie, and followed the man outside.

"Nice house you have here, Mr. Campbell," Naughton said distractedly.

"It is,"
Mark said, and then he thought, How did he know my name? The two men stood on the stone walk, looking back at the structure. The moon was out, and it gave a ghostly glow to the heavy, almost brooding place. It was beautiful and solid in its own way, a mass
of eaves and juttings. A black, tar-shingled roof angled down over the huge second floor; there seemed to be a window every two feet or so, looking in on hallways, bedrooms, storage rooms. The first floor was another jumble of windows. There was a full-length front porch, and another porch, screened in and now closed off for the cold months, in the back. And high above, just under the somber roof, yet another tiny string of windows peeping in on the huge attic. Almost a full acre enfolded it, exhibiting copious numbers of trees and hedges and a smoothly sloping front lawn leading to the driveway and the street.

"Hell to heat in the winter, I'll bet," Mark said. When Naughton didn't answer he said, "Why don't we circle around?"

They walked off the stone path through snapping leaves and twigs to the side of the house. There was a rustling of the curt wind through the trees, and pale, swaying shadows cast by the gray-white moon. And over this, a kind of silence.

This certainly isn't the Bronx, Mark thought.

They saw the yellow silhouette of a window on the second floor. A bright crack outlined the space where it was improperly closed. A tall oak branched out toward the sill. Mark noted that it was the room where Kaymie and Seth were watching television.

"Doesn't seem to be anyone—" he began.

Naughton pointed to what looked like a stack of raked leaves under the oak. The two men moved closer, and the stack of leaves resolved itself into the unmoving figure of a light-haired boy with a brown ski jacket on.

"Billy!" Naughton cried, rushing forward. A knot of apprehension tightened in Mark's stomach, and he stood helplessly by as the man bent over the cold, still form. There was an open carton of broken eggs nearby.

The boy's head was cocked at a gruesome angle on his neck.

"I told him to stay away from here!" Naughton suddenly wailed, startling Mark. His hands shook spasmodically and his eyes were raised overhead; he almost seemed to be talking to the tree. "He promised me!"

He became hysterical, and Mark had to leave him there, screaming over his son, while he called the police.

A squad car arrived fifteen minutes later. One of the two policemen, a short, solid-looking man with slick dark hair and sunglasses, who was obviously in charge, identified himself as Sheriff Ramirez. The other officer, lanky and shaggy-haired, looked like he was in his teens and did little but stand around nervously with his thumbs in his belt, glancing sideways at the body of the boy every once in a while.

It was nearly midnight when the body was taken away. After sending his obviously relieved deputy out to the patrol car, Ramirez stayed behind.

"Mind if we talk?" he said, and Mark noted that his tone of voice didn't leave much room for a negative answer.

"Sure."

Ramirez nodded. "You know anything about a kid named Phillie McAllister?"

Mark tried to place the name. "Should I?"

Ramirez didn't answer, and Mark had the uncomfortable feeling that the cop was staring at him hard from behind his sunglasses.

"Thought you might have known him," Ramirez said finally in a flat tone. "We found him dead in the woods yesterday."

He was obviously waiting for a reaction.

"I really never heard of him, Sheriff. Do you mind if I ask why you're being so hostile?"

Ramirez paused again, and Mark found himself thinking, Why doesn't he take those damn glasses off?

"I
just thought," Ramirez said finally, "that you might have known of him. Since you come from around here. The place is named after your family."

"I haven't been back in Campbell Wood since I was five years old," Mark said, beginning to be annoyed by the cop's manner. "There isn't anyone here I know or even remember."

"Did you ever see your mother after the age of five?"

"Look, Sheriff, I wish you'd get to the point. My mother is a bit of a sore spot with me. And before we came up here to see the house after my mother died, I hadn't seen this town in more than twenty-five years."

Some of Ramirez's bulldog manner abruptly dissipated. "You're from the Bronx?"

"Since I was a kid I've lived on the Grand Concourse," Mark said.

Ramirez suddenly smiled, revealing a line of straight white teeth. He seemed a different person. "I grew up on 155th Street off the Concourse myself." He paused. "Place has changed."

"Yes, it has," said Mark, startled by the change in the man.

"Listen," Ramirez continued, "I'm sorry I came on so strong. It's just that people are a little hard to get to up here. I was a New York City cop for five years before I decided I'd had enough. But ever since I started working up here I've gotten the feeling I'm an outsider. I'm used to that, but this town is just a little too tight with itself." He pointed out at the police cruiser waiting by the curb, with the young cop in it. "Even that kid won't open up with me," he said. "It's just that you start to get hard on everybody."

Mark said, "Well, if there's anything I can do to help you, let me know. I've got a lot of strange feelings coming back here myself."

Ramirez fitted on his cap, making a motion to leave, and Mark walked him out. They stopped on the porch, and Mark now noticed that the man was nearly as short as he was and had a perfectly clear complexion. He also discovered why Ramirez never took his dark glasses off. The cop lifted them briefly to rub his eyes, and Mark saw that the left socket was deformed and twisted, with what must be a plastic eyeball in it.

Ramirez caught his look and tapped at the dark glass over the deformed eye.

"Knife fight," he said. "When I grew up on the Concourse my family was the only Puerto Rican one on the block. The rest were pure white. We had a little trouble with bigots, but not much. My father worked hard, and a lot of people respected him. We had a lot of friends. The trouble started when a few more Puerto Rican families moved in who weren't quite up to the standards of the whites. They got scared and started to move out. In five years the place was completely turned around." There was an edge of anger in his voice. "I was fifteen, on my way home from school, when one of the new brand of neighborhood kids decided I didn't look tough enough. I had my Catholic high school uniform on, so he thought I was easy to beat. I wanted to be a Navy pilot. Not having two eyes took care of that." He smiled wryly. "I took the knife away from the kid, though. I don't know what he wanted to be, but whatever it was he did it without two fingers."

Ramirez tilted his cap back on his forehead.

"Mind if I ask you a personal question, Mr. Campbell?"

Despite the cop's seeming friendliness, Mark hesitated before saying, "Sure."

"Why didn't you ever see your mother after the age of five?"

Mark felt himself getting hot under the collar again. "If you have to know, it's a pretty simple story. I was born in this house, but my father left my mother when I was five and took me with him. Until the day he died I never heard my father say a good word about her. He taught me to hate her. And I loved him, so after a while I didn't think twice about it. My mother might as well have not existed. But after she died the house was left to me, and since it was either move up here or stay in the Bronx . . ."

Ramirez nodded slowly. "Thanks, Mr. Campbell. I really don't mean to be so nosy, but . . ." The cop paused. "Things have been a little strange around here since I got here, just after your mother died. I get the feeling she had a lot of influence over the people in this town, and I get the feeling that since she's been gone everybody's been in a daze. I can't find out what it's all about. It's like everyone's . . . I don't know, waiting for something to happen." He lifted his sunglasses again, and that cold, dead eye bored into Mark, sending a shiver down his back. "The reason I asked if you knew that kid Phillie McAllister is that he died pinned to a tree with a slice of wood a foot and a half long through him."

"Jesus."

Ramirez nodded. "And now with this kid dying tonight, falling out of a tree . . ." His sunglasses fell back into place. "It looks like whatever is going to happen has started." He glanced at the young cop fidgeting in the patrol car at the curb. "I'd better be going. Sorry again I had to bother you like this, but I'm just doing what I have to. Between you and me, Mr. Campbell, this town sometimes gives me the creeps." He smiled suddenly, showing his white teeth. "I may even go back to the Bronx."
 

Later, in bed, with Ellen sleeping soundly beside him, her dark hair spread out like a shadowy halo around her pillow, Mark lay with his arm behind his head, staring out at the sinking yellow half moon. There were no window curtains yet to block the pure moonlight, and the half orb was perched just above one of the huge oaks, outlining its top branches sharply.

Mark's eyes began to close, and in that time between sleep and waking, the distinct outline of a figure appeared, crouched in the crook of thick branches near the trunk of the tree. He could see no face, but he knew the figure was staring in at him.

He started awake, but when he looked out the window in full wakefulness the figure had disappeared.

He rose silently from the bed and walked to the window. There was nothing but the empty tree and the rest of the neighborhood. He could just make out the house across the street through the tree branches, and the houses to either side of it. A short, broken snake of cars lined both sides of the roadway, painted an eerie sharp gray by the moonlight.

He yawned and turned back to bed, rolling over away from the window and putting his pillow over his head.

Outside, something moved again.
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In the dark, Kaymie came awake holding her breath.

Something or someone was in the closet. There was a low but insistent knocking sound, as if someone were rummaging through a box of wooden blocks.

She suddenly remembered the story her friend Clara from the Bronx had told her. Clara's father had left about ten years before, and one night after her mother put her to bed and turned out the light she heard a noise in the closet next to her. The door opened. There was a man in there; he'd broken into the apartment in the afternoon and had been hiding all that time, waiting for them to go to bed. Clara said he had a wild look on his face and had started to come toward her bed, but then her mother came in and screamed and the man ran out. She said her mother was shaking for two hours after that.

The sound came again. A creaking, splintering sound now, but not loud enough for it to be a man. One of the cats? No—she'd seen both of them before she went to bed and the closet door had been closed then.

A mouse? Kaymie could handle a mouse; she'd seen one once at her cousin's house on Long Island. It had gotten stuck behind the refrigerator in a trap. It was so little she'd cried for it.

The first sound came again, like rattling blocks. Kaymie thought of screaming to bring in Mom and Dad, but for some reason she didn't. She was twelve now, had her own room for the first time in her life, and she didn't want to look like a baby over some sounds in the closet. It was probably just one of the cats who'd somehow gotten in there. She wanted to face whatever it was alone.

If there was somebody in there, she could always scream when she found out.

A scratch sounded.

Then a creak like bending floorboards.

"Is anybody there?" Kaymie called out in a loud whisper.

Silence.

"Come out or I'll scream."

Silence. Then a scratch.

Creak.

Slowly, she slid her legs out from under the comforter and over the side of the bed. Her furry yellow slippers were there. She wiggled her feet into them, all the time keeping her eyes on the closet. There was a Snoopy nightlight in a wall socket across the room, next to the closet; it threw a circle of light against the wall and gave a dim, dreamy luminosity to the rest of the room. She'd be able to see right away if the door to the closet began to slide open.

She stood out of bed, frozen in position, her slippered feet on the smooth linoleum floor, her eyes riveted like a rabbit's to the closet door.

Scratch.

Slowly, very slowly, she made her way across the room. The door to her bedroom was to the right; it was open a crack and she could see a sliver of hallway outside.

So easy to run out and call for Mom and Dad. 

Scratch.

The closet drew closer. Kaymie's heart was pounding, and her breath came short. A perverse thrill went through her. While she was frightened, she could also see herself being frightened from a distance, as if she were in a horror movie.

It would be so easy to run.

The closet was just three steps away. She reached out her hand for the door, in slow motion, just as there was a loud cracking sound behind it.

Her hand and heart froze.

After a tick of silence, the door began to open by itself. Kaymie's legs were paralyzed with fear. By itself, the door slid shut again.

With a sudden, almost uncontrolled jerk of her hand Kaymie threw the door all the way open. A fearful anticipation went through her, and she jumped back a step.

Nothing flew out at her.

But the light was dim. Someone could be pressed against the back wall, out of sight.

He could be back there, waiting for her to go back to sleep.

Waiting like the man in Clara's room, with wild eyes and a knife in his hand.

She turned from the closet and with a quick move turned on the lamp on the nightstand next to her bed. The room brightened, blinding her momentarily. In that moment she imagined she felt a hand on her shoulder, a hand cold and hard. She squinted against the new light: no one was there.

And the closet, the part she could see, was still empty.

It was a walk-in closet, five feet deep with shelves across the back. One whole side was illuminated now, but the sliding door made a shadowland of the other half.

Kaymie put her head cautiously into the cubicle, holding her breath.

The tiny room was empty.

She moved with care to the back, looking for what could have made the sounds. There was silence. Something sounded behind her and she turned with a gasp. It was only a small box falling over. She picked it up and placed it squarely in position.

There was nothing obvious that could have made the other sounds. Most everything was still in moving cartons. Kaymie turned over a few shoeboxes and a carton of her comics and books on the back shelves, but found nothing out of the ordinary.

As she was replacing the last of the shoeboxes there was a crack overhead. Kaymie looked up to see a slat of wood from the top shelf above her breaking away. She turned her head aside, narrowly avoiding it as it fell into her box of books.

She picked it up and examined it, stretching up to see where it fit in the shelf. There was nothing up there in that spot that could have weighed it down. The piece of shelving looked as though it had been sawed off, the break was so clean. It was almost perfectly rectangular. Could a mouse do this? She didn't know.  But just to make sure she brought a crate over to stand on and examined the whole length of the shelf. She laid the piece of wood at the back and climbed down.

Kaymie stepped out of the closet and slid the door firmly shut behind her. She was about to get back into bed when her dollhouse, the only thing in the room she had unpacked, caught her eye.

This was her special possession, the only thing of her grandmother's that she owned. Her grandmother had made her grandfather promise that if Mark ever got married and had a daughter, he would give this house to her.

It was beautiful. The whole front of the structure swung open on two hidden hinges, revealing neatly decorated rooms within. There were three floors counting the attic, which Kaymie used to store her extra furniture. There were doorways between the rooms and exactly built staircases leading from floor to floor.

Kaymie found herself staring at the front of the house as if she had never seen it before. There was something about it she had never noticed before. Something—

Kaymie suddenly realized that her dollhouse was an exact miniature of their new house, right down to the little window in the attic and the front and back porches.

"Wow," she said under her breath. She swung open the front of the house and began to tinker, straightening things out and moving them a little bit this way or that. She moved a few pieces in the attic to get at her favorite part, a tiny secret cupboard that was built into a hollowed-out section of one wall.

Suddenly she yawned.

I must be more tired than I thought.

She closed up the house and climbed back into bed. A strange dream came to her. She was lying in bed, and unknown faces drifted out of the open closet door at her. It was a colorful dream. Trees grew out of the closet, twisting like snakes out and around the room. The room became a forest of trees, all moving around each other and around her bed. The trees began to part, and figures floated toward her from the closet, one after another. They were all staring at her. They circled her bed and then moved off into the forest. She was alone again, and the trees began to move once more, but differently this time. She saw that where the closet was they were forming a dark, deep tunnel, and way off down the tunnel a figure was coming toward her.

A cold finger traced up her back. This figure was wearing a cloak. She could not make out the figure's face, even though it came closer and closer. Kaymie saw that the figure's head was covered with a cowl. The figure moved in a floating, languid motion, as if it were under water.

It came close to her, right up to her bed, and leaned over. Kaymie shrank back, but it leaned down close to her face. Kaymie saw that it was wearing a crown over its hood, an almost imperceptible thing of spun gold with tiny sparkling diamonds in it.

The folds of material over the specter’s face began to fall away.

Kaymie reached up with shaking fingers and pulled the last fold back.

There was nothing there but blackness. Kaymie screamed then, and the cloak spun out of her hands and around and around, at a higher and higher speed. It shot back down the tunnel toward where the closet had been. The trees closed down around the tunnel, and it disappeared in interlocking branches.

The trees began to close in around Kaymie, climbing closer, twisting layer by twisting layer. Her bed disappeared beneath her, the wooden pieces joining the forest around her, and the other parts, the mattress and covers, pulled under and through the forest and away, crushed and consumed. She was cradled by tiny humping, twining branches.

The roof of the forest closed down around her. Kaymie found it difficult to breathe; then she could not breathe at all, as
the wood closed coffin-like over her. She gasped, pulling into her lungs only the sickly sweet smell of pine sap and rotting foliage. She tried to scream but could not.

Darkness dropped down around her, and the dream drifted away. The night, now dreamless, moved on.
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The rising sun shining through his window woke Seth.

"Kaymie?" he called in a sleepy whisper, not realizing for a moment that she wasn't in the room with him. For the first time in his life he had slept alone, in his own bedroom, and the feeling was disorienting. "Kaymie?" he called again, and then he remembered where he was. The shadows on the walls were different in this place, and there were boxes piled all around.

He slipped out of bed.

No Kaymie. For a long time he had dreamed of having his own room, and now that it had happened he didn't know if he liked it. The house had made such strange noises all night, creakings and cracks, different from the noises in the Bronx. Also, everything was so big here, and he didn't have any friends . . . Two days ago he had been excited to come here but now he didn't know if he liked it. The floor was cold, too.

He walked back to the bed and reached under the pillow, pulling out a frayed green stuffed animal that looked as if it was supposed to be a frog or maybe a toad. "Augie," he said to it, looking quickly at the door to make sure that Kaymie wasn't there to make fun of him. She said that eight was too old to carry around a stuffed animal. He had had to hide Augie all the time in the Bronx, and had even been afraid to take him out last night in case she came into the room by mistake. But she hadn't, and now that he had his own room for sure it looked as though he could do whatever he wanted. So Augie would stay. Well, maybe hidden under the covers.

Holding the frog by one short, tattered leg he walked to the window and looked out. It was just getting really light. Such a big house, so much lawn, enough to play whiffle ball or touch football on. His eyes wandered to the tree a little to the right of his window, where the kid had fallen from last night. He clutched Augie a little tighter, seeing how far down it was to the ground, and then his eyes wandered from the base of the tree on across the front lawn—

Was that someone standing on the sidewalk in front of the house? He bent closer to the glass. Yes, someone was down there. It looked like a kid his own age. The boy was standing on the sidewalk, his hands in his jacket pockets, looking at the house. Just standing there. At first Seth thought that was strange, but then another thought entered his mind that obliterated everything else. Maybe he's waiting for me. Maybe the kid had seen him yesterday and wanted to make friends with him. Maybe there were kids around here like Chuckie and Bill from the Bronx, and he'd be able to have new friends right away.

He knocked on the window, trying to get the boy's attention, but he just stood there staring at the house. Seth reached up to the window, trying to open it. It hesitated, stuck with the new coat of paint that had been put on before they moved in, then all at once it slid up.

Seth leaned out, seeing now that the kid had a light blue jacket on and black hair.

"Hey!" he shouted. The kid looked up. He made a move as if to lift one hand out of his jacket pocket, to wave, but then he just stood there staring up at Seth.

"I'll be right down!" Seth called. He shut the window and quickly dressed, pulling on a shirt and jeans and struggling with his sneakers.

As he ran into the kitchen he saw his father, fully dressed, moving around. "Hey, where you going?" he called as Seth tried to run by.

"Out," Seth said, "I want to meet the new kid." He tried to move past but his father put a hand on his arm.

"Hold it there, friend. What new kid? It's seven o'clock in the morning."

"He's waiting for me. I want to meet him before he goes away." He put a pleading look in his eyes. "Please?"

His father had turned back to the pots and pans, preoccupied. "Okay, but don't leave the front of the house." He turned his attention to Seth again. "I mean that. And come back in a half hour for breakfast."

When Seth opened the front door the kid was still there, in the same position, his hands in his pockets.

Seth approached and asked, "What's your name?"

The boy said nothing, his hands digging deeper into his jacket.

"You live around here?" Seth tried.

"Yes," the kid said in a low voice. He pulled a hand out and pointed down the street, to a large green house. "I'm Bobby," he said, his eyes on the ground.

"I'm Seth. What grade you in?"

"Fourth."

"I'll be in fourth next year," Seth said, taking the offensive. Since he was younger he had to let Bobby know he wasn't too young to play with.

"School any good here?"

Bobby shrugged, his face coming up and a quick smile crossing it and then leaving. "Okay, I guess."

"Do you have your own room?" Seth offered, trying another topic.

Bobby nodded. "My brother's is bigger." He looked past Seth, back at the house, and then up at the trees around it.

Seth's heart sank a little. It was obvious now that Bobby had not come just to meet him. He was more interested in the house, or something else.

"Hear about that kid that fell out of the tree last night?" Seth asked.

"Yeah," Bobby answered. He was silent again, his eyes tracking the trees around the house, and then the roof of the house.

Seth was getting annoyed.

"What are you looking for?" he asked.

Bobby seemed to want to ignore him for a moment, and then he shrugged.

"I heard my brother talking," he explained.

Seth just looked at him. If the kids in this town were like this he knew he wasn't going to like it here.

"Want to play?" Seth said.

Bobby stared at him.

"Not allowed," he answered, again looking past Seth. "They told us to stay away from you." 

"Who?"

Bobby shrugged once more. "Everybody. My mom and dad. I heard my brother tell his friend Jim that that kid got killed last night because he came near here." He looked straight at Seth. 'They were daring each other to see what killed Billy Naughton. They were daring each other they could get near here without anybody finding out." Again that smile flickered across his face. "My brother, Jonathan, will let me into his club if I find out before he or his friends do."

Bobby stood silent again.

Seth didn't know what to do. Was the kid loony? Was everybody in Campbell Wood like this? Now he knew he wanted to go back to where they used to live. He had never seen anything like this before. Everyone had been told to stay away from them?

He was about to tell Bobby to go home, to turn away from him at least and leave him standing alone, when a shout came from down the street. Seth turned toward the large green house and saw another boy, older than the one before him, running toward them.

"Bobby!" the boy shouted. He sounded desperate, almost hysterical.

He stopped about twenty feet from them. When Seth lined up where he was standing he saw that this other kid was standing just outside their property.

Bobby smiled, turning to his brother.

"Will you let me in the club?" he said.

"We'll let you in the club," Jonathan said. "What's the matter with you, you crazy? Didn't Mom tell you to stay away from here?"

Seth felt as if he weren't even here, the way they were talking to each other.

Bobby smiled and pointed at the house.

"If I stay here I'll be able to see what happened to Billy Naughton."

Jonathan suddenly made a decision and marched over to Bobby, beginning to drag him off. Bobby resisted, thinking that it was a game for a moment, and then fighting back for real. "Let me see!" he shouted. His brother pinned his arms behind him, pulling him away. There was a flushed, rabbit-in-a-headlight look in his eyes and he kept looking at the Campbell house in quick glances.

Seth took a step toward the struggling pair. Jonathan shouted, "No!"

Seth stopped.

"It's your family that's doing this," Jonathan said, pulling Bobby over that invisible line and now letting him half go, holding him tightly by one arm. "Your sister."

He turned, his fast walk doubling into a trot, his little brother held tightly.

Seth watched them go, standing in the middle of the sidewalk. What did they mean, it was Kaymie? What did that mean? They were weird, he decided. It didn't mean anything. They were all weird around here.

He suddenly felt very alone. He wanted to be back in the Bronx, in his old room, warm under the covers, hiding Augie so Kaymie wouldn't see him.

He looked down the street, where the green house looked gaunt and silent now.

He didn't like this place.
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For Ellen, the morning rose bright and cold. This would be one of those two or three days that come to autumn every year, when each gold or red leaf is sharply outlined against the ground, each partially denuded tree etched against the deepest of blue skies. The air was snapping and clean; you could see farther than on other days. This kind of day gave warning of coming winter, but gracefully neglected to predict all the dull gray wetness the real winter would bring.

She was roused by the smell of bacon curling up to the top-floor bedroom. She descended the stairs, her nightgown clutched tightly around her against the chill, her eyes still drowsy with sleep, and was startled to find breakfast for all of them neatly laid out and Mark, dressed in corduroys and flannel shirt, moving around the kitchen like a whisk broom.

"I don't believe any of this," she said, stifling a yawn.

"What's the big surprise? New house, new ways."

"Don't give me that. You're the laziest son of a bitch I know."

Mark shrugged and turned back to the French toast. "Kaymie coming down?"

"I think so." This time she couldn't stifle the yawn. She pulled out a kitchen chair with a scrape and slouched down into it. "I hope you don't stay like this," she said as he bustled around her. "I don't think I could stand it."

"I have a lot of energy today. I want to drive out to the university library and see how good it is. And I should finish those two articles by the end of the week anyway."

Seth abruptly flew through the back door, banging the screen behind him. He sat down at the table, breathless. "That kid was weird," he announced.

"What kid?" said Ellen, lifting her head.

Mark said, "Some guy Seth's age showed up about an hour ago. He was standing on the front lawn, staring at the place." He turned to Seth. "Did he want to play?"

Seth shook his head. "His brother came and dragged him away." He hesitated for a moment, and then went on. "He said there was something weird about this place. He said there was something strange about Kaymie."

Ellen and Mark looked at each other. "About Kaymie?" Mark asked. "What do you mean?" 

"I don't know," Seth said. They were weird."

Kaymie came down the stairs and sat quietly at the table.

"Look," Ellen said. "Daddy's made breakfast today."

"Uh oh," said Seth, covering his mouth.

Mark noticed that Kaymie had a funny look on her face. "Are you okay?" he asked.

She hesitated before answering. "I'm okay." "You sure? You worried about starting school next week?"

Kaymie thought of saying something about the noises in the closet, and her dream, but decided against it. "I'm all right, Dad."

"Well," Mark said, wiping his mouth with a napkin and getting up. "I hate to eat and run but I've got things to do. You guys get to clean up the mess. I'll try to get home early so we can get a bunch of the junk stored away and set up the rooms better. But don't hesitate to start without me."

"Phooey," said Seth, ducking under the table out of reach.

Campbell Wood was a typical Hudson River community, and in a lot of ways was just like a turn-of-the-century postcard. There was a bit of timelessness here, with modern trappings. Route 22, which ran through the town, was flanked by two rows of single- and double-story shops—the kind of mom-and-pop establishments that had been all but wiped out by the suburban malls.

Mark cruised slowly past a pharmacy, a small movie theater with a cheap double bill, a jeweler's with a white-haired old man sitting on a stool in the window, squinting over a watch with a magnifier screwed into his eye, an ice-cream parlor, a dry-goods store, a small grocer's, a Woolworth's. There was, of course, the inevitable McDonald's, but even that was tastefully decorated and fitted into the generally oak-trimmed decor of the street. Mark remembered vaguely his father taking him into that Woolworth's when he was three or four and buying him a set of jacks. I'll have to take Seth in there and see if the same magic works on him, he thought. He passed a few trees at the curb with bright green litter cans beneath them; he went through a single traffic light and by another small cluster of stores; then suddenly there were trees all around and the town was behind him. He climbed a small rise and there was the school where Kaymie would start today—a sprawling affair built in the days when school budgets had still been fat and when everyone had lots of kids.

The trees closed in again.

The woods were very thick here. A deep shade, relieved now and then by sharp slivers of sunlight breaking through the branches and late leaves overhead, settled over him. The colors were almost frighteningly beautiful—the leaves were thick with gold, red, and various shades of brown.

They were falling all around him, and those still attached to the trees hung low over the roadway.

Despite the beauty of the woods and of the day, Mark began to feel a growing sense of claustrophobia. Those trees were just too close. He leaned his head toward the half-open window, pulling in a few deep breaths. He felt as if that overhang of branches and foliage was pressing down on him. The trees now butted right up against the curb, their limbs pressing out and down toward him—

The road abruptly drew out of the woods and widened into bright sunlight. Mark drew a deep breath of relief. Silly, he thought.

The route twisted up and down and then up again, and there above him was the university complex, a low cluster of dull brick buildings huddled on a rise off the road.

He pulled into the entrance, a wide, well-paved two-lane pathway rainbowed by a small arch with a bronze plaque on it. The library, he was told by a passing student, was off to the left, at the back of the campus, and after parking in the visitors' lot he made his way along a labyrinthine concrete walkway to the indicated building.

When he asked inside about the science research collection he was told to his surprise that there was a separate collection in a different building. Retracing his steps to the other side of the campus, he eventually found himself in an impressively large structure labeled the Ferman Science Library.

There was an oak desk just inside the foyer, with a small  dark-haired girl behind it. Mark's steps echoed hollowly on the marble floor.

"Excuse me," he said.

The girl looked up, and a shock went through Mark. She was not exactly pretty, but had a strangely magnetic look to her face. There was an electrical intensity about her. Her hair was black as ink and cut severely short. Her face was fair-complexioned and slim-featured, which made her large, dark eyes stand out even more. Her eyes fixed intensely on Mark for a moment, and then suddenly she smiled.

"Is there something specific you're looking for?" Her voice was medium-pitched, with a husky edge to it, but extremely businesslike.

"A little of everything," Mark responded, trying hard not to sound embarrassed.

She tapped a pencil on her knuckles. "Well, we have a subsection in every general area as well as some specifics like microbiology and astronomy. We also have a periodical room and an audiovisual library with a projection theater." She stood the pencil on its end and looked up at him again.

"That's great," said Mark. "Is it okay for me to use all
this stuff?"

"Sure. It's pretty dead around here now. The science school's shut down for reorganization."

"Any chance you could show me the astronomy collection?"

She got up. "No problem." She was slim, even shorter than Mark had guessed. She couldn't have been more than five feet even. She looked to be in her early twenties and wore the kind of clothes Mark had worn in his college days—blue jeans, sneakers, a blue flannel shirt.

My God, Mark thought, suddenly realizing that he was aroused.

He walked with the librarian down a short hallway and into a cluttered but well-lit room, all the while keeping his briefcase over his front. He felt like a complete idiot.

"Most of our astronomy texts are along that back wall," said the girl, sweeping her hand over a shelf of books. "If you need anything specific you don't see, it might possibly be in the physics library. The periodicals are on the second floor. There's a study table at the back; if that isn't big enough you can use one of the oversize ones on the first floor." She abruptly turned and held out her hand, startling Mark into nearly dropping his briefcase. "My name is Fay. Anything I can do, just ask." She smiled, a brief, electric smile.

When she left, Mark stood mystified, trying to figure out why the girl had had that effect on him. I'll be damned, he thought. This kind of thing had happened to him a couple of times before, though never this intensely. He couldn't help looking at it analytically—maybe there was even an article for one of the science magazines in it. For some reason, it seemed, certain people, when placed together, produced an actual physical response—at least in one of the partners.

Lust at first sight, he thought, and laughed.

Before long he was totally absorbed in work, and when he glanced at his watch absentmindedly and then looked back at it again it finally registered on him that it was three o'clock. Almost five hours had gone by. He'd completely finished a first draft for an article on new advances in black hole research; his basic research was done and all he needed to do was polish up the prose and get it off in the mail to New York.

At the front desk he returned, a little self-consciously, Fay's pleasant wave. As he backed through the front door he turned around, banging into something solid. He nearly fell forward, just catching his balance, and looked up to see the man he'd walked into doing the same thing.

They exchanged apologies, and Mark helped gather the papers that had fallen. He saw that the other was more of a boy than a man. He had the look of a preoccupied student about him—thin almost to the point of ascetic with longish, unruly hair and a pair of rimless glasses. He looked as
though parts of clothing—sweater, button-down shirt, oversize pants, overcoat—had been fastened to him with spots of glue, and not always in the right places.

"My fault, really," the boy said to Mark. "I'm giving a final exam tomorrow and it occurred to me at lunch that I hadn't made it up yet." He pushed his glasses back up onto the bridge of his nose.

"You teach?" said Mark, trying to keep the surprise out of his voice.

The other smiled and held out a thin hand. "Tom Nolan. Associate professor, sociology department." He peered through his glasses at Mark. "You?"

"I'm a freelance writer."

"You're not on the staff?" Nolan replied. "I just assumed you were. You see, I still don't know anybody here outside the guy in the office next to mine—and that's only because I borrow his coffeepot." He scratched his head. "I can't remember his name half the time. They tell me I spend too much time studying the locals and not enough studying the curriculum. Oh well . . ." He began to move off, but Mark took him gently by the arm, stopping him.

"You know a lot about Campbell Wood?"

"About as much as anyone. Interesting bunch—but I've got to run." He pulled away from Mark and disappeared into the library.







6
 

Annie Burns hated her kids. Loved them, of course, but also hated them when they drove her crazy like this.

She glanced up from her dishes again, out through the kitchen window to the backyard. "Jonathan!"

Jonathan was pulling his running act again. He would push little Bobby to get him mad, then run around in a tight circle, just fast enough to keep his brother out of reach. Not only that, but, while running, he'd turn his face around to jeer at Bobby for not being able to get him. It was a cruel game, and the worst part about it was that her kids weren't really bad. They actually loved each other. But they'd get into these moods . . . Annie Burns was no philosopher, but she knew why people were so rotten to one another—because they couldn't help it. Being rotten was basically fun.

"Bobby, don't pull his hair!"

The end of the game arrived when Jonathan would finally let the younger boy catch him; then he would fall to the ground and laugh at Bobby's ineffectual blows. Sometimes things got out of hand as the furious Bobby did everything he could to hurt his bully brother—bite, kick, pull hair. "Bobby!"

She didn't even bother to look up from the dish bin, the thing was so perfectly choreographed. She could just yell at one or the other of them periodically without having to take in the action.

She finished drying the last glass, twist-rung out the dishrag, and put it on its rack under the counter. Now for the floor, and then dinner. Anybody who thought modern marriage was a great thing was out of his mind. She cursed the whole business, feeling tired enough to prove her right to curse it. She was supposed to take care of these little monsters during the day and then go out when Carl got home to earn part-time pay to buy the food she had to cook herself. And her husband expected her to be Superwoman in bed, too!

Sensing a change in the outside activities, she paused with her sweeping and went to the window. She groaned. Now the two were playing with the huge swing Carl had rigged up for them one Sunday from the huge oak by the back fence.

"You're pushing him too hard, Jonathan not so high!" She turned away. Damn! She'd forgotten a couple of breakfast dishes that were hiding under the afternoon paper.

A piercing scream from the backyard hit her ears, and a bolt of ice went through her. That was no play scream. She knew the difference between a play screech and this terror-filled sound. She held her breath and ran to the window.

The time between her hearing that scream (Bobby?) and her reaching the window was almost nonexistent, for she was just in time to see that the swing had broken at its highest arc and Bobby was flying off, screaming a high, tearing shriek as he twisted in the severed ropes. Annie's heart dropped into a huge, bottomless cavern. The thing happened as if in slow motion. Bobby was still in a sitting position but Annie could see that the seat of the swing was broken. She wanted to reach out as if what she was seeing were a frame of movie film and stop it, wind it backward and make that swing whole again. But she could not. There was a kid-size wooden log cabin that Carl had bought and put up, on another bright Sunday, which stood across the yard, and Bobby hit it with a sickening dull sound.

The world stopped at that instant. Crazy with shock and fright, Annie stumbled from the kitchen out through the screen door (damn Carl! she thought irrationally—he hadn't even bothered to take down the screen door yet) to where Jonathan was standing pale and shaking over his brother. Bobby was still as death, the little angles of his body in not-quite-right positions, the rope from the swing coiled haphazardly around him. Annie bent down to feel his pulse, which didn't seem to be there, and then, suddenly, her eyes darted upward. The branch that had held the ropes of the swing, she now saw, was severed cleanly off.

Annie Burns lost her mind then. "What did we do?” she screamed at the trees above her.  "We didn't do anything—we didn't go near them! Why?" She held the body of her son to her breast, her eyes fixed wildly on the foliage above. "Why?"

Behind her, Jonathan's voice, soft as a ghost's, said, "He went over there this morning. Just to look. He played with the little kid. I dragged him home. We thought no one would know."

Annie Burns screamed.

High above, in the dense and hidden tops of the highest tree, a branch cracked and fell, long and slow, to land silently at Annie Burns’ feet.
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Ellen couldn't believe a month had gone by in their house.

Their house. When she got up in the morning she no longer felt that strange feeling that one gets on first awakening in a hotel room or any alien bed. All that came now was the instant recognition that here she was, in the place where she belonged.

She knew she had given up things to live here. Many of them she bore silently for Mark's sake. She would be perfectly content in a one-room studio apartment in New York City—as long as
the ballet was in season and the museums stayed open and Gristede's was in business. Laundromats didn't bother her. She loved walking out at ten o'clock on Saturday night to buy the Sunday papers at the corner. She loved kosher delis and all-night pizzerias. She didn't even mind the city transit system, that Byzantine network of lunatics, self-appointed prophets, junkies, and creeps. She'd known she was giving that all up for a quiet town in the woods, a town that closed at seven every night and where you couldn't get pizza by the slice. If she needed a tampon at eleven o'clock at night she didn't just run to the corner; she waited until ten the next morning when McArthur's Drugstore opened. She had to drive to get anywhere. The supermarket with good prices was almost fifteen minutes away, across town. But for some unaccountable reason, none of this bothered her. She'd fallen in love with the house—its odd-shaped rooms, the master bedroom too small for all their Queen Anne furniture, the hedges that would need trimming every week in the summer, the tons of leaves that needed collecting now. The kitchen was nearly as
big as their old apartment, with a gas stove that went out sometimes and a huge oak table big enough for ten. She loved the smell of burning leaves in November.

All of this surprised her. She had gritted her teeth and smiled when Mark suggested they move. She had resigned herself to at best getting used to it, for his and especially the kids' sake. It was, after all, a better and healthier life in a lot of ways.

And here she was, loving it more than any of them.

Well, most of it, anyway. Something bothered Ellen, tugged at the corner of her mind where she didn't like to look. Campbell Wood was a strange place. While she loved the house, the town itself she had not warmed to. Nor it to her. The people here all had an odd, almost inbred look about them —not only physically, though they all were, for the most part, short. Mark and Kaymie, she now saw, had much the same look about them, though Seth, it was obvious, would be tall like her when he grew up. The inbreeding of the people of Campbell Wood was more of a spiritual, or mental, thing. They weren't very nice, or even polite. Ellen always had the feeling she was an outsider, someone who didn't belong. People even seemed to go out of their way to avoid her.

Now that she thought about it, something was bothering her about Mark, too. The kids seemed happy enough, though they hadn't really made any friends yet, but Mark was too wrapped up in his work all of a sudden, too single-minded when she knew him to be someone who never took anything too seriously. That facet of his personality was what had attracted him to her.

Maybe I'm too paranoid? she thought, and then her reverie was broken by Seth.

"Mommy, I hear noises in the cellar."

She put down her iron and looked at him. "Noises?" The kid was always hearing or seeing something. Anything to get her away from her work. She wished he hadn't had a half-day at school today.

Seth was defiant. "Someone is knocking down there."

Ellen sighed. "Oh, all
right."

She paused at the cellar door. There was a sound down there—like two pieces of wood being whacked together. She knew the damn house creaked all the time, but this was something different.

There was a loud bang, and Ellen jumped. "You stay here," she said to Seth, pointing him into a kitchen chair.

Ellen eased the cellar door open a crack, tilting her head to listen. Cool air brushed her from below.

"Mommy—"

"Stay here," she said, sternly.

She opened the door farther and reached in, turning on the light at the top of the stair. There was a thump as she did so and no light went on. Iciness gripped her until she realized she had hit the red oil-burner switch by mistake.

Jerk, she thought.

She snapped the burner off and hit the light switch, throwing a patch of dull yellow on the steps at the bottom.

She placed a foot on the top stair. Suddenly something touched her leg from below and she held her breath. She turned, seeing Seth, his hands in his overall pockets, staring sullenly at her from where she'd left him. Gritting her teeth, she lowered her eyes, breathing a sigh of relief at the sight of one of the cats.

"Boris," she said. The cat rubbed against her leg and purred. "Want to come downstairs with me?" The cat brushed past her and trotted down.

Ellen followed, taking the steps one at a time.

As she reached the bottom there was a crash and a yelp from Boris at the far end of the basement, outside the pale circle of light. The cat ran back toward her.

Peering into the gloom, Ellen called out, "Is anyone there?"

There was no answer.

Summoning her courage, she crossed the black-tiled floor and pulled the chain on an overhead light.

The cellar was empty. She could see that immediately, and she quickly discovered the source of the noise. Two food shelves mounted under the back slope of the stairs had collapsed, dropping their cans and bottles all over the floor.

How the hell could that happen?

As she bent down to pick everything up Seth appeared on the stairs above her.

"There's a knock at the front door."

Ellen sighed. "No more noises today, please." 

"Someone's there."

"At the door? Okay, be right up." She shoveled all the wreckage into an empty shopping bag, and then took a look at the broken shelves. Strange, she thought, holding two halves of one shelf in her hands. They fit together perfectly, but there was no ragged edge where they should have cracked apart.

"Mommeee!" Seth called.

"All right!" Ellen shouted back, dropping the shelves and climbing back up the stairs.

There was a young woman at the door who identified herself as Jamie McGreary. When Ellen gave her a blank look she said, "Kaymie's teacher."

"Oh!" Ellen apologized, throwing open the door and inviting the woman in. The woman hesitated. Ellen suddenly realized that Kaymie should be in school now. She added, "Is something wrong?"

"Not at all," the woman said. She was short, and seemed extremely reserved. "It's lunchtime, so I'm not due back for almost an hour."

After they settled in the living room Ellen waited for Ms. McGreary to continue.

The woman was positively dour and sat silent as a statue, looking as though she might leap through a window at any moment. Maybe I should be paranoid, Ellen thought. Here was this person in her house waiting for her to ask why she'd come to see her.

"Is there something you wanted to see me about?" Ellen said at last.

It occurred to Ellen that Ms. McGreary looked absolutely terrified.

"Are you all right?" Ellen asked. The woman's hands were trembling. She wouldn't look up at Ellen.

Abruptly Ms. McGreary stood up and threw a glance at the front window. Then, turning around very quickly, she bent close to Ellen and said, "I only wanted to tell you how special Kaymie is." It was a whisper, and there was actual fright in it.

"Why . . . thank you," Ellen stammered, not knowing how to deal with this. "As long as
you're here, I should tell you that Kaymie has had a little trouble at school. She's had a hard time making friends."

"I want her to do a play," Ms. McGreary went on, almost as if Ellen hadn't spoken. "It's not that the others don't like her. It's—" She stopped, as if pulling back from a ledge. "I know Kaymie wants to do the play, and if you'd encourage her . . ."

"I'll certainly try."

"Thank you. It's . . . important for her. Everyone in Campbell Wood will be there." She glanced at the window again. "I really must be getting back."

Before Ellen could open her mouth the teacher was out the door and walking, in quick, rabbit-like steps, toward her car. Ellen watched her from the window. She thought, And I thought I was paranoid.

She heard the crack of wood against wood behind her, and her breath caught in her throat.

"Seth?" she called out, realizing that he was nowhere in sight.

The banging came again, and she ran toward the kitchen, her heart beating like a drum now. "Yeah, Mom?"

Seth looked up guiltily from his perch on the stepstool, his small hand curled around a cookie tin on a shelf above the sink. On the floor were two wooden Danish bowls that normally rested on either side of the jar.

"I only wanted one."

"Go ahead and have one. Have two." 

"Thanks, Mom."

She waited till he was off the stepstool before swatting his behind.
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The old woman was watching her again.

Kaymie had seen her in the morning when her bus let her off, sitting on a bench by the curb outside the school. She had still been on the bench at lunchtime when Kaymie had gone outside to play volleyball. The woman was tiny, wrapped in rags like one of the bag ladies Kaymie used to see in New York City. The ball had gotten away and rolled to the fence, and when Kaymie bent to pick it up she knew the creature's eyes were on her. Lifting the ball, she looked up quickly to see, under the hood of rags, a dark, creased face like a monkey's. Their eyes had met and Kaymie felt her stomach muscles tighten.

Kaymie tried her best to ignore her after that and was glad when it was time to go back inside. She soon forgot about the old woman.

Her fifth-period English class was held in a room overlooking the front of the school. When Kaymie's eyes wandered to the window about halfway through the class she saw that the woman was still there. She looked like a bag of sticks propped up. Her head rose, and Kaymie had the feeling that the woman was looking straight up through the window of the classroom and staring at her.

When the last bell of the day rang, Kaymie almost dreaded leaving school. Sure enough, there was the old woman, in the same spot on the bench.

Kaymie's school bus was parked down the line, and there was no way to get around passing the bag lady. Kaymie tried to hurry, turning her eyes away until she felt something like a bird's claw on her arm.

"Wait."

The voice was stronger than Kaymie would have imagined.

Kaymie tried to keep walking. "Let me go—"

"Talk with me," the old woman said, and Kaymie was forced to turn and confront her.

The face was old, but the eyes weren't. They looked almost like the eyes of a baby, bright gray and piercing. Strong. Not the eyes of a madwoman. Kaymie couldn't help being drawn to them.

"I really should go," she protested.

"Sit and talk with me," the old woman said, in a surprisingly gentle tone. "I knew your grandmother."

Kaymie found herself sitting on the bench next to the old woman.

"You really knew my grandmother?"

The woman nodded, and her rags, or the tiny body beneath them, trembled for a moment. "I raised her," she said in a whisper, looking at her gnarled hands. Then she turned back to Kaymie.

"You're a strong and healthy girl."

Kaymie said nothing, thinking that maybe this woman was crazy after all.

"What do you know, child?" the woman asked, again in that gentle voice. There was pity, mixed with something else—anxiety?—in that tone.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Kaymie replied. "I have to get my bus—"

"Do you know anything? Does your father know anything at all about it?" The woman put her claw-like hand on Kaymie's arm again and Kaymie pulled away.

The woman's grip tightened, remarkably powerful. "Look in the house."

A spasm went through the woman, and her grip on Kaymie loosened. She straightened with effort.

"You must go," she said. She turned and touched Kaymie's arm, weakly now. "When you find it, you must come and see me in the wood. That is what must be done. I will talk with you, it won't matter what happens to me then." She bent over, gasping, then sat up once more. Kaymie used the opportunity to slip from her grasp and step back.

The old woman looked up. Her face was racked with pain but her eyes were clear.

"See me then."

Kaymie backed off and just made it into the bus before the doors closed and it moved off.

She looked back through the rear window to see the tiny huddled figure, almost blending in with the bench, sitting alone and shivering.
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For the first time in his life, Mark found himself completely caught up in his career. His byline was appearing everywhere, and this in turn was generating new commissions, which made a circle that, it seemed, would go round and round for some time to come.

He was in the Ferman Library almost every day. He nearly had the place to himself, since winter vacation had set in at the campus and only a peppering of graduate students and other professionals were still around.

Fay MacGregor had become indispensible. She knew every inch of the library, and, since her other duties were so light, she was able to help him just about any time he asked. Though she still produced a strange stirring in Mark, mostly in just the seemingly unconsciously erotic way she comported herself, he had come to look on her as a friend. She seemed genuinely interested in his various areas of research.

"Today you have the whole place to yourself," she said, when he greeted her at the front desk. "We'll be closing early for the next couple of weeks, and most of them just give up when they hear things like that."

"Fine with me," Mark said. "Know what I've been working on this week?" He ticked off the articles on his fingers. "A piece about two-headed people; another about some cult that swears there's another moon circling the earth which we
never see because it's hiding behind the real one; and a long article about a guy who says he can talk to plants and get them to talk back. And the last one is for real, since the guy is a UCLA professor and has been working on plant intelligence for twenty years."

Fay smiled.

Mark said, "Could you set the projection room up for me in an hour or two?" He produced a slide cassette and a tape from his briefcase. "Got this in the mail on loan for a couple of days; it's a thing the Ames Research Center put together on new findings on Mars."

She took the materials and set them down on her desk. "I'll let you know when it's ready."

"Thanks." Mark smiled and then almost had to look away. He couldn't shake the feeling that Fay was acting very strangely. He knew it must be his imagination like on the first day he'd met her—but he couldn't help sensing sexual signals from her. Today she looked almost flushed. There was an odd look in those huge eyes, and her hands seemed positively hot when she'd taken the slide paraphernalia from him.

Still have to look into that lust at first sight thing, he thought.

When Fay poked her head into his cubicle two hours later to tell him she had the slides set up, he looked at his watch and whistled.

"Can't believe it's two already. Be over in ten minutes?"

"Don't forget we're closing early," she whispered.

When the lights darkened in the audiovisual theater fifteen minutes later, Mark sat in the center row, surrounded by notes. There was a low, droning narration, which Mark was afraid would put him to sleep in no time at all. But when the first slide clicked into focus his attention was immediately held by the crystal-clear view it showed of the Martian landscape at dawn. There was frost on some of the rocks in the foreground and, distinctly, wisps of fog vapor here and there.

Like a dream world, Mark thought.

He barely noticed the soft hiss and snick of the door to the theater opening and closing behind him and was startled when Fay slipped into the seat beside him and whispered, "Mind if I watch this with you?"

"Sure," he whispered back. Her sloe eyes looked up at him, and he had to shake off that feeling of attraction again.

This time he wasn't imagining it. She was sitting unnaturally close, and his attention was slowly pulled from the slides by the uncomfortably present heat of her body. He stole a quick look; she seemed to be watching the screen intently. With an effort he turned his attention back to the presentation. In a few minutes the spectacular shots from another planet had him hooked again.

It came as a complete shock to find that Fay had quietly placed her hand on his leg. My God, he thought, as much in the realization that he was instantly stimulated as in surprise. With a deft motion she slipped her hand behind his belt.

A part of Mark's mind was trying to hold on to rationality. The whole thing had happened so fast, and his emotions were so mixed up, that he didn't know how to react. It had already gone too far. Something told him, don't do this, think of Ellen, think of a thousand other things; but that part of him was being pushed further and further back in his mind.

Then he was beyond that point. Something happened inside him, some ancient relay clicked on, and he reached over to her, losing at the touch of her what little control he had left. Fay's lips were parted, her eyes unfocused. She was panting.

Suddenly her clothes seemed to melt away, and they were nearly fighting each other. Mark's notes and papers scattered.

Somewhere off in the distance there was the drone of the slide narration and the click-click of the changing slides.

And then it was over.

Mark's breathing slowed to a pant and then to evenness. With the same fluid motion she had used climbing out of her clothes, Fay got back into them and was gone. There was the hiss of the audiotape running out; the only light was the naked brightness of the projector beam on the empty screen.

Mark rolled slowly into a sitting position and struggled into his clothing. After gathering his scattered papers together he stumbled out of the theater to find Fay sitting at her desk.

"I have to close up now," she said, not looking up at him. Her tone was different now, almost chilly.

"Fay—" he began, but then the same embarrassment that had possessed him the first time he had met her overcame him and he stopped. Once again, he felt as
if he were seventeen years old.

She wouldn't look up at him.

He walked quickly to his car, forgetting even to put on his overcoat. Jesus Christ, he thought, what have I done? It was obvious she had planned to seduce him all along. Or was it? He certainly hadn't tried to stop her. He thought of Ellen and guilt began to set in.

What the hell am I going to do now?

He opened the car door, thinking to go back in and straighten it all out with Fay immediately, but then closed it again. It was no good. They were both too upset to do anything about it now.

He shook his head and looked through the windshield. The sky was beginning to darken noticeably. The days were getting shorter and shorter.

Lust at first sight, he thought.

This time he didn't laugh.
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When Kaymie walked into the auditorium they were all staring at her.

Her heart sank. She had thought this would be different. She could almost understand all the cold shoulders she had gotten in class; after all, she was the new kid on the block and they all had a right to check her out. But this was a drama club. They were supposed to welcome her here. Ms. McGreary had been on her from the very beginning to join, telling her it would be a good way to break the ice, and here they were giving her the chilly stare the first time she came to a rehearsal.

She almost turned to walk out, but Ms. McGreary was there then, walking down the aisle to bring her in.

"Kaymie!" she said, smiling. "We've been waiting for you."

I bet, Kaymie thought. She recognized a couple of the hostile faces waiting by the stage. Some of them were in her classes. All of them up to now had made believe she didn't exist.

Ms. McGreary escorted her up the aisle. Halfway there she reached out to take Kaymie's arm but then pulled back. "I'm so glad you came!" Her smile seemed forced.

What have I got, rabies or something?

Again Kaymie wanted to turn and run but now it was too late. They were all standing there in front of her, and a silence had dropped on them.

"Well," Ms. McGreary said. She kept rubbing her hands together as if there were something on them she wanted to get off. "I think we can get right to the tryouts. You all know we're doing A Midsummer Night's Dream. Why don't you all get your paperbacks out and turn to your places?" She turned to Kaymie, and for a moment there seemed to be a genuine smile there. "Did you memorize the part I talked with you about?"

Kaymie nodded, and once more Ms. McGreary's smile shifted to a nervous fluttering.

"Good," she said, turning and quickly mounting the steps to the stage and disappearing behind it. After a moment a bank of spotlights flashed on, throwing up yellow light from the waxed floor of the stage.

At that moment, Kaymie felt the same thrill she always felt when she saw a lit stage. There was something about it that was magic. There was even a particular smell about it—a waxy, slightly hot but at the same time cool odor like no other in the world. In the couple of productions she had been in in her old school, she had never had a lead, but she had always been happy just to be out on stage, no matter how small the part. When the curtain went up the world went away, and there were only the shiny boards below, the lights above, and the words to be spoken. Though she sometimes had trouble with the words, the rest of it always cast a spell on her.

Ms. McGreary said from the front of the stage, "I think we'll start with the part of Oberon. Jim and Bill, you come up here, and we'll see who can handle it best."

Two boys, one with dark and the other with light brown hair, trudged up the steps. One was only slightly less clumsy with the lines than the other, and finally Ms. McGreary, in an understanding voice, chose Bill, and Jim was given a lesser part.

Kaymie waited as other students went up, reading for part after part. Ms. McGreary, with the same kind tone, chose one over the others and soothed egos by immediately assigning other parts. Kaymie was curious to see who she would be reading with. There didn't seem to be too many girls left.

After two fifth graders were appointed scene-changers unless someone had to drop out, Ms. McGreary suddenly said, "I guess we're all set, then. Rehearsal begins next Thursday afternoon, same time. I'll expect you at least to have some of your lines memorized perfectly by then."

She began to walk to the back of the stage when Kaymie spoke up.

"Ms. McGreary, what about Queen Titania? We haven't read for that part yet." She looked around for support, but once again the others were only looking at her blankly.

Ms. McGreary stopped. "Oh, you've got the part, Kaymie," she said. "No one else is going to read for it."

Kaymie was both elated and stunned.

"No one else wants to try out for it?"

Ms. McGreary shook her head, giving what looked like another forced smile. "It's all yours, Kaymie."

"Don't you even want me to read through it?"

"I've heard your voice in class, and there's nothing wrong with it. I think you'll do fine."

Kaymie was clutching her paperback copy of the play so tightly that the binding was cracking. What was going on here? Was she some sort of leper, to be given whatever she wanted as long as she stayed away? This was even worse than in class; there her shunning had seemed merely impersonal, here it was obviously deliberate.

She was getting upset. Ms. McGreary looked as if she was struggling with herself. She abruptly walked down the steps and put an arm around Kaymie. Kaymie felt the arm on her; it was trembling.

"Kaymie, what's wrong?"

"Why are you treating me like this?" she answered. She was nearly crying, and she could feel her eyes burning, filling with tears. "What's wrong with me?"

"There's nothing wrong with you," Ms. McGreary said. She knelt down and looked into Kaymie's face. Kaymie saw a mixture of panic and concern there; then there was only concern. Ms. McGreary's arm stopped trembling, and she held Kaymie by the shoulders more firmly.

"Would you like to read a little for us?" she asked softly.

"I don't know," Kaymie answered.

"Read just a little," Ms. McGreary said, and she pushed Kaymie gently toward the stage.

Kaymie walked up the steps slowly. She looked up, and saw the soft spotlights above her bending their light down to bathe her. She was standing in the center of the stage, and there was complete silence. Ms. McGreary's face had an expectant look on it.

Kaymie looked down at the crumpled paperback in her hand, and started to open it but then stopped, closing it again. She knew her lines. She had studied for two weeks, hoping to win this part, and she knew the dialogue backward and forward. Suddenly the stage and the lights and the curtains filled her with the enchantment she always felt, and she was taken away from this place and all the faces in front of her disappeared and everything else disappeared except her voice.
 

"These are the forgeries of jealousy:

And never, since the middle summer's spring, 

Met we on hill, in dale, forest, or mead, 

By paved fountain or by rushy brook,

Or in the beached margent of the sea,

To dance our ringlets to the whistling wind . . ."
 

She was carried away, and the rest of the words flowed out of her like wine. She had forgotten where she was.
 

"An odorous chaplet of sweet summer buds 

Is, as in mockery, set: the spring, the summer, 

The childing autumn, angry winter, change 

Their wonted liveries; and the mazed world, 

By their increase, now knows not which is which:

And this same progeny of evils comes 

From our debate, from our dissension; 

We are their parents and original."
 

She stopped, waiting for Oberon to answer her, and only when echoing silence met her did she come back to herself. She blinked, and her voice settled back into her body. The stage underfoot became only a set of boards again, the curtains just curtains, the lights not the forested sun but only electrical lamps. She was out of the woods and back in a school auditorium with solemn eyes looking up at her.

She looked down at the faces before her, at the peculiar stare they were giving her, and at that moment a shocking realization dawned on her. They didn't hate her—they were afraid of her. Or of something about her.

Everything seemed different now. It was as if the world had been turned on its head. This avoidance of her wasn't a peer-pressure thing, or because she was the new kid in town, or anything like that. Something to do with her frightened all these people to death. And looking at them now, staring up at her, she felt that there was something more to it: she felt they wanted her to do something. Though they didn't want to go near her, they wanted something from her. There was something she was supposed to give them. She suddenly felt upset, and a little bit older.

"Why are you afraid of me?" she said.

There was utter silence, and so she looked out at them again. She felt empty inside, not knowing what to say or do. She felt that they wanted to run away from her and run to her and embrace her at the same time. What could be the reason for this? She was not a freak. She was just a girl, and there was nothing about her that was different from any of them. She wasn't special. All she wanted was what everybody else did: to be accepted, to have friends, to be happy. She didn't want anything else. But she now felt this burden being thrust at her, almostphysically, and it frightened her.

What do they want from me?

She began to walk from the stage when suddenly Ms. McGreary was there beside her, holding her again. "Oh, Kaymie," she said, and for a moment she said nothing more. Again the woman was trembling. Then her voice changed and again it became a mixture of warmth and ice. She let Kaymie go. "You'll do just fine," she said.

Kaymie saw that the other members of the drama club were packing up their books and putting on their coats. Some had already made their way to the back of the auditorium. A cold blast of autumn air swirled in as one of them pulled open one of the heavy doors to slip outside.

"Next Thursday," Ms. McGreary said, and then she too was hurrying away, throwing on her coat and picking up her things. Kaymie walked slowly from the stage, hearing her footsteps echo until she reached the carpeted stairs. In the back of the auditorium a maintenance man entered with a barrel and a sweep broom; he began to work up one of the far aisles, ignoring her. She even stared at him for a moment but he did not look up.

Maybe I am a freak.

She put on her coat and put her books under her arm. She looked at her watch. It was a quarter to five; Mom wouldn't pick her up for fifteen minutes. She felt like standing out in the cold anyway. She didn't want to be here anymore. She saw the bent paperback on top of her pile of books and hesitated to smooth it out. She let her hand rest lovingly on it. She made a resolution. No matter what, even if they cared nothing about her, she would do this play. She was in love with it now, and there was nothing that would stop her.

She walked to the back of the auditorium and pulled open a door, holding her coat close around her neck as she stepped out. It was getting too cold to stand and wait. She thought of going back inside, but as she looked back she saw the janitor staring at her oddly from the front, by the stage.

She let the door close, hearing the loud, final click it made. The lonely cold surrounded her.
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Boris snapped awake.

Something in his cat mind, the half that never really slept, sent him into wide-eyed readiness. A sound? He listened, his ears straight up. Maybe, but there was nothing now. A bright light at the corner of his eyes? He turned his head, but there was no repeat if that was what it had been. Feeney, asleep next to him on the bed, his head curled under one white paw, had looked up also, but now yawned, lowering his head again. He was content to let the other cat do all the preliminary work.

Boris cocked his head for another few moments, and then, just as he was about to give up he heard it again. A sound, very low, almost inaudible, but out of the ordinary. What could it be? Not Seth or Kaymie; he could still faintly hear them playing outside in the backyard. A mouse? Bird? Squirrel? There were certainly possibilities there.

He stretched languidly awake, his ears alert for any repeat of the disturbance.

There it was.

It seemed to come from the attic.

As Boris jumped nimbly off the bed Feeney awoke, gave him a disgusted look, and curled back into himself.

Boris padded to the base of the stairs leading to the attic and paused, taking the time to lick an unruly patch of fur on his hind leg into place. His ears were listening, though, and when the sound repeated he knew just where to go. He moved quietly up the carpeted steps to the attic door.

Sometimes it didn't close all the way when it was shut. Sure enough, when he pushed at it with his paw, using the side of his head as a sort of wedge, the door angled open a crack.

Cold air from inside pushed out at him.

He eased his way through the small opening, sliding his body around the door and inside. The room was dark, with only a splash of late autumn sunlight from the single small window giving long shadows, but that didn't matter; his eyes quickly adjusted to the chilly gloom.

The sound came yet again.

It was a creak almost; not the scrabble he would have expected from an invading rodent or the scratch a bird would make. Also, a bird probably would have sensed his presence by now and would be flapping madly around the room. He would have liked that, of course.

The sound seemed to originate in the far left corner of the room behind some old boxes. But then the same kind of sound came from the other side of the room, high up. This confused him. From past explorations, he knew there was nothing over there but a high and apparently empty shelf; it was even too high for him to negotiate, though Feeney, being nimbler and thinner, had once accomplished the feat. He had found nothing of importance, apparently, since after looking down gloatingly at Boris for a while, he had jumped back down. There was something, it seemed, up there now.

Boris decided to concentrate his labor on the first source.

There were a couple of empty wooden milk crates over there, filled with old records mostly. Boris slowly made his way toward them in a stalking crouch.

A bird crossed the light outside the window, drawing his attention away for a moment. The sound came again.

A vague, formless memory came to Boris. He remembered something like this sound, another time. In the cellar. It had been something much like this, and he had chased its source and found nothing. Just broken things, and he remembered two shelves breaking over him. He had darted away.

But something had been there, though he hadn't found it.

He glanced back to see that Feeney had been roused to the point where his sloth was
overtaken by curiosity. He was sitting just inside the
doorway. Boris turned his back on him. He resumed his half crouch and moved off toward the rear of the milk crates. He could almost smell something back there now.

There was a dry crackling sound that started again, stopped again.

Boris glanced back to see Feeney leaping in a graceful curve up onto the overhead shelf, disappearing over its lip. He turned back to his own business, nosing around the corner of the record carton.

There was nothing there.

The sound came once more, and he scrabbled around the crate, hoping to trap it. There was nothing to trap. The thing, whatever it was, must be inside the crate.

Boris pulled himself up on his hind legs and tried to look down into the box.

There was a horrible screeching cry from Feeney. A kind of paralysis took hold of Boris, and with it the ancient rule of instinct took command of his body and hurtled him through the attic door in two bounds. Something ragged and ungraceful fell past him as he darted out. He crouched at the bottom of the stairs, staring back at the open door.

The hair along his back was standing on end.

No sound came from the attic. Boris waited, still as a statue, his ears straining like two fine-tuned antennae.

There was absolute stillness in the room above.

Curiosity, mixed with caution, set in. Mewling low and deep in his throat, ready to bolt in a split second, Boris moved up the steps again.

The room was silent. With the darkening of day the shadows had deepened even more. No sound came from the crate filled with records.

Boris mewled again, almost backing away. But something in him pulled him toward the unmoving shape in the center of the room.

It was Feeney.

His teeth were bared in a frozen snarl of hatred. A huge sliver of wood stood out from the center of his spoiled belly. He had nearly been bisected by it. Blood and entrails spilled out demurely from the neat wound onto the slatted floor.

Boris made another sound, deep down in his throat, and circled Feeney, alternately sniffing and pulling away. The body gave off a sickly warmth that was rapidly cooling.

The remains of light pushing in through the attic window were eclipsed. Boris turned, hissing, in time to see a figure, lithe and dark, moving in the tree outside, silhouetted dimly against the dying light.

Boris hissed again.

As the sun dropped, the figure disappeared with it. When Boris leaped up onto the window ledge there was nothing to see but the cold orange disk of the sun sinking rapidly through the trees. A sickle of moon shone high above, a sharp cutout in the chilly, blackening sky.

Feeney's body vanished into the shadows.

Boris dropped down to the floor. As he did so a crack came from the shelf high above. Again, instinct took over.

Boris found himself out of the attic and under the bed in Kaymie's room, growling softly in the coming darkness.
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Seth said, "I told you I didn't touch it."

"You must have, no one else would." Kaymie sat cross-legged on the floor, surveying the damage inside her dollhouse. All of the furniture was jumbled around; a few small pieces were broken. She knew Seth was trying to ignore and goad her at the same time.

"You did do this, I know you did," she spat out, turning on him. She felt like crying.

"I told you I didn't," he said quietly from the bed. He moved one of his toy soldiers indolently. "I'll leave if you want me to."

She wanted to hit him. She turned instead back to the miniature house and attempted to put the various little pieces back where they belonged.

She flicked the tiny secret cupboard closed, realizing suddenly that Seth didn't even know it existed. And he wouldn't have known where to look for it.

Boris found his way into the room and was
rubbing against her, purring, trying to get his nose into the dollhouse. Since Feeney had died he hardly ever came out from under the bed, but now he was nosing around her house as if it were the only thing in the world he wanted to get into. Kaymie tried to keep him away while she worked but he made a sudden move with his paw and knocked over a fragile hutch with glass insets.

Kaymie gasped and reached out for it, but then, without her touching it, it was standing upright once more.

"How did you do that?" said Seth, looking over her shoulder from the end of the bed.

"I don't know." Kaymie was mystified. She had not touched it, she was sure of that.

Boris growled, moving away from the dollhouse to the other end of the bedroom.
 

"Mark, we have to talk."

He hadn't heard Ellen enter the study. He glanced over his shoulder with a scowl and kept typing. "Ellen," he said distractedly, "you're not supposed to bother me when I'm working."

"Mark, please."

Something in her voice made him hesitate. For another moment he held on to his train of thought, but feeling her there behind him he gave up and turned in his swivel chair to face her.

"All right," he sighed. "I'm not going to get this damn thing finished now so you might as well shoot." Something told him to pull back the reins a bit, something in Ellen's face, and he added, with some effort, "I'm sorry. It's just that you know how much I hate to be bugged when I'm working."

"I know, Mark. But that's part of the problem.” Her voice almost broke, she was suddenly so visibly upset.

He looked at her with incomprehension.

"Mark," she said earnestly, taking his hand limply in hers, "don't you think you've been acting pretty weird lately? I know," she went on quickly, cutting off the protest that was forming on his lips, "you've been working very hard and I know why, but for Christ's sake, don't you think you've been going at it too hard? You're locked in here
almost all day and all night with your books and type-writer; the kids hardly ever see you anymore—I hardly see you anymore. And before this it was every day at the library. It's not normal, Mark. You haven't done anything around this house—hell, you haven't done anything at all but work. We haven't been out since we moved here." She was almost crying.

Mark picked up a pencil and began to fiddle with it. "Honey," he said slowly, knowing his voice sounded hollow and false, "as strange as it sounds, this is the time for me to take my chance at getting established—really established. If I can do it now, the rest will be twice as easy."

"Mark," she said, looking straight into his eyes, "it's not that and you know it. It's almost as if you're working so hard to keep your mind off other things you'd rather not think about."

He was silent. He knew just what she was getting at. He knew he was half lying to himself and to her. He wanted to tell her about Fay then, what had happened in the library, and almost did. But this wasn't the right time. And he knew there was more to it than that. He still didn't understand what was going on himself.

He twirled the pencil in his fingers, bending it convulsively and nearly breaking it in half.

"Ellen," he said in a low voice that almost pleaded, "I know I haven't been acting like myself lately. This has been a hard period for me. I've felt a lot of pressure. What I'm doing is just my way of responding to it, I think. I have no intention of screwing up our lives."

Suddenly, without realizing he was doing it, he pulled her down to him and kissed her, and the warmth with which she returned it made him remember just how good their life together was. It was like being pulled out of a thick fog into clearer air.

"You jerk," said Ellen, gently. "Don't you know what's wrong with you? I'm not worried about you and me. It's your mother that's worrying you; you're afraid to think about her because you don't know how to feel about her now."

He began to protest, and then with a shock realized she was right.

She kissed him again. "Give it time, Mark. You'll be able to deal with it. But don't try to run away from it. Whatever she was she was, and you'll just have to make up your own mind about her. And if she turns out to be something other than what your father told you she was, that doesn't mean you have to change your mind about him, either. He was human, like all of us. Your mother was a real person, Mark, and you have to face that fact and the fact that she may not have been the monster your father told you she was." She took his hand in hers. "Since the day we moved in here I could see it stewing in you. You're living in her house and you feel guilty about it because you didn't know her at all." She ran her hand through his hair, thinking how boyish he really was—and how naive sometimes, too. "The real problem, Mark, is that you're so wrapped up in your own confused feelings that you don't see what's going on around here."

"What do you mean?"

Now there was genuine worry in her voice. "Don't you see how weird this town is?"

"Sure it's weird, but we're new here—"

"That's not what I mean, Mark. We've lived here almost two months, and the only contact I've had with anyone was with Kaymie's teacher. And she was one of the strangest people I've ever met in my life. They're scared, Mark—there's something scaring the people in this town so badly they won't come near us. It's like we have the plague. Seth's been playing by himself in the backyard every day. None of the kids his own age will go near him."

"What about that kid that showed up that one morning?"

"He's dead, Mark. He died in an accident the same day."

"My God."

"Maybe it was a coincidence. I don't know. But Kaymie doesn't have any real friends at school; the only thing she's been able to get involved in at all is the play she's doing. I thought things would get better for her, but if anything they're worse. She has a big part in this thing, and nobody else even really works with her. Even that teacher stays away from her as much as she can. And now Seth says he's been seeing someone up in the trees around the house and I'm starting to worry, Mark. And remember Feeney getting killed?"

"That was an accident, Ellen."'

"Was it? A lot of strange things have been happening around here. One day all the drawers were pulled out in the kitchen, and Seth swears he didn't do it. I found broken branches all over the backyard another day, some as big as your arm."

Mark saw how frightened she was getting. "Oh, come on. What do you think we've got, ghosts?"

"No. But something or someone maybe doesn't want us here."

"I never thought you'd want to run out on anything."

"I don't, Mark. But this is just a little ridiculous. Nobody seems to want us here. I was starting to really fall in love with this house, but I can't go on living like this. It's not natural. It's like living under a microscope or something. And the house alone just isn't worth it. I want to live in a place where my kids have friends and at least have the chance to be popular. Hell, I'd like some friends myself." She suddenly took his arm. "Maybe your mother was a good person, maybe she wasn't. But who was she that everybody's so afraid of going near us?"

“I—“

There was a piercing scream and a muffled explosion.

"Oh my God," said Ellen. Mark ran ahead of her to Kaymie's room.

Mark threw open the door and his heart nearly stopped beating. Ellen began to scream.

It looked like a bomb had gone off.

Kaymie lay at the foot of her bed, bloody and dazed. Seth was draped over the edge of the bed, covered with debris. There was blood running from a gash behind one ear.

Kaymie said, trembling, "I moved it. I moved it and then it blew up."

Ellen bent down to her. "Kaymie, are you all right?"

"I moved it and then it blew up." She looked up at her mother and began to cry.

Mark lifted Seth carefully back and laid him across the bed. As he did so the boy groaned. "Daddy," he said.

Mark explored the cut on his head and then met Ellen's fearful eyes. "It looks like he'll be okay. It's not deep." As if to answer Mark's reassurances Seth began to whimper and sat up.

Mark turned to Ellen, indicating the half-demolished dollhouse. "What the hell did she have in that thing—firecrackers or something?"

With the realization that both her children were all right, Ellen's mind began to work again. She now saw that the dollhouse had indeed blown up. The only real debris in the room was hundreds of wood splinters that had been shot out from the front of the miniature dwelling. The house was missing most of its face; a large, jagged hole replaced what had been the second floor and attic.

Kaymie began to cry softly, and Ellen helped Mark get her into bed.

"Can I still do the play?" she said desperately. 

"Shhh," Ellen said. "Of course you can. Go to sleep."

Seth was awake now, and they took him into his own bedroom.

"You okay?" Ellen said, looking closely into his face.

Seth nodded, then burst into tears and grabbed at Ellen, who hugged him tight.

"Seth, honey," she said, sitting on his bed, "can you tell us what happened?"

He looked as
if he wanted to cry some more, but the earnest looks on his parents' faces made him toughen up and he nodded.

"Kaymie was playing with the dollhouse," he said, a shiver passing through him. "The furniture was all messed up. She said I did it but I didn't, Mom!" He started crying again.

"I know you didn't, Seth," Ellen soothed. "Then what happened?"

"Boris knocked something over, and then it was standing up again. Nobody touched it. All of the furniture started to move around inside the house. It looked funny, and I laughed, but Kaymie told me to be quiet. She was staring at the house, and then she started to shake. Pieces of the dollhouse flew out, like somebody was hitting it with an axe. Then it all stopped, but then Kaymie screamed and the dollhouse blew up." He tried to be brave, but couldn't help it and started to sob again, into Ellen's shoulder.

"It's all right, baby."

She looked up at Mark.

He was silent for a moment, and then he said, "I'll talk to that cop Ramirez tomorrow. If he can't help us we're getting the hell out of Campbell Wood."
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The dream came to Kaymie again.

The closet was open, and trees grew out of it, filling the room. Figures came toward her, floating, staring at her with blank faces. Then the tunnel in the forest, leading back into the closet, formed. Through it, from far away and moving as slowly as a funeral procession, came the figure with the cloak and hood. It drew up to her bed. Kaymie wanted to scream; her bed was rocking on a sea of twisted, living tree branches. The figure stooped over her. There was a crown over the hood, the same finely spun gold piece, and, as before, the folds of material over the figure's face unwrapped, like the gauze on a mummy.

The last fold fell away.

It was Kaymie's face.

She awoke with a yell.

Kaymie lay in bed, suddenly feeling pain, and reached up a tentative hand to touch her face. She gasped at the tenderness of the bruises on her cheeks and forehead, even though they were cleaned and under cotton bandages.

She remembered the dollhouse.

Slowly, with an occasional twinge of pain, she sat up in bed. In the glow from her nightlight she saw the remains of her treasured house. It seemed to stare back at her like a huge square wooden head, with a large and ragged pumpkin mouth. For a moment she felt a sob form in her throat at the loss, but she quickly suppressed it.

She slipped quietly out of bed into her slippers and pulled on her quilted robe. It was cold; the time of night when the thermostat turned the radiators down before cranking up again for the heat assault against morning.

She moved silently out into the hallway. There was a distorted, window-shaped patch of light on the carpet from the window at the end of the hall. The sight of that cold light sent a chill through her and she tightened her robe around her neck.

She moved deftly to the attic stairway and slowly mounted the steps. The door loomed above her, dark and menacing. Her imagination began to work and she fancied it flying open as
some un-nameable, pasty ghoul with an open, cavernous mouth flew down on her. She shook the thoughts from her mind.

She had the brief feeling that her feet were sinking into the steps as she mounted them—as if
the stairs were curling up around her.

She looked down and saw only flat gold carpeting.

The attic door was in front of her. Hesitating a moment, she then turned the brass knob slowly, pushing in. For an instant it seemed as if someone were pushing back. But the door then opened with a soft, musty hiss.

Kaymie gave one last look behind her and discovered that Boris had appeared and was sitting somberly at the bottom of the stairs, looking up at her.

She went in, pushing the door partially closed behind her.

Pulling the chain on the dim overhead light, she gasped. The attic, she now realized for sure, was set up almost exactly like the one in her destroyed dollhouse.

She climbed over a stack of boxes and moved to the far left corner, where there was a cleared-out area. She went to the place that corresponded to the secret compartment in her dollhouse.

She approached the corner slowly. Something caught at the corner of her vision. She turned to see a shape flit across the small window. She stared out for a moment. Soft moonlight drifted in.

She turned back to the corner and again that same something caught her eye. But once more there was nothing. She walked to the window and looked out. She saw only the blue-white light of the moon filtering through the big oak on the front lawn, subtly illuminating the cold night scene of houses, street, mailboxes, lawns.

She moved back to the corner of the attic.

There was nothing there but a crudely paneled surface over the attic wall studs.

Kaymie touched the paneling, moving her hands over its grained surface. There was nothing there—no secret panel, no roughly cut door, compartment, or shelf.

She shivered and pulled her wrap tighter. It was cold up here. The door to the room creaked, and she turned quickly to see Boris edging his way cautiously in. He gave her only a cursory glance, and then jumped up onto the narrow ledge under the window. He settled there and looked outside.

Kaymie was about to turn away when Boris's back bristled. He was following something with his eyes. He made a deep-throated growling noise, bared his teeth, and hissed.

There was a crack. The shelf above the window tilted down precariously for a second before settling.

"Boris!" Kaymie yelled. With a shriek the cat jumped away as the shelf suddenly righted itself.

A strange feeling came over Kaymie, the same one she had felt just before her dollhouse had exploded. A tug in her mind. She was sure she had righted the shelf, and she felt another force there, resisting her.

Boris lurked just outside the door, looking in at her.

She felt a tingle at the base of her neck. Warmth was spreading up along the base of her skull and deep down into it. It was more than just a physical feeling; there was a warmth spreading in her mind, too. A new perception came to her, as if a doorway she had never known was there suddenly opened, or as if someone had shown her a new limb with a whole new set of muscles that she had never even thought of using—hadn't even known she possessed.

The door in her mind opened a crack, and then stopped.

She bent closer to the wall, examining the wood paneling at a point where two slats were butted together and nailed in. The warmth spread- like butter over the back of her skull. There was a cracking sound, and then the louder sound of forced wood splintering. The two panels peeled back, leisurely, splitting with the pressure away from the nails that held them in. There were two snaps and sections of them broke away and fell to either side.

There were shadows where the panels had been which resolved into the form of a compartment. Kaymie's fingers tingled. She reached in, removing a damp-smelling package covered in brown paper.

Bringing it under the weak overhead bulb, Kaymie carefully unwrapped the bundle, sections of string and wet paper pulling away in her fingers. Underneath she found a further wrapping, this one watertight, of some sort of leather.

She held her breath for a moment when she unfolded the hide covering, for there, in the weak light, was a delicately spun crown of gold studded with tiny diamonds. It was the crown she had dreamed about. Along with it was a pure white linen robe, the fibers of which were so fine she could almost not make them out. When she held it out in front of her it didn't even show a crease from all the folding it had endured.

Suddenly she knew that someone was watching her. Twisting around, she saw through the small window, silhouetted against the nearly full globe of the moon, a tiny figure crouched in the crook of the tree in front of the house. It looked like part of the tree itself. Kaymie could not tell if it was male or female, or even if it was human. It could be a monkey for all she knew. It was either covered with fur or dressed in dark clothing.

Hate was emanating from the shape. Kaymie could see its eyes now, two large glowing coals. They were fixed on her with burning, black hatred.

The window frame splintered. A thin, sharp sliver of wood broke away and flew at Kaymie like an arrow from a bow. She cried out and threw herself to one side, just avoiding it. Another and then another darted at her. The second lodged painfully in her upper arm, drawing a red gush of blood. Kaymie cried out and the splintering abruptly stopped.

She rose slowly, pulling the splinter from her arm and making her way cautiously to the window. She held the stare of the figure in the tree. There were no more sounds, no breaking of wood. There was a battle here, a contest. Kaymie put her hands on the windowsill and glared willfully out; the figure, a mere ten yards away and half hidden in the darkness, locked eyes with her.

Then the eyes were gone. Kaymie thought she saw the creature slink away down the bole of the tree but couldn't be certain. It was there one moment and gone the next. Only the tree was there now, its branches swaying against the background of a late November moon. She looked down. She still clutched the linen garment in her hand. She felt as if she were waking from a dream and wanted to cry like a little girl, but she didn't. She was different somehow. She was not a little girl any more. Briefly she thought that maybe it had all been a dream after all, but there was still a throb in her arm where the wood splinter had gone in.

In the doorway, Boris hissed and then turned away.
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The sheriff's office was nearly spartan. There was only a desk with a chair on either side of it, a small jail cell, a couple of file cabinets. The walls were bare except for the one thing that broke the starkness of the room, a team picture of the 1977 New York Yankees hanging under the barred window.

Ramirez was silent while Mark spoke, his chair tilted back against the wall and his hands behind his head. He had a toothpick in his mouth, and once again Mark wished he would take his sunglasses off indoors, bad eye or no.

"That's real interesting, Mr. Campbell. You think there'd be any chance of your son describing whoever it was he saw in the trees around your house?"

"It's just a shape he saw."

"Could've been an animal?"

"I know he's just a little kid but I think he can tell the dif—"

Ramirez held up a hand. "Please, Mr. Campbell. I'm just trying to make sure. I believe your son saw someone hanging around your house. In fact, it doesn't surprise me at all. I expected something like this to happen. There haven't been any direct threats against your family?"

"Not really." Mark hesitated, and then told him about Feeney getting killed and the dollhouse exploding. "Although I honestly can't say how either could have happened. I checked that dollhouse for debris from explosives—firecracker casings, all that—and found nothing. Maybe it's all just a bunch of coincidences."

Ramirez was quiet for a moment, his sunglasses fixed on Mark. "I don't think so, Mr. Campbell."

Mark was stunned. "You mean you think there's something  . . ." he didn't know how to put it, "not right going on here?"

"You mean spooky?" Ramirez grinned, but it was a mirthless smile. "Depends on what you want to believe, Mr. Campbell. There's plenty of stories around here, if you like to believe in spooks." He adjusted his glasses; for a moment Mark was hopeful that he would take them off but he merely fixed their angle and let them stay. "For instance, I did a little checking back in the files and came up with some interesting things. All this business with pieces of wood isn't really all that new. Seems there was a guy found dead in the woods outside town just like that kid Phillie McAllister about twenty years ago. And then I found another interesting report in the file." Ramirez's voice was remarkably even, almost apologetic. "Do you know how your mother died, Mr. Campbell?"

"No, I don't." An icy hand suddenly clutched Mark's heart.

Ramirez sighed. "Well, neither do I, really. But the guy who had this job before me, just before he quit and moved away, filed a report on your mother's death. He says he found her himself, in that same stretch of woods between town and the university campus. She was, according to him, half embedded in a tree, as if she were part of it. Only her head, arms, and part of her upper body were out of it. According to him, she was part of the tree, and when he tried to get her out he found that her legs and the rest of her in the tree was made of wood."

"My God."

"He says he did what he could, got the body into a closed coffin. Two weeks later he quit." Ramirez leaned forward, folding his hands in front of him on his desk. "Now I don't know if that sheriff was a drunk or what, but that's one hell of a spook story. And I don't believe a word of it."

"But—"

"But nothing, Mr. Campbell. You come from the Bronx, you should know better. People don't need ghosts, they do strange things all by themselves. That's why I gave you such a lean going over when you moved in. I figured you were Una Campbell's son, maybe you were mixed up in all this crap. The way I see it, someone's been doing nasty things with wood around here for twenty years, maybe more. But people becoming part of trees I don't buy. Maybe your mother was involved, maybe not, but somebody in Campbell Wood didn't like her and did something about it. Now it looks like somebody doesn't like you being around. Murder I believe in, spooks I don't." He leaned back in his chair again, putting his hands back behind his head. "Maybe you'll get mad, but I've been keeping an eye
on your place since you moved in. Nothing serious, just driving by every once in a while to check things out. I saw somebody in one of your trees one day, but whoever it was was too fast for me."

"You think my family's in danger?"

Ramirez sighed. "I hope not. Like you said, there hasn't really been any direct threat against you. Except maybe that dollhouse thing. I think whoever it is wants to scare you off and I'd hate to see that happen. The people in Campbell Wood seem gullible for scare tactics, but I'm not. And I'd hope you wouldn't be, too. You seem like good people, and we need good people up here." He paused. "Okay with you if I keep driving by?"

"Could I stop you?"

Ramirez showed his white teeth. "No. But I want you to know what I'm doing, Mr. Campbell. I want to fix whatever's wrong with this town. I'll watch out for you folks. But I want you to watch out for yourself, too."

"I will."

Mark had his hand on the door when Ramirez called to him. Mark turned to see the cop with his sunglasses off, pointing with them to the New York Yankees team picture hanging crookedly under the barred window. His bad eye was not quite set in the right direction, but stared coldly at the blank wall.

"That team, in 1977, was the best that money ever bought in baseball. And as far as I know," Ramirez said, fitting his sunglasses back on and smiling, "they had no ghosts in the lineup. Take care of yourself, Mr. Campbell."
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All of a sudden it was snowing hard.

The windshield wipers were working full tilt, but the snow was falling so fast the new clumps formed right behind in their sweep, keeping vision down to an absolute minimum. They had slowed to twenty miles an hour, and Greg McGreary was concentrating on just keeping the car on the road and out of the woods. At least the snow tires were doing their job.

"Jamie, are you sure this is the only way to get to the thruway?" he asked tentatively. He was hunched down over the steering wheel, squinting out into the barely illuminated darkness.

The amber light of the radio dial glowed dimly; the announcer was droning on about the lifting of the heavy snow alert and that the forecast was now for "two to three inches of light snow, tapering off by early morning."

"Goddamn idiot should be in the back seat of this car with us," Greg said. "Jamie, did you hear me?"

Jamie McGreary was staring out the side window at the passing line of trees. She turned around to him at his second question. There was fear in her voice. "This is the only way to get to the thruway; please hurry, Greg."

"If you hadn't interfered with the girl we wouldn't have to be running like this, from our own home and people," he shot back.

"Greg, please." Her hands were clenched in her lap, so tight that the knuckles showed white in the radio light. "Someone had to. I . . . had to."

"You didn't!" he nearly shouted. "Things could have gone on. They would have worked themselves out."

"Would they have?" Her voice gained strength, though it was still shrill. "Or would all of us have been destroyed? Someone had to bring the girl out."

"And you and I suffer for it."

She was silent, again lost in her own fear.

He reached over, snapping off the radio. They were left with the dull swish-swish of the wiper blades and the muffled crunch of tires against the snow. He placed his hand on hers.

"You did the right thing," he said. "They all know that. And only they can benefit by it, the cowards. But it's been hard living with the fear, Jamie. Being toyed with. Maybe they'll have their play, but I only hope we didn't wait too long to get out." His tone of voice changed suddenly. "Oh no."

"What is it?" Jamie clutched at his arm as he peered closely out the windshield. The car did not seem to be moving very fast.

There was a scrape across the car's hood, and a bunch of branches crept up the windshield and tangled there. The car stopped dead.

Greg gave it some gas, but some obstacle seemed to be blocking them in front. The rear wheels spun futilely, whining against the packed snow underneath.

Greg threw the car into reverse, trying to spin back away from the obstacle, but they were sandwiched in.

"Slide over here while I take a look," Greg said grimly. "And pray that it was just the storm did this."

He turned his collar up and opened the car door.

The snow seemed to be falling almost in a sheet, it was so thick. Greg peered ahead, over the car hood, but could see nothing beyond the twist of tree boughs there.

"Stay where you are."

He slammed the door and made his way out in front of the car, his boots crunching.

He was back a moment later, tapping on the window for her to roll it down.

He breathed heavily against the cold. "Let me try to clear the branches out. I'll give you a signal when I loosen them up; try to push the rest aside with the car in gear."

He struggled his way out to the front of the car again.

Jamie heard him out there grunting. She could barely make him out through the windshield. The car rocked gently for a moment. She waited for a signal, but none came.

She heard a choked cry, and just at that moment the wind gusted, clearing the snow away. The windshield wiper cleaned the glass in front of her.

Greg was struggling with something in front of the car. There seemed to be tree branches all around him.

Greg screamed. Jamie pushed at the car door, trying to open it, but found it blocked by twisting, vine-like tree limbs.

“Please, no," Jamie cried.

She rolled down the window all the way. Greg was fighting desperately, his legs and arms pinned by a virtual wall of tree boughs and roots. He was being pulled up and absorbed into it. Jamie looked desperately back through the rear window and saw that more tree roots were climbing up and over the car.

Greg gave a final cry and was lost to view as Jamie cried out his name.

A root curled up over the lip of the car window and snaked its way in. Jamie felt something on her leg, and looked down in horror to see the tip of a branch curling around her ankle. She pulled herself back into the car and slammed the door shut, trying to grab at the handle to roll up the window. She nearly succeeded until a tree tip snaked its way over the top of the glass and began to make its way down into the car. She screamed hysterically. It was snowing heavily again. She heard, as if from far away, Greg give a horrifying scream and then there was silence.

"Please!" she screamed at the boiling wood around her.

The branch was still making its way into the car. The automobile was surrounded now by a thick, weaving network of vine-like limbs. Shuddering, Jamie slid across the front seat away from the roots. They began to branch as in a nightmare, multiplying and thickening before her eyes.

The windshield wipers suddenly stopped, clogged with branches and twigs. Jamie heard their motors whirring hopelessly. As she slid all the way across the passenger side she felt a pressure behind her head. With a cry she turned to see a mass of roiling, tortured roots pressing with immense weight against the door and window. The car began to rock and heave.

Wild with terror now, Jamie clawed her way over into the back seat as the two side front windows shattered. Wood poured into the car. She threw her arms over her head as she felt something snakelike and hard press down at her, and then something else from the side moved over her.

She screamed once, twice; there was a terrible pressure pushing her back into the seat and then the back windshield broke, cracking behind her into a thousand shards of safety glass. The car was lifted. Jamie screamed a final time, as off in the distance she heard the muffled, beaten whine of the car engine falter and grind into silence.

The wood was upon her.
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When Mark entered the library Fay MacGregor was not there. There was another girl behind the desk instead, older, plain-looking, with thick, round glasses—the traditional dry librarian type.

She asked to see his university library card, and when he didn't produce one she obviously debated whether or not to refuse him use of the library. But when he put on the charm, showing her some of his articles and promising to send her a copy of one of them, she relented.

"Do you have any idea what happened to the girl who used to be here?" he asked, trying to sound casual.

The librarian got a self-satisfied look on her face. "I was told
she took a couple of weeks' vacation. But if you ask me, she got into some sort of trouble. She looked like the kind that would get into trouble. I doubt she'll be back." Seeing the look that crossed Mark's face, she added suspiciously, "Why do you ask?"

Mark smiled. "She was pretty helpful to me, that's all. But I'm sure you know just as much about this place."

"I should hope so," the girl said, "I've worked in state university libraries for ten years."

Mark breathed a sigh of relief that Fay was not there. On the way up, driving under a gray slate sky over clearing snow, his mind had begun to work on him with growing apprehension of what he would do and say when he finally confronted her. Things were clear in his mind now; despite what had happened, and the obvious attraction he had for her, there was just no way he wanted to get embroiled in any kind of affair. He loved Ellen too much. He had come to realize just how much; and the thought that she might be hurt was enough for him to get things straight with the girl. But how? How would she react? She had not tried to contact him after their encounter in the projection room. He wanted to talk to her, gently, since he did feel some amount of friendship for her at least, and tell her the truth, that he could go no further with her. At least he could try to do that.

But now that she wasn't here he felt a momentary sense of reprieve. It was like when he was a kid and had gotten to the dentist's office one Saturday morning only to find that the dentist had broken his leg and was in the hospital. He had wanted to feel sorry for that dentist but just couldn't bring himself to do so since he had felt so good himself Guiltily, he felt a little of that same selfish relief now.

"Is there any way I can get in touch with her?" Mark said, and then quickly added, "She borrowed something from me I'd like to get back."

"Try in two weeks, as I said," the librarian responded haughtily. It was apparent Mark had lost whatever leverage he had with her. "And we're not allowed to reveal the whereabouts of our employees anyway."

"Possibly—" Mark began.

The look on the librarian's face told him that the word "possibly" was not in .her vocabulary.

It took him twenty minutes of trudging through the thick but quickly melting snow to find the other building. It was in the farthest and messiest corner of the sociology department offices. Mark still wasn't sure if he had the right place until a knock on the glass-windowed door produced an answering grunt from within and he opened the door to find Tom Nolan slouched in a chair by the lone dirty window with his back to him. The room was barely a closet, with every available inch of space, except for the Mr. Coffee machine and coat pedestal, covered with teetering stacks of books and ring binders and manuscripts. This stack of academic paraphernalia was dominated by a pile of papers reaching nearly one third of the way to the ceiling.

"Whoever you are," Nolan said without turning around, "I can't do anything about your grade. I was probably too generous as it is."

"I'm not one of your students."

Nolan swiveled his chair around, peering at Mark over his glasses. He was trying, it was obvious, to remember where he had seen him before. "Are you here about some meeting I missed?"

Mark shook his head. "We bumped into each other, literally, at the Ferman Library one day."

"Ah," said Nolan, holding up a finger but still not quite sure.

"You told me how much you know about Campbell Wood."

"Right! Now I remember." It was transparent he didn't. He sat there, waiting for Mark to say something.

Mark said, "My mother was Una Campbell, and I thought you might be able—"

"Una Campbell?" Nolan brightened as if a flame had been lit under him. He pointed to the huge mound of papers climbing up one wall. "Five years' worth of work. Most of it about Una Campbell and her people." He suddenly looked perplexed. "But what could I possibly tell you about your own mother? I'd hope you could tell me something about her. You'd be the first real lead I've had in more than a year."

Mark told Nolan how he hadn't seen his mother since he was young.

"The Bronx?" Nolan said. "You mean you don't know anything about the Faerie in Campbell Wood?" Nolan was dumbfounded.

"The what?"

Nolan waved a hand. "The word `faerie' is the romantic, mythological term for them. Historically, they were called Picts. They were late Bronze and early Iron Age people from north and central Scotland, early invaders of Britain. They were later driven out by the Romans and others. What really wiped them out—or what I had thought wiped them out until I came here—was Christianity. All the myths, all the faerie stories originated from the clash of Christianity in Britain with these Picts." He had slipped into his lecture mode, and was up now, slowly pacing in the cramped room. "The Picts were Earth worshippers. They had a horned god, fertility rites, all that kind of stuff. When the Christian missionaries came along they saw these small, relatively unsophisticated nomads as a real threat, so they made their paganism as frightening to their own congregation as possible. They turned the horned god into Satan, and the Picts themselves into faeries who were devil worshippers and did black magic. That, and the fact that they were nomadic and just couldn't keep up with the newer agricultural cultures that were streaming into Britain, sealed their fate. The various groups were either absorbed or wiped out."

He stopped pacing and placed a thin hand on the massive manuscript. "But not totally. It seems there were remnants of them, more or less living the old way, who survived in Scotland well into the twentieth century. But even then they found that, slowly, their numbers were being eroded, as well as
their customs. So, finally, what was left of them made their way to the New World for what they saw as a new start. They literally carved what became Campbell Wood out of the forest, seeing a small, fairly isolated town as a chance to keep their ranks together and prosper." Nolan looked at Mark. "Your father told you none of this?"

Mark shook his head. "All I knew was that my ancestors were from Scotland."

"I can't believe it. Then again, maybe I can." He went through the manuscript, finally finding the pages he was looking for. "You know, this might explain a lot. You see, when I first started looking into all this I had a pretty easy time of it. The people in Campbell Wood were pretty open about it, more or less. They may have been Earth worshippers, but they seemed more like Presbyterians. I mean, Earth worship just happened to be their religion. Your mother, who was well loved, was their Queen—but that was just her designation. There weren't any black masses or any of that mythical baloney; about as wild as I ever saw them get was a wood celebration, a sort of festival with dances, that I snuck up on in the forest once. The only strange thing I could ever claim to have seen in connection with this whole bunch was that, during this festival, the tree branches overhead seemed to be swaying in time to the music they were playing. But I was so excited at just being there undetected that I might easily have imagined it. There were a few snippets of conversation I had with townspeople about the supposed powers of the Queen to affect objects made of wood, but I always discounted them. In fact, after what I'd seen in the forest I figured I had used a bit of wishful thinking in seeing those tree limbs move. Outside of those hints, like I said—Presbyterians.

"There was one other intriguing custom, though. I always wondered who would be Queen after Una Campbell. You see, the Picts were matriarchal, meaning that royalty, or power, was passed through women, not men. Your mother was alone when I met her, except for an old woman named Taemon Gaye, who looked as close as any of them to the mythical faerie and who visited her a lot, but I could get nothing out of anyone about why your mother wasn't married or what would happen after she passed on. The subject was taboo." He began to pace again, nearly bumping into something every two or three steps. "Then Una Campbell died suddenly and mysteriously, and everything changed. Nobody would even look at me anymore, never mind talk. Taemon Gaye disappeared. I was left with a lot of loose ends in my hand. Since then, nothing. Except a weird feeling. When I say things changed overnight, I mean they changed for the worse. People were scared, more than anything. I got the feeling there was someone behindit—someone or something that was terrifying them. And now you turn up." He sat down in his chair. "Do you have any daughters?"

"Yes, I do. My oldest, named Kaymie."

Nolan nodded excitedly. "As far as I see, she's Queen then. Since you are a man the leadership passes through you to your daughter. No one in Campbell Wood told you anything about this?"

"No one. We've been treated like lepers."

"That's beyond belief." He raised his pencil excitedly, and then suddenly frowned as his body made a sudden jerk forward in his chair. "Oh dear."

"What is it?"

"I seem—" Nolan began, and then blood was running from the corner of his mouth. He dropped his pencil and reached around weakly behind him, then abruptly pitched forward toward Mark. Mark caught him, and his blood froze when he saw what had happened to Nolan. There was a foot-long triangle, a sharply cut piece of wood from the desk behind him, sunk deep into the teacher's back. Mark tried to yank it out but couldn't. His stomach wanted to empty itself.

He turned Nolan over in time to see the life on his ashen-white face fading. "Your daughter," Nolan whispered, and then he was gone.

There was a sound under the window, and Mark looked up to see another slice of the desk pulling off like a piece of telekinetic birthday cake. He dropped Nolan's body as the hunk of wood shot at him, barely missing his ear. There was a crack from the doorway, and a panel ripped away, flying across at him and hitting him painfully in the shoulder. Then the room erupted, the chair he had been sitting in burst into fragments, and the entire desk flew into shards of wood.

Mark dove for the door, throwing himself under the lower panel as
it pulled away to fly across the room and shatter the window. As he pulled himself to his feet and ran he saw that the wood paneling in the hallway was rattling, buckling out and snapping away from the wall in places. The horror was following him down the hall, and as he reached the stairs to the exit the bannister exploded in his hands, cutting him and sending shards of deadly wood at his face. Luckily, none of them hit him hard and he was rolling down the steps, jumping to his feet and bursting through the doorway into the outside world.

Everything seemed quiet out here. Off across the quadrangle a couple of students walked arm in arm, and the few barren, snow-dusted trees between him and the parking lot were still as the late afternoon air. He ran to the car, not pausing for breath until the doors were locked and the engine in first gear. He gunned the automobile out of the parking lot and through the gates under the bronze-plaqued arch, nearly losing control when he took the turn toward town too sharply. His breathing steadied as his brain registered the calm blue sky overhead, the yellow and orange leaves on the side of the road, the steadiness of the road itself. In thirty seconds it almost seemed that what had just happened to him was more of a dream than reality. But he knew now that he had to get his family out of Campbell Wood. Coincidence was not a possibility—there was something frightening and dangerous going on and it was obvious that his own family was at the very center of it. He wasn't about to give it the chance to destroy them all. They would go back to the Bronx or wherever else was far enough away from the Faerie of Campbell Wood and whatever other evils lurked there.

The stretch of woods that gave the town its name loomed ahead, and Mark put his foot to the accelerator. On the other side of that forest his family was in danger and waiting for him, and he was going to get to them before whatever it was that had attacked him and killed Tom Nolan got to them. A cluster of images came to him—Feeney, the dead cat, with his middle torn open by a slice of wood; Kaymie's dollhouse, its front gaping wide; the image of someone outside his bedroom window, in the trees, staring in at him while he slept; someone in the trees looming over Seth while he played—and he pressed the accelerator nearly to the floor. The woods shot closer, and he noticed that something didn't quite look right with the roadway. It didn't seem to be where it was supposed to be. Mark's foot leaped from the accelerator to the brakes, and he screeched to a halt as the forest loomed up before him. Now he saw what was wrong. There was almost no pathway through the trees where the road should be, but rather a heaving mass of foliage growing all across the road and everywhere, reaching out to him.

The woods were alive.
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This, Sheriff Ramirez thought, is bullshit.

He hadn't been scared a moment in his life—nothing his body would admit to, anyway—and here was the hair on the back of his neck rising as if he'd just seen a ghost. Trouble was, he hadn't seen anything. Nothing he could put a finger on, anyway.

He'd been parked across from the Campbell house all morning long, waiting to see something happen. And nothing had happened. The girl's school bus had picked her up at eight-fifteen. A little while later Mark Campbell had left in his Chevy. As far as he knew, the other two, the mother and the little boy, were still in the house. And, as far as he knew, just about the whole rest of the town was over at the school auditorium today to see some school production or other. Hell, even that weird deputy of his had wheedled his way into going, saying he should keep an eye on things over there, see if anyone needed any help. Ramirez had let him go; he'd gotten the feeling the kid would have gone anyway. The whole town was full of weirdoes. And here, at this Campbell house, was maybe the one weirdo he wanted to get his hands on.

A tingle went up the back of his neck again.

He rolled the car window down, ignoring the cold. It had been warmer earlier in the morning, melting most of the previous night's snow, but now the temperature had dipped. This was going to be a cold winter. Ramirez glanced at the empty thermos next to him in the front seat and muttered a curse.

He raked the trees across the Campbell property, looking for any sign of movement. Nothing—and yet something was out of the ordinary. They were just trees, for Christ's sake, but there was something about them—the shape, or the way the nearly empty branches hung out like arms—

Hell, I'm going looney.

He rolled the window up, starting the car to get the heater going again. Once more that ominous feeling passed over him.

What the hell was it? He looked up through the front windshield; it suddenly occurred to him that the
trees lining the road looked awfully low. The tips of their branches were almost touching the hood of the car.

Am I going looney?

He felt a shortness of breath, as if he were being closed into a tight room. This had to stop. Revving the engine, he threw it into gear and pulled out onto the
street. As he did so, some of the branches did touch the roof of the car. He looked into the rearview mirror, and it almost looked as if they pulled back and up as he passed—

Bullshit.

He gunned the engine, pulling up through town a few minutes later past his office and then pouring it on as
Campbell Wood passed behind him. In a moment he was into the forest and his breath, which had evened out, began to grow short again. What the hell's going on? The trees seemed to be bending precariously low over the road. They almost seemed to be brooding.

A branch suddenly fell from above, glancing off the windshield and startling him. He pulled his hands off the wheel, for a moment losing control of the car but then pulling it back with a jerk onto the road. There didn't seem to be much road, now that he noticed it; leaves covered almost half of each side of the two-lane blacktop, drifting down from the curb. I've got to get the state to do something about this, he thought, and as this passed through his mind another branch, larger this time, fell with a crack onto the windshield in the same spot.

He pulled the car to a stop on the side of the road and got out. It was unnaturally cold, colder than it had been, and he grabbed his overcoat from the front seat, pulling it on and turning up the collar. It was unnaturally dark, too. Leaves were swirling around the car, and the wind had somehow picked up; the tree boughs above him began to whip back and forth, clanking their close branches together with an unearthly sound. He shoved his hands in his pockets to find his gloves and then lifted the tree branch from the hood of the car.

Damn, he thought. It had cracked the windshield, badly enough so that it would have to be replaced; a spider web of cracks led out from his line of vision behind the wheel almost to the top and bottom of the glass.

He threw the bough off into the woods, disgusted. The wind was fierce now, and biting cold. Ice had formed from the melting snow in the branches above, and there was an eerie tinkling sound.

He pulled at the car door but it wouldn't open. He brushed the frost from the side window and looked inside. Sure enough, there were the keys in the ignition. But he hadn't locked the door behind him; he could see the button in the up position. He yanked at it, but it wouldn't budge. Somehow, a bit of moisture must have gotten into it, freezing it in place.

Shit.

There was a loud, strange sound above him, and he glanced up just in time to see another huge branch falling toward him. He pushed himself off the car and back, and the chunk of wood hit the hood just above where he had been standing. He couldn't believe it; if he didn't get out of here soon the police cruiser would be totaled. The wind was even fiercer now; he pushed the piece of wood off the top of the car, noting with a curse the fresh damage it had caused.

He banged the roof of the cruiser with his gloved fist and cursed again.

Off to the right, in the woods, something caught his eye. A patch of bright red, metallic, like the trunk of a car. Keeping his eye open for more falling tree branches, he made his way cautiously off the roadbed into the tangled underbrush, pushing branches away.

There was a car in there. Looked familiar, too; he'd seen it around town. But how the hell did it get in here? It was propped on its side, surrounded by trees. He moved closer, peering into the side window at the empty seats.

A twig fell on his shoulder from above, and he looked up.

"Oh sweet Jesus Christ."

He nearly puked. On two close-set trees above him were two bodies—he recognized them now, the schoolteacher McGreary and her husband—attached to the trees, crucifixion-like. Each had a huge sliver of wood through its chest, nailing it to the trunk.

He felt suddenly mad—who the hell would do something like this?

The red car moved. It was as if someone were on the other side, pushing up. It flipped off its side to stand steady again. Then from underneath it Ramirez saw something else, a branch that curled snakelike up from the undercarriage to be joined by another coiling over the roof of the car.

Around him, tree branches were in motion everywhere. Twisting and winding over and through one another, the whole forest was coming to life. Ramirez backed away from the car. He tripped momentarily over a fallen trunk that rolled toward him. Regaining his balance he pulled his gun, feeling foolish as he did so. Who the hell to point it at?

Turning, he ran for his patrol car.

At first he couldn't find it. It seemed as if the entire woods were alive now, and the road had completely disappeared under a heaving mat of foliage and broken twigs and leaves. Ramirez pushed his way blindly through this jungle, finding it tough going since the sky overhead had been blotted out completely by twining tree limbs.

Finally he stumbled onto the patrol car. It was still fairly intact, and Ramirez noted with a burst of hope that the roadway behind the car still was free from this madness—there was some roiling foliage at the curbs but the blacktop itself was still visible.

The car door was still frozen shut. With a mighty heave he managed to pull it open. The car stalled on the first two tries, then coughed spasmodically into life. Ramirez rammed it into reverse, twisting around in his seat to look behind him. Branches crawled over the hood and around the sides, but he managed to pull away from them by hitting the accelerator to the floor and keeping it there, maneuvering with his other foot on the brake. The car hesitated, tires screaming against the wild underbrush and the wooden arms holding the car back. But then he suddenly shot backward as though the car had been squeezed from a toothpaste tube.

The roadway behind was fast disappearing but he kept his foot to the floor, using up the road as it was eaten away by the forest. He could just see
the end of the woods now, and off beyond that the town of Campbell Wood, sitting serenely in the late autumn afternoon.

A small tree, and then another, fell across the road. Ramirez was nearly thrown into the back seat as
the patrol car hit them solid, flying up and over and then coming to a stop. He gunned the engine again, but then another and another tree fell across the back of the car, obliterating most of his vision and making the car jump on its shocks. There was a wall back there now, and a wall in front.

The patrol car began to move to the right, carried off into the forest.

Ramirez pushed at his car door. His sunglasses fell from his face. In the corner of his one good eye he caught something moving from the passenger side. He turned his head just as
a huge tree trunk thrust its way right through the side window at him.

I still say bullshit.

He barely had time to think those words before his head was taken nearly clean off.
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Kaymie was lost.

Here on this darkened stage, in this darkened auditorium, she felt more alone than she ever had in her life. Her father, who had looked so worried lately, and who said there were things he just had to do, wasn't here; her mother was home taking care of Seth, who was still in bed after getting hurt the other night; even her teacher, Ms. McGreary, the one person in the entire school who had given her any attention, hadn't shown up for the play. And there was something else. She knew that every pair of eyes in the theater, everyone in the audience, and even the others around her in the play—she knew that all of them were watching her. They were watching her with an intensity that nearly burned holes in the darkness. She had felt compelled to wear the things she had found in the attic, and she felt as if the white gauzy robe and the delicate gold crown blazed in the darkness like beacons that called to every soul around her. She wanted to run from her spot, out through the woods and home and hide in her bed. But she knew that wasn't possible now. She knew that all of these people wanted something from her, needed something from her, and there was something, down deep inside her, but sure and strong, that wanted to respond to it.

But what do they want me to do?

Something, she knew, was happening inside her, and she didn't really know what it was. She didn't even know if there was anyone she could turn to for help. It was as if she were in a long dark tunnel, the tunnel of her dreams, and that no one was there to lead her out of it. She felt isolated from everyone—her parents, even from Seth. There was also another feeling within her, something new and free, as if she were a bird, long confined, let out of its cage. Things were bursting into life inside her over which she had no control.

And someone was watching her. That same someone she had seen through the attic window. Eyes were peering at her out of the darkness, bright and hateful and red.

What is it I'm supposed to do?

A knot of tension formed in Kaymie's stomach as the two spotlights to either side of her came on.

The boy to Kaymie's right, his face painted pale green with pointed black eyebrows and wearing a dark green leather jerkin and short pointed cap, began:

"How now, spirit! Whither wander you?"

The other spotlight, to Kaymie's left, held a short girl in pink robes and felt slippers. In a sing-song voice, she replied,

"Over hill, over dale,

Thorough bush, thorough brier, 

Over park, over pale,

Thorough flood, thorough fire,

I do wander everywhere,

Swifter than the moon's sphere;

And I serve the fairy queen

To dew her orbs upon the green. . . ."

Oberon, suddenly revealed by another spot-light, this one bright green, said, "Ill met by moon-light, proud Titania."

Kaymie went blank momentarily, casting a wild glance over the hushed audience, but then she remembered her lines.

"What, jealous Oberon! Fairies, skip hence: I have forsworn his bed and company."

As Oberon answered, a wave of nausea washed over Kaymie.

Someone's here, she thought. Watching.

"Then I must be thy lady," she said automatically, regaining some of her composure. "But I know when thou hast stolen away from fairy land, and in the shape—"

Suddenly she became aware that the auditorium had become deathly quiet. The lights had gone up. The tension in the air was thick enough to taste.

They were all looking at Kaymie, and there was fear in their eyes.

What do they want me to do, her mind screamed at her.

Up above, there was a creak.

The auditorium swayed. It was as if the wind had suddenly whipped up to typhoon level and was moving the place on its foundations.

Again there was silence, and then another creak.

The sounds were coming from the ceiling, from one of the huge timber strips which crossed and ran down the sides of the walls. Between the strips was oak paneling, which began to buckle in little waves. One of the beams seemed to be cracking at its center.

The hall began to tremble, sending shivers through the floor.

All those frightened eyes were on Kaymie, who stood helpless.

And then a panic began. Those who moved to the exits found that the doors would not open. A press of people formed behind them, pushing futilely against those in front.

Someone screamed.

Ramirez's deputy found the microphone on stage, and was trying to calm everyone down. "Please!" he shouted. "Stay where you are!"

There was a sharp sound, like an arrow being shot from a crossbow. The deputy stopped in mid-sentence and gave a short cry, leaning forward and throwing his hands to his throat. He stood bewildered for a moment, and then, weakly, almost playfully, looked down and tried to tug out a ten-inch shaft of wood that was lodged in his neck. He gave a gurgling sob, looked up at Kaymie, trying to say something, and slowly sank to his knees.

What am I supposed to do?

Chaos erupted in the auditorium. The two exits were now a crush of people, pushing madly with their weight against the doors. One of the exits began to give, and this spurred others to make a rush toward it.

The oak paneling began to peel down away from the walls, flying outward in great deadly strips. Seats and benches collapsed. The beams on the ceiling broke into small lethal projectiles that hurtled down. The beams lining the walls, meanwhile, broke away from their moorings. Everyone was screaming; a man next to Kaymie was shot through with a bolt of wood which speared him to a wall beam.

A huge section of the ceiling broke away and fell, crushing a score of those underneath near one of the exits and blocking it just as it had begun to open. Efforts redoubled on the single remaining door.

Another wave of horrible nausea washed over Kaymie.

She screamed and emptied her mind; she threw her hands to her head and grasped it as if it would come apart. The window in the back of her mind opened a crack, but would not open any further. With all her strength she forced it open a bit more.

Instantly, there was a lessening of the destruction in the room. The ceiling overhead pulled back up and steadied.

She turned toward the blocked exit, and it flew open with a crash. Those in front poured through and out of the auditorium.

Kaymie was weakening, but the room slowly began to return to its quiet state. She could feel the presence of the other, the evil power around her, receding.

The room was filled with dust, and there was moaning from those who had been trampled or injured by falling debris.

The evil was gone.

Kaymie slowly brought her hands down. They were trembling, and she realized she was crying.

The auditorium was almost totally destroyed. The walls had been stripped bare down to the studs underneath; in some sections Kaymie could see through to the hallways outside. A few people had even been able to escape through holes in the middle of the walls. The huge beams overhead were cracked and splintered; some of the floorboards had peeled up. A few wooden benches had been reduced to sawdust. All of this had taken barely ten minutes.

Kaymie stood in the middle of the destruction, amid the creak of settling, damaged wood beams and airborne dust motes which formed a cloud around her. Through the gaping roof a sudden beam of sunlight shot through, throwing a circle of light around her as
if she were in a spotlight.

"It's starting," Kaymie whispered under her breath. She now knew what had to be done.

The beginning of the end had come.
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"Mommy, it's stuffy in here."

Now that Seth said it, Ellen felt claustrophobic too. She moved past his bed to the window, noting the sudden low sheet of gray clouds that had descended over Campbell Wood. Everything looked gray and nasty—like the middle of January after all the Christmas decorations were packed away and the chill rains of the real winter began.

The window wouldn't budge. She put some weight into it, pushing the frame up at the corners in its tracks, but it wouldn't give way. And now that she looked again outside, the trees looked awfully weird today. They looked gray too, and twisted close together as if someone had wrapped them like pretzels. They also seemed awfully close to the house.

"Mommy—"

The house moved beneath them.

"What the—" Ellen began, and then she gasped as she was thrown to Seth's bed when it happened again.

It felt as if the house had moved on its foundation beneath her. Ellen could hear furniture sliding and hitting walls. There was the sound of bottles falling from shelves and glasses and dishes breaking in the floors below her.

With a crash the house was jarred again.

The door to the bedroom flew open. There were terrifying sounds all around them now, as if the very world were coming apart. Above, in the attic, pieces of wall and floor were breaking apart and flying about the room. Wooden crates exploded. Glass jars and tin cans were dropped to the floor as the shelves they rested on tore away beneath them. There was a nearly constant cracking and groaning of wood around them.

"Mommy, I'm scared!" Seth cried, holding Ellen tight.

Ellen shuddered uncontrollably. The sound level increased, and she put her hands to her ears.

Suddenly Seth's bed began to move. Ellen pulled the boy from it and retreated to the far corner of the room, huddling down and looking about with terror-filled eyes. As they watched, the bed disintegrated, the wood frame peeling away, the slats underneath holding up the box spring snapping and falling to the floor, where they writhed like snakes. The broken pieces came together in the center of the room, forming a miniature, hissing funnel, a tiny cyclone. Other pieces of furniture in the room—Seth's desk, the nightstand, a rocking chair—burst apart, their sections feeding the funnel of the tornado.

Bits of wood began to shoot out of the spinning cloud at Ellen. She buried Seth against her, and with a cry she ducked one shard of wood, then another.

The house heaved beneath them again. Ellen heard the back porch swing shattering and crashing against the back door.

Holding Seth tight, she lurched out the door of the bedroom and into the hall. The house was tilting crazily. It was like being in one of those funhouse tilted rooms, where the floor never seems to be even, no matter where you're standing.

She pulled herself to the stairs and made her way down, gripping the railing with one hand to keep from being thrown off. As she reached the bottom the railing splintered as
she held it, and she was thrown to the floor.

"Mommy!"

"Seth, are you all right?"

In answer, he crawled to her and held her, shivering.

Groggy, she looked up from the floor where her head had struck it to an incredible sight. No nightmare could compare with this scene of horror.

The living room was alive. It was curling and slithering and creeping around on itself like a living being. The floor was pushing up the individual boards beneath the rug, making the carpet hump and heave like a speared whale. As she watched, the fireplace mantel pulled itself off the wall with a loud crack and soared, whole, across the room to smash against the far wall. Some of the furniture in the room, such as her cane-backed chair and, in the dining room, the hutch and bar, had turned into soft, pliable things, like something out of a Dali painting, and were twisting into odd and grotesque shapes. The frame of the couch had fractured into a thousand wooden knives and was tearing and ripping through the fabric, throwing up great plumes of feathers and stuffing. The grandfather clock by the entrance to the front door exploded. The ceiling began to crack, and slats of the floor above were jutting out here and there, some of them coiling and snapping against one another.

Ellen pulled her feet up under her, holding Seth between her knees, too terrified to move.

There were more loud crashes from below and above. The house quaked, and the few remaining things standing fell over. Windows smashed in their frames, the frames themselves flying out and splitting apart. Shingles broke away from the house; with a huge rip the front porch tore away and disintegrated. Support timbers in the cellar ground themselves into sawdust. The cellar steps collapsed with a grinding crash.

There was a blur of movement to Ellen's left, at the stairs; a movement of fur.

"Boris!"

The cat jerked his head, noting Ellen's presence but turning back to the roiling hell around him. The bannister had fallen away completely; the living room and every other room in the house was pulling itself to pieces.

Ellen measured the distance between herself and the front door with her eyes. About ten or twelve feet. But there was a pile of rubble in her path, which was growing.

There was an unearthly groan, and the house partially collapsed, settling at a precarious twenty-degree angle. The floor was pulling away, slat by slat, each board popping from its place and revealing a gaping and growing hole into the recesses of the black basement. The hole in the center of the living room was growing outward, and whatever remained in the room was pulled into it as the floor disappeared beneath.

Again Ellen looked to the front door. Possibly. If she could move aside the blockage that had accumulated in front of it she could make it.

The ceiling above her was dissolving, and, with wrenching sounds, furniture from the floors above was sinking down through the holes formed and dropping past her into the cellar.

Ellen felt air at her back, cold air, and turned with a shout to see that the gaping hole had reached her. Behind her was a ten-foot drop into the basement. With a short cry she scampered forward with Seth. The hole followed her.

"Come on, Boris! Come on, boy!" she shouted, pushing herself to her feet. There was no way she could make it to the terrified animal. He was crouched back away from the staircase, which now stood at a wild angle; pieces of the lower section of steps had already been pulled into the hole.

There was a great crash as
much of the second floor fell through the now empty space between floors and into the cellar. Like Poe's House of Usher, the structure was falling in around itself, collapsing into a massive pile of rubble.

Ellen lurched forward toward the front door, pulling Seth with her. It was now or never. She screamed at the cat again, but now she could not see him through the cloud of dust and wood particles that was whipping up around her.

The house quaked again, the pile of rubble fell aside, and the doorway to the outside was free before them.

Seth screamed, and Ellen looked up to see sudden and deep blackness.
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The woods were brooding.

Kaymie felt the sick weight of something pressing down on her, from above. Something menacing.

Something waiting.

Gray afternoon peeked through the heavy trees above. She nearly tripped over a thick tree root—had it been there a second before?—regaining her balance but losing her sense of direction for a moment. The sky disappeared, as if the branches had drawn together.

Brown darkness descended.

There was a sound up ahead. Kaymie paused. A squirrel? Like something scrabbling up a tree. She stood silent and it was repeated, straight ahead of her, in a dense clump of bushes.

Something large fell behind her, startling her. "Is anyone there?" she whispered.

She suddenly remembered her friend Clara again, from the Bronx—Clara, who seemed a million miles and years away.

Above, it grew darker.

She repeated her question.

There was another sound, directly in front of her. The bushes parted, and then fell back into place. Kaymie took a step when a voice said, "Forward."

It was a command, a hiss almost, from the dense bushes.

Automatically, Kaymie took another step. "More." The voice was sharp-edged, desperate. Kaymie drew within a few feet of the underbrush.

The hedge drew apart to reveal—nothing. Black darkness, with the hint of movement within.

A hand emerged, long, thin, and old. The voice had softened to a gentle whisper.

"Come."

Without realizing it, she had stepped into the thicket.

Into a house.

It was just like in the storybooks. Two steps down brought Kaymie into what almost looked like a squat teepee. There was a floor of earth beaten down so hard it almost resembled concrete. The walls were half underground, covered with twigs and foliage that led up and over to a low roof. The room was large, ten or twelve feet in diameter and cut off toward the back with a wall that led to another, smaller chamber. Kaymie could just see the end of a simple mat bed jutting out into the doorway. There were pieces
of simple furniture—a chair, a weaving loom, a low table, a bookshelf—rimming the inside of the hut.

The old woman carefully covered the opening Kaymie had stepped through, cocking her head and listening for a moment before turning to face the young girl.

"You've come as I asked," the old woman said. "You've come to see Taemon Gaye.'

Kaymie almost gasped at the change that had come over the old woman since she had talked with her outside the school. She looked like a string of bones hung with loose clothes. Her face was skeletal, her eyes sunk deep into their sockets. But those eyes still burned with an inner fire that again made Kaymie feel a mixture of fear and awe.

"There is no reason to be afraid of me, little one," the old woman said with a marked gentleness in her voice. She held out one shriveled hand, trembling with palsy. "Let me see your crown."

"No," Kaymie said. She took it off and held it in her hand.

The old woman thrust out her hand with more force, and then suddenly seemed to lose her strength. She sank back into a chair behind her. Her breath came in little gasps. "Give . . . it to . . . me."

Kaymie stood firm.

Something that looked like a smile moved over Taemon Gaye's face. She uttered a low laugh.

"You'll make a strong Queen, little one. As strong as your grandmother."

The old woman looked up and over Kaymie, and with a sudden movement the bookcase against the far wall slid across the floor, spilling its contents and taking Kaymie by surprise, knocking her down and pinning
her. The low table followed, flipping over and holding Kaymie's right arm fast.

Taemon Gaye struggled to her feet and removed the crown from Kaymie's hand, after the table had exerted enough pressure to force her to let go.

The old woman returned to her chair, and the two wooden pieces of furniture moved up and back to their places.

Kaymie sat up, shaking and rubbing her arm. She contemplated running
through the door and back out into the woods.

"Did I hurt you?"

"Not really," Kaymie answered cautiously.

"I couldn't have had I wanted to," Taemon Gaye said. "I was merely your grandmother's guardian, a cousin by birth, and possess a scant amount of true power. It is nothing next to yours. Your strength is nearly as great as your grandmother's; when you are full-bloomed it may even be greater." Her brow darkened. "I fear you might need more than that for what's ahead of you. Come here, child, there's something I must do." There was a sudden anxiousness in her tone. It looked as though she would have one of her attacks.

Kaymie took a step and then stood firm. "Why did my grandfather hate my grandmother? Why didn't he tell us about any of this?"

Taemon Gaye was immobilized, the crown held loosely in her hand and in danger of falling to the ground. She took a few shallow breaths and regained herself.

"Oh, little one," she said gently, and there was pity in her voice. "Because your grandfather was a fool. And because he did not know the truth of what was happening. Come quickly," she said, holding the crown up in her two trembling, weak hands. "There is something that must be done."

The bookcase across the room moved again, and Kaymie knew by the look on Taemon Gaye's face that she had not moved it.

"Quickly!" Taemon Gaye said. "I've been found."

Responding to the urgency in Taemon Gaye's voice, Kaymie stepped forward. "Kneel, child," the old woman panted, and as Kaymie did so Taemon Gaye placed the crown gently on her head.

"It is done," she said.

A shock went through Kaymie, and the window in her mind flew open. It was as if a light had gone on inside her, blinding her momentarily. She knew her power now. She could see each piece of wood in all of Campbell Wood in her mind's eye, could visualize each one and knew that she could control it. A tiny, warm core at the center of her began to glow. A feeling formed there, a kind of shaping limb, and Kaymie saw what she had to do for the people of Campbell Wood. She knew what they wanted of her.

Kaymie came back to herself. Taemon Gaye was gasping, breathing shallowly, leaning back against the wall. The bookcase was pinned against her chest. The other objects in the hut—the table, the chair, the wooden bed in the far room—were flying about in the air, crashing one against the other and breaking apart.

"Go, child . . ." Taemon Gaye gasped, pointing to the door. "You . . . cannot save me . . ."

With a movement of her mind, Kaymie instantly stilled the objects in the dwelling. As she did so, feeling a momentary pang of triumph in her power, there was a shriek from Taemon Gaye that turned Kaymie's bones to ice. She looked to see the old woman being pulled, bone by crushed bone, into the side of the bookcase. Only her face and one arm were visible now as she slowly melted into the wood. She let out an unearthly cry.

Kaymie turned all of her attention on saving the old woman. But Taemon Gaye, with her last agonized scream, cried, "No!" and pointed to the doorway as
her last finger disappeared into the bookcase.

The furniture in the room began to fly about again. A cry of fear and frustration escaped Kaymie's throat as she discovered that she was unable to help the old woman. Taemon Gaye vanished, leaving only the vaguest outline of her being in the grain of the wood.

Kaymie let out another cry, and then turned her attention back to the furniture in the hovel, and to the whacking branches that were now flying in from outside. She was able to still them, but as she stole a look out into the forest, she saw an almost solid wall of wood advancing on her, a tidal wave of sticks and twigs that picked up every tree, leaf, and bush in its path and added it all to its fury. The wood in Taemon Gaye's hut was exploding. Kaymie silenced the madness around her, turning to the blockade outside. With an effort, she formed a tunnel through the wooden mass, forcing it foot by foot back into the forest and keeping it there. She climbed out of the hovel and into the tunnel.

There, at the other end, its head covered by a cowl and the wild wind of the savage forest streaming about it, waited the hooded figure of her nightmares.
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A hundred yards into the woods, Mark had to abandon the car. The road was there one moment, and then the next moment it vanished in a tangle of weeds, twisting branches, and chunks of wood. The car wheels caught; spun loose, then caught again, and as they spun loose one more time something caught at the car from behind and jerked it to a halt. It felt as
if a tow rope had been attached, and Mark looked back to see
that a huge vine had indeed attached itself, octopus-like, to the rear of the car. There was a sickening snap as the rear axle broke in two.

A hockey stick of Seth's in the back seat abruptly split into shards and flew at Mark's head. The glove compartment burst open, letting a pencil fly out at him like a bullet; the radio buttons were inset with slabs of wood that popped off, flying at him.

His face and hands bloodied, Mark threw open the door, pushing aside some grasping branches as he did so, and leaped back. He watched in horror as the car seemed to be eaten alive, pulled whole into the wall of the woods.

Looking behind him, Mark sought to make his way out the way he had come in. But he saw now that this was impossible. Behind him, the forest had closed, like the jaws of a lion. A barrier of sinuously twisting vines and dead leaves was barely twenty yards back, pushing at him with uncanny speed. He looked to either side and, spying a pathway that seemed less dangerous than the others, he ran into it.

There were eerie noises in the woods all around him—cracking and crashing, and the sound of wood knocking loudly against wood. It was horribly loud, like a million raucous, excited animals concentrated into too small an area.

There was a curving length of branch a few feet from him. Suddenly it lashed out like a whip, coiling viciously around Mark's waist and squeezing him like a python. He gave a startled cry, and reached out both hands to the spot where it was attached to a wildly bending tree. With all of his might he snapped it off. It went dead for a moment, long enough for him to pull it from his body, but as he ran on he saw that it quickly burst into life again, following him like a real snake for a few yards before darting off up into the trees to batter against the trunk.

As in a fever dream, the path before Mark was appearing and then disappearing. First it was there, with all of the insanity going on to either side of it; then the forest closed down around it, throwing its green and brown arms out to tangle and batter him, to creep and crawl and then pull back again. Mark tried to time these pulses but soon discovered that there was no rhythm to them. He had to stumble through, constantly throwing off whipping leaves and grasping tree limbs.

The wild sounds of wood against wood became louder behind him, rising to an ear-shattering level. It sounded as if the forest was tearing itself to pieces, battering itself into the ground.

Mark found himself in a high clearing. With a gasp of relief, he thought for a moment that he was safe; but then he saw that the woods were slowly closing in on all sides and that this was an isolated, but doomed, area.

The clearing did, though, afford him a momentary glimpse of the town of Campbell Wood in the near distance. What Mark saw frightened him even more than what was around him. The town looked as though it was in the middle of an earthquake, even though the earth was as steady as rock beneath it. Wooden houses were exploding, their shingles and everything else within shattering and flying into the air. A cloud of sawdust was forming over the town, an eerie pollution-like fog. From this distance it looked as though the trees themselves, come alive, were battering the town to dust. Mark thought he saw a few figures running, which made him only more resolute to get to Ellen and Seth. And to Kaymie. He saw her school, only a half mile to his left. As the forest crept toward him, he plunged into it, keeping to a vague path toward the school.

He went on for some time. The earth now was trembling beneath his feet, and he thought that maybe an earthquake was responsible for all this after all. But he quickly dismissed the thought. This was no earthquake, but rather the sound of massive trees being pulled up and thrown to the ground all around him. The pathway closed, opened, closed, and as it opened again Mark dove through the hole, falling to the ground.

He pushed himself to his feet. He was, he saw, in a tunnel whose walls were built of tree boughs and leaves. He turned and saw Kaymie, dressed in a strange white robe with a gold crown on her head. The crown seemed almost to glow with golden light, and its tiny diamonds were like fireflies around her head.

Kaymie was staring beyond him, as though she was in a trance. Mark turned to see another figure, in a cowl, standing not ten feet from him.

"My God," he said.

The eyes were cold and hard and stared right through him. Those eyes wanted him dead. The figure was small, but the power it commanded nearly drove him to his knees. He knew that all around him, every bit of wood and branch and tree was, at this moment, in command of this figure. The very earth moved and heaved with the power of the roots thrusting beneath it.

"Fay," he said.

All resemblance to the warm, alluring person he had known was blotted out. This Fay had snake's venom running through her. She was a statue devoid of feeling, a block of ice.

She laughed. The laugh was a chilling, evil sound, a sound as old as death itself.

"You don't believe it?" she said to Mark. She gave him a frigid smile. "You fool."

Mark turned to Kaymie, who was staring at the figure before her. Mark could almost feel the electricity between them, could see Kaymie gauging the strength that lay before her.

He turned back to Fay.

"Why?" he said helplessly.

"You tiny, stupid man," Fay spat. She had grown from the girl he had first seen in the library to a monster. He couldn't believe this was the same woman.

"You don't know who I am?" she asked him contemptuously. She laughed again. "You would never have guessed. In fifty years you wouldn't have guessed. You're as stupid as your father was." She looked past him at Kaymie, and her eyes burned with a red, hellish fire.

"I'm going to tell you a story about a Queen," she continued, in a voice dripping with venom. "A Queen who betrayed her people. Many years ago a young idiot named Taemon Gaye brought to this new town her sacred charge, the Queen of all the Faerie. In the new language, the Queen was called Una Duncan. When she grew old enough to assume power, she seemed infected by this new land where her people lived, and liberalized the way of the Faerie. Some were alarmed by this. Taemon Gaye tried to dissuade the Queen, but after awhile she gave in and assented to the changes. At the appropriate time the Queen took a husband, Robert Campbell, and she took his name. There began the real problems. For a Queen to take the name of a man was blasphemous in itself, but it led to other things. By charter the name of Duncan Wood was changed to Campbell Wood. The people, by and large, did not seem to mind this blasphemy. The old ways were passing, and, finally, what centuries of invaders and alien hordes could not do in the Old World, one generation in the new one was accomplishing. The Faerie ways were being mixed with the filth of modern life.

"Una Campbell prospered, and her husband prospered. She had a son, and she named him Mark. There was no great rejoicing at this, since a daughter was needed, but the people once again were content with their Queen's happiness. And she seemed unnaturally happy with her son.

"And then something happened that made, finally, some of the older people begin to mutter. It was said that Robert Campbell had decided that his wife was to have no more children. He was happy with the way things were."

She paused, and her voice grew shriller. "Una Campbell agreed with him; she stood by her husband's petty wants and it seemed that there the matter would end. This woman, this Queen, would place the entire surviving line of Faerie in jeopardy for a man's wishes.

"But this time something was done. The power of a Queen is great, but on the night of the April full moon each year her powers fail her. On one such April moon night, with the help of other strong, true members of the clan, a man named Ian MacGregor took the Queen for his own and planted his seed in her.

"And the seed grew.

"Una Campbell, Queen of all Faerie, was a fool in the end. She sought to hide this supposed shame from her weak husband. When she could hide the swelling of her belly no longer, he denounced her and fled, taking his young son with him. Such a fool was this Queen that she did not command him to stay.

"The child, a girl, was born."

"Oh sweet Jesus," Mark said.

"And what did Una Campbell, this great Queen, do?" Fay shouted. "She spurned the girl, abandoning her to the woods and commanding that no one help her. Ian MacGregor she murdered in those same woods, squeezing his poor body into a tree until he burst from within.

"But the child thrived. There were others, those who had supported Ian MacGregor, who cared for the baby in the woods. She grew strong, while Una Campbell became a dried-up old woman, living the rest of her life mourning the foolish life she had lost and rejecting the one chance she had of restoring the Faerie to greatness. As Una Campbell shriveled, the young girl bloomed, learning the ways of the Faerie and preparing well for the day that would come when the real Queen would take her people back to what they had once been.

"The day came. Una Campbell, once Queen and now feeble of mind and body, battled with the one true Queen of the Faerie—the fruit of her own withered loins.

"What Una Campbell had done to Ian MacGregor, so did the new Queen do to her. And then she sought to make the Faerie whole again.

"But then a surprise came. That other product of Una Campbell's loins appeared as if by devil magic, leaving one final battle to be waged—for as long as the daughter of Mark Campbell is alive there will be a question in the minds of some. And there is also the matter of the crown, the one thing Una Campbell kept hidden to herself and which only the true Queen might wear."

She laughed, a deep, harsh sound. "After this battle, mine will be the one true line for all time." She turned to Mark, a twisted smile on her face. "Even my succession has been provided for."

"Oh dear God," Mark said.

"Don't speak to your sister like that," Fay said, and Mark began to shiver at the look in her eyes. "Not when she carries your child."

"No!" Mark threw his hands to his ears. "This can't be real!"

Fay laughed again.

Suddenly she stopped laughing, and held her hands out before her. "Kay-lock," she chanted.

The trees around them came to life with new vigor. The tunnel pushed back, groaning, forming a kind of arena in which the three of them stood.

"There is a new age beginning for us," Fay said, loudly. "Those stupid people outside Campbell Wood will know the power of the Faerie again. I could never understand why we went into hiding when those others began to overtake the land. They were larger, and stronger in many ways, but I never understood why we didn't fight them, drive them out, kill them all in the beginning. These thousand years we've acted like hunted animals, becoming part of their legends and superstitions and myths, instead of taking our rightful place in the world. Our forebears, the first to run to this new world, were treated no better here than in the old one. They had a dream, but they quickly saw it dashed in this country. The first of us to come here were called witches and hunted down. Do you know how many of us were murdered in the seventeenth century for practicing our religion?"

She looked down at Mark. "You're little more than a dog. You didn't know any of this, did you? I can see now why nothing was ever passed down through men. The whole race of you are nothing but bulls with seed, to be used like instruments." She looked at Kaymie, and a final glow of warmth crept across her face. "I say this mostly for your benefit, because I respect you as one of our own. I think you should know where your powers come from. You are not of this foul race of human beings who have nearly destroyed the land we worshipped for nearly a million years. The land was always ours, we respected it and it gave back to us. We took our power from it as
it took its nourishment from us. Of course there can be only one Queen. It is a pity that you stand in my way for I think you would have done well as
one of us. We could have used your power."

As Fay talked, Kaymie felt things happening inside her. Ancient voices came to life; there was an even greater flowering of power than she had felt before. Here was the future of her race, of all of them, before her. It would be fought for on this spot. She knew that if she did not fight and defeat this evil woman, the fate of the Faerie would be sealed. There would be battle with the rest of humanity and the Faerie would be wiped out once and for all. Before, they had been forced into hiding; this time they would be destroyed.

Kaymie was very frightened, but she fought back her terror and spoke. There seemed to be others with her, helping her speak.

"You are the fool," she said to Fay. "You want only the power. Can't you see the destruction behind it? You've been able to subjugate one small town. What then? You'll be crushed if you try to go further. Don't you see the pain you've already caused your own people? You can't command the Earth to do your every bidding. Even the Earth will turn against you after awhile. You want only to be Queen; that insane quest has held you all this time. Destroy me, and you will become Queen. But it's an empty dream. There can't be any new Faerie empire. The best we can hope for is to keep our race and prolong it, to build it up quietly and peacefully within this other race. Like my grandmother did. A war would end everything."

Fay screamed, "It will happen!"

"It will drag you and your few followers, or slaves, down with it."

Sharply, Kaymie threw out her hands to the side, and the clearing around them pushed out to nearly double its size.

Fay fell back with the power of the assault. But she quickly regained her position.

"Die now," she said.

Mark looked on in helpless terror as the battle began.

With a roar from above, a huge tree, loosed from the tangle, fell toward Kaymie. She looked up at it, and it fell harmlessly aside. Another followed, and then another; in quick order she diverted these also. The last one she directed toward Fay, who, with a movement of her hand, caused it to explode into a shower of fragments.

The forest whirled around them. They threw bolt after bolt at one another; as
Kaymie's attention was taken with this assault, Fay moved the wall of wood closer about them again. Hand-like boughs began to reach out at them. Kaymie moved closer to her father to better protect him. He was helpless in the midst of this hell, and it became obvious that Fay was trying to keep Kaymie's attention occupied with attacks from three sides and then to harm Mark.

The ground beneath them rumbled, and a huge oak burst up with a roar, twisting and creaking between Fay and Kaymie. Fay howled in triumph. The tree was eight feet in diameter, with a thousand whipping, grabbing branches that forced Kaymie and Mark back to the edge of the clearing, where they were attacked by things jumping out of the shadows behind them. Fay was lost to view behind the massive tree until she appeared within its branches. A rain of deadly weapons fell from above.

Kaymie thought she would go mad. She knew there was great power in her, but this assault was draining her. There was just too much coming at her.

They were being assailed from all sides now. Logs flew by and around them. A dust cloud was whirling along the ground.

Kaymie was nearly screaming with pain. Her head felt like a burning cauldron. A tree shot at her, then another, and there was a cry from beside her.

She turned to see her father lifted from the ground and pulled away from her by a net of boughs from a tall tree behind.

She turned all her attention to him. He was lashed at the very top of the tree and was gasping for breath. His legs kicked about violently as he tried in vain to remove the limbs wrapped tightly around his neck.

Kaymie cried out, and with a movement of her hands she cleared the whole area around him. The tree branches instantly loosened, and she had him lowered gently to the ground.

He was nearly unconscious. There was blood on his face and hands. His fingers had been rubbed raw in his struggle against the tree.

Kaymie's attention was once again taken up with the fight. She was gaining the upper hand, throwing back up at the oak all the various projectiles hurled down at her. Once again she widened the arena. A splash of sunlight broke through the trees overhead. Bare spots of earth began to show through the twining boughs as they were moved back. The huge oak trembled, bits of bark and leaves flying away.

A high keening sound came from Fay as she fought to regain command of the wood. The battle had shifted to Kaymie and, painfully, stick by stick, the forest was being restored to its natural form.

Fay leaped to the ground. She screamed, and her voice was terrifying in its depth of rage and hate. "You will not win this battle! You little whore! You're a whore to all of them, the stinking Christ-worshippers and all the rest who drove us down into the Earth." She threw back her head and gave a high wild keening scream that paralyzed Kaymie for a moment. She fought desperately against the feeling and then broke through it. A wall of wood flew at her, past her. She was too late. She could not fight it all back.

She turned just as her father screamed. He was pinned through his chest and one leg with long spikes of wood. Breathing hoarsely, he looked up at her with a pleading look in his eyes.

"Kaymie," he gasped. He fell back, tears welling up in his eyes. "She's wrong, Kaymie. My mother was right. You . . . have to stop her."

Kaymie made a movement and the spikes pulled gently away. But it was too late. He was losing too much blood. His voice became a whisper.

"Kaymie," he said, "stop . . ."

He fell back.

Kaymie screamed with rage. Her mind turned white hot. She didn't know what she was doing, but relied on her new-found instincts.

The woods began to howl. The very earth was being churned up. The white-hot coal in Kaymie's mind began to cool. She felt her power weakening.

I can't let this happen, she thought.

Suddenly her power was gone.

Fay was before her, looking down into her eyes. Kaymie did not remember falling, but she was on the ground, her back pressed painfully into a sharp rock.

Fay's lips pulled back tightly over her sharp white teeth. Behind her was framed only darkness and the swirl of wood, dust, ash, leaves, and vines.

"This will end it for you," Fay said. "And for all of them. A new age dawns today. Look into my eyes and see what it will be."

There was only red hate in her eyes.

Kaymie gasped, "No."

"Yes," Fay said, spitting on the girl beneath her. "This is how it will start. There is only hate left for the Faerie to feed on. There isn't room for the weak like you; there isn't room for any man save those who will be the pigs in my pen. They will jump when I call; caper on their legs and bend to rut when I tell them to. The power of the Faerie and the horned god will return, little one." She put her hand to Kaymie's neck, and Kaymie found that she couldn't resist. "And there is much to make up for the hundreds of years the Faerie have been in the dust." She pressed down on Kaymie's neck, and her grip tightened as she spoke through clenched teeth.

"You will die here. 1 want you to die with the knowledge that all you would have done will never be. All you have loved will die; those not already dead will die slowly by my hand, or perhaps by the hand of those few slaves I keep to do my bidding. Think of your little brother; think of him hung from a branch, his kicking feet inches from the ground." Her eyes were wild, and she pressed down harder on Kaymie's throat. The tree bits were swirling behind Fay's head, dancing devilishly around it. Kaymie saw vaguely that with her free hand she was reaching for the crown on Kaymie's head.

"Die." There came an extreme pressure on Kaymie's neck, and the look in Fay's eyes told her that this was where it would end.

Darkness closed in around her. The brightness in her head had become an ember, and as she felt it, behind closed eyes, it began to go out.

You are Queen, she thought, and you have lost.

Shame came to her then. She had barely learned of her heritage, the true formation of her life, and here it was being taken from her. No—that was not it. She was letting it be taken from her by a monster. The survival of an entire people had depended on her, and she had failed them. It did not matter that she had only just learned of her powers. That was no excuse. The task had been placed squarely on her shoulders and she had failed. She felt sadness not so much for herself but for all those who had come before her, all those who had battled evil and had died if necessary to preserve an ancient way of life. Here she was, hardly knowing of it and allowing it to be snuffed out. She felt soiled, evil herself.

She opened her eyes weakly and saw Fay's triumphant, depraved face above her. Her eyelids closed again.

The ember became a spark and grew. It fluttered into life again, even as life drained away from her. She blew on it with her mind, nurtured it, pushing it to full fire.

It roared into flame.

Kaymie opened her eyes, and saw a last look of doubt bloom in Fay's eyes. Then there was a burst of great light followed by blackness.

Am I dead? she thought. Then I have failed. Then there was light again.

And the sounds of birds.
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"Kaymie?" a voice from far away called. It was a female voice, and for a moment Kaymie cringed back in fear. But the voice was not that voice.

Kaymie opened her eyes.

She was weak, so weak she could not move her body. She blinked her eyes. Above her was bright light, a brightness which quickly softened to the color of a robin's egg. The blue of a clear sky.

There were no trees, no darkness, above her.

Only a blue sky with a single white cloud moving majestically across it.

She turned her head slowly.

There were two faces, unfocused for a moment and framed by the backdrop of a line of widely spaced trees gently moving in the wind.

"Kaymie, you're all right!"

The two faces focused into Ellen and Seth, bruised but real.

"Thank God we found you," Ellen said.

"Oh Mom!" Kaymie cried, throwing her arms up at her mother's neck.

"I know," Ellen soothed, "I know, baby." Seth, holding Boris tightly, was trying to smile through tears. "We looked in the school, and you weren't there."

"Dad's dead, Mom," Kaymie blubbered out. Ellen stiffened for a moment, and then resumed rocking Kaymie in her arms.

"I know, Kaymie," she whispered.

Kaymie pulled away to arm's length and looked deeply into her mother's eyes. "It's all right now, Mom. Everything is going to be all right. There are a lot of bad things that won't happen now." Kaymie's tears had dried, and Ellen was surprised to see that her baby face was gone, and in its place the face of a young and very strong woman.

"I believe you, Kaymie," Ellen said evenly. "I believe you."

They hugged once more.

In the spring, after a winter of many changes, Kaymie returned to the woods. Things were as they should be in spring. The air was cool and sharp; it was late in the day and the warm sky was fading toward orange twilight. It was darkening in the woods.

My woods, Kaymie thought.

She knew now who she was. And there was work she had to do. The work, long neglected, of a people. She hoped that she would not fail.

She moved lithely through the forest, pausing for a moment at the spot where her father lay buried and then walking on until she broke out into a small clearing. She knew this was the place. A taint of blackness moved into her heart at the sight of the huge oak; but a shard of fading sunlight broke through the foliage overhead and the dark moment passed.

The oak was dying. She put her hand lightly to its frayed bark and felt the poison running through it. She felt a pang of sorrow at the tree's pain, but knew that this was as
it should be, must be. This tree had been poisoned from within.

She ran her hand around the surface of the rough bark, searching. Then, finding what she sought, she stood back.

Yes, there it was in the wood, etched in pain and madness—the outline of a face, tortured and insane, the face the only visible part of a vein that ran deep within this suffering oak. Above that twisted visage, two gnarled tree limbs that looked very much like outstretched arms reached toward Kaymie in either hate or pleading.

Kaymie looked into the face for a few moments, and then, opening the doors of her mind, reached out and folded those two limbs back into the trunk of the tree. They vanished within. Somewhere, far off, she thought she heard a whispered cry, the sound of light clawing on wood.

Then, stepping back into sunlight, Kaymie watched in silence as, with a sigh, the huge oak folded slowly, painfully into itself and, with a tremor, sank slowly into the ground. The only mark of its passing was a dark spot—upon which, Kaymie knew, nothing would ever grow again.

Kaymie stood for a moment over this spot and then moved off. As she turned, there above her and rising up above the trees in the late blue sky stood the white face of the moon, calling down to her above the wood.
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