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Thisbook isawork of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are
the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitioudly.

Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.
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"Hooray for M.R. Sdllars, the master of Pagan fiction! HARM NONE is atde so
red, so complex, and so terrifying, that it won't just keep you on the edge of your
seat until the very last word - it's guaranteed to leave you breathless and begging for
more."

—Dorothy Morrison
Author of Everyday Magic and The Craft

"HARM NONE is a superbly suspenseful thriller... highly recommended.”



—Midwest Book Review

"...Sdlars is a wonderful surprise dl around... A good murder mystery has
mystery, it has action, it has its dark sides, it has plot twists, and it has entertainment
vaue. You can find dl of that in this book."

—Boudica
The Wiccan - Pagan Times

"Fans of Hamilton and Lackey will want to rdigioudy follow the exploits of Mr.
Rowan Gant."

—Harriet Klausner
Literary Reviewer

"HARM NONE is a gripping, carefully plotted mystery that will keep pages
turning right to the end."

—P.J. Nunn
Senior Mystery Reviewer,
The Charlotte Austin Review

"HARM NONE is one of the most remarkable books I've read this year. | bow to
M.R. Sellars superior story telling ability!"

—Elizabeth Henze
Murder on the Internet Express

"Fans of Mercedes Lackey's defunct Diana Tregarde Mysteries rgoice—a new
witch is in town! Wonderful characterization from a first-person view, chilling
suspense, and a baffling mystery make this first Rowan Gant mystery top-notch."

—Meédanie C. Duncan,
The BookDragon Review

"Curl up one weekend with this book. Y ou, too, will find yourself fdling victim to
Sdllars dangeroudly redlistic descriptive style."

—Woody NaDobhar
Whispering Willow Pagan Newspaper

Praise for Never Burn A Witch:

"Mr. Sellars presents us with an excellent offering of mystery/suspense. From the



opening pages to the cliff hanger ending, it'sa"can't put it down" novel!"

—Boudica
The Wiccan - Pagan Times

"M.R. Sdlars, Pagan master of suspense, does it again! If you only read one
book this year, make it NEVER BURN A WITCH. It's a tde so redidicaly
terrifying, that the memory will haunt you forever."

—Dorothy Morrison
Author of Everyday Magic and The Craft

"Sellars has tackled a unique and controversia topic with boldness and aplomb.
He makes no apologies and NEVER BURN A WITCH is even more aggressive than
the first Rowan Gant mystery, HARM NONE... It's ahair-rasing good time..."

—P. J. Nunn
Senior Mystery Reviewer,
The Charlotte Austin Review

"Rowan Gant is a detective in the tradition of Diana Tregarde and Anita Blake."
—Rosemary Edghill
Author, The Bast Mysteries

"NEVER BURN A WITCH is a tde of haunting possibilities. The stuff that
nightmares are made of!"

—FaDraSha.COM

"NEVER BURN A WITCH issmply achiller... Thisisamust read book!"
—Nancy Lankford, Literary Reviewer

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

| would be sorely remissif | didn't take a moment to thank at least a few of the
individuals who were there to act as my sounding boards and as my mora support
staff throughout the writing and editing of this novel—

Officer Scott Ruddle, SLPD without whom Detective Benjamin Storm would be
just another one dimensiona pseudo-cop; Jacquelyn Busch Hunt, Attorney, for the
legd advice and mighty strokes of her blue pencil; Roxanne and Sharon for reading,
re-reading, and then reading some more; and of course, my wife Kat, who put up
with me throughout it al.



For my parents.
Thank you for teaching me that the true value of the written word is priceless.

Author's Note

While the City of St. Louis and its various notable landmarks are certainly red,
many names have been changed and liberties taken with some of the details in this
book. They are fabrications. They are pieces of fiction within fiction to create an
illuson of redity to be enjoyed.

In short, | made them up because it helped me make the story more entertaining.

Note aso that this book is a first person narrative. You are seeing this story
through the eyes of Rowan Gant. The words you are reading are his thoughts. |
know of no one who thinks and speaks in perfect, unblemished English, therefore
some grammeatical anomalies have been retained (under protest from editors) in order
to support the illuson of redlity.

Eight words ye wiccan rede fulfill,
AN IT HARM NONE, DO WHAT YE WILL.

Find Verse

The Wiccan Rede

Lady Gwen Thompson
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PROLOGUE

"Be it known to dl that the circle is now to be drawn," stated the dight, robed
figure as she raised her arms upward to the sky. Her dainty hands held tight to the
leather bound handle of a Dirk, its brightly polished blade reflecting the light of the



full moon high above. "Let no one be here but of their own free will. Blessed be."

"So mote it be" came a solemn chant in unison from the coven members
gathered around her.

The air was ill in the large, semi-wooded Saint Louis back yard as the Priestess
dowly and purposefully drew the ceremonia knife, her athamé, through the air above
her, scribing a five-pointed star, starting and ending with the top point. With the
imaginary Pentacle drawn, she fluidly lowered the Dirk, and brought her arms to rest
outstretched before her, and pointing to the East.

"R.J.," she said to the young man directly before her. "Would you please light the
circle candles?’

The young man gave a perceptible nod, and pulled back the hood of his robe to
reved his mane of long black hair. Turning, he struck the end of a wooden fireplace
match, bringing it to life, and as the flame settled to evenness, merged it with the
wick of aydlow votive candle resting in a homemade stand.

"At the East | bring light and ar to our circle" spoke the strawberry blonde
priestess from the center of the group. "All hall the Watchtower of the East, element
of ar. May it watch over usin our circle. Blessed be."

"Blessed be," chanted the gathering around her.

The young man worked his way to the South, and touched the burning match to a
red votive.

"At the South | bring light and fire to our circle," came the priestess as she made
aclockwise quarter turn. "All hail the Watchtower of the South. Element of fire. May
it watch over our circle. Blessed be."

"Blessed be." The chant in unison came stronger.

Evenly, the young woman turned to the West as the young man brought a blue
candle dight.

"At the West | bring light and water to our circle. All hal the Watchtower of the
West. Element of water. May it watch over our circle. Blessed be."

"Blessed be!" Stronger ill the chorus echoed.

"At the North I bring light and earth to our circle,” the priestess melodicaly spoke
as she turned. The young man applied the fire to a green candle fixed securdly in its
holder. "All hail the Watchtower of the North. Element of earth. May it watch over
our circle. Blessed be."

"Blessed be!" The coven's chant lifted skyward, harmonious and strong.

The Priestess kissed the blade of the athame, and lifted it upward, scribing the
Pentacle in the air once more.

"All hal the four towers, and dl hail the God and Goddess. We welcome and
invite Pan and Diana to join usin this rite we hold in their honor. Blessed be, so mote
it be!”



"Blessed be, so mote it be!" chimed the coven.

At this point, the dark-haired man had returned to his originad position in the
circle, and the members had joined hands, interlocking their fingers, left pam up,
right palm down.

"Arid," his gaze leveled on the priestess, "may | ask that you lead us in the
weave."

The young woman gave a nod, and after once again kissing the blade of the
athame, laid it reverently on the dtar before her.

"Weave, weave," she began the melodious chant, "weave us together. Weave us
together, together with love."

The remaining members of the coven joined in and they sang the verse twice
more. When the last note had drifted away on the ill air, no sound was left but for
the midsummer song of the crickets.

"The circle is cast,” Arie findly said. "You may release hands and we shall
remain as one."

The group released their grasps on one another, and while remaining dert and
attentive to their priestess, began to relax.

"Our circles are a happy time," she continued, her strawberry blonde hair drifting
lazily about on a sudden breeze as she turned around the circle, bringing her eyes to
bear on each member's face. "A time for us to reoice in our kinship with nature...
with the Mother Goddess Diana... and with Pan the Hunter. Our circles are meant
for exchanging knowledge. Tonight... " Arid caught her breath and looked down at
the ground. She paused for what seemed an eternity to dl present as a single
teardrop began its dow journey down her cheek. Sadness welled in her voice as she
began once again to speak. "Tonight, we come together to make a decision. A
decision that will affect the direction and future of this coven. We have dl discussed
this over and over, so | will spare you the details.”

The members of the coven lowered their gazes to the ground as she once again
paused and angrily wiped away another tear that had escaped her eye. They knew
how much she hated losing control of her emotions and they felt a great empathy for
her. They remained quiet and kept their gazes averted as she struggled for her
composure. However, one member among the group refused to grant her the
reprieve. He stared at the back of Arid's head, unblinking, with cold grey eyes. His
face remained expressionless, and to the coven, that cold countenance was the most
frightening thing of all.

"Let it be done" stated the young dark-haired man known as R.J. in a
compassionate attempt to assume her painful burden.

He stepped forward to the dtar and lifted a pewter goblet from its weathered
surface. One by one, R.J. stepped before each member of the coven and held the
goblet out to them, and one by one, each member deposited a single stone. When he
came before the expressionless grey-eyed man, he waited. The man continued to



stare, asif looking straight through him to remain fixed upon Aridl.
"Go on Devon," R.J. said, "you 4ill have a vote."

Momentarily the expressionless man's eyes unglazed, and he focused his glare on
R.J.

"l don't recognize this vote," was dl he said, and once again he seemed to stare
idly through to Aridl.

R.J. fought back his desire to tdl Devon just where he could get off. This was
going to be over soon enough, and he knew there was no need for an atercation
now. He continued around the circle, and came findly to rest in the center.

Standing at the dtar opposite Ariel, R.J. held out the goblet and let a stone fal
into it from his own pam, slently casting his vote. Slowly, Aridl lifted her hand to its
rim and dropped in her stone. It rattled and clinked in the tense silence of the circle,
then fell ill. She brought her gaze up to meet R.J.'s, drew a deep breath, and then
gave adightly perceptible nod. R.J. tilted the goblet down to the dtar and poured the
stones out upon its surface. The pebbles glittered, as if winking back at them in the
candldight, each of their polished surfaces obsidian black.

Arid turned and faced Devon, summoning every bit of strength in her being and
borrowing from her fellow coven members as much as she could.

"Y ou know the most basic law of The Craft is to Harm None." She stared a him
coolly as anger seeped in to replace sadness. "Y ou have violated that law, Devon."

He continued to stare back at her, pupils large in his irises like puddles of ink in
dirty grey ice. The circle candles flickered as a mild breeze began to blow.

"So | sacrificed a dog," Devon answered her frostily. "You little wimps are just
afraid to take the next step. You'll never be anything but a bunch of wannabees."

Arid continued, ignoring his comment. "For your disregard for life, and the most
basic of Wiccan laws, you are hereby banished from this coven. Your punishment is
that which you bring upon your own sdlf, as anything you may do will return to you
three fold. May the God and Goddess take mercy upon you."

"So Mote It Be," the members of the circle solemnly chimed.

Devon looked dowly around the circle, resting his cold gaze for a moment upon
each member of the coven, findly, leveling it once again on Aridl's face.

"You're going to wish you never did this, Ariel," he said. "Fuck you... Fuck dl of
you."

Three weeks later ...



CHAPTER 1

Blue-white wisps curled upward from the lit end of atight roll of tobacco that was
hooked under my index finger. | took a lazy puff and rolled the spicy smoke around
on my tongue before blowing it outward into an evenly spreading cloud that wafted
about on the warm breeze. Then, with a lazy stretch, | rested my forearm across my
knee and contemplated the dowly growing ash on the end of the cigar.

It had been more than six months since my last cigarette, so my wife, Felicity,
was none too excited when | decided to revive my old habit of cigar smoking. As |
am not one to do things hafway these weren't the greenish, dried out logs you pick
up a the loca stop' n' grab. Not a al. My humidor was filled with rich Maduro
wrapped symbols of masculinity available only from a good tobacco shop.
Inevitably, with such quality there comes a price, and said price served smply to
provide Felicity with yet another reason to harbor disdain for the habit.

Of course, with any marriage—well, good ones anyway—there is a generous
amount of compromise. The 'compromise’ that had been reached in ours was
something on the order of a matter-of-fact statement from my headstrong wife of, "If
you're going to smoke those things anyway, you're going to do it outside!" After
eight years with this auburn-haired, second generation Irish-American dynamo on a
five-foot-four frame, | had learned to cut my losses and run; for as much as she
hated to admit it, Felicity fit neatly into the stereotype of the tempestuous Irish
redhead. Though her singsong accent made itself known only when she was in close
proximity with her relatives, her stubbornness and temper were with her twenty-four
seven.

In this particular instance, however, the fact that there was no way she was about
to let mein the door with alit cigar, was only one of atrio of reasons | had for being
parked on the cement stairs of our modest suburban Saint Louis home this warm late
summer's evening. The second, and most important reason for smoking outside was
that we had only recently discovered that Fdicity was six weeks pregnant. The
third—I was waiting for someone.

Ealier in the day | had received a phone cal from my long time cohort, Ben
Storm, a detective with the Saint Louis City Police Department. Since he had a
tendency to work somewhat bizarre hours | was pleasantly surprised when he
suggested that he drop by this evening for an impromptu drink to congratulate us on
our impending family addition. | was more than agreeable to the idea; unfortunately,
the tone of his voice told me there was an underlying, less socia reason for the visit.
His inflection only confirmed a suspicion that had been nagging at me for nearly two
days now.

Late Wednesday night | had received a short, cryptic cdl from a distracted and
extremdy officia sounding version of my friend. He had been seeking information



about the meaning of areigious symbol known as a Pentacle. Though | knew he was
perfectly aware of my religious practices, | was mildly amazed he had equated me
with the emblem. In keeping with his officid demeanor that night, as soon as |
finished giving him the requested details, he abruptly ended the cal with curt
politeness.

When we spoke again today | was sure | had detected a definite note of that same
distraction in his voice. | hoped that | was wrong, but deep insde fdt that | wasn't.
However, on the chance that | might have misinterpreted the tenor of his speech, |
had kept the observation to mysalf, mentioning it neither to him nor Felicity.

"I take it, Ben hasn't gotten here yet." | heard the haf question, haf statement
from my wife through the screen door behind me.

"Nope," | replied, and took another lazy draw from my cigar. "But you know how
Ben is. If he says six in the evening, he redly means eight.”

"Ever since his promotion, we're lucky to see him at dl," she expressed. "Are
Allison and Ben Junior coming?"

"I doubt it. He said something about Al taking the little guy out shopping for
clothes."

"Wadll... " She pushed the screen door open a bit to allow one of our cats to exit
the confines of the house. "I'm going to go upstairs and pay some bhills. Let me
know when he gets here. | don't want to miss this little celebration. Remember, I'm
the one who's pregnant.”

"l doubt that you'll let me forget it,” | answered, looking back at her with a grin.
"I'll call you when he shows up."

She smiled in return and left me to my cigar and quiet contemplation of the
tree-lined street, as well as my attempts to dull the secret foreboding sensation with a
tumbler of Single Mat Scotch on the rocks. Ten minutes short of an hour later, not
only had | still not managed to shake the feding, but it grew even stronger as a tired
looking Chevrolet van rolled into my driveway. The engine knocked and complained
as the driver switched it off, and then it sputtered into silence. After a moment, the
door opened with a labored screech, and the occupant extricated himsdlf from the
seat.

Ben Storm was a Native American, six foot six with jet-black hair, and the finey
angular features one associated with the boilerplate portrayal of feather-adorned
natives from TV Westerns. He kept himsdf in excelent physical condition, and
made a very imposing figure both in and out of uniform. When he had been a street
cop, | often joked that he was the last person | would want to see coming down a
dark dley a meif | had done something wrong. He aways made it a point to bet that
he would be the first person | would want to see coming down that dley were | in
trouble. | never hesitated to agree.

Just over a year ago fate dealt him a winning hand and he had been promoted to
Detective and was assigned to homicide investigations. This was a radical, though
welcome, change from knocking down the doors of 'crack houses, which had been



his previous assignment. Now, a times, his work schedule had become less
structured, and was often expanded with overtime. However, that time was more
often spent interviewing suspects and gathering evidence than dodging bullets
sprayed from an illegaly modified Tech Nine machine pistol in the hands of a fifteen
year old gang banger.

| knew for a certainty that his wife was happy to have him out of the direct line of
fire. Felicity and | had made no secret of the fact that we were just as relieved.

The van door made a loud groan of protest as he pushed it shut, then he turned
and strode up my sidewak with a brown paper bag tucked casually under his arm.

"I can't believe you're ill driving that old piece of crap,” | called to him and
motioned toward the decrepit looking Chevy.

He was hdfway up the flagstone walkway when he stopped, looked back at the
vehicle for a moment, then turned back to me. "What?' he answered, feigning insult,
then with a shrug continued waking. "It ill runs.”

He climbed the stairs and parked himsalf on the edge of the porch, then stretched
and let out an exhausted sigh.

"You know," he findly said as he sat the paper bag carefully on the first step.
"Being a copper isamenid job... It's kinda like bein' the secretary for dl the chaos
out there in the world... But anyway," He reached into his jacket and pulled out two
cigars then handed one to me. "Congratulations on the kid you slly 'effin white
man."

"Thanks, Chief." | took the cigar and gave it a close |ook.
"Dominican, eh? Been hanging around the tobacconist playing ‘Wooden Indian’
agan?' | grinned.

"Yeah, blow it out your ass," he laughed. "One of the coppers | helped with a
case owed me and hefindly paid up." Reaching into the bag he pulled out a bottle of
Glenlivet and a bottle of de-alcoholized White Zinfandel. "So where's the little
woman?'

"Upstairs doing that bill paying thing," | answered, diding the cigar beneath my
nose with a flourish and sniffing the spicy Spanish cedar veneer that encased it.
"She's gonna just love you for this," | continued, waving the expensive smoke at
him. "I'm supposed to cdl her down when you get here, and | suppose that would
be about now."

“I'll get her," he told me as he stood up and took a stride to the door. "l need a
glass and some ice anyway. Y ou good?"

"l could go for a couple of cubes. Just fill the ice bucket and bring it out if you
want."

"Everything il in the usua place?' he asked as he opened the door.
"Y eah, same as aways."
| could hear him cdlling up the stairs to Fdlicity as the screen door swung shut;



something pseudo-official sounding about having the place surrounded and that dl
tiny red-headed women should come out with their hands up. His call was answered
by my wife bounding down the stairs followed closely by our English Setter and
Augtralian Cattle Dog vociferoudy making their individua presences known. A few
short minutes later, he returned, ladened with the ice bucket, a fresh glass, and
Fdicity in tow.

"S0, before you even get started with your cop stories,” my wife began, perching
hersalf on the ledge near the stairs, "how are Allison and Ben Junior?’

Ben extracted the cork from the bottle of White Zinfande and filled the wine glass
she held forth.

"Good," he answered. "Pretty good. Al said to tell you guys 'hey' and sorry she
couldn't make it. The little guy told me to make sure | said 'hi' to the dogs."

"We redly need to find some time to get together for a barbecue or something,” |
stated as he planted himsdlf back on the edge of the porch and went about the task
of opening the Scotch.

"Yeah," Ben returned, "why don't you tell that to the bad guys. | could use alittle
time off." He poured himself a drink, and topped mine off before sticking his cigar
between his lips and setting it dight with a wooden match. "Ahhhhh," he exclaimed,
blowing out a stream of pungent smoke. "I've been so damn busy lately, | redly
haven't had a chance to enjoy a cigar... In fact, | think thisis the first time I've had
anything lit in my mouth in a month."

"Like you redly need it," Fdicity admonished. "Allison and | get you two to quit
cigarettes, and the next thing we know you're sucking on some other burning
carcinogen.”

"Boyswill be boys," | told her.
"What he said," Ben chimed in.

The friendly chatter eased my mind for the time being, but | ill felt a nag in the
back of my skull. Sitting here, | knew that just as | had suspected, my friend was
without a doubt, its undeniable source.

Later in the evening we called out for pizza, and moved our celebration indoors.
After putting the dogs through their paces for a handful of the crusts, Felicity said
her goodnights, and went off to bed, for she had an early outing with her nature
photography club the next morning.

Ben had grown quieter as the evening wore on, leaning more heavily on the
Scotch than | can ever recal him doing before. After | finished clearing the dishes
from the table, he refilled our glasses from the near-depleted bottle of Glenlivet, then
we ventured out to the back deck.

My friend dropped his large frame heavily into a chair and went about trimming
the end from a fresh cigar as | lit the citronella oil-filled tiki torches that rimmed the



deck. Mosquitoes had been bad this summer, and these seemed to stave them off
farly wel while providing an unobtrusive light. After bringing the last torch to life, |
took my seat opposite Ben at the patio table and proceeded to work on my own
after-dinner smoke. | could literdly fed his introspection building to a point of
release, and knew that the worry clouding the back of my mind would soon be
summoned forward.

"You and Felicity are Hill into that Wicca thing, right?' Ben queried after an
extended silence.

"If you mean have we converted to Catholicism or something, no we haven't." |
answered. "We aren't connected with a coven at present, but we still practice. Once
you're a Witch, you usudly stay a Witch." | lit my cigar, then took a sip of my
Scotch. "Why do you ask?'

"Just curious,”" he replied hesitantly.

| knew there was more to the question than mere curiosity, but | also knew better
than to press this particular subject with Ben, for that would only serve to make him
fed ill a ease. He had aways been willing to accept that Fdicity and | practiced what
was considered by most to be a non-traditiona religion, but usudly showed a clear
desire to leave it in the background. Out of sight, out of mind. As with most things
that didn't fit with the mgority view, the masses, including Ben, were entirely off
base in their misconceptions regarding Wicca, WitchCraft and almost any other
dternative religion for that matter.

| had once attempted to explain to him that Wicca and WitchCraft, or smply 'The
Craft' as we often cdl it, involved no pointed hats, bubbling cauldrons, or flying
brooms. To the knowledge of any practitioner of the religion, it never did truly
include such things. | told him that Wicca was smply an Earth religion, and as for
deities, ours were the Earth and the Moon; Diana and Pan, respectively. There was
no evil intent, and in fact, our most basic and al-important covenant was to 'Harm
None'. That we viewed our religion as away of life through which we did our best to
live in harmony with nature, and through study and meditation, attempted to learn
control over the naturd energies that inherently reside within dl of us. | further
explained that in doing this, we sometimes developed abilities that some would
consider psychic in nature, such as an uncanny sixth sense, or the ability to hed
ourselves and others. That we think of these as learned talents. Nothing more,
nothing less. | even added that | knew of no incident where anyone had been turned
into a frog, except in fairy tales. The smple fact was, that even if that were possible,
no self-respecting Witch would consider it.

Even after | had answered his severad pointed questions, he ill clung to his
misconceptions, and so, out of respect for him, | made sure to steer clear of the
subject entirely.

Now, for the second timein less than a week, Ben was asking me about a part of
my life he normally avoided. | wasn't about to push, so | was more than willing to
bide my time and wait for him to get around to what he wanted. | could fed his
preoccupation thick in the darkness around us, so | was certain my wait would be a



short one.

"So you remember when | called you about that five-pointed star a couple of
days back?' he findly asked.

"You mean the difference between a Pentacle, and a Pentagram?' | returned.
"Yeah, | remember."

"That'sit," he affirmed. "Would you mind telling me the difference on that again?'

"No problem. A Pentacle is basically just what you said, a five-pointed star
surrounded by acircle. It's avery common symbol in the Wiccan religion. When it's
upright,” | scribed the symbol in the ar with my finger, "with only one point at the
top, it represents man, and the spirit as it rules over the four elements. That's when
it's called a Pentacle. If on the other hand you turn it one-hundred-eighty degrees,
and two of the points are a the top,” | spun my finger in a circle, "it's caled a
Pentagram and represents the spirit's union with materia elements.” | relaxed back
into my chair. "Some, however, place an improper, abeit, widdly accepted meaning
on the Pentagram. They claim it represents Satan, evil, Black Magick, etcetera.”

"S0, if it's right side up or whatever, it doesn't mean anything evil?' he posed.

"It actudly depends on who drew it, and the significance THEY placed on it, but
it's redly nothing more than a symbol. Inherently, neither of them mean anything
evil,” | answered. "In my religion anyway."

Ben stared thoughtfully out into the night, absently fingering the rim of his Scotch
glass, and quietly puffing on his cigar. | didn't disturb him. Instead | watched the
orange glow on the end of the cigar each time he puffed, and waited patiently for the
next question.

"What about colors?' he asked. "Do you color it in or something? You know,
like a rainbow?"

"Sometimes you'll find a different color at each of the four corners,” | answered.
"Yelow in the upper I€eft, blue in the upper right, red in the lower right and green in
the lower left. They represent the elements of Air, Water, Fire, and Earth. On
occasion the top point will be white, representing Akasha, or the spirit."

"Would they be pastels?' he queried.

"WEéll, | suppose if you wanted to be artistic about it they could,” | laughed. "But
they don't have to be. Just yelow, blue, red, green and white" | could fed his
tension congealing around us, and knew that something about a Pentacle was redly
bothering him. | was just about to break my own rules and press for the problem
when he elected to reved it on his own.

"So listen, Rowan,” he began. "I've got this case I'm working on, and to be
honest, it's redly got me screwed up. It's not normal... there's something red strange
about it."

"Something to do with a Pentacle | assume?' | asked, aready knowing it to be
true.



"Yeah," he continued. "The theology expert the department called in can't seem to
make up his mind. His theory changes every time we try to tak to him. A couple of
the old timers on the force say the whole thing reminds them of a Satan worship
dash cult murder they worked afew years back. That's why | called you Wednesday
night."

"I'm not sure | follow."

"l was ready to agree with them about the cult stuff, but something kept eating at
me," he explained. "I'm gitting at my desk thinking ‘where have | seen this star thing
before? All of a sudden it dawns on me... " Ben pointed at me and waved his hand
about. "Hanging around Y OUR neck."

The fact that he had been able to match me with the symbol suddenly made
sense. The quarter-sized pendant | wore was for dl intents and purposes a part of
me, for | amost never took it off; much as one who wears a Crucifix or the
medallion of a patron saint. For the most part, it remained hidden behind the fabric
of my shirt and | had honestly never given any thought to the fact that he might have
noticed it, but obviously, he had. Of course, what good is a cop if he's not
observant?

"So you caled meto find out if | wasin acult or something?' | posed.

"Hdl no, | knew better than that. | called you because | figured you just might
know alittle more about what it means than the wingnut the department hired.” He let
out a frustrated sigh. "Now the problem is I'm even more confused."

"Why's that?'
"Well, if this star isa good thing, | don't get why it was a the scene.”
"If I'm following you, you're talking about a murder, correct?' | asked.

"Yeah," he answered, and took a long swalow of his drink. "Murder...
Sacrifice... Something... "

"And you're sure what you found was a Pentacle, and not a Pentagram?”

"It had five points, and it was right side up,” he explained, "so yeah, it was a
Pentacle | guess.”

"So what does your expert have to say?"

"Wadll, the latest theory from that Eingtein is that it's a rituad sacrifice from a
Satanic African cult called Santeria."

| puzzled over the information wordlessly for a moment, staring deliberately into
my own drink as | formed a response. "l redize that | haven't seen the evidence
mysalf, but based on what you've said, | would serioudly doubt that."

"Why?"

"To begin with, a Pentacle isn't a Santerian symbol, but that's only a minor part of
it. Santeriais an Afro-Cuban religion, not a cult, and it has nothing to do with Satan
worship. Thelr sacrifices are normaly smal animas such as chickens, not human



beings. In most cases, the animd is cooked and eaten as a part of the ritual. Truth is,
they treat their dinner with more respect than you or | do.

"Another thing you might want to take into account is the fact that the actua
Satanic religion doesn't endorse human blood sacrifice either. My guess would be
that your expert has some pre-conceived notions and is misinterpreting the facts."

"How do you know dl this stuff?' Ben looked a me with an expression of mild
surprise, his cigar held frozen severa inches before his face.

"I read a lot," | told him. "Wicca and WitchCraft get compared to everything
under the sun. Good, bad, and otherwise. | just like to keep up with what I'm being
accused of."

"Makes sense." Thoughtful silence followed his measured reply, leaving us with
the trilling night song of countless crickets.

| realized my explanation had, unintentionally, served only to add more confusion
to his current discomposed thoughts. | could also fed his aura of interna conflict as
he debated over his next question. In the interest of addressing both of the
complications, | voiced my own query, "So... Are you looking for help?’

"l shouldn't drag you into it," he answered after along pause.

"Y ou aren't dragging me anywhere, Ben," | told him. "If what happened is actualy
some kind of cult sacrifice, it could mean something bigger than just one homicide.
Besides, the fact that you found a Wiccan symbol bothers me just as much as it
does you. Like I've told you before, our most basic ruleis to 'Harm None'. Even if it
has nothing to do with the religion, if | can help you track down whoever did it, then
let me."

Ben ran one hand through his hair and smoothed it back, a gesture | had come to
equate with his being lost in thought. | had known this man for more years than |
cared to remember, and had seen him through good and bad. He was a consummate
professional, without a doubt. Still, | knew that dl the training and even dl the
experience in the world could never prepare someone for every scenario he may
encounter in this line of work.

| was constantly amazed by my friend's ability to remain detached and objective
in an investigation, but tonight was different. | had never seen him so disturbed by a
case. Ever. | could tdl from his troubled demeanor that this one must be beyond
what even a seasoned veteran considered bad.

"I've got some pictures with me," he findly spoke after what seemed a lifetime.
"Do you think you can give me an idea of what some of the stuff might mean?’

"I'll be happy to giveit atry," | told him.

"Y ou haven't seen this stuff yet," he replied. "It's bad, Rowan."

"l understand.”

"No you don't," he sighed. "When | say bad, | mean it's fucking sick."



| had just turned on the overhead light in the dining room and seated myself at the
table when Ben returned from his van with his briefcase. He peeled off his sport coat
and threw it over the back of a chair then sat down. With a quick snap, he released
the latches on the case and retrieved a large manila envelope bearing a case number
and the word EVIDENCE printed in bright red block letters. | could see sweat
aready forming on his brow, and his hands trembled dightly as he handed me the
packet.

"Man," he said. "l redly hate to do this to you. This shit is enough to give you
nightmares. It has me."

"Like | said,"” | took the envelope, "you aren't doing anything to me. | offered to
help."

| unwrapped the string that held the package shut, and folded back the flap.
Tilting it, | did out a healthy stack of eight by ten photographs, some color, some
black and white. | began thumbing through the pictures dowly, studying each one
carefully, and giving Ben my genera impression of the images.

The first photo was of a crudely painted Pentacle on awall. Sections were shaded
in pastel yellow, blue, and green. The outline of the symbol was a deep rust red, and
aportion of it was smeared with the same color.

"Now | see why you were asking about the pastels,” | stated. "But the red looks a
little strange. Not redly a pastel.”

"It's the victim's blood,” Ben volunteered matter-of-factly, his voice amost a
whisper.
"Oh," | replied. | couldn't think of anything else to say.

The second picture showed the Pentacle a more of a distance, revealing a mound
of black and a mound of white on the floor. The following picture, a close-up of the
mounds, showed them to be candles that had burned until they extinguished
themsealves, leaving behind hardened puddles of wax.

"Obvioudy aritua of some sort," | told him. "I'm not sure for what."

| thumbed through more pictures of the candles and wall from various angles. The
black and white images were much easer to tolerate, though knowing that the
Pentacle had been inscribed in blood made me imagine | could ill see the glaring
red within the crisp black and grey tones. Eventudly, | came to a picture of another
wall. In the same dripping crimson strokes as the Pentacle, were the words 'ALL IS
FORGIVEN'.

"The consultant still can't manage to explain that," Ben told me, indicating the
pictured words. "He says it probably has something to do with blood sacrifice
rituals. Says he thinks it might... "

"No," | interrupted him, holding up a hand, "those words have nothing to do with
ablood sacrifice ritual."



"What do you mean?' he queried, dtting up a little straighter, and focusing his
attention.

"Your 'expert’ is apparently pretty full of misinformation. I'm not saying that there
wasn't a sacrifice ritua performed mind you, but just because the victim's blood was
used, that doesn't make it so," | detailed. "The Pentacle and the inscription are
components of a spell.”

"Y ou mean hocus-pocus poof you're afrog kinda spell?'

"No. That's a fairy-tale misconception. While spells sometimes do involve what
can be caled Magick, they are primarily something like a prayer. This particular spell
IS a separate ritud unto itsdlf, and if I'm right, then I'm willing to bet your killer
performed it because of the murder, not as a part of it."

"| ill don't get it," Ben told me, both eager and frustrated.

"Just a second... " | got up from the table and went across the room to the
bookshelves. "I just want to verify something red quick to make sure I'm right." |
scanned the shelves reserved for our Wiccan and dternative religious literature, and
quickly found what | was after. "Hereit is... "

| pulled the book from the shelf and leafed quickly through it as | strode back
across the room and once again took a seat a the table.

"What is that?' Ben asked as | continued rapidly turning and perusing the pages.

"A grimoire, | told him. "Kind of like a recipe book for Witches." | stopped
leafing through the book and my eyes followed my finger down the text while |
quietly mumbled to myself. Eventudly | came to rest hafway down the page. "Yes,
it's avariation of an Expiation spell.”

"A what?' Ben's dill confused voice reached my ears as | handed him the
spellbook and quickly leafed back through the pictures | had dready seen.
According to the grimoire, a piece of the spell appeared to be missing. | fet sure it
was there but that | smply hadn't noticed it.

"An Expiation spell,” | repeated. "A ritud to rid yourself of guilt and regrets—a
way of asking forgiveness from yourself. I'm not finding it... " | stated hurriedly.
"Was there a cup or goblet there? It would have had wine in it. Or maybe water."
Only silence met my ears. "Ben?' | queried again, looking up.

He was staring a me across the table, face ashen, the spellbook held loosaly in
his hands.

"Are you okay?' | asked, growing mildly concerned.

"We found awine glass dright,” he said quietly. "But, it wasn't filled with wine."
The look on his face told me that which | needed, but didn't want, to know.

"It was filled with blood wasn't it?"

"Yeah," he replied, "we think the bastard drank her blood."

The two of us shared a wordless stare as we were smultaneoudly bludgeoned by



the revolting possibility he had just voiced. | swallowed hard, and dowly forced my
eyes back down to the permanent visua records of the abomination. Five
photographs later, it was my turn for the greyish palor to overtake my face. The
glossy color image before me showed a bed, with the nude body of a petite young
woman draped across it. Her mouth was frozen in the ova shape of an agonized
scream, her dull eyes staring horrificaly into space. The wal next to the bed was
spattered wildly with blood. Her throat had been cut, and her long,
strawberry-blonde hair was matted into the sheets, which flowed to the floor like a
crimson waterfall. From the ragged incision a her throat to a point just below her
waist, and from shoulder to shoulder, she was nothing but bare exposed muscle.
She had been skinned.

Asif that weren't enough, there was something ese that made me hold my breath
abeat longer. That something was the fact that her face held more than just a passing
familiarity to me.

"An invocation rite," | stated flatly, fighting back insistent waves of nausea.
"What's that?' Ben asked.

"A ritud used to cdl forth someone, or something, from another plane of
existence."

"Y ou mean like a spirit or something?"
"Yeah," | answered, "it's the 'or something' that bothers me."

"How can you tdl that's what it is?' Ben pressed. "All the symbols were with that
Expiation thing."

"The flaying," | answered. "Skinning and mutilation are considered parts of a
ritud sacrifice for invocation in some old religions. Have you gotten a report from
the coroner?’

"No, not yet... Why?'

"Whoever did this... " | caught my breath and started again. "Whoever did this
probably skinned her dive. The sonofabitch performed two rituals. One to invoke
who knows what, and one to forgive himsaf for doing it."

"Jeezus," Ben whispered.

"I need to see this crime scene Ben,” | told him, dill staring a the two
dimensiond horror.

"l don't know Rowan... " he began to protest.

"No, Ben," | shot back, "I'm serious. | don't know for sure what this guy is up to
yet, but you've aready told me that your expert can't find his way around the block.
If this bastard is redly trying to do what | think he is, then | doubt if he's going to
stop here. If I'm physically on the scene, maybe | can find something that will help."
Without redizing it, | had stood up from my seat and had begun pacing. "Besides,” |
stopped, looked down at the picture for a moment, then back to Ben's face, "l know
the victim."



"Y ou know her?' He stared back at me increduloudly.

"Her name's Arid Tanner," | stated quietly, and then turned away as if having the
photographs behind me would make them magicaly disappear. | took a deep breath
before adding, "She's a... was... aWitch."

"How did you know her?"
"l was her teacher. | instructed her in The Craft."

| could hear him scribbling quickly, making notes like a good cop was supposed
to do. | had started him on the road to solving one of his mysteries, but an entirely
new one was unfolding before me. A new one that my ingtincts were teling me
would need to be solved very quickly.

"Shit," Ben muttered as he made his decision. "Okay. I'll pick you up in the
morning."

"I'll be here."

CHAPTER 2

| didn't have any of the nightmares Ben warned me of—of course, you have to go
to deep in order to have nightmares. | was ill ditting a the dining room table,
absently studying the pattern of the sponge painted walls when Felicity awoke, and
wandered in.

“It's four A.M.," she said with a yawn as she hooked her am around my neck
and fdl into my lap. "How late were you and Ben drinking?' She reached out to the
table, and picked up my coffee cup, then took a swallow. "Y ech, needs sugar.”

| wrapped an arm about her waist, and held her close. | had never been any good
a breaking bad news to people, and | wasn't redly looking forward to doing it now.
| let my head rest againgt her chest, and took in the sweet scent of her long auburn
curls. | fdt comfortable and safe against her, and | held her even tighter. A
foreboding deep insde told me that this was the last time | was going to fed this way
for awhile, so | alowed it to linger aslong as | could.

"Row," she asked, resting her cheek againgt my head. "What's wrong?"

Her drowsy voice threw back my thin security blanket of denial and exposed me
once again to the frigid redity | had come to accept only a few hours before. | took
in a deep breath and let it out in a dow sigh, and then reluctantly, | spoke,
"Remember Arie Tanner?"

"Sure," she replied. "What about her? Is everything okay?' She pulled away,
remaining in my lap, and bringing a hand beneath my bearded chin, raised my face to
meet her concerned gaze.



"She was murdered,” | told her. "Ben is the investigating officer."

"Oh no... " she whispered, her voice traling off, and then hugged me tightly.
"When did it happen? How?"

"A couple of days ago. As for the how... well, it wasn't pretty. It looks like it
might have been aritua murder."

"A ritua murder!" she gasped. "Y ou mean as in someone sacrificed her?”

"That's how it appears." | continued, "In the crime scene pictures Ben showed
me, anyway."

Her voice suddenly took on a sharp, amost angry tone, "Why would he show
pictures to you? Has he lost his mind?’

"Now don't go off the deep end.” | helped her gently from my Iap and stood up.
"He had no idea that | knew her, and he was showing me the pictures because |
offered to help. It seems his expert wasn't having much luck deciphering the
symbology left a the scene." Picking up my coffee cup, | went into the kitchen to
freshen it, Felicity trailing along behind.

"l see." She calmed, and held out a cup she had retrieved from the cabinet, and
then stopped me when | had filled it just over hafway. "Were you able to figure
anything out for him?'

"Wel," | leaned against the counter and took a sip of hot Java, "whoever
committed the crime performed a ritua flaying, | would assume in order to invoke
something. What's interesting though, is that there were also blatant signs of what I'm
pretty sure was supposed to be an Expiation Spell.”

"Expiation Spell," she repeated while stirring sugar into her cup. "So do you think
that the killer felt remorse, and was trying to get rid of the guilt?'

| nodded. "That's my best guess for now. I'll know more in afew hours."

"What happensin a few hours?' she queried, her bright green eyes peering a me
over the rim of her cup as she took a drink.

"I'm going to look at the crime scene with Ben."

"You're what?" Her eyes grew large and she nearly dropped her mug. "What in
the name of the Mother Goddess are you doing that for?"

"Cam down sweetheart." | held up my hand defensively. "You know as wel as |
do that if this creep is for red, he's likdy to do something like this again sooner or
later. Probably sooner."

"0 let the police handle it," she shot back.

"l intend to," | told her. "But you aso know that if he's leaving behind blatant
symbology, the media and the cops will end up on ared 'Witch' hunt. If they knew
what they were looking a to begin with, then Ben wouldn't have asked for my
advice."

"WEell," she calmed significantly as the logic took hold. "Y ou're right about that."



"l just want to make sure they get the red bad guy, and not pin it on some poor
unsuspecting kid just because he has long hair and a copy of Buckland's Complete
Book of WitchCraft on his bookshelf."

"| agree," she surrendered.

"Besides," | said, turning and attempting to look out into the darkness through the
diding doors, but seeing only my ragged reflection staring back at me, "if this cretin
actudly has a background in The Craft... "

"... It's going to take a Witch to catch a Witch gone bad," Felicity finished the
sentence for me. "And that Witch is going to be you."

"It might have to be," | told her.
"That's what scares me," she replied.

| convinced Fdicity to go ahead on her planned outing with her nature
photography club, but only after promising to cdl her if something of consequence
happened. She made a great show of placing her handheld cell phone prominently in
a pocket of her photo vest, and reminding me of the number, before loading her
equipment and setting out. | had showered, and tied my long brown hair back in a
ponytail after she left, and was making a futile attempt to relax on the front porch
swing when Ben pulled into the driveway.

"Hey paleface," he greeted me as he climbed the stairs.
| held up my hand inaclassic TV Indian greeting, "How, Tonto."

"However | can get it." He motioned to the coffee cup in my hand. "Got any
more of that? I'm having ahdl of atime waking up this morning."

"Yeah, sure” | replied, getting up and opening the door. "It's the only thing
standing between me and deep right now."

Ben took a seat in the living room and was promptly accosted by a large,
green-eyed, black cat that elected to take up residence in his lap. Dickens, as we
caled him, loved having visitors, especially men, and was quick to clam them for his
own. | headed for the kitchen while he settled in, then quickly returned with a
steaming cup of black coffee and handed it to Ben.

"| gotta be honest with ya, Rowan," he began, scratching the purring lump of fur
benesath its chin. "l was thinking on the way over, and I'm not so sure about you
going to the scene and dl."

"What's the problem?" | asked. "Is it because I'm acivilian?"

"No, not a dl," he answered. "Civilian consultants aren't unusua. What I'm
concerned about is the fact that you knew the victim."

"l see," | nodded. "So you think | might be too close to this whole thing."
"It crossed my mind," he answered, and then took a sip from his cup.



| had seated myself across from him in my favorite antique rocking chair. Gazing
thoughtfully into space, | gently nudged it into motion. | had been told more than
once by my parents that as a child, whenever | was lost in thought, | would rock,
rocking chair or not. | ill did.

"I'm not going to lieto you Ben," | findly said. "It does get to me that Aridl is the
victim, and yes, she was a good friend, even though we hadn't seen one another for
over a year." | stopped the chair and leaned forward. "On the other hand, | have
knowledge that might help to catch whoever did this. | think | demonstrated that last
night.”

“I'll give you that," he replied. "But what do you think you're going to find at the
scene that wasn't in the photos?”

"Hopefully something that will tel me if this guy is for redl, or just trying to make
it look that way."

"And that something would be?"

"I won't know until | seeit... or fed it," | explained. "What I'm looking for might
not be visible to the naked eye."

"You mean like some kind of 'psychic' thing? You know | don't believe in that
stuff."

"I know, but | do, and if it gives you a solid lead, what does it matter?’

"Okay, tdl me this," he skipped past answering my question and proceeded into
another of his own, "you aren't looking for revenge or something are you?"

"No. Not at dl," | answered with unabashed honesty. "There's no need. What
goes around comes around. Hell get what's coming to him whether | help you or
not... Eventually."

"That's a pretty idealistic sentiment.”
"It comes with the religion.”

Ben grunted and stared thoughtfully into the depths of the mug held between his
large hands. After a short period of suggestive silence, he looked up a me with
deadly serious eyes. "Mind if | ask where you were Wednesday evening?"

| was taken aback by the question and what it implied. At first | was hurt, then
angry. It took less than a second for the anger to be replaced by understanding. |
knew the victim, and | knew The Craft. The symbols and words in the pictures were
no great mysteries to me. | was sure that Ben didn't truly suspect me of the crime,
but, if he was going to bring me into this investigation, someone was bound to ask
the question. He was correct to assume that | would prefer it came from him.

"Felicity and | had dinner with my dad," | answered. "We went over to his place
around four-thirty and left from there."

"Where'd you eat?'
"Union Station,” | told him. "There's a restaurant down there with a fantastic



mixed grill. Before you ask," | added, "we got home around nine-thirty."
"Y our old man can verify this, right?"’

"The phone's right there." | pointed a the bookshelves. "His number is on the
speed dial. I'm sure the receipt is upstairs if you want a copy of that too."

"I'm sorry man," he looked back down at his drink, "you know | had to ask... "

... Or somebody else would," | finished the sentence for him. "It's dl right. |
was alittle miffed at first, but | understand.”

"Okay," he answered, then drained the coffee from his cup and sat it on the table
before him. "Let's go do this."

Arid Tanner had lived on the first floor of a four-family flat on a street called
Shenandoah within the city limits of Saint Louis. From my house in the suburbs, it
took the better part of thirty minutes to reach it, even though the Saturday morning
traffic was light. The morning sun was aready climbing in the sky when we rolled
into the aleyway behind the flat and Ben pulled the Chevy into something resembling
aparking space.

"Thisisit," he told me, switching off the knocking engine, and pushing open his
complaining door.

| climbed out as wdl, and we stood in the smal patch of grass that served as a
back yard, quietly studying the rear entrance of the building. A short flight of
wooden stairs led up to a whitewashed exterior door. The porch light, fitted with a
dim ydlow bulb, till burned in the crisp shadows caused by a smdl overhang jutting
from the brick wall to cover the landing.

"The apartment next to hers,” Ben told me, "and the one directly above are
currently unoccupied.” He pointed to each of the windows. "The other upstairs
apartment belongs to a forty year old woman who's stone deaf. Besides, she wasn't
even home."

A ghostly flash of noise battered my eardrums for a moment. The briefness and
ethered qudity of the mechanical rumble told me it was only in my head, but | knew
immediately what it meant.

"And the ar conditioner was running,” | stated. "No one could hear her over the
noise if she screamed.”

"Yeah," Ben paused and looked a me sideways. "The other neighbors didn't hear
a thing. Anyway,” we started waking toward the stairs, "the outer doors
automaticaly lock, and there were no visible signs of forced entry, so we assume
she ether knew the killer and let him in, or he had a key or something of that sort."

"Locksmith, maybe," | offered as we climbed the stairs and came to rest on the
landing.

"WEe're checking into that,” Ben replied. "The upstairs neighbor was the one who



found her when she was coming in later that evening. Her door was propped open,
and the neighbor thought it was allittle strange.”

"Deliberately propped open?”
"Looked that way."

"Odd... " | mused doud. "That would seem to indicate that whoever did this
wanted the body found quickly."

Taking out a key that had been provided to the police by the landlord, he opened
the exterior door, and we stepped into what could be referred to as a smdl, shared
mud room. To either side there was a door, each with a large, sectioned pane of
glass. Peering through the left window, one could see that the gpartment was empty.
Through the right, the smdll kitchen appeared lived in. Shiny copper pots and pans
hung from a ceiling rack in the center of the room, and there was a can of vegetarian
chili dtting on the counter in front of a smal microwave—a last med that was never
eaten. Ben took a smal lock blade from his pocket, opened it and cut the Police
Crime Scene sedl on the door. Stowing the knife, and using another key, he unlocked
the door.

"Uhhh, Ben." | reached out and grabbed his am as he started to push the door
open. "1'd better warn you about something."

"Warn me about what?' He turned to face me.
"This... " | started. "This might get alittle weird, for lack of a better word."

"Are you talkin' about that hocus pocus shit again?' he asked, ill holding the
doorknob.

"One," | shot back, "yes, if that's what you want to cal it. Two, it's not shit."

"Okay, okay," he answered, knowing that he'd raised my ire. "Sorry. But | aready
told you | don't redly bdieveindl that stuff." He dlipped his hand up to smooth his
har and let out a resigned sigh. "Okay, look, I'll give it a try your way, but don't
expect too much from me. | operate in a world where physica evidence is what
makes the case."

"Fair enough. For the sake of argument though you might want to take notes.
Also, if | 'zone out' on you, don't touch me. That would break my concentration.”

"Okay," he answered, and pushed the door open. "Whatever you say."

| knew he was ill unconvinced, but | also knew | could trust him to do as |
asked. In any event, as soon as the door swung open, there was no turning back.

The first thing | fet was the hair on the back of my neck asit stood on end, then
was rapidly followed by every other hair on my body mimicking the action. My skin
began to burn as if | were baking under a sun lamp. Proceeding forward, | stepped
through the entrance, followed closely by Ben. | scarcely heard the faint click of the
door as he pressed it shut.

"Be careful of that crap they used to dust for prints, itll stain... "



| held up a hand to cut him off, and waked quietly through the kitchen, working
my way to the counter. | began to consciously control my breathing, dowly and
deeply in through my nose, and out through my mouth. | relaxed and imagined a
gpire of light, white and pure, running from the soles of my feet to the center of the
Earth. In a matter of moments, | was 'grounded’, and | cleared my mind, alowing it
to become a blank, unblemished date. | dipped easly into a shalow trance and
when | felt relaxed, centered, and in control, | reached out to touch the unopened
can of chili on the counter. When my hand made contact, | invited the last few
moments of Arie Tanner's life to play themselves out upon the empty screen | had
created.

My vision tunneled, and colors bled away, running like paint being poured from a
can. | could hear the melodious humming of a femae voice, pretty and distinct. |
looked around to see where it originated, only to redize that it was coming from
within me as | assumed Aridl's role. A part of me struggled to remain Earth-bound,
and | knew that the humming was occurring only insde my head. My conscious sdf
would have to narrate what | was seeing for Ben.

"I, Arid, am humming,” | told him. "I'm happy and I'm getting ready to fix mysalf
something for dinner."

"What do you mean 'you, Ariel'?" Ben was perplexed. "What are you taking
about?"'

"Just listen," | instructed him.
What was that? A noise. Maybe there's someone at the door. 1'd better check.

The scenario continued to project itself insde my mind, and | turned and walked
to the door. | was vagudy aware of Ben quickly shuffling out of my path and
following aong behind me.

"There might be someone at this door," | continued talking aloud. "She heard a
noise, and she's checking on it. She's opening the door."

That's funny, no one there. | was sure | heard something. | guess | just
imagined it. Oh well, | need to eat soon. | just took my insulin twenty minutes ago.

"There's no one there." | went on, "She thinks she must have imagined the noise."
| turned and waked back to the counter. "She's a diabetic, and she has to eat
something because she just took her insulin.”

"Yeah, we found it in the fridge," Ben told me hestantly, and | didn't admonish
him.

What?." What's going on? Who's there? STOP! Let me go! Don't do that! Get
that away from my face! What's that smell? I'm gagging. Sop it!

| could fed her struggling as she was grabbed from behind, and | was forced to
tense my own muscles to keep from lashing out in a mirrored response. A sickly
sweet odor phantomly tickled my nostrils, urging me to drift off into sleep. | shook
my head, fending off the woozy sensation. "Someone grabbed her from behind.
She's struggling, but he's too strong. She smells something. He put something over



her face. Chloroform or something... "
Dizzy Seepy. I'm falling. Falling.
"She's blacking out," | stated urgently.

Ouch! What was that? Something bit me on my arm. Did a mosquito get in
here ? No. It felt like a needle. Oh, | fed strange. What's happening to me? Why
does my head fed like this. I'm dizzy. Why is the room getting so dark?

"Pain,” | amost shouted. "Something on her aim. A bite? No, a needle. The
bastard drugged her. Look at his face Ariel! Dammit, look at his face!"

The sequence ended in a black fog, and | stumbled against the counter. | sensed
Ben reaching for me uncertainly, then pulling back, apparently remembering | had
told him not to touch meif | tranced.

"I'm okay," | told him, regaining my balance, and pulling off my glasses in order
to rub my eyes. "He drugged her. Did the Medical Examiner check for drugs?'

"Should have. Tox screens are SOP," Ben answered. "l Hill don't have a report
yet. Are you sure you're dl right?

"Yeah, I'm okay," | answered. "Let's keep going. Maybe she saw his face at some
point."

"Look, Row," Ben started. "Uhhh... Are you tdling me that you're actualy seeing
what Arid Tanner saw the night she was murdered?”

"Believe it or not Ben," | looked at him sgquarely in the face, "yes. That's exactly
what I'm tdlling you."

"Jesus," he said, "I've seen some strange shit, but this... " his voice trailed off.

Though | had explained to Ben some of the more minor aspects of WitchCraft,
this was the firgt time he had ever seen any of the abilities | had cultivated in my
studies. Considering his fedings on the subject, | redized | was asking him to take a
rather large legp of faith, but of al my non-practicing friends, | fdt certain he could
be the most open minded, even if he hadn't demonstrated it as yet. | flashed him an
understanding smile to let him know that | understood what he must be thinking at
the moment, and patted him lightly on the arm as | moved past into the wide hallway.

At the end | could see where the passage opened into a combination living
room/dining room area. To my left, there was a closet and bathroom, to my right,
the doorway to Arid's bedroom. | continued my measured breathing as | stepped
lightly along the worn hardwood floor. Once again, my hairs began to pivot upward
painfully, and my skin to sear, as | entered the actua scene of the murder.

Blood on the wals and sheets had turned a rusty brown where it had continued to
dry. A tracing of Ariel's body was stretched out across the bed like a frozen
caricature of the once vibrant young woman, the yelow lines clashing with the
brownish red crust of dried blood. | moved dowly to the bed, then grounded and
centered. Once again, the color rapidly drained from the scene about me and | felt
mysalf being sucked into a dark tunnel.



Oh my head hurts. Why can't | see? It's dark. No, there's a light. | have to move
toward it. My arms. Why can't | move my arms? |I'm cold.

As before, the events of that night flooded into my brain caustically. | was
experiencing her terror. Her pain.

Why am | on my bed? I'm cold. Where are my clothes? My arms hurt. My back
hurts. What's that noise?!

“I'm... she's... " | started again, speaking from the trance | had fdlen into. "...
On the bed, my arms hurt and | can't move them. They're tied behind me... her.
I'm... " | fought to maintain a separation between the experience and mysdf. "...

She's nude. The ar conditioner is on and it's blowing on her. She's cold. She hears a
noise."

Who's there? Why can't | speak? I'm trying so hard but nothing is coming out.
I'm so cold. I'm frightened. What's happening? That noise again. Someone is
here. They're moving around. Why can't | remember anything? My head hurts.

"He's moving around, but she can't see him," | continued. "He must be out of her
line of sight, or maybe out of the room. I'm not sure.”

A crash! Am | being robbed? Oh please, let whoever it is just take what they
want and leave. Wait. Someone grabbed me when | was in the kitchen. Who was
it? Oh why can't | remember? I'm cold. I'm scared.

"She heard aloud crash or something. From another room maybe," | spoke. "She
thinks it might be a burglar, but she still can't see. She remembers being attacked in
the kitchen. Whatever he drugged her with is sill working on her. She's foggy. She's
having trouble moving. Come on Arid,” | continued out loud. "Fight it
Concentrate."

Maybe if | try to move forward. Ouch, that hurts. Just a little more. I'm so cold.
Why is this happening to me? There, now | can see the door. Ohhhh, I'm feeling
sick... hanging upside down... | can't. Oh my head hurts.

"She managed to move herself a little. Her head is hanging over the side of the
bed now, upside down. It's making her nauseous."

Who is that? Why is this person in my house? Why is this person wearing a
ceremonial robe? Pull the hood back. | can't see who you are. It's cold. No, don't
go to that side of the bed, | can't see you. What are you doing? Am | going to be
raped? Please, don't let him rape me.

"He came into the room," | continued. "He's wearing a ceremonia robe and the
hood is covering his face. He walked around to the other side of the bed. She can't
see him. NO, don't do that | can't see you." | dipped for a moment and Arie
blended into the voice of my conscious self. "She's afraid he's going to rape her."

What are you doing? He's touching me. What? What are you saying? You're
sorry? Sorry about what. It's cold. My arms are killing me. Why are you doing
this?



"He's speaking to her!” | exclamed out loud. "He's teling her he's sorry. She
doesn't understand. Concentrate Ariel," | coached the vision. "Help me help you."

What are you talking about? Sorry? What are you sorry about? | don't
understand. Tell me what you mean. Your voice sounds familiar but | can't
remember who you are. Ouch! What are you doing? Get off of me. Oh, why can't |
scream? If | could just scream someone would come to help me. It's cold. Get off of
me. What is that in your hand? What are you doing ?!

"He's on the bed with her. On top of her." | relayed the vision to Ben. "His voice
seems familiar to her, but she can't place it. He has something in his hand.”

My athamé! What are you doing with my athame ? No! No, don't do that!
STOP!

My head exploded. At least, that is how it felt, as a desperate scream that only |
could hear echoed forever insde my skull. My skin burst into a violent blaze, and
sarting at my throat, running the length of my chest then spreading rapidly outward,
| felt as if every single nerve were raw and suddenly plunged into a vat of alcohal. |
clawed a my own chest, fighting to push away the ethereal knife that was ripping my
flesh.

"Dear Mother Goddess!" | cried. "The son-of-a-bitch is skinning her dive with
her own athame!™

| fdl to my knees and continued to claw at the ar in front of me. | was fantly
aware of Ben's concerned voice screaming my name, but | couldn't respond. | was
trapped in the vision. | could see nothing but dull red and black as | squeezed my
eyes tightly shut, fighting to deny the searing pain. | could fed the blade of the
athame, at once steely cold and white hot, as it did beneath my skin, separating the
layer of nerve impregnated flesh from the rest of my body. | was certain | could hear
thick tearing as my hide was peeled away, exposing muscle, nerves, and hot viscid
blood. | screamed my own guttura wall of agony as | struggled to break free of this
vison | knew could easly kill me. It seemed to last an eternity. It seemed to last only
asecond. Time no longer meant anything.

Why doesn't somebody make him stop?
"l can't Arid. | can't," | sobbed.

Why? Why are you doing this? Where are you going? | hurt so bad! Why did
you do this? | have to see you. Who are you? What are you doing with those
candles? Why are you drawing a Pentacle on the wall? It's such a bright red?
Where did you get that red? What are you writing? | hurt so bad.

"What the hdl is he doing?' | whimpered aloud.

What are you doing with that wine glass? No. Don't come back over here. Go
away. Go away. What are you doing?! NO!

Again blinding pain.
Agan a scream, but unlike the other, cut short at its peak to become a fant gurgle



followed by silence. He had cut her throat. Her dowly fading misery continued to
play its sickening scenes insde my head. | saw, as she saw through dying eyes, her
killer raisng a wine goblet filled with blood. A goblet to be used for his own
perverse distortion of an Expiation Spell as he prepared to forgive himsdf for the
unspeakabl e things he had just done.

| was just beginning to lose sight of consciousness when | was unceremoniously
lurched back into the physical realm.

"Rowan! Tak to me! What's going on?" Ben screamed franticaly. He grabbed
me by the front of my shirt and shook me so violently that his knuckles pounded
into my chest. "ROWAN!"

"He was practicing,” | sobbed, pressing the heds of my pams against my eyes,
driving back the tears, and fighting to bring my breathing back to normal. "The
bastard was just practicing."

"What the hell are you taking about?" Ben practicaly screamed. "Practicing
what?'

"Practicing the 'art' of flaying," | spat, pulling my hands away from my eyes. "He
didn't even try to perform an invocation ritua. He was just teaching himsdf how to
skin someone dive."

"What the hdl for?"

"To prepare,” | answered, climbing to my feet and steadying mysdlf against the
wal. "He's trying to learn... Most likdy so that he can actualy perform the
Invocation sometime in the near future. Trust me, he's not going to stop here. Thisis
only the beginning."

"This is fucked up man," Ben stated wildly, turning in place, looking about the
room as if some unseen creature was about to sneak up on him. "You saw dl that?
You felt what she felt?"

"Yes," | had begun to regain some composure, "that's exactly what | did. The
fact that she was a Witch made it easer to do, and... " | paused, "much more
intense than | was expecting.”

"Okay, look," Ben, told me sternly. "I'm not entirely sure what | think about this,
but | can damn sure tdl you no one else at the department is going to believe it, so
this stays between you and me, got it?"

"Yeah, | gotit," | answered. "Just let me help you get this S.O.B."

"If any of this stuff matches up with the coroner's report." he waved his notepad
in front of me, "you'd better believe you're going to help.”

"Good," | told him. "Now let's get out of here. | need to get away from this
before it sucks mein again."

| walked past Ben to the door, and reached into my shirt pocket for my glasses. |
looked back to see that he was following me, then turned back to the doorway.

Turned back just intime to see a young man with long dark hair, and the lamp he



was swinging a me.

CHAPTER 3

| lifted my arm ingtinctively to guard my face, and the table lamp met it with
violent force. The vase-like imitation china base shattered and continued its arc,
glancing againgt my forehead. The blow struck hard enough to stun, causing me to
lose my balance, and fdl backward to the floor. A gash had been opened a my
harline, and blood immediately began to trickle down my face and into my right eye.
| had deflected enough of the impact that | felt certain | wasn't serioudy injured, but
my ears were ringing, and | knew | was going to have one hdl of a headache.

In the same moment | was faling to the floor, | saw Ben's large form flash in front
of me as he took two large strides and dammed my attacker forcefully against the
wall.

"Y ou better get out of here," the near breathless young man croaked. "l cdled the
cops. They'll be here any minute."

Ben held the young man against the wall, twisting one arm up behind his back
while pressing him into the painted plaster. With his free hand, he ripped his badge
from his belt, and shoved the gold shield into the attacker's face.

"I AM the cops!" he shouted angrily. "Who the hdl are you, and what are you
doing here?"

"I'm sorry man!" The young man now seemed a bit more frightened as the
redlization of what he had done set in. "I didn't know who you guys were. | came by
to water Arid's plants, and | heard voices. | thought you guys were burglars or
something. Redly man, I'm sorry,” he spoke frantically.

"Are you okay, Row?' Ben queried, looking back at me as | dragged mysaf from
the floor, and stood up shakily.

"A hit rattled,” | answered. "l think I'm okay. There dways have been four of
you, right?'

Ben cracked a smile, and turned back to the young man who was ill held firmly
in place against the wall.

"So we know why you're here," he continued, "but you ill didn't tel us who you
are."

"R.J.," he answered. "My name's R.J. Does Ariel know you're here? What's going
on?'

| looked at Ben, then back at the gory sight of the bedroom. He immediately
picked up on my cue, and maintaining his grip on the young man, pulled him away



from the wdl and guided him out the door into the halway. | followed aong,
stooping to pick up my glasses, which had been knocked from my hands, then
exited the room, closing the door behind me. While Ben ill held R.J. in the hdl, |
went into the bathroom and found a washcloth. After running it under cold water, |
wiped the blood from my eye and forehead, and then used it as a compress on the
gash and the rapidly risng welt.

"What's going on man?' R.J. exclamed as | came out of the washroom. "Why
won't you tdl me what's going on?"

Ben had him spread eagle against the wall, and had apparently searched him while
| was tending to my wound. He was studying what | assumed to be R.J.'s
identification. He nodded to me, and released his grip on R.J.'s shoulder. For the
second time this morning | was confronted with being the bearer of bad news. After
abrief moment of indecision, | elected to treat it like removing a bandage and take a
'get it over with quickly' approach.

"Aridl's dead, R.J.," | told him as he turned to face me, rubbing his shoulder
where Ben's visdike grip had been. " She was murdered.”

"She was what?!" he exclaimed. "No way man, | don't believe you. She's visting
afriend in Chicago for a week. She can't be dead."

"l haven't got any reason to lie to you about something like this," | replied.
"He's serious, man," Ben echoed as he returned the walet to him.

R.J. stared a Ben, then a me. | could see in his eyes that the redity was sinking
in, but he was Hill desperately fighting to deny it. Ben had relaxed his guard, and |
was tending to my wound, so when the young man bolted for the bedroom door,
neither of us were prepared to stop him. He rushed past me and flung open the door,
bursting into the room. He only managed to travel three steps into the horror before
freezing in place. Ben and | were immediately behind him as he stared at the
blood-soaked bed like a frightened child. The stunned silence was findly broken as
his head dropped, and his shoulders began to heave. | led him gently from the room
as he buried his face in his hands, sobbing uncontrollably.

In the small backyard of Arid Tanner's flat, we waited for R.J. to cam down. |
had the impression that Ben wasn't necessarily convinced that he wasn't putting on a
performance for our benefit. Of course, Ben was suspicious of everyone, and that
was one of the things that made him such a good cop.

Persondly, | could fed the anguish exuding from the young man, and | seriously
doubted that it was an act.

"When did this happen?' R.J. queried at last, wiping his reddened eyes with his
shirtdeeve,

"Wednesday," Ben told him. "Sometime after six in the evening." He was holding
asmdl notebook, and ever vigilant, continued, " So, were you her boyfriend?’



"No," he sniffed, "just afriend."

"You said you were here to water the plants. | assume Miz Tanner gave you a
key?'

"Yeah."

"When would that have been?' Ben pressed as he scribbled more notes.

"Last Sunday. She was supposed to leave last night, and she asked me if I'd keep
an eye on the place.”

"And that's the last time you saw her?"
"Yeah."

Ben paused for a second as he turned to a fresh page, then tilted his head to look
directly into R.J.'s face, "Mind tdling me where you were Wednesday night?"'

"l was... " He started to speak, and then caught himsdf. He amost visbly
pondered his answer for a split second before continuing, "l was out of town on a
camping trip."

"Were you with anyone?’

"My dad. It was our annud fishing trip," R.J. answered then his eyes grew wide
with sudden redlization. "Am | a suspect?"

"It'sjust routine,”" Ben told him. "But I'd prefer it if you kept yourself available.”
"How long did you know Ariel?" | asked him.

"A couple of years," hereplied. "I was a member of... " he paused uneasly, "...
aclub shewasin."

"Y ou mean you were a member of her coven?' | questioned.

He stared back at me with a shocked, aimost frightened, expression. He reached
up to his chest and fingered a slver Pentacle hanging about his neck, as if he had
forgotten it was there.

"It's not what you cops think... " he started.

"Whoa," | stopped him, and jerked my thumb over my shoulder at Ben. "He's the
only cop here. My name's Rowan Gant." | held my hand out to him. "I'm a Witch
too."

"Rowan Gant,” he repeated my name as he took my hand and shook it. "The
Rowan Gant that Arid studied with?"

"Yeah," | returned, "that's me. I'm just here as a consultant.”

"Arid talked about you and your wife dl the time," he continued. "She even had a
picture of dl you guys together on a camping retreat you took."

| smiled dightly, remembering the trip well. Felicity and | had taken Arid and a
number of other Wiccan friends on a week long retreat to the Shawnee National
Forest in southern lllinois just over two years ago. We had camped, studied nature,



and become closer to Mother Earth as wdl as one another. We had ended that trip
with aritud circle on Summer Solstice, one of the religion's four Lesser Sabbats.

After what | had experienced in the apartment less than an hour before, the
memories of that holiday were pleasant and very welcome.

"I'm glad it was a happy time for her," | told him.

"l thought she told me you were into computers or something like that," he said. ,
"l am."

"Then what are you consulting with the police about?' he queried.

"Y ou probably didn't notice the walsin her bedroom,” | started carefully. "There
were some symbols left behind. Her death is apparently related to The Craft in some

way.
"Devon!" he screamed suddenly. "I'll kill him! I'll kill the son-of-a-bitch!"

With that, he once again bolted, past both Ben, and mysdlf and ran full speed up
the small space between the buildings with Ben on his heels. Being shorter of stature
and much wirier, R.J. was able to negotiate the cramped aleyway with dippery ease,
quickly widening his lead and bursting out on to the street. |, with my throbbing
skull, arrived in front of the building just in time to see Ben trying to yank open the
door of agold Trans Am.

R.J. gunned the engine, and the car jumped away from the curb, tires squealing
againgt asphalt. Ben managed to follow alongside for a few steps before losng his
grip on the handle, and choosing discretion over valor, back-peddied from the
vehicle as it sped away.

"Areyou dl right?' | caled to him as he jogged toward me.
"Yeah, I'm okay," he nodded. "Did you catch what he said?’

"He said he was going to kill someone named Devon,” | replied. "I seem to have
triggered it when | told him Arid's death was somehow connected to The Craft."

"Wel," he said waking toward the back of the house, "let's get back to the van
and get his plate number out over the air. | think we need to find out who this Devon

guy is."

Using the police radio in his van, Ben was able to get R.J.'s license plate number,
aswdl as a description of the car and him, out to the on-duty patrols. We were just
pulling into the parking lot of the Medical Examiner's office, when a cdl blared over
the tinny speaker stating that he had been picked up. Ben quickly instructed the
arresting officer to bring him to the M.E.'s office, where we would be waiting.

He was thumbing through his notes as we waked across the lot in the generd
direction of the entrance. After flipping back and forth between pages atrio of times,
he settled on a particular scribble and glanced over a me.



"What's an at-tommy?" he queried as he searched his breast pocket for a writing
implement.

"Athame,”" | corrected. "It's a Witch's personal knife. It's used in rituas, and the
practice of The Craft. Why?"'

He quickly added the words 'Witches Knife' to the scrawled notation.

"When you were doing that thing, whatever it was, back at the apartment, you
screamed something about the killer using Arie's own Ath-Tommee," he dill
stumbled over the word, "to skin her."

"Yeah." The thought brought back unpleasant phantom painsin my chest. "That's
what | saw."

"Whaddaya use it for?' he continued. "To sacrifice things or something?*

"No," | answered. "Not in the sense you mean. A Witch's athame should never
draw blood, and the only sacrifice a Witch makes is of him or herself."

"So you think Arid Tanner was tortured and killed with her own Witch knife?' he
voiced.

"Yes," | answered. "Which is something that made it even worse for her because
an athame is a very personal tool to a Wiccan practitioner. Hers was a Dirk."

"Which is?'

"A European double-edged dagger about six inches long,” | explained. "It's
double beveled, and has a black handle."

"|s that something you saw in your 'vision'?"

"Yes. But | knew even before then. | gaveit to her when she went out and started
her own coven. It was a gift."

We entered the coroner's office, and were greeted by a pleasant young woman at
the reception desk who led us back to a room with stainless sted tables and tile
floors. A room where the emptiness of death pervaded every sense to one who is
aware. The young woman introduced us to Dr. Christine Sanders, the Chief Medical
Examiner who was also the M.E. working Aridl's case.

Despite my protestations, Ben pointed out my recent injury, and asked if she
might be able to take alook at it. After an effusive amount of concern, | was forced
to be x-rayed and the gash stitched up. This was not something | expected from
someone who spends their days with the dead, and made the mistake of stating as
much. She was quick to point out that she was in fact an M.D., so | elected not to
argue.

Once my spur-of-the-moment medica treatment was finished, we gathered in Dr.
Sanders' office. With its carpeting, mauve walls, and strategically placed paintings, it
was a much more pleasant place to be than the chilled antiseptic redm of the autopsy
suite.

"Arid Tanner... " she began. "Just finished that one yesterday afternoon. You



guys are lucky you caught me here," she added. "This is supposed to be my day
off. | only camein to finish up some paperwork."

"l know the feding, doc," Ben replied.

Dr. Sanders continued legfing through a thick file folder and findly came to rest
on the page she sought. Her glasses hung loosely on a chain around her neck, giving
her a stern look. Her demeanor, however, was much more pleasant than her outer
appearance immediately suggested. She tossed back shoulder length shock of
grey-flecked brunette hair, and did the glasses onto her face, resting them lightly on
the end of her nose.

"It appears that we are ill waiting on some of the Tox Screen results," she told
us. "But cause of death was due to an acute trauma to the neck resulting in massive
blood loss. Judging from her histamine levels, the trauma to the chest... " She
looked up over her glasses a me, then a Ben.

"It's okay," he told her. "He is consulting on the case.”

"... Then," she continued, "the trauma to the chest, and excision of the dermis,
occurred premortem.”

“In English, doc," Ben said.
"She was skinned dive, detective."

"Any idea," Ben continued, jotting down quick notes, "what the killer might have
used to accomplish that?'

"Based on the size and shape of the wounds," she looked back at the file and
flipped over some more pages, "a short beveled blade of some sort, but that's just a
guess.”

"One last question,” he asked, "and it might seem a bit odd. Did you find any
marks on her arms? Like a puncture wound?"

"Now that you mention it, yes we did,” Dr. Sanders answered. "There was a
puncture wound on her left arm, consistent with an injection. | assumed it was from
adose of insulin since she was a diabetic."

"We have reason to believe she might have been drugged. Possibly with an
injection,” Ben told her after glancing quickly at me.

"We took atissue sample," she submitted. "It's being screened with dl the rest.”
"Dr. Sanders?' the intercom on her desk blared.
"Yes, Cecilia?' she answered.

"Sorry to bother you," the disembodied voice continued issuing from the
speaker, "but there is an officer here in the lobby to see Detective Storm."

"Thank you," Dr. Sanders said to the young woman at the other end then turned
back to us. "Is there anything else | can do for you gentlemen?’

"| think that's it for now," Ben told her, standing and stowing his smal notebook
in a shirt pocket. "l would appreciate hearing from you as soon as the Tox results



arein." He handed her his card.

"No problem,” she replied, clipping the card to the front of the file folder, and
then turning to me. "And you sir. | recommend you go home and get some rest."

"You'll get no argument from me," | answered, and shook her hand. "Thanks for
the quick treatment."

"You're very welcome,” she smiled. "It's nice to see one of my patients leave
under his own power for a change.”

Once outside the office, | turned to Ben as we headed down the intersecting maze
of corridors toward the reception area.

"So what do you think?"

"I think if that puncture wound turns up something besides insulin that you're one
spooky S.0.B." wasdl he said.

We were met in the lobby by a uniformed patrol officer, and followed him outside
to his vehicle. Ben sent him across the street for a cup of coffee, and we climbed
Into the back of the squad car on either side of R.J., leaving the doors partially open
to avoid being locked in. His hands were cuffed behind him, and he appeared even
more disheveled than earlier. He shot Ben a frightened look as we climbed in, then
glanced at me as if asking for help. It was obvious that he had never been through an
ordeal such as this.

"Would you mind telling me," Ben started, "just exactly why | shouldn't throw the
book at you?'

"For what?' R.J. squeaked, trying unsuccessfully to appear tough.

"For picking your nose in public." Ben shot back sarcastically. "It doesn't redly
matter! Let's look at the facts. One. I'm trying to conduct a homicide investigation.
Two. You show up at the scene and clock my consultant in the face with a table
lamp. Three. Y ou flee the scene screaming that you're going to kill some individud
by the name of Devon. Killing someone is afelony, mind you." He paused for effect.
"Now put yourself in my place. What am | supposed to think?"'

R.J. hung his head and squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. | could fed his
anguish, his fear... his sadness. Quite a bit had been thrust upon him within the last
few hours, and | was sure that he was rapidly approaching criticad mass. | only
hoped that | would be able to defuse it without getting in the way of Ben's
Investigation.

"He wasn't even home," R.J. findly muttered.
"Y ou mean Devon?' | queried.

"Y eah, Devon," he answered, nodding his head. "His neighbor said he hasn't been
home for a couple of days."

"Who is this Devon character?' Ben asked, once agan flipping open his



ever-present notepad.

"He used to be a member of our coven," R.J. said; glancing quickly a Ben, then
back at me, asif only | would understand. "Up until afew weeks ago."

"He didn't leave on very good terms | take it," | coached.

"We banished him. He had been straying from the path for a while and he started
talking about ritua Magick alot. It was like he was trying to get us involved too."

"Go on," | told him, glancing up to look a Ben who met my gaze quietly and
continued scribbling.

"We didn't know how long he had actudly been practicing Black Arts, but he
redly got abig head about it." R.J. squirmed alittle more against the biting handcuffs
then continued. "He started bragging about an invocation rite, and even showed us
where he had done it."

"What did he sacrifice?' | asked, knowing what the ritua implied.

"A dog," R.J. spat, showing aflash of disgust. "He said he got it from the pound.
It made dl of us sick, but Arid took it the worst. She fdt like she had failed or
something."

"That's a Pisces for you," | told him. "I remember how she used to beat herself
up over what she considered her own failings."

"It wasn't long after that when we held our Full Moon meeting. Devon was
unanimoudly cast out of the coven." He looked back to Ben as if a sudden rush of
anger had displaced his fear of his own current situation. "He told us we would
regret it."

"So you think Devon is the one who did this to Arie?' Ben interjected.

"It has to be," he replied. "He was mad at dl of us, but especidly with Arid. If
wha Rowan said is true about her murder being connected to The Craft... "

"What's his last name?' Ben cut him off.
"Johnston. Devon Johnston. He lives over in South City."

Ben wrote down the information as R.J. relayed it to him, and then looked up
from his notebook. | caught his eye, and motioned for him to step out of the car
with me. He nodded and shoved his door open wider.

"WEell be right back," | told R.J. as | pushed against my own door. "l know this
hurts man. | know it's tearing you up inside... I'm feding it too. Ground and center,
you'l fed better."

He nodded, and began to consciously slow his breathing just as he had been
taught, even as | exited the car.

"What do you think?' | asked Ben over the roof of the vehicle, keeping my voice
low.

He squinted and held up his notebook to shade his eyes. "l think there's
something he's not telling us," he answered me in his own quiet tone. "He was kinda



hesitant when | asked him about where he was Wednesday night... Not to mention
the fact that he has a key. What about you?"

"l picked up on that too, but honestly | think he's just a scared kid. What about
his story on that Devon Johnston guy? If he actualy did sacrifice an animd then a
human could be the next logical progression.”

"Yeah, | definitely want to have a chat with Mister Johnston."
"If you're game," | submitted after a moments pause, "1'd like to try something."
"What's that?"

"I'd like to tak to the rest of the coven members.” | continued. "Get an idea of
their fedlings about Devon. And," added, "THEIR stories about what happened at
that Full Moon meeting."

"You think the kid's makin' it up?' Ben asked. "You're starting to sound like a
copper."

"l don't redly think that he's making it up, but | think his judgment may be a hit
left of center," | answered. "Actualy, what | do think is that he was in love with Arid
Tanner."

"Where the hell'd you come up with that?"
"Just afeding.”

"Wadll, I'd actudly like to tak to them anyway, so | guess we can get their names
from him and cal them downtown," he suggested.

"No," | shook my head, "I think that might make them a little too uncomfortable,
and they'd just clam up. Remember, you're deding with a group of Witches here.
WEe're dready persecuted enough.”

"Y ou got a better idea?"

"l want to let R.J. make the cdls and get them over to my place,” | recited my
idea. "A nice, informa atmosphere where we can tadk Witch to Witch."

"I don't know... " Ben started.

"I want you there too,” | added, stopping him before he could finish his
objection. "l just don't want to spook these people. I'm pretty sure that | know their
type alittle better than you do. Remember, I'm one of them.”

Ben paused, then smoothed his hair back, letting his hand rest at the back of his
neck, his tdltde physical manifestation of intense thought. | knew that he was
concerned about what he considered to be an unorthodox approach to the
Investigation, but it had lost its normalcy the moment he asked for my advice. | aso
knew that he was Hill skeptical about the entire concept of WitchCraft, even with
what he had witnessed so far today.

"Okay," hefindly told me. "When do you want to do this?'
"Tonight if a dl possible," | replied.



He nodded, and then frowned. "Yeah. Sooner the better. Shit! Allison's gonna
have my ass."

"So what's new about that?'

| opened the door to the patrol car and squatted down next to it. R.J. looked over
a me, as the sound had apparently startled him.

"Do you think you can get in touch with dl of the coven members pretty
quickly?' | asked him.

"Sure. Why?"

"l want to get everyone together over a my place this evening if we can." |
continued, "We redly need to tak about what's happened, and the more information
we can get, the quicker the cops can catch whoever killed Arid."

"But... " R.J. started.

"I know, R.J.," | interrupted. "I know you think that Devon did it, and what he's
getting himself into is some sick shit, | agree. But, right now there's no proof it was
him. Believe me, they plan to pick him up and question him." He settled back in the
seat as | taked. "We have to help the Police, man. Not fight against them. Okay?"

"Okay," he nodded after a short silence, then hung his chin down to his chest.
"Were on," | told Ben as | stood up.

My friend nodded and stepped to the driver's door of the squad car. He opened it
and reached in to the controls near the dash. He punched a button and the light bar
atop the roof blinked to life. The pre-arranged signa quickly caught the eye of the
officer belonging to the vehicle, and he was soon making his way back toward us
from the coffee shop across the street.

After sgnaing the patrolman, Ben got in the back seat momentarily and unlocked
the handcuffs that were restraining R.J.

"I'm going to have the officer drop you off at your car,” he told him. "Y ou've got
ared friend in Rowan here, so don't fuck up and pull any shit this time."

R.J. nodded quietly and rubbed his wrists where the restraints had bit into his
skin.
"Here." | held out a business card to him. "This is Detective Storm's card. My

number and address are on the back. Tdl them well have sandwiches and the like so
they can eat there. Say we set everything up for about seven tonight? Sound good?"

"Okay," he nodded.
"Stay grounded.”" | smiled at him. "Well work this out."

Ben returned the handcuffs to the patrolman, and instructed him to return R.J. to
his vehicle. We both thanked him for his time, and watched them pull away before
making the short trek across the parking lot to the van. It was coming up on noon,
and | was dstarting to fade. Exhaustion, not only from the lack of deep, but from the
mentd trauma of channdling Arid's murder was taking its toll.



"Y ou redly think the kid's gonna show?' Ben asked me, looking quickly each way
then nosing the van out into the traffic.

"Yeah." | dumped in my seat. "Hell show. I'm sure of it."

"l hope you're right," he told me as we entered the flow and came to a hdlt at a
sgnd that had just winked to crimson. "Ya know, Rowan," he said after a pause,
dill looking straight ahead. "If | didn't know you better, 1'd have to consider you a
suspect.”

"Because of everything | told you this morning at Ariel's apartment,” | stated
matter-of-factly.

"Yeah," he sighed. "You know I'm going to have to check out your dibi with
your dad."

"l figured you would. In fact, I'd be disappointed if you didn't."

He looked quietly out his side window, and then turned his eyes back to the front.
It was apparent that he was wrestling with something other than my whereabouts
Wednesday night. "Ya know, I'm ill kinda weirded out about this stuff," he findly
admitted.

"l know."
"For your own sake," he looked over a me, "keep this between us."
"I will," 1 told him.

The dull background noise of the city was sharpened momentarily as a horn
blared to our rear, angrily derting us to the fact that the traffic light had changed. Ben
pushed the van into motion and we rolled on through the intersection, and down the
street in the genera direction of my suburb.

"Mind if | use this?' | asked, picking up his cel phone.
"Go ahead. Gotta cdll the little woman?"
"Yeah," | replied, punching in my number. "She should be home by now."

After apair of trilling rings, the phone was answered by my wife's tranquil voice.
The evenly spaced rattling noises in the background told me she was in the
darkroom, probably processing the film she had shot on her outing. We exchanged
greetings, and | relayed a sketchy outline of the morning's events to her, then filled
her in on the plans for the evening. | had gingerly talked around the incident involving
the table lamp and my forehead, but knew that | had better warn her before she saw
me. | had to pull the phone away from my ear quickly to protect my hearing as soon
as | uttered the words x-ray and stitches. A moment or two later, | held out the
handset to Ben.

"She wants to talk to you," | told him.



CHAPTER 4

Fortunately, Ben knew Fdicity wdl, and as a cop had dedt with distraught
individuals a number of times before. He allowed her to decompress, and smply
listened as she vented her fedlings regarding the circumstances of my injury. Just as
fortuitous was the fact that Fdicity was not one to hold a grudge, and worked
through her anger very quickly. By the time we pulled into the driveway of my
Briarwood home, they had both apologized to one another and the entire incident
had somehow become my fault for having my face in the wrong place at the wrong
time.

Ben dropped me off and headed, | assumed, to his own home in order to spend
what little time he could with his family. He planned to return for the meseting
somewhat earlier than the rest, and had told me he was 4ill trying to figure out how
to make it up to hiswife and son. Something told me he would be taking time out to
vigt my father dong the way. After a quick wave, | ambled up the stairs to my front
porch, and was greeted by Emily, our calico cat, who legpt lithely down from the
window ledge and began weaving herself about my legs, purring madly.

"Yes, | missed you too," | told her as | stooped to pick her up.

Emily continued her throaty trill as | alowed her to drape hersdf across my
shoulder, then lifted the lid on the mailbox and retrieved the contents. There was the
usua mix of bills and junk mail, as wdl as a ydlow pickup dip for a package that
had needed a signature—most likdy one of my client's software in need of
modification or repair. Felicity had probably been in the darkroom ever since
returning from her photo expedition and had missed the postal carrier. | resigned
mysdlf to picking it up at the branch office on Monday since it was dready after
noon. Besides, my evening was already booked, so working was out of the question
anyway.

| twisted my key in the deadbolt lock of the heavy oak front door, and pushed it
open, following it insde then closing it behind me. | lifted the rumbling bal of fur
from my shoulder, and gently placed her on the arm of the couch, then tossed the
mal in the small wicker basket Fdicity kept by the door for just such a purpose.
Fatigue washed over me, and the sofa was dl but screaming my name. | sat down,
and within moments became horizontal on the soft cushions. Emily remained
perched on the arm, near motionless, her ears at full attention, as if she were a smal
furry gargoyle watching over me. Scarcely had | reclined that | heard my wife's
footsteps as she came up from the basement and into the living room.

"| thought | heard you up here," she said softly, seating hersalf on the edge of the
sofa next to me.

| looked up to see her lightly freckled face, framed by her auburn hair wrapped
loosely in a Gibson Girl about her head. It never ceased to amaze me how this



woman | had married could easily dide from hippie activist to china dall in the blink
of an eye. Her bright green eyes stared back with concern as she reached out and
lightly touched my forehead near the stitches.

"How are you feding?'
"Physically or spiritualy?' | asked, weakly smiling back at her.
"Both."

"Physically,” | told her, "like I've been hit by a truck. Spiritualy... drained, but
ill grounded.”

"l wish you wouldn't do these things to yourself,” she gently admonished, lightly
placing her hand over the wound on my head. "A person can only take so much."

"I've got to be honest with you." | relaxed, feding the heding energy she was
directing through her hand. "I lost control today. When | channeled those last few
moments of Arid'slife, | couldn't keep mysaf separated. She kept breaking through
and taking over. | know it scared the hdl out of Ben."

"Oh, Rowan," she whispered, "it scares the hdl out of me too."

Fdicity was filled with an inherent desire to make everything wdl, and at the
moment wore a deeply empathic grimace. | watched her close her eyes, and felt her
ground and center, directing a cool wash of energy over me that appeared in my
mind as a soothing green light. Soon, my dull headache subsided, and the last knots
of tension uncoiled from my neck and shoulders.

"Have you eaten?' she asked me.
"No," | answered. "Not yet."

"I'll go make you something." She leaned forward and lightly kissed me on the
forehead. "You just relax.”

| vaguely remember the smdll of corned beef hash and eggs wafting into the room
as | drifted into tortured sleep.

Screaming.

Screaming forever with no pause. Distorted noises. Sounds of ripping and
tearing. The forever tortured banshee wail. | am in Ariel Tanner's apartment. The
kitchen. | am standing in the kitchen. The room is bathed in a surreal wash of
white. | shade my eyes against the stark brightness.

Slence.
Clear, unbroken silence.

My heart pounding. Thump thump, Thump thump, Thump thump. Louder.
Fighting to escape from my chest. Blood rushing in my ears, pushing back the
slence.

Fear.



Pure, unadulterated terror.
"Please come in," a voice.

| turn to face the direction of the voice. Ariel Tanner is standing before me,
radiant and lovely in a white lace gown. She smiles at me.

"Rowan, how nice to see you." Her voice floats mellifluoudly, displacing the
rushing in my ears. "It's been so long."

"Arie?" | question.

She jerks spasmodically, and the smile flees her lips. Her eyes grow wide and
she looks down. A spot of crimson appears on the high neck of the lace gown, and
begins growing. Spreading. Her mouth falls open in shock, and she looks back at

me with questioning eyes. The vermilion stain waxes unceasingly, covering her
chest.

"Why Rowan?" she mouths. "Why?"

Darkness.

Falling. Wind rushing past. Faster, faster, faster...

An unearthly sound. A demonic chord growing stronger.
I mpact.

I'm standing in Ariedl Tanner's bedroom. Everything is cast in an eerie blue
light. Her body is spread across the bed, her dead eyes staring at me. | walk
toward her, and they follow me. The bloodstains appear black in the supernatural
light. A sound at my back, slow and rhythmic, but unintelligible. | turn. A figurein
arobeisthere lighting candles.

"Who are you?" | ask, but my voice is drowned out by the muffled chant.

| take a step forward and the figure disappears. There is a sound like a
crashing wave, recorded on tape and played in reverse. The murmur is behind me
now. | turn again and the robed figure is on the opposite side of the bed. The
figure is pointing at me. The chant becomes louder, and though digointed in its
cadence, clear.

"All... Is... Forgiven. All... Is... Forgiven..."
"Why?" a voice drifts over the chant.

| look down to see Arid's mutilated corpse. Her lifeless eyes glare back at me
and her mouth dowly animates. "Why Rowan, why?" An endless scream.

| awoke with a start, my hair and clothes drenched in a cold sweat. Felicity was
once again dtting next to me on the edge of the sofa, degp concern creasing her
brow, and sad tears clouding her eyes.

"Are you okay?' | asked her, immediately worried by the expression on her face.
"Yes," she sniffed. "I'm dright. The question is, are you going to be okay?"



"l don't know," | replied. "I think so."

"You kept saying 'Why Rowan why', over and over," she told me as she
intertwined her fingers with mine, then wiped away a tear with her free hand. "All |
could fed from you was fear, and | couldn't wake you."

"How long was | out of it?" | asked with asigh.

"About hdf an hour,” she returned. "What's going on? You've never done
anything like this before."

"I don't know. Probably just a bad dream.” | reached up and brushed a loose
strand of hair from her face. "The things I've seen in the past twenty-four hours
would give anyone nightmares."

"It's more than that," she told me. "You and | both know it."
| lightly caressed her cheek. "Never can fool you, can 1?7
"Thisisn't going to stop until you find the killer, isit?'

| didn't answer. | didn't have to.

By some miracle, | actually slept. No dreams, no visions, no nightmares. It was
only an hour, but at least it was peaceful. Upon waking, | re-heated and practically
inhaled the medl Fdicity had made for me earlier. | never redlized corned beef hash
and eggs could taste so good. After eating, | parked mysdf in my upstairs office
with a solid stack of reference books. The Expiation Spell had been readily
recognizable to me, even considering the killer's sickening variations, but the rest of
it was only vaguely familiar. | knew from past reading that flaying and vivisection of
alive sacrificial victim were components of the invocation rites performed by Ritua
Magicians of days long past. What | wasn't clear on was what he might be trying to
invoke or why. | fdt that if | could pin these facts down, | might have a clue about
what he would do next. Whether or not this would be important to the police, | aso
didn't know, but it was important to me.

It became quickly obvious after only afew moments study that the hedlthy pile of
books held none of the answers | sought. Reference materid about The Craft didn't
ded with the horrors | had only recently witnessed, and any other historicd texts in
my possession touched on it only briefly. Fedling this avenue now closed, | pushed
the books off to the side of my desk and switched on my personal computer. A few
keystrokes and mouse clicks later, | was logging in to my local Internet service
provider, and merging with the electronic fast lane of the information superhighway. |
navigated through the various starting pages and came to rest a my objective, a
database search screen. | began my quest for information by typing in the keywords
HUMAN SACRIFICE, and clicking on the SUBMIT icon. If my service provider
happened to be randomly monitoring this line, | mused slently, then they were
probably thinking | was some kind of psychopath. The status lights on the modem
flickered quickly, and the screen re-painted itsalf, displaying the online addresses of



the various matching World Wide Web sites.

The mgority of the web pages listed dedt with historical text and benign
non-literal references, such as those sacrifices one person makes for another. | was
simultaneoudy pleased and demoralized by the listing of sites that purported to be
reservoirs of information regarding active rdigions that encouraged the actual
sacrificing of a human victim. Upon closer inspection, they were obviously no more
than idle electronic chatter, but they contained information | felt might be useful. Still,
| was violently disgusted by the fact that anyone would clam to subscribe to such
beliefs. The world redly didn't need any more sickos than it dready had.

When dl was said and done, | had conducted several searches of the "Web"
using keywords ranging from BLOOD SACRIFICE to FLAYING. With each of
these searches turning up a listing of Site addresses, | easly investigated over one
hundred web pages within afew hours. The information | gathered held references to
historical events and dead religions, as wel as fictional books and horror movies. All
of it told me that | was on the right track in my belief that the killer was practicing for
an invocation ritud, but it ill didn't tedl me who or what he was trying to invoke.

The digitd clock resting in the corner of my monitor screen attested to the fact
that the afternoon had dlipped by virtualy unnoticed. It was rapidly approaching time
for our meeting with Arid's coven, and | knew Ben would be arriving early. | logged
off the network, and shut down my computer after the printer spit out the last of the
information | had sent to it. Much to my chagrin, | caught a glimpse of mysdf in a
mirror as | made my way downstairs. My clothing was disheveled, my hair matted
and stringy, and my face palid and drawn. Overal, | looked like death warmed over.
A glance a my watch told me | ill had some time, so | decided to become
acquainted with hot water and a bar of soap.

| was just climbing out of the shower when Felicity poked her head in the door
and told me Ben had arrived. By the time | finished drying off and throwing on some
clothes, the two of them were parked at the dining room table. | joined them, and
helped mysdlf to a mug of hot ginger-mint tea.

"I did some research on invocation rites.” | indicated the sheaf of papers | had
brought down from my office. "Pretty genera stuff. Not much help to be honest."

"“I'll take your word on it," Ben nodded as he spoke. "So, Red Squaw here was
telling me you had a hard time of it after | dropped you off this afternoon."

"Nightmare | guess,” | told him. "I'll get over it."
"Uh-huh," he grunted, unconvinced. "By the way, | dropped in on your old man."

"l thought you might," | nodded. "How'd he handle it? Should | be expecting a
cdl?'

"Probably not. | didn't want to get him dl worked up, so | told him | was in the
area and just stopped in to say hi."



"Were you able to find out what you needed?
"Y eah. | managed to fit it into the conversation."
"Thanks. | appreciate it."

"Hey, no prob, white man."

During our conversation, Fdlicity had remained steadfastly dlent. It suddenly
dawned on me that she hadn't expressed any interest in the somewhat cryptic
exchange, so | turned my attention to her side of the table. A familiar file folder lay
open across an equaly familiar envelope near the center. A thick stack of crime
scene photographs were spread neatly before my wife. One of the glossy
monstrosities was resting carefully between her fingers as she studied it intently;
absently chewing on her lower lip as she concentrated.

"What the hdl are you doing?" | sputtered, nearly choking on a mouthful of hot
tea.

"Catching up," Fdicity spoke without looking up from the pictures.
"Dammit Ben," | turned to him, "are you out of your mind?"

"Hey," he held his hands up defensively, "she told me you wanted her to look at
them."

"It's not his fault," she stated, deftly laying the photo she was studying on to a
stack then looking up a me. "That's what | told him."

"Wdl forget it," | exclamed and started reaching for the gridy prints. "I don't
want you looking at these things."

"NO!" Fdicity angrily snapped, grabbing my wrist and forcing my hand away. "I
didn't ask you what you wanted!"

"Wh-wh-what?' | stammered, surprised by her sudden outburst.

“I'm not letting you get away with it this time, Rowan," she stated, an emerdd fire
of determination blazing in her eyes as she held my gaze. "You're aways trying to
protect me. | know why you do it," her voice softened, "but I'm a grown woman,
not a child. | saw what this experience did to you this afternoon, and I'm not going
to St on the sidelines and watch it tear you apart. I'm going to help.”

"Y ou don't know what you're getting yourself into,” | pleaded.

"And you do?" she shot back. "You yourself admitted that Ariel ripped through
your defenses and almost took over. We both know that something like that could
kill you."

"Excuse me?' interjected Ben, who had remained quietly neutra until this point.
"What do mean, kill him?"

"If a spiritua entity," Felicity explained, turning her attention to him, "manages to
take control, and in the case of something such as this, plays out the last moments of
its physical life, it will repeat the event with the channeling host."

"Are you trying to tdl me that Ariel Tanner's spirit or something would kill him?"



Ben asked, Hill confused.

"Not on purpose," she continued, "but if she wasin control of his physica body,
and re-experienced her death, the shock could kill him, yes." She returned her gaze
to me. "You didn't bother to tel him that did you?"'

"l didn't think | would need to worry about it," | answered sheepishly.

"Jeezus H. Christ!" Ben exclamed. "This is fucking nuts! All I'm trying to do is
solve a murder here, and | got some kinda weird ass Twilight Zone episode going
on around me."

We both turned to look at him as he threw up his hands in exasperation and fell
back in his chair. After a moment, he again leaned forward and rested his forearms
on the table. He quietly looked from my face to Felicity's, then down at the table.

"Listen," he said, "I've always figured you two for a couple of tree-hugging
agnostics or something, which I've got no problem with. | don't redly know much
about this whole Wicca dlash WitchCraft thing, and to be honest, I'm not sure if |
want to know any more." He paused as if trying to pick his words carefully. "l can't
believe I'm saying this, but this morning | saw some stuff that | can't explain. Right
now |I'm willing to accept it. But, | also saw my best friend rolling around on a floor
clawing at his chest like he was having a coronary or some shit like that. Now," he
pointed a finger a me and brought his gaze up to meet mine, "YOU start being
graight up with me if there's some kind of risk involved." He then shifted his
attention to Felicity. "And YOU. Watch his back or whatever you Witches do.
Okay?'

"Y ou can count on it," she told him, her face spreading into a smile.
"Yeah," | added, "you're right."

"Okay," he said, relaxing, and settling back in his seat, "so R.J. and Company are
supposed to be here in about half an hour. Y ou palefaces wouldn't happen to have a
dab of buffalo or something around here would you? I'm starved.”

CHAPTER 5

Ben had demolished a plate of sandwiches by the time the doorbell rang. At the
sound, the dogs immediately shifted into territorial protection mode and yelped
riotoudly. The cats, which had been entertaining themselves in a free-for-al wrestling
match, scattered. Sdinger, our Himaayan, was the only fdine left to be seen, and he
was perched wdl out of reach on the exposed rafters of the living room.

When Fdicity and | remodeled our house, we had vaulted the ceiling in an effort
to create a lofty, open fed. The cats had discovered the rafters and learned, to their



great ddight, that they afforded both a safe haven and a bird's eye view of everything
that happened in the room. Sdinger sat upon them now, intently studying the scene
below. It was clear he thought something interesting was about to happen.

| answered the door as Ben assisted Fdlicity in setting out platters of freshly-made
sandwiches and honey cakes, aong with alarge therma carafe of iced chamomile tea
as it had inherent camative properties. We wanted the surroundings to be as
comfortable and hospitable as possible for this group.

To Wiccans, the death of a Brother or Sister of The Craft is supposed to be
considered a graduation, an advancement to the next levd of learning, and therefore
treated not as atime of sorrow, but as atime of celebration. | assumed the members
of the group would be of roughly the same age as R.J. Because of this, | suspected
that this was the first time any of them would be dealing with the crossing over of a
fdlow Witch. This fact, combined with the circumstances of Arid's death, was likely
to bring on grief as opposed to happiness.

Once the necessary questioning was finished this evening, Fdicity and | would be
taking it upon ourselves to offer counsal to this leaderless coven, and help them
adong their path.

Swinging the door open, | was greeted by a smal huddle on my front porch.
Apparently, Arid's coven believed in safety in numbers, and they had elected to
descend upon us as a group. Turning, | commanded our two boisterous canines to
gt. They immediately planted themselves where they stood, though, Quigley, the
Audtrdian Cattle Dog, continued to whine quietly. With the commotion settled, |
returned to the task at hand, and pushed the screen door open with a smile.

"Rowan Gant?' a young brunette queried.
"That's me," | answered. "Come on in."

| held the door as the five of them filed in, and proceeded to nervoudy mill about
in my living room. | closed the door, turned to our guests, and noticed that there
were no familiar faces.

"How many more of you should we be expecting?' | asked.

"This is it," replied the brunette guardedly. She had apparently been elected
speaker for the group. "Except for R.J."

"l noticed he was missing,” | returned, smiling. "Didn't he come with you?"

"No," she answered. "We aren't sure where he is. He called dl of us and said to
be here at seven tonight.”

"Wel," | proceeded, "I'm sure he's just running alittle late." | held out my hand to
her. "Since he's not here to do the introductions, | suppose we should do that
ourselves. Obvioudly, you have me at a bit of a disadvantage... "

"Calliope," she said, taking my hand. "But everyone calls me Cdly."
"Nice to meset you."
Cdly proceeded solemnly around the group, and | was introduced to Shari and



Jennifer, two blonde young women who were obvioudly identical twins. Continuing,
| met atal, lanky young man with hair the color of a ripened tomato named Randy
and findly, his wife, a statuesque woman with dark, penetrating eyes, and coa black
hair. Her name was Nancy. | led them through the archway into our dining room and
repeated the introductions for Felicity and Ben.

"So wherée's the kid?' Ben asked, referring to R.J. as he surveyed to group.

"He seems to be running alittle late," | told him, adding a sharp look to encourage
abit more tact.

"Why doesn't everyone have a seat and get comfortable,” Felicity interjected,
dicing surgicaly through the tension in the room, then motioning to the serving
platters on the table. "If anyone is hungry, please help yourself. That's what it's here
for."

We had ingtaled both leaves in the table, and it was more than large enough to
accommodate the smal gathering comfortably. There was a noticeable amount of
distance kept by the group between themselves and us, especidly Ben. | had a
feding that the brushed stainless nine-millimeter pistol nestled under his arm in a
shoulder holster played arole there, as he had draped his jacket over a chair, leaving
the handgun exposed. He had done this purposely, | was sure, using it as an
intimidation tactic on this youthful group.

It was apparent that the four young women had attempted to apply an appropriate
amount of makeup to their faces in order to disguise the fact that they had been
crying. It was aso obvious, even to a casua observer, that Randy had shed a few
tears as well.

"I'm not gonna stand on ceremony," Ben announced with a shrug, then reached
out and grabbed a sandwich.

"Do you have a hollow leg or something?' Felicity gave him an astonished look.
"You just ate three sandwiches less than forty-five minutes ago!”

"Don't get decent food that often,” he told her between bites. "I'm not home that
much."

"Don't let Cochise over here scare you," | told the group. "Dig in. We need to
wait for R.J. anyway."

Quietly, one by one, they helped themselves to the food before them. They ate
mainly in silence; uttering only necessary polite phrases required whenever offered a
drink, or more to eat. It was rapidly approaching eight P.M. when the doorbell findly
sounded again. Fdlicity brought the dogs to rapt attention as they once again began
to howl, and | excused myself from the table.

As expected, R.J. was on the opposite side of the door when | pulled it open. He
smiled sheepishly, and pulled open the screen door.

"We were starting to wonder about you," | told him quietly as he stepped inside.
"I'm sorry man," he apologized, and looked around nervoudly. "l saw Cally's van



out front. |s everyone here?'

"Yeah," | answered, shutting the door. "We were just waiting on you. Everyone's
in there."

| pointed to the dining room, and he advanced around the corner, with a solemn
expression and joined them at the table. Something definitely seemed different about
R.J. since | had last seen him, and | wasn't sure whether it was good or bad. In any
event, before he had ever exited the living room, my ears discerned a low growl,
followed by a throaty yowl and hiss. | turned and looking up a the rafters, saw
Sdinger glaring down at R.J., ears lad back and tal twitching. Animals being
considered by some as good judges of character, | took note. Something about R.J.
had set Sadlinger off. Fortunately, for the moment, | was the only one who noticed.

"Where ya been, kid?' Ben was asking as | rounded the corner into the dining
room.

"l had some stuff to do,” R.J. answered as he took a seat next to Caly.
"You couldn't cal?' Ben retorted.

"I was busy, okay?" The young man spat indignantly. "It's not like I'm under
arrest or something, or am 1?7

"It can be arranged!" Ben challenged, starting to rise from his chair.

"All right, dl right, dl right," | intervened. My voice rose with each syllable, and |
motioned him to sit back down. "Before this goes any further, let's dl cam down.
Now R.J... " | looked over a him. "It would have been common courtesy for you
to cdl and let us know you were running late." | turned to my smmering friend.
"And Ben, no one here is under arrest to my knowledge, right?'

"Right," he answered grudgingly.
"Sorry | didn't call,” R.J. muttered.

"l know everyone is on edge here." Fdlicity reinforced my intrusion into the
dispute. "But going a each other like that isn't going to accomplish anything.”

"Listen," Ben alowed, "maybe | was outta line jumping on R.J. like that, but I've
just got this thing about being on time."

The group looked slently around at one ancther, then back a him. They dl
seemed too tightly strung, but quietly nodded in assent.

"Okay then," he proceeded. "We might as well get started then. I've aready been
through this with R.J., so I'll ask the rest of you. When was the last time you saw
Arid Tanner dive?

"See, | told you,” R.J. announced haughtily, "the cops are trying to blame it on
ust"

"Do you intend to Mirandize us, Detective Storm," Cally interjected bluntly.

"Don't tel me, let me guess." Ben threw up his hands and rolled his eyes. "Law
student."



Cdly held her position at the table, but the look on her face showed that Ben had
just exposed what she believed to be a trump card. It became immediately obvious
why she had been picked as the speaker for the group. Now that he had knocked
some of the wind from her sails, | hoped we could get on with what had brought us
dl together.

"l aready told you," Ben explained, "nobody here is being accused of anything.
These are just routine questions. As for Miranda, since nobody is under arrest,
there's no reason to read anyone ther rights. We just want to tak to you about Ariel
Tanner and Devon Johnston. Okay?"

"There's no reason for any of you to be on the defensive,” | added. "We're dl on
the same side. We just want to find whoever is responsible for Aridl's death.”

Once again they cast timid glances between themselves. Finaly, someone other
than Cdly spoke up.

"So this isn't just some shakedown ‘cause of us being involved in The Craft?'
Randy asked.

"No," | answered. "Not at dl. Surely R.J. told you that Fdicity and | are Witches.
| was Aridl's teacher."

"Yes, hedid... " Shari said.
"... But you're with the cops," Jennifer finished.
"So0?"' Ben interposed, "Y ou got some kinda problem with cops?"

"It's usualy the Police that have a problem with us," stated Randy, still wearing a
befuddled expression.

"Yeah," Shari agreed, "ever since that one cop here in the county started giving
lectures... "

... About how WitchCraft is evil and the same thing as Satan Worship. You
know," Jennifer finished again.

"Are you two going to do that dl night?' Ben asked staring at the twins.

"Do what?' they asked smultaneoudly.

"Never mind," he shook his head, "and yeah, | know what you're taking about.
I'll admit that there are quite a few coppers that don't understand what you guys are
dl about. Hdl, I don't even understand it, but | can tdl you this... Rowan has been
my friend practically forever. Shit, | was his Best Man when he and Fdlicity got
married. | know that Rowan isn't doing anything quote quote evil." He held up his
fingers and made invisble quote symbols in the air before him. "And if you guys are
into the same thing he is, I've got no reason to believe that you are either.”

"So are we dl clear on where everybody stands?' | asked after an expectant
pause.

"Yeah," Cdly once again spoke, this time with a relaxed smile, "we're clear.”
The rest of the group voiced and nodded their agreement and the tension drained



quickly from the room. | had expected a little rough going at first because of Ben's
presence. The last thing that crossed my mind was that | would come under some
kind of suspicion because of my relationship with the police, especialy after the way
R.J. had behaved toward me earlier in the day. | was painfully aware that the generd
public misunderstood Witches, but | never imagined that Witches would
misunderstand one of their own.

As the group was settling in, | noticed Dickens, our black cat with the fondness
for mae vigitors, lurking in the shadows. He silently padded forward to the chair R.J.
was seated in, and then reared back on his haunches, as if he were about to climb
into his lap. Suddenly, the hair along his back stood on end and he puffed out like a
furry black balloon. His ears laid back, and he dropped back down to dl fours, then
skirted widdly back around the chair to investigate Randy instead. 'That's two of
them who don't seem to like him," | thought to myself, and wondered if Emily would
make her opinion known.

“I'm glad that's taken care of,” Fdicity piped up. "Now can we get down to
business?

"Ben?' | looked over to him questioningly.

We had discussed this meeting earlier between ourselves, and decided that he
should take the lead. What we would reved regarding the case so far was aready
public knowledge. There had been a lesk at the department, and the local paper's
headline for the day had read 'SATANIC KILLER LOOSE IN CITY'. The story
that followed contained grotesque, sensationalized details of Arid's death.

"As you dready know," he started, "Ariel Tanner was murdered sometime this
past Wednesday evening. There were no witnesses, and | will spare you the details
of her death, except to say that it was particularly gruesome, and whoever did it is
one serioudly sick bastard. | brought Rowan into the investigation as of Friday
evening because of some symbols left at the scene. He was able to decipher what
our 'expert' couldn't, and has helped pick out a few clues we might otherwise have
missed. Any questions so far?"

"R.J. said you told him that the murder was connected with The Craft," stated
Randy. "Do the symbols you mentioned have something to do with that?'

"Yes they do," | answered. "There was a Pentacle drawn on the wall, and it was
shaded with the colors of the four towers, leading me to believe they were hailed.”

"How do you know it just wasn't something that Ariel had done?' Caly posed.

"Because," | took a deep breath and continued, "the Pentacle was drawn, and the
Southern Tower shaded, with Arid's blood."

Cdly gasped, and the rest of the group stared on a me asif 1'd just slapped them.
Inaway, | guess| had.

“I'm sorry," | told them. "l redly am. Believe me, it gets worse, so if you don't
think you're up for hearing this... "

"No," Cdly answered my hanging question quietly. "Go on. We have to know



what happened.”

"As long as you're sure." | looked on and continued only after they had dl
agreed. "In addition to the Pentacle, the words 'All Is Forgiven' were inscribed on
the wdl in the same manner. Also, a black candle and white candle had both been
burned. A wine goblet was used, and,” | choked dightly, "it appears that Ariel's
blood wasin it."

"What does it mean?' Shari asked. "What is this guy... "

"... Some kind of vampire?' Jennifer finished.

"l doubt it," | answered. "I expect it's just a sick twist he added to the spell.”
"What spell?' Randy questioned.

"An Expiation Spell," Fdicity explained. "You might never have dedt with one
before, but it is pretty basic. It's aritud performed in order to rid yourself of guilt
and regrets. Kind of a'self atonement' spell.”

"So you think whoever did it regretted killing Ariel?* Cdly queried.
"So it would seem,” Fdlicity answered.
"That would mean you're looking for a Witch then, right?' asked Randy.

"Yes and no," | told him. "It's very likely that the killer practiced WitchCraft at
some point in his life, and he's obvioudly familiar with the Wiccan religion to a
degree. The Expiation Spell shows that, even if he did warp it hideousy by using
Arid's blood." | paused to let my words settle in. "Based on the fact that he, for
one, broke the basic rule of 'Harm None," and for two, went through the motions of
a blood sacrifice, | would say he fancies himsdf a Ritua Magician. A Mage of the
Black Arts."

"And that," Ben sighed, "brings us back to why we asked you dl to come here
tonight. R.J. spoke with Rowan and | this morning, the circumstances of which | am
sure he has made you aware." He looked over a R.J. who dipped his head in an
affirmative. "He gave us some information with regards to a Devon Johnston who
was apparently hooked up with your group until recently."

"Have you found him yet?' R.J. asked.
"Not yet," Ben answered, "but we're looking."

"I understand that Devon was starting to play around with Black Arts and the
like" | stated. "Do any of you have any thoughts on that?"

With the exception of a few questions, thus far, Ben and | had done the mgority
of the taking. Now, placing that burden upon the group dicited only an uneasy
silence. The atmosphere might have been cleared, but the undercurrent of tension
was il circulating dowly around the table.

"What about you?' Ben urged, directing the question a Nancy. "You haven't sad
two words since you got here. Y ou got an opinion on this guy?*

"I didn't know him that well," she answered, appearing clearly apprehensive at



being singled out. "I'm kind of new to the coven... | don't redly know."

"If you want my opinion," Caly spoke up, protectively redirecting our attention.
"l don't think Devon could've done it."

"Why do you say that?' Fedlicity queried.
"He'salot of tak, and no action."

"What about the invocation rite?' R.J. asked indignantly. "He sacrificed a dog. He
showed it to dl of us."

"A dog is one thing, R.J.," Cdly retorted, "but a human being? Besides, he
wouldn't harm a hair on Aridl's head. He was crazy about her."

"Excuse me?' Ben chimed and gave her alook of great interest.

"That's right," she turned her attention to him. "The guy was madly in love with
her. It just about destroyed him that she voted to cast him out of the coven.”

"How do you know this?' | asked.

"He told me himsdlf."

"When?' | urged.

"He called me the night after the coven meeting."

"Why did he cdl you?' Felicity asked. "I thought it was a unanimous vote, which
would mean you voted him out as well."

"True," Cdly answered. "But | guess he figured | would till talk to him. He's my
cousin."

"Your cousin?' Ben interposed.

"Not a blood relation,” she added quickly. "I'm adopted. | can't say that he's my
favorite relaive in the world, and what he did to that dog makes me ill, but | don't
see him killing Arid. He had it bad for her."

| noticed R.J.'s face was creased with a tight-lipped frown, and he appeared to be
s_tewi ng. With every word that came out of her mouth his temperature seemed to
rse.

"Anyone else?' Ben asked. "What about you two?' He motioned to the twins,
Shari and Jennifer.

"He was in love with Arid dl right... " Shari told us.

"... You didn't have to be arocket scientist to figure it out,” Jennifer chimed in.

"So you don't think he was capable of killing her?' | questioned.

"Maybe," Jennifer answered.

"l don't know," stated Shari.

"He was alittle weird if you ask me," Randy spoke up.

“I'm asking you," Ben told him. "Y ou want to elaborate on that?"'



"I dunno,” Randy proceeded nervously. "He just struck me as kinda odd. He
didn't talk much, but he was redly into the whole ritua thing, you know?"

"Go on," | prodded.

"Wdll," Randy continued, "I've been practicing for about six years now, and |
don't know about you," he focused on Fdlicity then me, "but | was under the
Impression that Wicca is redly about ‘deeds not words' you know? Like, the ritud is
just atool, and not the main focus of the religion.”

"That's how we look at it," Felicity told him.

"Wadl, not Devon,” he told us. "The ritud was it for him. If it wasn't exactly
perfect, then as far as he was concerned it wasn't worth doing."

"Randy's right about that,” Cdly said. "He spent dl kinds of time rehearsing
rituals for Sabbats."

"He even got red upset with me at acircle once... " Shari intoned.
"... Because she didn't recite something exactly like he wrote it," Jennifer added.

"Seel" R.J. findly burst. "You dl agree that something was wrong with the guy.
And Rowan just said that whoever did this was into rituals."

"You're just jealous, R.J." Jennifer spat.
"What have | got to be jedous of 21" He was practicaly out of his chair now.

"Come off it, R.J.," Shari told him. "Everyone knows you had the hots for Arid
too."

"Sure we do," Cdly interjected. "Y ou followed her around like alost puppy."
"Shut up Caly! R.J. shouted.
"Or what?' she baited.

"Stop it dl of you!" Felicity was on her feet. "This is ridiculous. Your friend...
Your Sister in The Craft has been murdered and you're dtting here arguing like
school children! Rowan and | studied with Arid. | know damn wdl she thought
better of you or she never would have stood in circle with you."

The room fel silent. Each member of the group looked self-consciously about the
room as the gravity of Felicity's words set in. Chairs made shuffling noises as they
shifted in their seats, and shamefully redized she was correct.

"Okay," Ben inserted into the silence, "now that that is finished... Did Miz Tanner
happen to mention to any of you that she may have a reason to fear for her life?"

Heads swiveled back and forth indicating the negative amidst soberly mumbled
'‘No's and 'Not to me's.'

"Out of curiosity,” | queried, "do you have any other former members, and have
you had trouble with any of them getting involved in things they shouldn't?"’

"Not really," Caly expressed. "At least | don't think so."



"Y ou haven't kicked anyone else out?' Ben posed.

"No," she replied.

"How about members leaving of their own accord?' Fdicity interjected. "Has that
happened recently?"

"There was Stacey and Roger," Shari piped up.

"And Will," Jennifer added. "But they dl left afew months ago.”

Ben noted the names with his quick scribbling. "Did they leave on good terms?”

"Pretty much so, | guess,” Randy, answered. "Will moved to Florida for his job,
or I'm sure he'd ill be with us."

Nods of agreement circled the table at his comment.
"What about the other two?' | pressed. "Stacey and Roger was it?"
"Yeah," he answered. "They just stopped showing up."

"Arid said Stacey was just a poser,” Cdly explained. "Once she found out that
she wasn't going to learn how to cast a spell on her ex-boyfriend, she lost interest.
We figured Roger was just there because of her, because as soon as she stopped
coming, so did he."

There was nothing unusua about having a poser enter and leave a coven. Some
individuals would attempt to embrace the Wiccan religion based entirdly upon their
misconceptions about it. When they discovered that The Craft was about a
harmonious existence with nature, and NOT about 'casting spells upon your
enemies,' they would become amost ingtantly disenchanted. Just like the two
individuals that had just been described, a poser would smply and harmlessy go
away.

As if on cue, the end of Cdly's statement was punctuated by a quiet, evenly
spaced electronic beep that became increasingly louder with each pulse.

"Can | use your phone?' Ben asked me, switching off his pager.
"Sure," | replied. ™Y ou want to use the one in the bedroom?"

"If you don't mind."

"Y ou know whereit is."

The tenson had ebbed once again, and Fdicity took her seat at the table once
more. The group started muttering apologies to one another, and faces were starting
to break back into weak smiles.

"Hey, Rowan," Ben cdled from the bedroom down the hdl. "Can | tak to you
for aminute?'

| excused myself and made my way back to where he was. We spoke in hushed
tones and he explained to me what the phone cal had been dl about. After listening
attentively to what he had to say, | caled for Felicity to come back and join us. |
heard her excuse hersdlf and tel the group she would only be gone a moment, then



seconds later she entered the room and shut the door behind her.
"What's going on?' she whispered, leaning against the doorframe.

"Do you think you can take over here and get these kids to comprehend what it
means for a Witch to cross over?' | asked her gravely. "l need to go with Ben."

"Why?"' She bolted up from her relaxed position. "What's wrong?"'

"That was my Lieutenant,” Ben answered. "The Mgor Case Squad is taking over
the investigation... Rowan was right, it looks like this psycho hit again.”

CHAPTER 6

A predicted weather system had been moving in throughout the afternoon and
evening, and before Ben and | |€eft for the crime scene, a warm, gentle rain had begun
to fal. Felicity, though not happy about being left behind, redized the importance of
looking after the spiritua wel being of the group seated at our dining table, and
immediately shifted into a nurturing materna mode. Six pairs of questioning eyes fell
upon us as Ben donned his sport coat and announced that we were leaving.

"Who isit?" Cdly asked.
"We don't know yet," he told her. "I just got the call.”
"Where did it happen?' Randy intoned.

"The body was found in a park here in the county,” Ben stated irritably. "That's
dl | know until we get there. Are you ready yet Rowan?' He gave me an anxious
look.

"Inasec... " | answered.

Fdicity was stuffing a smal camera bag with various pieces of equipment and film
| had requested. The fact that she made her living as a professional photographer
afforded me the luxury of having a better than average camera on hand whenever the
need arose.

"l thought you were a city cop,” R.J. announced. "Why are you investigating a
murder out here in the county?’

"Normally a Muni would handle its own case load," Ben stated, noticing that | ill
wasn't prepared to leave, "but this crime got flagged because of the smilarity to the
Tanner case. You see, back in 1981, the Greater Saint Louis Mgor Case Squad was
formed as a collective of departments throughout the Metropolitan area to investigate
highly publicized or related crimes. Arid's murder was my case, so now that they
have been given jurisdiction over it, I've been temporarily re-assigned to head up the
investigation. | go wherever the scene is.”



"Here," Felicity wastdling me. "Y ou've got the PZ-1 with a 28 to 80 and macro.
It's loaded with high speed transparency, and | put fresh batteries in it and the
Sunpak.”

"Thanks," | said to her, and kissed her on the cheek. "I don't know how long this
IS going to take."

"Don't worry," she answered. "I'll take care of everything here."

While waiting for me, Ben quickly jotted down everyone's phone numbers in
order to contact them with any further questions, and then handed out his business
cards. We expressed hurried goodbyes to the overwhelmed group and hastily
headed out into the dense melancholy of the stormy night. | pulled Fdicity aside on
the front porch as she saw us out, lagging for a moment behind Ben who had already
ventured forth into the rain and was starting his van.

"Look, I don't know if you noticed or not," | stated, "but Sainger and Dickens
seem to have some kind of problem with R.J."

"Don't worry," she answered. "I'm sure you're just being overly suspicious
because of everything that's going on. It'll be okay."

"l just want you to be careful,” | continued.
"I'll be fine," she admonished. "Now go. Ben's waiting."

| watched her wave to us, then turn and go into the house as we backed out of the
driveway. | wasn't sure that she was correct, but then, after dl that | had been
through, it was possible that | had become more suspicious than usua. Maybe Ben
was rubbing off on me. In any case, | knew my wife well, and she would be just fine,
| aso knew that she had amost instant access to a loaded Ruger .357 Magnum, for
neither of us were naive enough to think that the rest of the world believed as we do.
The very concept of 'live and let live

seemed amost dien to the generd populous anymore, and the headlines of the
newspaper, or a quick glance at the evening news gave testimony to that fact. At
Ben's urging, for our own protection, Fdicity and | had purchased the weapon, and
been rigoroudly trained in its proper use by him. If it came down to a matter of life or
death, | was certain my wife wouldn't hesitate to pull the trigger.

"So," | asked Ben as we motored down the street, its shiny wetness reflecting the
glare of the streetlights, "exactly where are we headed?’

"Some park caled Thayer," he answered. "Y ou know where it is?'
"Y eah, it's not far from here. Hang aright at the next stop sign.”

We arrived at the park and turned in to the main access road, following it past the
bal field, and darkened pavilions. Ben had placed a magnetic bubble light atop the
van, and plugged it into the cigarette lighter receptacle as we entered. The red light
flickered eerily across the face of the uniformed officer at the gate, and reflected



brightly from his rain-dickened yellow poncho. Ben rolled down the window, and
held out his ID to the officer, who illuminated it with the bright beam of a three cdll
Mag-Lite.

"Evening, Detective," he said and brought the beam to bear on me. "Who's that
with you?"'

"Consultant,” Ben answered him authoritatively.

The sodden officer nodded, and pointed the long flashlight up the road. Its beam,
though powerful, eventualy dissipated into the murky darkness.

"Just over that rise, sir," he told Ben. "Then about two hundred yards. Evidence
unit isdl over the place, you can't missit."

Ben thanked him and rolled up his window, pushing the van into motion up the
dight grade. The wind and rain were beginning to pick up, and a few distant flashes
in the western sky were testimony to a rapidly approaching thunderstorm.

"Look behind your seat,” Ben was tdling me as we topped the rise. "There
should be some rain dickers back there."

| turned in the seat and rummaged about in the dark. My hand brushed against
what fdt like a gym bag, and | yanked it from beneath the seat and tugged on the
Zipper.

"In this bag back here?' | asked.
"Y eah, probably."

| could fed the van dowing and pitching dightly to the Ieft as Ben took a wide
turn into a parking space and brought us to a hdt. | quickly found the rain ponchos |
sought, and with them in hand, turned back around in my seat.

The spectacle outside the windshield was illuminated like a toppled over
Christmas tree stuck in overdrive. Red lights, blue lights, and white lights on
emergency vehicles, even ydlow caution lights on sawhorses blinked randomly in the
night. The lack of sync in the pulses seemed to bring even more chaos to what
appeared to be an aready disordered scene.

Ben reached out and grabbed one of the dlickers from my motionless hand, taking
notice of my blank stare and mouth agape.

"Welcome to my world,” he told me, then paused. "Sucks don't it. Put your
poncho on."

| broke from the short stupor, and began pulling the yellow plastic rain gear over
my head. The extra room in the cab of the van made me redize why Ben refused to
get rid of the decrepit vehicle.

"How should | introduce you?' Ben asked, unlatching his door. "I doubt if they'll
go for ‘good witch of the east'."

"How about, Alternative Religion Speciaist,” | replied.
"Sounds good to me."



A distant streak of lightning, followed by a sharp crack and low rumble of thunder
derted us to the ever-increasing violence of the storm, as we stepped out into the
downpour. We waked across the parking area, past the flapping yelow tape that
cordoned off the crime scene. | was concerned that important evidence might be
washed away, but my fears were soon alayed when | noticed the core of the activity
involved the cinder block building that housed a set of the park's restrooms.

"Ben Storm," my friend told another detective, displaying his badge as we
approached him. "City Homicide Unit. I'm assigned to the MCS."

"Carl. Carl Deckert. County Police." The thickset greying detective reached out
and shook Ben's hand. "Y ou the one investigating that Tanner homicide?'

"That's me," Ben answered.
"This your partner?' he queried again, reaching out to shake my hand.
"Rowan Gant," | told him, returning the gesture.

"He's a specidist in dternative religions,” Ben explained. "He's consulting for us
on the symbols left at the Tanner crime scene."

Detective Deckert motioned to another officer who produced a partialy sodden
clipboard. Ben scrawled a signature on the damp paperwork, and then indicated a
spot for me to sign and record the time.

"Wel," our stocky escort said as the three of us began waking toward the
entrance to the restroom, "you've got plenty to consult about. Looks like a freakin'
Satanic graffiti party in there."

"Have you identified the victim?' Ben questioned.

"Found a purse," Deckert continued. "Driver's license matches up to a Karen
Barnes. Twenty-eight years old... "

A bright flash exploded in my eyes, momentarily blinding me. At first | thought a
streak of lightning had hit nearby, but the tdltae clap of thunder was never
forthcoming. Instead | heard shouting, expletives, and what sounded to be a scuffle.

"What the... " Ben exclaimed.
"Shit!" Detective Deckert shouted. "How the hdll did he get in here?"

My vision began returning to normal, and what had sounded like a scuffle was
reveded to be just that. Two uniformed officers were on either side of a struggling
young man holding a camera affixed with a powerful flash unit.

"Get him outta here!" Deckert ordered the two officers. "And tighten up the
perimeter!" he shouted after them as they dragged the photographer away. "Sorry
about that. Freakin' media Every damn one of 'em's got a police scanner.
Sometimes they get to the scene before we do."

"Y ou were saying?' Ben prodded.

"Oh, yeah," he continued. "Karen Barnes, twenty-eight years old. Lives about
three blocks from here. Looks like she was out walking her dog. The son-of-a-bitch



killed it too."
"Family been notified?' Ben asked.

"Got a car wating for the husband. Neighbor said he was out of town on
business. She was expecting him back tonight."

"Any kids?'
"No. Just her and the spouse.”
"Wdll at least there's that."

We had paused at the entrance of the women's restroom on the side of the cinder
block structure. Evidence technicians were exiting, carrying bulky cases containing
the tools of their trade.

"Being a public restroom, there are prints everywhere," Deckert pointed out. "We
didn't find anything real fresh except for some smudges. Looks like he was wearing
gloves." He pulled a pair of packets from the pocket of his trench coat, and handed
one to each of us. "Speaking of which, better put these on just to be safe.”

| took the offered surgical gloves and with some work managed to pull them over
my damp hands as we entered the building.

| caught my breath and nearly stumbled as waves of ethered pain washed over
me. | quickly fought to disconnect myself from the supernatural plane associated
with the scene, and ground myself here in this redlity. A sharp pain, followed by a
frigid tingling sensation consumed my body, then sowly subsided as | mentaly
dammed on the brakes, preventing my otherworldly senses from continuing down
the path that beckoned them.

"You okay?' Ben whispered in my ear, grabbing my arm to steady me. "You
aren't getting ready to flip out or do that channeling thing are you?"
“I'll be dl right,” | answered in a hushed tone. "I caught it before it happened.”

"Good. Just try not to go dl Twilight Zone on me with the rest of these guys
around here."

A white sheet was arranged in the center of the room covering a section of the
smooth, grey concrete floor. Beneath the shroud laid the lifeless body of another
young woman. Patches of deep crimson diffused dowly through the sheet at various
points where it contacted portions of the torso. A cloying odor, both sweet and
musty intermingled with the stench of the restroom, tingling my nostrils. The pungent
scent was dl too familiar.

"Sage and rose ail," | stated aloud.
"Come again?' Detective Deckert asked.

"That smell,” | told him as he started taking notes. "It's sage and rose oil.
Probably a little charcoa mixed in to help it burn. Did you find a pile of ash
anywhere?"'

"In the sink over there." He pointed. "That mean something?"'



"He burned it to cleanse the room," | replied. "Sage is often used in incense for
purification. You'll probably find sat in the East, South, West, and North positions
of the room as well."

| stepped past him and peered in the sink at the pile of grey cinders. The floor in
the area was littered with broken glass, silvered on the back. The mirror above the
washbasin had been shattered.

"Evidence unit took the larger pieces of the mirror with them," he offered. "We
don't know if the killer broke it, or if vandals did it earlier."

"My guess would be that he did it," | told them, turning and finding Ben taking
notes. "Probably before he performed the ritual.”

"Why do you think that is?' Ben asked.

"If he was trying to invoke something... " | caught mysalf, remembering that
Detective Deckert was in the room. "Y ou know, if he thought he was attempting to
conjure up a spirit,” | explained. "Some legends have it that if a spirit withesses its
own reflection in amirror, it will become mesmerized, and therefore trapped. | would
guess he probably subscribes to that belief."

"So the wacko busted the mirror," Deckert's gruff voice interjected, "so his little
ghost buddy wouldn't see himsdf?"

"It's one possibility,” | replied carefully.

The wal opposite me was inscribed with a familiar looking Pentacle. The symbol
was drawn on the painted cinder block wal, once again in blood, and shaded with
pastels. At the base of the wall, dags of hardened black and white wax were obvious
remnants of extinguished candles. Nestled next to the solidified remains stood a
smple wine glass, partidly filled with coagulating red liquid. Between the symbol and
the floor was once again lettered, ALL IS FORGIVEN.

"So," Deckert was asking Ben, "you think it's the same guy?'

"Oh yeah," | said as Ben turned to me, "it's the same guy dl right. Only this time,
he might not have been practicing."

"Whaddaya mean 'practicing'?' Deckert looked from Ben's face to mine, and
back with a puzzled expression.

"We have reason to believe," Ben explained, "that the ritud this guy is performing
was never actuadly completed at the first scene. He was doing like a dress rehearsa
or something."

"Holy shit!" the detective exclaimed. "This prick committed murder to rehearse a
murder? Holy shit!"

"Tel me about it," Ben chimed.

"Wel, if he did what he set out to do, then he probably won't kill any more,
right?’

"I don't know for sure,” | answered as | squatted next to the covered corpse and



examined the floor. "He might not be finished yet."
"Finished doing what exactly?' Deckert questioned.

"Invoking whatever spirit he's after. Hell continue to perform the ritua until he has
succeeded,” | explained. "Or, at least, perceives that he has." | paused thoughtfully
for a moment before speculating aloud, "He might kill again because maybe he wants
to get caught.”

"What makes you think that?' Ben asked.

"The Expiation Spell." | motioned at the wal behind them. "l originaly thought
that it was an aberration a the first scene. Possibly because whoever killed Ariel
Tanner might have known her. But this... it might have been the red thing for him.
The actud ritud played to its conclusion, yet, he's gill seeking atonement from
himsdf. It doesn't make sense to perform an atonement ritud at the sSite of a
sacrificia ritual.

"You see, an Expiation Spell is a private thing, very much like going to
confession. By performing it at the scene, essentiadly he exposes himsdlf. He may be
seeking atonement from society as wdll. In short, kind of a sick cry for help. So it
leads me to believe that either he wants to get caught, or he's not finished yet. Maybe
even both."

"Jesus," Deckert said, "where did you get dl that from?"
“Trust me," | heard Ben say. "Y ou don't wanna know."

"Let's just say | did alot of research this afternoon,” | told him as | stood and
walked over to the rune-covered wal. "Anyway, it's just a theory."

| pulled out the camera and fired up the flash unit. The thyristor began charging
with alow hum, and then grew quickly to a quiet whine. Status lights began glowing
on the unit's back, indicating its readiness.

"Crime Scene Unit aready took pictures,” Deckert told me as | placed the PZ-1
to my eye and began tightly focusing on the Pentacle.

"I know," | replied absently, "but I'd like to take some of my own if it's okay."
"Hey," he answered, "whatever makes you happy."
"Who found the body?" Ben inquired.

"Loca kid," Deckert responded. "He was out waking his dog. Says when he
waked it by here it just went nuts. Broke away from him and ran in. Apparently the
door had been propped open."

"Animas can sense death," | stated aloud, Hill taking pictures of the scene before
me. "He did the same thing with Ariel Tanner. The door was propped open. Could
be he wanted the body found as soon as possible.”

"You sure you ain't some kinda psychiatrist or something?' Deckert asked the
back of my head.

"I've got a semester of college psych,” | told him as | turned. "But that doesn't



qudify me to practice the science, no."

"Wel," he continued, "you sure sound like some kinda FBI Shrink. It's like you're
getting insde this asshol€e's head or something.”

"Likel said, I'm just speculating,” | replied.

Detective Deckert didn't redize how close to the truth he was with his last
comment. My experiences channdling Ariel's death, and the blatant evidence left at
both scenes, were acting as catalysts to pull me in. The more | saw, and the more |
sensed, the more | feared what would be waiting around the next corner.

"What time do you think the murder occurred?' Ben inquired.

"Based on the time the neighbor says she left for her walk," Deckert started, "and
the time the kid found her, were estimating somewhere between five-thirty and eight
P.M."

"Between five-thirty and eight,” Ben repeated, looking at me from the corner of
his eye.

| knew what the glance implied. He had been suspicious of R.J. from the
beginning, and | had to admit, his actions this evening coupled with his late arriva at
the meeting hadn't helped. Salinger and Dickens voicing their feline distaste had even
compelled me to wonder about what the young man was hiding.

"We might be able to pin it down abit closer,” Deckert intoned, "once your M.E.
gets here."

"She's here."

A voice came from the doorway, and the three of us turned to face a bleary-eyed
woman clad in faded denim. Dr. Christine Sanders pushed back the hood of her
rain-soaked jacket and hefted a thick duminum case from one hand to the other.

"Detectives." She nodded to them as she entered the room. "I thought | told you
to get some rest, Mister Gant."

"And | thought this was your day off," | replied with adight smile.

"Me too," she returned, "but that was before the Captain of the Mgor Case
Squad called me at the request of Detective Storm."

"Y ou're familiar with the Tanner case," Ben stated matter-of-factly.

"Officidly, I'm only here as a consultant,” she informed him. "This is out of the
City jurisdiction. You're just lucky the County Coroner and | have an
understanding.”

"l know, Doc. | just want the best on this."

"Save the flattery for your wife, Storm," she told him with a weak grin, "you're
dill going to owe me big."

By now, Dr. Sanders was knedling next to the body of the young woman and had
thrown back the sheet that had been covering it. The injuries appeared very smilar to
those of Arid Tanner. The skin had been peeled away from what | could see of the



woman's chest, leaving behind raw, exposed muscle. Her eyes stared off blankly,
and her face wore a grimace of excruciating pain and horror. Her arms were twisted
behind her body, and though | couldn't see them, | was sure they were bound.

A departure from the smilarity with Ariel's torture was the fact that Karen Barnes
mouth was covered with a wide strip of duct tape. It had been wrapped tightly
around her head to keep it from coming loose. Her ankles were also secured in the
same fashion, and the tape wrapped around the post of a stal to keep her legs in
place.

“I'll have to do a swab," Dr. Sanders was telling us. "But if he's establishing a
pattern, | doubt if she was raped. The Tanner woman wasn't."

"He didn't rape her," | said. "That would have soiled her. He wouldn't defile his
sacrifice.”

| moved around to get a better view of the body, and was about to expand upon
my statement when the angle that had been blocked by the doctor's kneding form
came into my line of sight. Directly beneath Karen Barnes' rib cage, a deep, ragged
incison stretched horizontally across her flayed torso. The uneven gash puckered
open like a bloody, toothless smile, exposing lacerated internd organs. Instantly |
turned away and bolted for a stdl, bile rising in my throat.

A few moments later, | heard Deckert asking from behind me, "Are you gonna be
dl right?'

| had just finished expelling the contents of my stomach into the toilet | was
kneding before. | spat, and wiped my face, then stood and flushed.

"Yeah," | answered weakly. "Sorry about that. I'm not as used to this stuff as you
guys.”

"Used to it, hell," he answered. "I came close to doing the same goddamned thing
earlier.”

| walked out of the stall, and Deckert patted me on the shoulder as | passed him.
Dr. Sanders was cutting the body loose from the metal post and the County Coroner
had come in and was preparing a body bag. Ben was facing away from the morbid
activity looking very green.

"Her heart has been removed. Can anyone here tdl me if it was found?' Dr.
Sanders asked as she and her peer rolled the body and did the open, rubberized bag
beneath it, then let it gently back down.

"You won't," | told them, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. "He took it
with him."

"What," Ben asked, "like a souvenir or something?'
"No," | replied, "as part of the ritual."

The violent bout of vomiting had shocked my system and broken my
concentration, effectively weakening my defenses againgt otherworldly interference.
Dizziness swarmed over me as the room began to spin. | was losing control. My



ears filled with a rushing sound, and color melted liquidly from the images before
me. | fdl backwards down a dark tunnd, speeding inexorably away from an
ever-diminishing point of light. When | a last jerked to an abrupt halt, | was floating
above the room, looking down upon the recent past.

A hooded, cloaked figure.
A pretty, vital young woman bound nude on the floor.
A Dirk. | know that Dirk. It belonged to Aridl.

She wants to struggle but she can't. | can fed her trying to scream, but he's
taped her mouth. Her head hurts. She remembers someone attacked her from
behind.

What are you doing? Get away from me with that knife!

| can fed the silent scream, the searing pain as the knife bites into flesh, peeling
back the skin.

'Stop it you bastard,’ | say to myself, struggling to break the connection.

'I'm sorry,' he says to her.

Why is this happening? Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name.
Thy kingdom come... NO!

| see him press the knife, Arid's athame, into her solar plexus and draw it
across carefully, making the ragged cut.

The pain is unbearable, indescribable.
He lowly removes a surgical glove.

He thrusts his hand into the incision. With a twisting motion he wrenches it
back out.

Sill quivering.

Dripping.
Karen Barnes heart lay in his hand.

"Rowan," Ben's voice echoed in my ears. "Hey, Rowan." He was nudging me.
Colors flashed back into the scene and kaleidoscoped wildly before findly settling to
their proper shades and places.

"Yeah," | haf whispered, "yeah, I'm okay."
"Y ou kinda spaced on us there," he told me.

"Just a second." A sudden redization hammered down upon me. "Dr. Sanders,
don't you do something with Superglue and a black light to find fingerprints on
skin?'

"Cyanoacrylate fuming,” she corrected. "And it's a bit more than just a 'black



light'. But it redly depends on the circumstances. Sometimes we use Ninhydrin.
Fingerprints on skin are very short lived. Perspiration and other natura secretions
destroy them rather quickly. Why?'

"He took off his glove before he removed her heart."
"How can you know that?' Detective Deckert asked me.

“Intuition. Inspiration. Divine perception. It doesn't matter,” | spoke quickly.
"Trust me on this. He took his glove off."

CHAPTER 7

With some colorfully worded urging from Ben, the Medicad Examiner findly
agreed to check the body for latent fingerprints. Still, neither she, nor Detective
Deckert, seemed inclined to believe my clam about the glove, and | couldn't redly
blame them. | could provide no evidence to back up my statement, and they redly
had no ideawho | was. | often thought that life would be much easier if | could just
say, 'Hey, I'm a card carrying Witch, see? and show an ID badge. Of course, that
would only work if the rest of the world were disposed to saying, 'Oh, wel, why
didn't you say that in the first place?

We spent afew additional minutes looking over the interior of the restroom and |
took severa more pictures, including some of the body, shot in haste to avoid
another bout of vomiting. Deckert pointed out the remains of Karen Barnes Jack
Russell Terrier heaped in a corner. The anima's skull was crushed, apparently from
having been repeatedly dashed against the cinder block wall. Grossly violent, yet ill
a much more merciful death than faced by its owner. Dr. Sanders bagged the
remains of the dog at Ben's request, and then we followed her back out into the
stormy night. Detective Deckert and | tagged along behind as Ben drew up next to
her.

"What are the chances of getting some preliminaries back tonight, Doc?' Ben
asked.

"Y ou're kidding, right?
"No," he answered bluntly, "did | sound particularly funny to you?"

The ran had slowed momentarily, but the earlier downpour had flooded the
low-lying sidewalk. The wheels on the gurney containing Karen Barnes body made
sadly mournful swishing noises as they rolled through the puddles.

"Who's going to authorize this?' Dr. Sanders stopped in her tracks and stared
angrily back at Ben. "Remember, I'm only here in a consulting capacity."

"Look," Ben softened, "I'm sorry about the wisecrack. It's been along day, and



right now, I'm not seeing the end of it."
"I know," she answered, calming. "Same here."

"Listen, no offense," he addressed the County Coroner, "but do you have any
problem with alowing Doctor Sanders here do the autopsy?"

"None taken. It's unusua," he answered with aweary nod, "but it's okay with me.
| don't suppose it would be a problem with the right paperwork."

"Submit whatever you need and I'll sign off on it," he told him with atired smile.
"Where can | reach you?' Doctor Sanders queried.

"Right now I'm not sure where I'll be. You can try to catch me at my office, and if
you don't get an answer, then beep me. The number's on my card.”

"Okay."

Deckert and | had stopped behind them and alowed Ben to do the taking. We
stood in the light rain and watched as Doctor Sanders and the County Officia
loaded what was once aliving, breathing human being into the back of the Coroner's
hearse. The hatch like door dammed shut with a dull findity, as if audibly marking
the end of Karen Barnes' existence.

Further in the distance, across the parking lot and behind the police barricades, a
andl city had grown. Microwave dishes and retractable towers were pointed
skyward, extending from the roofs of numerous news vans. Bright lights shined
surredigtically through the night, igniting the falling raindrops into fleeting fiery gems.
Primped, pressed, and preened reporters staunchly clutching umbrellas faced
cameramen and rehearsed their expressions of concern.

"Fucking vultures," Ben muttered.

He and Detective Deckert traded cards, and set up a meeting time for the
following morning, as they were both assigned to the Mgor Case Squad. We shook
hands and parted, leaving Deckert to wrap up everything at the scene, while Ben was
to go get the bdl rolling with the rest of the MCS. We had barely made it hdfway to
the van before we were ambushed.

"Detective Storm, Detective Storm, can | have a word with you."

A lithe young beauty in a neatly fitted trench coat and high hedls was sauntering
quickly toward us. Her hair was fashionably coiffed and honey blonde, the exact
shade of which | was certain could only be available from a bottle. The cameraman
behind her switched on an intense spotlight, bathing us in its glow as she stopped
before us to effectively block our path.

“I'm here on the scene with Detective Benjamin Storm of the Saint Louis City
Homicide Unit. Detective Storm, does the fact that you're here mean that the Mgjor
Case Squad has been cdled in?' she spoke rapidly into a microphone, and then
thrust it forward into Ben's face.

"Go away Brandee," Ben told her. "I'm not in the mood for this right now."



Ben started around her, but she quickly sidestepped, her high hedls clicking on the
pavement.

"Is it true that this homicide is related to Wednesday evening's murder of Arid
Tanner?' Agan, the microphone bearing the stylized logo of her station shot
forward.

"Tak to the Public Relations officer," Ben returned flatly.
"And you sir, your name is?' She shoved the microphone a me.

Before | could get 'no comment' past my lips, Ben reached out, and removed the
microphone easly from her dainty hand. With a quick snap, he disconnected the line
cord, and handed the device back to her.

She looked at him, dumbfounded for a moment, then angrily stamped her foot, as
her luminous blue eyes grew large, clearly reveding an empty void behind them.

"| said," Ben, told her, as he brushed past, "go away Brandee."

We heard her whed about as we continued across the lot to the van. She let out a
frustrated shriek that was rapidly followed by the sound of the disconnected
microphone as it roughly impacted the pavement near us and skittered by.

"I'm going to get this story, Storm!" she screamed after us. "Y ou're not doing this
to me again!"

By the time we climbed into the van, Brandee Street was berating her stony-faced
cameraman, her arms flailing wildly as he smply stared at her.

"What'd she mean 'you're not doing this to me again'?' | asked Ben as he started
the van. "And what the hell is she chewin' his ass for?"’

"Brandee Street has never, | repeat, NEVER gotten a story from me" he
answered, pulling his plastic poncho over his head. "As for ol' Ed out there, she
probably just caught him adding to his collection.”

"His collection?' | puzzled, removing my own rain dicker. "You know that guy?"

"Hdl yes, dl the coppers know Ed. He's been a cameraman for years. As for his
collection, he tapes reporters when they throw temper tantrums. He's got a whole
library of 'em... cdls hers '‘Brandee Whines."

"Seems like they would try to get him fired."

"Oh, they have" Ben, continued. "Ed's got a couple of things goin' for him
though. First, he's the best cameraman in the state. Second, area good union."

"Bet that pisses them off," | mused.

"Uh-huh. Drives 'em nuts. I'll have to give you a cal next time Ed wants to get
together for some beers and 'movies.”

"Count mein."

We pulled out of the parking space in silence. The windshield wipers tapped out
an irregular swooshing tempo as they displaced the rain, only to have it return a



second later. We dowly started past the news vans, enduring the bright lights that
were quickly brought to bear on us. | was sure that Ben fet some extra heat coming
from the savage glare Brandee Street was throwing a him as we hooked around her
vehicle.

"S0," Ben asked as he nudged the van aong, exiting the smal city of reporters,
"you went off into 'lalaland' there for a minute." He shot me a quick glance, then
returned his eyes to the road. "That where you got that whole glove thing from?"

"Yeah," | replied. "That's what | saw him do. | don't know if it will do any good
or not. He didn't take the glove off until just before he pulled her heart out.”

"Shouldn't that have caused you some damage or something?' he queried. "You
know, like Fdlicity was taking about this afternoon.”

"If | had experienced it directly," | explained, "like | did with Ariel. This wasn't
the same. | didn't get pulled into the experience. It waslike | was just a spectator.”

"So you didn't fed anything this time?"

"WEell, yeah, | felt some of the pain. Just not directly."

We continued along quietly for a moment or two, winding along the park access
road, and out to the main street.

"Did you see his face?' Ben asked.

"No," | answered. "I wish | had. I've never witnessed a past event like that before,
and it came on me dl of a sudden. | think when | got sick | let my guard down, and
that's why it happened. How long was | blanked out anyway?"

"Around a minute, maybe two," Ben told me. "Deckert thought you were gonna
puke again." He paused for a moment and merged with the main street traffic. "Did
you see anything besides the glove thing?'

"Arid's athame," | told him. "He used it again." | hesitated. "A lot of fear... A lot
of pain... She was trying to recite the Lord's Prayer to hersalf when the bastard
pulled her heart out.”

We rode the rest of the way to my house in silence. The storm was dying out
now, and the rain had tapered to a gentle, patchy sprinkle as the tal end of the
system moved through the area.

"l don't know what's going to hit the news tomorrow, Rowan," Ben spoke as he
came to a hdt in my driveway. "But for now, this whole thing stays with us. You can
tdl Felicity, but | don't want those kids in there babbling dl over creation if you
know what | mean."

"Yes," | answered, "l know exactly what you mean.”
"Do you think you can meet with the MCS tomorrow?' he queried.
"What for?"

"I'd like you to fill them in on the symbol and inscription,” he explained, "aong
with some of the ideas you had tonight. | think it might give us some places to start."



"Are you sure?' | asked, mulling over the implications. "I'm not some kind of
'FBI Shrink' like Detective Deckert said."

"I know, but you're the closest thing we've got to an expert,” Ben answered.
"Yeah, I'm sure."

"Okay. Just say when."
“I'll cal you in the morning. Go get some rest. And give the squaw a hug for me.”

| watched as Ben backed out of the drive. The handset of his cdl phone was
pressed to his ear. Even a a distance | could see his mouth moving rapidly and a
sad look in his eyes.

| knew then that he was taking to Allison—telling her yet again not to wait up for
him.

"We saw you on the news."

| heard my wifée's voice behind me and turned to face her. She had come out on
the porch where | was standing.

"Did they get my good side?' | joked half-heartedly, and then gave her a tired
peck on the cheek.

"The cheek?' she pouted. "Don't you love me anymore?"

"Considering the gastric event | experienced, until | brush my teeth and get a swig
of mouthwash... " | trailed off.

"It was bad, huh?' she asked, instantly understanding.
"Worse than Aridl," | told her. "But | can't tdl you about it until we're alone."
"l understand.”

We went into the house, and | headed directly for the bathroom where | could
make mysdlf a bit more presentable. When | returned to the dining room, the entire
group was seated around the table talking. They were in a much more relaxed mood
than before | |eft.

"So what happened?' R.J. immediately asked as | sat down.

"l can't tddl you much," | answered, pouring myself a glass of tea. "Suffice it to
say, there was another murder."

"Wel," Cdly intoned, "was it the same killer or what?"
"We think so," | replied.

"We saw you on the news, Mr. Gant... " Shari stated.
"... But just from a distance,” Jennifer continued.

"Rowan. Please." | nodded, remembering the glaring lights and sea of reporters at
the scene. "So, what did they say?’

"They're cdling him the Satanic Seria Killer," Randy intoned. "They said he killed
this woman the same way he killed Aridl. |Is that true?'



"l wish | could tel you guys," | answered, "but | can't. If the Police are going to
be able to trust me to help them with the investigation, then | have to follow ther
rules.”

There was some grumbling, but with Cally's prodding, they al grudgingly agreed.
She was a strong young woman, and level headed for the most part. With a little
further training in The Craft, | fet certain she would be able to pick up with the
coven where Ariel had been prematurely forced to leave off.

"So how did things go around here after Ben and | left?' | questioned, looking
about. "From the looks of things, | missed a circle... Any good discussions or
revelations?"'

Extinguished candles il sat in holders on the table, yellow, red, blue, green, and
a white one in the center. Two smdl dishes, one containing sat, the other water,
were positioned together with the white candle, and the last crumbs of a honey cake
adorned a plate. A pewter goblet and Felicity's athame completed the centerpiece. |
could till fed the leftover energy that had been created by the casting of the circle
and raising a cone. | was sorry | had missed it, especialy since | could fed atrace of
darkness in the energy. Something tainted was lingering in the background and |
feared it was coming from a particular individua in this room. If | had been present
in the circle, | might have been able to pinpoint its source.

"We talked quite a bit about crossing over," Felicity chimed with asmile.
"Yeah," R.J. added, "it was pretty intense."

"Arid never said anything about the crossing,” Caly interjected. "We had dl read
about it, but... well, you know."

"Yes, | do,” | answered. "I'm afraid | was probably a little lax in her teachings
when it came to that. | had to deal with another particularly difficult crossing a few
years back, so | have a tendency to avoid the subject sometimes."

"Who?" Caly asked.

"My mother," | answered.

"Y our mother was a Witch?' Randy questioned.
"Yes, shewas," | told them, then fel quiet.

"So we held a smple death rite for Arid tonight." Felicity broke the silence. "It
went fairly wdl, except... "

"Arid won't leave... " Shari interrupted.
"... She won't cross the bridge," Jennifer finished.

"That isn't unusua,” | told them as | pondered what the twins had just said. "In
the case of a violent death, one's spirit sometimes hangs around on this plane
searching for closure."

"Y ou mean Aridl's stuck here?' Randy exclaimed, emphatic concern in his eyes.
"Maybe for a while, but probably not permanently,” | comforted him. "We can



try another rite once the killer is caught. Maybe that will alow her to move on."

| looked at my watch. It read midnight. | suddenly redlized | was running on four
hours slegp out of the past forty.

"l don't know about the rest of you," | stated with a shalow yawn, "but I'm beat,
and | need to hit the sack."

The pendulum clock on the wdl began to bong out its count of the hour as the
hands findly came to rest on twelve. Cdly looked a her own watch, and her eyes
widened dightly.

“I'm sorry," she exclamed, "l didn't redize it was this late."
"Nothing to apologize for," | assured her. "It's been along day for dl of us."

"Do you think,” Randy queried as they dl began gathering themselves to leave,
"that maybe we could have circle with you and Fdlicity agan sometime? You know,
like a Full Moon meseting or something?"

"Certainly," | grinned.
"Of course," Felicity smiled, "we'd love to."

The group gathered their things, and then Caly, Nancy and the twins hugged both
Fdicity and mysalf. Randy hugged my wife and shook my hand. R.J. ill seemed to
remain somewhat aloof. He shook hands with both of us, and when | clasped my
hand about his, | mentdly probed for the streak of darkness | had felt earlier. He had
been taught well, and his defenses came up, immediately blocking my psychic
exploration. | was more experienced, and could have easly broken through the
ethered wadl separating us, but it was both inappropriate, and at this point in time,
uncalled for. He looked back at me coolly, knowing full wdl what | had tried to do,
and said nothing.

Once they were gone, Fdicity sent the dogs out to take care of whatever they
needed to do, then let them back in. | had just finished letting Emily out the front
door to go on her nightly 'mouse patrol’, when the rambunctious canines scrambled
past me, and into our bedroom. My wife trailed along behind them, switching off
lights as she went. We finished locking up the house, and shutting off the remaining
lights together, then dragged ourselves off to bed as wdll.

The crisp, fresh sheets on our waterbed felt wonderful, and | expelled atired sigh
as | stretched out. A tranquil hum issued from the dowly spinning celling fan above,
as it moved the cool ar about the room. | heard the light switch in the bathroom, and
Fdicity emerged, having twisted her hair atop her head and donned an oversized tee
shirt bearing the faded quip—'Photographers do it in a darkroom'. After moving the
bedroom light from dim to off, she gently did into the bed next to me and rested her
head on my shoulder.

"Do you want to talk about it now?"

Her voice drifted to mein the darkness. | shifted and did my arm around, pulling
her closer.



"“It's the same guy,” | told her. "No doubt in my mind. | don't think he was just
practicing this time though, but | can't be sure. It looked like he performed a full
ritud... " | paused. "Complete with removing the victim's heart.”

| could fed her shudder against me. | wasn't sure how | felt about giving her the
detalls, but | knew that if | didn't, she would get them from Ben as soon as | turned
my back.

"Why in the park?' she asked.

"I don't know," | replied. "Based on what I've seen so far, I'm thinking he might
want to be caught, but this was more than alittle brazen if you ask me."

"From what | saw on the news," she lent, "those restrooms were the ones in the
back of the park. They're pretty isolated.”

"l know, but 4ill, people wak their dogs back there. That's how the body was
found. A kid waking his dog." | told her, "Dog went nuts when they passed by the
restrooms. The door was propped open, and he broke loose and ran in."

"Poor kid," Fdicity sighed. "l doubt if he was ready for that."
"Y eah, he was 4till talking to a Police Shrink when Ben and | |eft."
"Do you think the killer knew the victim?"

"We didn't find anything to indicate that," | answered. "So I'd be inclined to say
no, but I'm sure they'll be checking into it."

"Did they find anything at the scene that might help?'

"Not much," | answered. "He hailed the towers and performed an Expiation Spell
again, presumably after the other ritud. He bound her wrists and ankles, and gagged
her with duct tape. They might get something off that. When | projected... "

| felt her tense against me, and | knew what she was thinking.

"... Don't worry, | didn't channdl, | just projected. It wasn't the same as with
Arid... "

She relaxed, and | gave her a reassuring squeeze.

"When | projected, | saw him pull his glove off before he reached in for her
heart." | couldn't believe how camly | was relaying this story. | hoped that | wasn't
becoming jaded to the atrocities | had witnessed lately. "I don't know if they'll get
anything, but they're going to look for latent prints on the body."

"Maybe that will turn something up," she said.

"Maybe. Even if it does, unless he's on file from some previous offense or
something, it won't be much help in finding him."

The waterbed rippled dightly and we felt movement in the dark, followed by a
muted rumble growing closer by the second. Within moments, Salinger climbed onto
my chest and curled up, purring interminably as Felicity scratched his ears.

"That reminds me," | said shifting dightly, recaling Salinger's earlier opinion of



R.J. "How did the circle go for you? | noticed a little streak of dark in the resdua
energy when | sat down at the table."

"It was there during the circle too,” she told me. "It redly didn't seem to come
from anyone though. It was more like it was just hanging around from something
else. It wasn't terribly overwhelming or anything, so | just had everyone ground dl
their negative thoughts and energies. | figured it was probably their thoughts of
seeking revenge and such."

"You could be right,” | mused. "I suppose some of it could have been left
hanging around. How did the cats act?"

"Nowhere to be found," she answered. "They were probably in here aslegp on the
bed."

"You know Ben redly suspects R.J.," | told her. "Especidly after the time of
death for Karen Barnes was placed somewhere between five-thirty and eight P.M."

"Karen Barnes. They identified her pretty quickly."
"Her purse was &t the scene."

"I know R.J. was late and all," she stated, "but | think Ben is on the wrong track. |
would have felt something from him if he had done it. He wouldn't have been able to
mask that while in the Circle."

"Wel," | intoned, "I tried to fed him out when he shook my hand and he put up
defenses immediately."

"Y ou would have done the same if someone tried to check you out," she told me.
"That doesn't make him guilty of anything."
"Y eah, you're right."

We laid wordlesdly in the dark listening to the sound of the humming fan blend
with the contented throaty rumble of the lump of fur curled up on my chest.

"Is Ben going to cal tomorrow?" Fdicity findly asked.

"Yeah," | answered. "In the morning. He wants me to meet with the Mgor Case
Squad. | might end up needing those slides.”

"Then | guess I'll have to get up early and process them so | can get them
mounted,” she stated, and then gave me a light kiss. "Go to deep dear. You have to
be exhausted."

"I am." | patted her lightly on the rear as she rolled over. "l love you."
"l love you too."

| stared off into the darkness, the meter of the swirling fan blades setting up an
audible, hypnotic rhythm. | was so tired | fet | could sleep forever, but at the same
time | was 4ill coming down from the adrenalin pumping through my veins. |
listened to the soft rhythm and started a mental exercise to relax. Clearing my mind, |
alowed the stress of the past two days to pour out of me like water from a faucet. |
closed my eyes and let the last thoughts in my head drift away.



Before long my body was completely infused with a comfortable drifting
sensation. Indigo darkness enveloped me broken only by a bright blue light in the
distance. | reached for the light, and | was gone.

CHAPTER 8

Felicity allowed me to deep in the next morning, and it was going on eght A.M.
when | findly dragged mysdlf from the bed and into the shower. | felt rested for the
first time in what seemed like forever. Apparently | had been too exhausted to have
any nightmares, and about that | wasn't going to complain.

My wife was seated at the dining room table when | was findly dressed and
prepared to meet the day. A portable light box inhabited the surface of the table, and
she was huddled over it, with a loupe held to her eye. A stack of freshly mounted
color dides occupied the space to her right, and she was inspecting them one by one
as she arranged them on the illuminated panel before her.

"How did you deep?' she asked without looking up.

"Better than | expected.” | kissed the top of her head. "How'd the dides come
out?'

"Technically, okay, though | can't say as that | redly care for the subject matter,"
she returned. "But | wouldn't quit my day job if | were you."

"Always the critic,” | told her. "You eat yet?

"No. These haven't exactly done wonders for my appetite." She dedt another
handful of the transparencies onto the light box. "Besides, | was waiting for you."

"Well, isn't that sweet."
"Not redly. It's your turn to cook."
"l should have known."

| was in the kitchen quickly sautéing onions when the phone rang. | picked up the
recaeiver and tucked it between my ear and shoulder while | whisked eggs to a
medium froth in amixing bowl. "Hello?"

"Good morning,” came a familiar, but rough voice. "I didn't wake you guys did
i

"No, we're awake, Ben," | told him. "I'm just now making breakfast."
"What are we having?' he asked.

"What do you mean we?' | laughed. "Are you on your way or something?"'
"Actudly," hereplied, "I'm in the driveway."



"In that case, you're having a Denver Omeet and hash browns."

| hung up the phone and retrieved the carton of eggs from the refrigerator, then
began cracking more of them into the bowl.

"Honey?' | caled out. "Could you unlock the front door? Ben's in the driveway."

| was folding large chunks of chopped ham, peppers, onions and shredded
cheese into a fluffy omelet when a haggard, unkempt Ben Storm ambled into my
kitchen and helped himsdlf to a cup of coffee.

"Are you sure you're going to be able to do without doughnuts this morning?" |
asked, diding the finished omelet from the pan, and preparing to make another.

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," he replied, seating himsdf at our breakfast nook. "Like |
haven't heard the cop-slash-doughnut jokes before. Y ou get any deep last night?!

"Uh-huh," | grunted, pouring frothy eggs into the pan. "How about yourself?'

"Got a couple hours." He sipped his coffee. "Didn't get home till four this
morning.”

"How's Allison taking dl this?' Felicity asked. She had been standing in the
doorway, and now took a seat opposite him.

"She's not happy about it," he answered, "but she's been through it before. It
goes with the job."

"What about the little guy?' | asked, diding plates containing omelets and hash
browns before them.

"Not as good. He doesn't understand why I'm never home." Ben shoveled in a
mouthful of food, and sat chewing thoughtfully. "I think I'm gonna take a vacation
when thisisdl over."

"Might be good for you," Fdicity told him, "AND your family."

| finished filling my plate, and joined them at the smdl bar. After moving some
magazines, there was just enough room for the three of us.

"So," Ben asked between bites, "have you seen this morning's paper?’
"l brought it in," Felicity answered, "but | haven't even unrolled it yet."

"Y ou might want to put it in a scrapbook... or the garbage, depends on how you
look at it." He gestured at me with his fork. "You're dl over the front page.”

"Me?" | stopped a forkful of food hafway to my mouth and put it down. "What
am | doing on the front page?"

"That asshole with a camera that jumped out in front of us last night." Ben was up
and refilling his coffee cup. "Anyone need a refill?

Fdicity held her cup out and he topped it off.

"Anyway," he continued, returning to his plate, "he caught you like a deer in
headlights."



By now, | had gone into the living room and returned with the rolled up
newspaper. Taking my seat back at the nook, | did off the string and unfurled it. My
wife leaned over next to mein order to view the curiosity. Offset to the upper left of
the front page was alarge color photo of Ben, and Detective Deckert, and myself as
we were walking toward the crime scene last evening. As Ben had said, the look of
surprise on my face gave me the appearance of a stunned animd. Forty-eight point
type below the masthead spelled out the headline,

'Police Witch Hunt'. The lead of the story read, 'Saturday evening, Saint Louis
Magor Case Squad Detectives brought Rowan Gant, a self-proclaimed witch, to
Thayer Park, the scene of yet another gridy cult-like murder.' The rest of the story
went on to recount details of both Ariel's and Karen Barnes murders, and speculate
about my involvement in the investigation.

"How the hell did they come up with this?' | exclamed. "How'd they know |
wasn't just some cop?”

"Sidebar, page five," Ben answered, placing his dishes in the sink. "Hey, you got
any of those cake things left over from last night."

Fdicity directed him to the honey cakes as | rapidly flipped through the pages of
the newspaper, and found the accompanying aticle to which he had referred.
Another photo of me, this time black and white, was staring back. This particular
photo had been taken when | had addressed a group at aloca Wiccan gathering two
years ago. The article was a dightly reworked copy of the origina interview | had
given that reporter.

"Somebody at the paper had a good memory," Feicity intoned, peering over my
shoulder.

"Yeah," Ben added, "I've already caught ten kinds of hdl from the Chief because
of it."

"I'm sorry Ben,” | told him, folding the paper and tossing it disgustedly on the
nearby counter. "l guess you won't be needing me at the meeting today then."

"Shit yes, | need you a the meeting,” he answered and sucked down a honey
cake in one bite. "l said | caught ten kinds of hell. | didn't say he won."

"I should have known," | said as | gathered the rest of the dishes, and started
washing them.

Fdicity rolled her eyes a Ben as he devoured the remaining cakes, then she
grabbed atowed and began drying the freshly washed plates.

The dining room table had seemed to become our 'command center' over the past
few days and once again, we gathered around it to look over the slides and discuss
the upcoming meeting with the rest of the Mgor Case Squad.

"Did the coroner come up with anything last night?' | asked Ben as he looked at
dides with asmall illuminated viewer.



"Partial thumbprint,” he answered, "but it was pretty smudged, so we only got
three points. AFIS didn't show any hits."

"AFIS?" Flicity asked.

"Automated Fingerprint Identification System. You see," he retrieved a ballpoint
pen from his breast pocket and made marks on his thumb, then showed it to us, "a
fingerprint is comprised of what we refer to as points. These points come together
to make the unique pattern of the print. You or | can have some of the same points
on our prints, but when you add them dl up, voil, unique as a snowflake. AFIS is
an on-line database that alows us to break down the points that we obtain from a
print and convert them into a number. You feed the number in, and the computer
checks the database for matches or hits, against anyone who has ever been arrested
and printed by an AFIS participating department. The quote, quote magic number of
points to make a positive 1.D. is eight. With three, we had the possibility of at least
narrowing down the field."

"S0," she continued, "since you didn't get any hits, that means he probably has
never been arrested, right?’

"At least not by a department hooked up with AFIS." Ben put away his pen and
rubbed the ink from his thumb. "Other than the print, the M.E. came up with the fact
that the size and shape of the wounds are consistent with those from Arid Tanner.
And also, there was some metalic residue left behind on her ribs."

| replayed last evening's vison in my head, watching carefully. | forced mysalf to
remain detached and clinicd. | didn't want to lose my compassion, but | also wanted
to keep my breakfast where it belonged.

"From the Dirk," | volunteered, "when he cut her open."
"The M.E. said something like that," Ben confirmed.
"Woas there anything else?’

"Minor blunt trauma to the head, and upper back. Looks like she put up a fight."
He read to us from his notes, "And a puncture wound on her arm, just like Arid
Tanner."

"So what | saw was right,” | told him. "He's drugging his victims in order to
immobilize them. Do you know what he's using yet?'

"M.E.'s dill trying to identify it, but the sample from Arid Tanner came up
negative for Insulin,” he answered. "Y ou bring up an interesting point, though."

"The killer knows something about drugs and how to use them?' Felicity, who
had been slent until now, interjected.

"Bingo," Ben replied. "Which means the killer probably works in a hospital or
something."

"Makes sense," | chimed.

"Guess what | found out about your lamp-swinging buddy?' he looked a me
serioudly.



"R.J.7" Felicity asked.

"Yeah, R.J.," Ben answered. "Seems he's an orderly at County Hospital, in the
emergency room."

"l know that might seem to fit," Felicity stated, "but an orderly? Would he redly
know much about the drugs and such?"

"Can't say," he told her, "but if he pays attention and reads a lot, who knows. In
any event he could have access to controlled substances at his job."

"I don't know, Ben," | added, "I agree that something's going on with R.J. that
he's not telling us, but do you redly think... "

"Hey," he interrupted, "you yourself said that Arid Tanner thought she knew her
killer. Right?"'

" She thought she recognized the voice."

"So add it up," he continued. "Friend of Arid Tanner. He has a key to her
apartment. Access to controlled substances, and a medica background of sorts."
He was counting the points off on his fingers. "Shows up out of the clear blue at the
victim's home Saturday, and finally, shows up here an hour late last night."

Remembering a detail from the day before, | quickly volunteered, "But he said he
was out of town on afishing trip with his father when Arid was killed."

"Yeah, | know, but | didn't find him dl that convincing." Ben brushed away my
objection, "so | dready had atak with his dad. They didn't actualy leave on that trip
'til later that night, and "Pops" had no idea where the kid was before that. Based on
the approximate time of death from the coroner, he had plenty of time to do it."

"Didn't you upset his parents?' Felicity asked with concern. "I mean, implying
that their son isinvolved inamurder and dl... "

"Hey, | just told them the truth," he answered. "It's just routine. If they get ther
shorts in a bunch, then that's their problem."

"Why would he have lied?' | mused aoud.
"Who knows?' Ben shrugged. "But | intend to find out."

"If knowing the victim is an important factor, then what about Karen Barnes?' |
queried. "Is there anything to indicate that he knew her?’

"Not yet," he shot back. "Maybe he picked her because of the color of her hair...
Maybe because the opportunity was there... Shit, maybe he didn't have to have a
reason."

"Still," Felicity objected, "Rowan or | should have felt something from R.J. if he
had killed Karen Barnes just before coming here. We're both Witches you know."

"What's that got to do with it?' Ben turned to her. "Besides, why are you so
attached to this kid anyway? Y ou act like you've known him forever or something."

"l just have a mgor pet-peeve about innocent people being raillroaded... And in a
way, | DO know him pretty well. When | cast circle last night, he was in it."



"So?7' Ben shrugged, obvioudy not understanding the significance of her
comment.

"So acircle is a very intense ritud in The Craft,” she explained. "You are joined
with your peers and you share energies. To be able to hide your true feglings during
a circle would take more practice than | can even imagine. | don't even know if
Rowan or | could do it and we're both definitely more skilled than he is... No. R.J.
was wide open last night. | refuse to believe he did it."

"Tell that to a judge and see how far it gets ya," Ben replied. "Besides, nobody
has convicted the kid yet. I'm just gonna ask him some more questions.”

As much as | wanted this to be over, and even with my fedings that R.J. was
hiding something, | found the thought hard to comprehend. We hadn't known him
long, but | trusted my wifée's instincts as well as my own. The morose silence that
followed Ben's announcement was abruptly punctuated by Salinger as he leagpt to the
table and let out a sudden, mournful yowl.

Feicity and | followed Ben, driving in her Jeep. | had imitated his mode of dress
by affixing atie about my neck, and wearing a lightweight tweed sport coat over my
jeans. My wife had opted for her no nonsense look, donning a grey summer suit and
black pumps. She also wore glasses instead of her normal contact lenses, which
only served to enhance the businesslike appearance she had assumed. The back seat
of our vehicle contained a carousel tray loaded with a smal selection of dides from
therall | had shot last evening, as wdl as our dide projector.

"So what do you think about this whole thing with R.J.?" Felicity asked me as she
shifted gears and merged with the traffic.

"I don't know," | answered, "Ben makes it sound pretty convincing, and | did
have that feding last night... You said you fdt it too."

"Yes, | did,” she stated, "but it wasn't that malevolent."

"True," | responded, "you would think that someone evil enough to do what this
guy has done would be giving off some serioudy bad energies.”

"That was my thought."

"What about Salinger and Dickens?' | questioned. "Something about him redly
turned them off last night. | could maybe understand Salinger, but Dickens? He loves
everybody."

"Maybe R.J. has his own cat or something," she speculated. "If they smelled
another anima on him, then that might have set them off."

"That's apossibility," | agreed. "I know Ben says he just wants to tak to him," |
continued, "and | hate to say this, but | think he's had it in for R.J. since the very
beginning."



"It's his nature to be suspicious,” she told me. "And I'm sure he's just being
thorough. Just doing his job, you know. Don't worry, Ben won't railroad R.J., or let
anyone else. You know him better than that.”

"l know you're right about Ben," | told her, "but | don't know if hell be able to
control the rest of them. You can bet he's getting pressure from the top on this."

Fdicity looked over a me sadly for a moment, and then returned her gaze to the
road. | knew she didn't want to consider the possibility that Ben could succumb to
the public opinion guided wishes of his superiors when a young man's life was at
stake.

"Shut your window, the wind is messing up my hair," was dl she said.

The command post for the Greater Saint Louis Mgor Case Squad had been set
up in some conference rooms at the Weston City Hal, which aso housed the small
township's police station. Since we lived nearby, the drive was short. According to
my watch, it was approaching eeven when we arrived.

"I'm going to warn you," Ben said as we waked with him across the parking lot,
"these guys have dready seen the paper.”

"l suppose they're expecting some kind of weirdo then," | returned, referring to
mysalf.

"l expect you're gonna get some blank stares and snide remarks,” he told me,
"but if you keep the Twilight Zone stuff just between us, | think itll be okay. I'll be
there to back you up.”

"WEéll, | appreciate that."

Ben led us down a long tiled halway, and signed us in with a dour-faced Desk
Sergeant, who from al outward appearances, should have retired ten years earlier.
He less than enthusiastically provided Felicity and | with visitors badges, and we
proceeded on with no interruption. Ben opened the door to a conference room then
motioned us in. We were greeted full force by what can only be described as an
ordered chaos.

The room was a fissure of activity within an otherwise slent structure. Cafeteria
tables were erected againgt walls, doubling as desks, copier stands, and phone
banks. Chipped blue meta folding chairs clinked as they were being set up. Some
squeaked as they were propelled across polished linoleum tiles by the innumerable
police officers and support staffers teaming within the confines of the room. The
discord of aready ringing phones mixed with the murmurs of voices to form a
tumultuous racket.

"How many people have you got working on this case?' Fdlicity asked, taking in
the riotous scene.

"Hell, I've lost track," Ben answered. "Other than the core officers assigned to the
MCS, dl the municipdities involved are giving up whoever they can spare, and then



there's the support personnel... Hell, | don't even try to figure it out anymore.
What's redlly scary is, until around midnight last night, this was an empty room."

We advanced further into the activity, dl but ignored by the bustling members of
the Mgor Case Squad. Making our way through the crowded space, we found a
place to store the dide tray and projector we had lugged in. Continuing to follow
Ben like two strangers brought to an unfamiliar party by a friend, we proceeded to a
table set up with coffee and much to my chagrin, doughnuts. We had just begun
filling our typical white Styrofoam cups from alarge urn, Felicity lamenting about the
biodegradability of them, when we were approached by someone known to myself
aswdl as Ben.

"Hi, Ben. When did you get here?' Detective Carl Deckert approached us, and
scooped a coffee cup into his hand.

"All of about five minutes ago," Ben replied, then turned toward us. "You
remember Rowan Gant, and this is his wife Felicity."

"Nice to meet you," he said with a amile, lightly shaking Felicity's hand, then
taking mine firmly. "Hell of a hatchet job they did on you in the paper this morning."

"Wadl... " | hdf stuttered, trying to choose my words carefully, "l can't exactly
sue them for libel."

"Hell," Deckert returned, "I pretty much figured you were some kinda psychic or
something last night anyway. Y ou were comin' up with too many things that nobody
else could see."

"Excuse meif | seem surprised,” | asked, "but what was said in the paper doesn't
bother you?'

"The only thing that bothers me is that the media decided to sensationalize it," he
told me as we dl took turns doctoring the bitter brew with packets of sugar and
powdered creamer. "Truth be told, my mother used to have what she called
'visions. Everyone in the neighborhood used to cdl her a Witch, but they listened,
because her 'visions aways came true. | don't recdl her ever being involved in dl the
stuff you talked about in that interview, but I've seen stranger things. If it helps catch
this asshole, | don't redly care."

"It's nice to know we have another friend with a badge,” | told him. "They're
pretty rare."

"Yeah, wdl, I wouldn't expect many more outta this group. Ben and | are
probably it."

As | looked about the room, | started noticing the cold stares, and whispers
among the members of the Mgor Case Squad. | was sorely afraid that what Carl
Deckert had just said would soon prove to be true.

At eleven-thirty we accompanied Ben, as wel as the rest of the officers, to an
adjoining conference room. Here, the tables were lined in neat rows, and at the head
of the room stood a smal podium. Felicity deftly set up the dide projector and
mounted the tray of transparencies, then seated hersdf to one side with Ben and |I.



There remained a dull murmur as detectives took their places at the tables and talked
among themselves. Once everyone who belonged in the meeting was seated, Ben
stationed himself at the podium, and waited. It took only a moment for a quiet hush
to fdl over the group, broken only by the sharp sounds of balpoint pens clicking,
and notebooks being opened to fresh pages.

"First off,"” Ben began, his voice tired but clear, "for those of you who don't
know me, I'm Detective Ben Storm with the City Homicide Unit. | am the
Investigating officer on the Tanner case.

"Secondly, let me thank dl of you for being here on such short notice. | redize a
lot of you came in last night and haven't dept yet. Trust me, | know how you fed."

A light, weary chuckle randomly skipped through the room.

"Everyone here should have copies of the case files on Arid Tanner and Karen
Barnes," Ben continued. "If you don't, let me know after the meeting and I'll get
them to you. | wanted to go over some of my notes with you, and field any
guestions you might have. I'd aso like to compare notes on the Barnes homicide
from last night.

"Look." He paused, and let out a deep sigh. "We dl know there's a psycho
asshole out there, and he's killed two women so far. It's our job to find him and put
astop to it."

| watched on as Ben looked down at the slanted top of the podium and opened a
file folder.

"Here's the basic run down," he stated, looking back up a the group. "Arid
Tanner, Caucasan female, twenty-six years of age. Her body was found in her
apartment last Wednesday evening by her neighbor who noticed her door was
propped open. There was no sign of forced entry. Her hands were bound behind her
back with duct tape, her throat as cut, and her upper torso had been skinned. This
latter procedure was done while she was il dive people... Just so you understand.

"Upon arriving at the scene, we found the words ALL IS FORGIVEN, inscribed
on the wal with the victim's blood. Also drawn on the wdl was a pagan symbol
referred to as a 'Pentacle’. Findly, a wine goblet was found, containing residue of
Miz Tanner's blood. All of this leads us to bedieve that the murderer performed some
type of ritua sacrifice.

"There were no witnesses, and the neighbor wasn't home. Coroner's report turned
up a puncture wound that is consistent with an injection. It appears that our bad guy
Is drugging his victims. Also, there was no evidence of rape. Any questions?' Ben
shuffled the papers back into order as he looked out over the seated detectives.

"Did she have a boyfriend?' a voice called out from the back of the room.

"Not as far as we have been able to determine, no."

"Had there been any cult activity in the neighborhood?' someone else asked.

"We checked that out," Ben answered. "All we found were afew high school kids



trying to put a ‘hex' on a teacher. They were harmless, and we scared the hdl out of
them."

Once again, a mild chuckle rolled through the otherwise somber room.

"The report indicates," a stone-faced detective near the front of the room spoke
up, "that the first victim was involved in the occult. In particular, she was the
‘priestess of a Witches Coven. What did that turn up?"

"We have, in fact, spoken to her coven. It seems they kicked a member out a few
weeks ago, so we're looking at the revenge angle, but that doesn't seem likedy now
that we have a second murder. The ex-member's name is Devon Johnston... So far,
weve been unable to track him down. I've got the other member's numbers, and we
can check them out... "

| was holding my breath, waiting for Ben to say something about R.J. He looked
over a me for a moment, then back to the sea of faces.

"... Any more questions?' He scanned the room with a long, slent pause.
"Good, then I'll turn you over to Detective Carl Deckert.”

Ben stepped away from the podium and took a seat with us once again. Detective
Deckert winked at us as he trundled by, and filled the void behind the rostrum. He
hitched up his pants and cleared his throat, then addressed the gathering.

Deckert's diatribe went much as Ben's had, including a generd summation of the
facts surrounding Karen Barnes case, followed by a short question and answer
session. When he was finished, he and Ben traded places at the front of the room
once more.

"Now that we have that out of the way," Ben told everyone, "I'd like to bring up a
consultant that has been working on the Tanner case with me." He turned and
gestured toward me. "Rowan, would you like to join me up here."

Judging from the stares that suddenly came my way, | knew immediately that |
wouldn't. | wouldn't likeit at all.

CHAPTER 9

Ben remained behind and dightly to the right of me as | positioned mysdf at the
stand. | looked out over the numerous detectives seated at the tables, and as | had
been warned, they dl stared back a me blankly. | noticed a copy of the day's
newspaper resting prominently atop the notebook of one of the officers in the front
row. The newsprint was negtly folded to display the front page, picture and headline.
It may have been coincidence, but it definitely appeared deliberate. My heightened
senses eadly detected suspicion and disapproval seeping from the group, and from



the corner of my eye, | saw Fdicity shift nervoudly in her seat. She could fed it too.

"As Detective Storm told you," | began nervously, "my name is Rowan Gant. |
have been consulting with him on the investigation of Arid Tanner's murder, and
more recently... "

"Where's your broom?' a disembodied voice interrupted from the back row.

A grating laugh rippled through the room. Ben started forward, ready to admonish
the speaker, and anyone else in the room, or so it appeared. | thrust my arm out and
stopped him, then looked over and shook my head. He stepped back without a
word, though | could fed him seething beneath his slent facade. | took in a deep
breath and turned back to the seated officers. Apparently there was to be no dancing
around this problem, and hiding behind Ben definitely wouldn't help. This was
something | would have to handle mysdlf if | wanted to gain any respect from them.

"Actually, my broom is a home," | told them sarcastically, indignance replacing
the trepidation. "We came here on my wife's Hoover Deluxe... Now, since you dl
want to act like aroom full of school children,” | looked around, making eye contact
with as many of them as | could, "are there any more smart-ass comments before |
continue?"’

| remained silent, staring out at them, continuing to meet their eyes and hold them.
Some of them looked quickly away. Some fought to hold fast, then folded as the
others before them.

"Why the hdl should we ligten to you?" the voice came from the back row again.

Thistime | pinpointed him. He was a young cop; younger than the rest anyway,
with dark, styled hair, and the rugged features that often graced print advertisements
for men's cologne. He fixed his blue eyes on mine, and held my gaze. He was not
going to be easly persuaded.

"Could you come up here, please?' | asked him, motioning him toward the front.
"What the hell are you doing?' Ben hissed at me.
"Let me handleit,” | whispered back over my shoulder.

By the time Ben and | had completed our exchange, the young detective had
come to the front, and was looking back out at his colleagues with a wide grin. He
was obvioudy quite pleased with himsdlf, and the other detectives were enjoying the
spectacle as well.

"What's your name?' | asked him.
"Bill," he answered, dill pleased.

"Detective Deckert,” 1 motioned to the corner of the room, "could you get the
lights please?"

He nodded and switched off the overhead lights. Felicity picked up on the cue,
and responded by switching on the dide projector.

"Let's step over here out of the way, Bill," | told the young detective, as | did the



rostrum to one side.

Once we had moved, Fdlicity tapped a switch on the dide projector's remote
control, and the tray advanced, audibly dropping a transparency into the beam of
light. The auto-focus kicked in, and a larger than life image of the Pentacle from
Karen Barnes murder scene glowed back at us.

"Can you tdl me what we're looking at, Bill?' | asked him.
"It'sastar,” hetold me. "What Detective Storm said, ya know, a Pentacle.”
"Very good," | said, "and what does it mean?"

"Whaddaya talkin' about?' he asked, his voice somewhat less confident than
before.

"What is the inherent meaning of the symbol, Detective?' | asked again.

"Oh, yeah, that." He shuffled dightly. "Wdl it means Worship the Devil and Satan
and stuff like that."

"Sorry," | stated apologeticaly. "Wrong answer."

| motioned to Felicity in the dim light provided by the image reflecting from the
screen, and the dlide changed. Now the words that had been inscribed on the wals
of both murder scenes brightly stared back at us.

"And these words, Detective," | continued, " 'All is Forgiven." Can you tel me
why the killer inscribed them at both scenes?”

"That's easy," he returned, "he's forgiving the victims."
"Hmmm. A little closer, but sorry, wrong again. Next dide please.”

Suddenly the wdl was lit up with the sickening image of Karen Barnes flayed
torso, her glazed eyes gaping back at us.

"Can you tel me why the killer excised the victim's skin, Detective... ?' | received
no answer. "Detective?"

| turned and the young man was facing away from the image, breathing heavily,
and obvioudly fighting back nausea. | decided that | had made my point, and that he
was no longer nearly as pleased with himsdlf. | motioned across the room, and the
lights came back on and the projector shut down.

"Go back to your seat,” | told him, then turned and took my place back at the
podium.

Ben was grinning a me when | looked up at him, and Detective Deckert flashed
me a amile and a surreptitious thumbs up. The rest of the detectives in the room
remained quiet as my heckler returned to his seat. A good number of them looked
just as green as he did.

“That," | began, "is why you should listen to me. I'm going to be straight up with
you. | redly don't give adamn if you like me or not. | don't expect you to believe in
my religion, or follow its covenants. What | do expect is for you to give me the
respect that | deserve, and recognize the fact that | just might be able to answer



some questions that you can't. I'm here to help you, not entertain you.

"Look, I'll be the first one to admit that I'm not an expert crimina psychologist or
anything like that. What | have to say is smply my interpretation of the facts
available based on my knowledge of the Wiccan Religion. Knowing the why's and
wherefores behind what the killer is doing just might prove useful in catching him." |
paused to let my words settle. "Now, I'm sorry if | made you look like an ass, Bill,
but you seemed rather intent on acting like one even without my help... So, can we
get down to business and figure out away to catch this son-of-a-bitch before he kills
agan?'

A grumble of assent rolled through the room. | could tell that the mgority of them
dill weren't happy about having me involved in the investigation, but at the same
time, | think they redlized | might be able to shed some light on certain aspects of the
cases.

"Fing," | continued. "I'll begin with tdling you something that | am sure you
dready know. You are dealing with a very unstable individua. The second thing |
will tdl you is what you aren't dedling with here... What you aren't dealing with is a
Witch."

| paused and waited for the chairs to quit shifting and the whispers to subside.

"If you will dlow me to explain,” | told them, "I am not saying that the person
committing these murders is not attempting to practice some type of ritua Magick, in
fact, | definitdly believe that that is exactly what he is doing. | also believe that he
thinks the rituals used by a practitioner of The Craft play some part init. This is very
smply not true. An actua practicing Wiccan, or Witch, holds to a very specific
covenant within the religion. That covenant is to 'Harm None'. Witches do not, |
repeat, DO NOT sacrifice people or animals in their rituals. The reason I'm telling
you thisis that it's going to be very easy for you to point your finger a anyone who
might happen to be a Wiccan practitioner, smply because this killer is mimicking
one of our rituas. | redly would like to avoid that. Not only would it cause undue
grief for innocent individuals, it would be extremely counterproductive. For example,
just because lemons are ydlow and tennis balls are yelow it doesn't mean you can
make lemonade out of tennis balls... What I'm redly trying to get at is that just
because one mentally unstable individua is using the symbols of the Wiccan religion
and committing violent murders, it doesn't mean that dl Wiccans are psycho seria
killers. Don't put blinders on and follow that kind of distorted logic, because it's not
going to get us anywhere."

They were looking back at me a bit more attentively than earlier. | didn't know if |
had convinced them, but | hadn't lost them, and at this stage of the game, | had the
feding that thiswas dl | could hope for.

| motioned to Detective Deckert and Felicity once more, and again the room was
pitched into darkness. Instantly the dide projector came to life, clicking rapidly as
my wife backed the tray to the beginning.

"This, as we have adready established, is a Pentacle. In this position, with a single



point a the top, it represents man and life. It is a very common symbol in the
Wiccan rdigion. If this were to be turned one hundred eighty degrees so that there
were two points on top, it would then be referred to as a Pentagram. Some cults
have taken it upon themselves to assign a meaning of evil and darkness to the
Pentagram, claming it represents Satan. Notice the horns and the pointed goatee." |
indicated the various points on the screen, "Factually, this is inaccurate, however, it
has become widdly accepted as true over the centuries. That's probably where you
got your misinformation, Bill."

| stepped away from the podium and into the path of the dide projector. The
image took up a large portion on the wadl, and | was able to physically point out
aspects without entirely blocking the beam of filtered light.

"In this instance, an upright Pentacle was inscribed as part of aritud known as an
Expiation Spell. This spell, or ritud is particularly Wiccan, and is the one that the
killer has mimicked with some notable variations. Next dide please... " The
projector clicked and chunked as the first image was gected and the second one
dropped in its place. "These words, 'All Is Forgiven,' are also a part of this ritud.
The Pentacle and the words were dl inscribed at both crime scenes. As Detective
Storm aready told you, the victim's blood was used to draw the symbol and letters.
This would be one of the deviations I mentioned a moment ago. The other would be
that instead of using wine or water for the spell, the killer once again used the
victim's blood... The fact that this was done, shows that this second ritud was
performed after the murder. This correlates with the fact that an Expiation Spell is
used as something of a 'self-atonement' rituad—smilar to penance given in a
confessional. This leads me to believe that the killer is feding remorse for what he's
done, and is seeking to relieve the guilt.

"Next dide." Once again the projector rotated the tray and displayed the gridy
image of Karen Barnes' mutilated corpse. "The method of killing has involved ritua
flaying in both cases, followed by cutting the throat in the case of Arid Tanner, and
remova of the heart in the case of Karen Barnes."

"What's the point?* avoice asked. "Is he some kind of sadist or something?'

"While that wouldn't surprise me,”* | answered, "the point behind skinning the
victim is to bring them to a heightened sense of pain and fear before their death.
From what | have been able to research, our killer appears to be attempting to
invoke, or cdl forth, some spirit or daemon. This, he apparently believes, requires a
human sacrifice, and requires that the sacrifice be aware of the process. Whatever it
Isthat he desires to cdl forth apparently feeds on pain and fear."

"| thought you said you Witches didn't do shit like that," another voice came out
of the dark.

"We don't," | replied. "Like| said, he isn't a Witch."
"Then where's he coming up with this stuff?' the same voice asked.

"Fiction," | answered. "Horror movies. That and any number of texts available on
the subject of Black Magic. Both accurate and inaccurate. It wouldn't surprise me to



find alittle of the Spanish Inquisition mixed in as well."

"So," adifferent voice piped in, "what you're sayin' is that dl thisis just a ration
of shit, and he's just a sick bastard goin' around killing people.”

"Yes and no," | returned. "I definitely agree with the 'sick bastard' part of your
comment, but his rituas aren't just some 'ration of shit' as you put it. First off, a
ritud is nothing more and nothing less than you make it. It isaway of focusing one's
energies, and it can be something that you make up yoursdlf. It doesn't have to be
some pre-prescribed set of instructions that were written by someone else.”

"Hold the phone,” another voice chimed in the dark. "You arent actudly
suggesting that this wacko is going to bring some beast or demon here from hel or
something are you?'

"What I'm suggesting,” | told them, "is that arituad is used to focus one's energies
to make something happen—Ilike praying, or the chants that monks sing. If you're
asking if | personaly believe that he's going to invoke something, just let me say that
| think there are forces out there that are better |eft alone and well leaveit at that."

| waited wordlessly while my last statement soaked in. There were a few whispers
among the group, but to my surprise, no recurrence of the earlier heckling, so |
continued. "Now, | redize | haven't redly told you much about the killer, and
unfortunately, I'm not able to do much more than speculate based on the existing
evidence.

"First, as | said, he's not a Witch, but he appears to be intimatey familiar with
The Craft. He might have been a member of a coven at one time or another, but if he
actudly practiced, | would think it more likdy that he was solitary. It's possible that
his knowledge of Wicca was or is derived mainly from literature available at amost
any bookstore.

"Second. Because of the lack of various components, | have reason to believe
that Arid Tanner's murder was done out of his need to practice his ritua. Karen
Barnes may wel have been an actual performance of the sacrifice. | can't be
absolutely positive about that because as | told you, he's making up his own ritua
here. The basic components of it tell me generdly what he's trying to do, but so far,
he's |eft nothing behind that points me to anything specific. Based on what was done
to Karen Barnes, my guess would be that it was the red thing for him, but | don't
believe he's finished. Until he at least perceives that he has conjured whatever or
whomever he seeks, then he will continue to execute the ritual.

"Point three. As depicted in thisimage, the skin was removed from the victim with
notable precision considering we believe that the instrument used to accomplish the
task is what's know as a Dirk. For those of you unfamiliar with the name, it is a
double-edge European dagger that is about six-inches long. Arie Tanner owned one
for use in Wiccan Rituals. It was missing from her gpartment. Someone able to do
this probably has some experience at it and has more than likdy skinned an animd or
two."

| could hear scribbling in the dark. | may not have reached dl of them, but at least



some of them were taking notes, and that bolstered my confidence amost
Immediately.

"Findly. This individud is meticulous about his rituads. The flaying, the
inscription, the use of a purification incense. He took his time, and made sure he
followed aregimen he had set for himsalf. This is going to indicate someone deeply
involved in ritud and ceremony.

"In both instances, he made it a point to prop open the door to the house, or
building where he committed the murder. This may indicate that he wants the bodies
found as quickly as possible. Couple that with the Expiation Spell, and | would
theorize that he wants to be caught and punished. He is seeking not only atonement
from himself, but from the world as well."

"“If the asshole wants to get caught, why doesn't he just turn himsdf in?' came
another query.

"My guess would be that he would consider that too easy,” | replied. "I don't
know. Like | said before, I'm not a psychologist, I'm just here to interpret the
symbols and ritud for you. The rest is pure speculation. Lights please... "

The lights came up in the room, and | heard Felicity switch off the bulb on the
projector, though she left the fan running in order to cool it down. It droned on in
the otherwise somber room.

"That's redly dl that | have for now. | know it's not much," | told them, making
my way back to the rostrum. "I will be in contact with Detective Storm and will let
him know if I'm able to glean anything else from dl of this. Are there any more
guestions?’

"Yeah," one of the detectives in the center of the room spoke up, "I'm curious
about something. Ain't you's'posed to be caled a Warlock?*

"Big fan of Bewitched were you?' | chuckled, feding the mood in the room
lighten at his query. "No, | an a Witch. The definition of warlock is'liar or breaker
of promises. The word has also been used to describe a practitioner of 'The Black
Arts, @ther of which | am most definitely not. If you want to get right down to it,
I'm redlly just a person like any of you, only | happen to be of a different religion.”

“It's heresy. | don't care what you say." The statement was punctuated by a
notebook damming shut, and a chair screeching on linoleum.

The voice had issued from a man everyone recognized. Detective Arthur McCann
stood up and strode toward the door. He had been a valued member of the County
Police Department for as long as anyone cared to remember. He was the
prototypical good guy, and esteemed member of his church. | had known him wdl a
few years back when | helped out waiting tables in the smdl family diner my mother
had owned and where he had been a regular customer. These days, he appeared in
the paper often, a one-man task force bent on the eradication of the Wiccan Religion
and Occult practices in Saint Louis. It was his beief that anything which didn't
include his God was nothing more than a cult, and therefore evil. He was not about
to listen to anything different.



"If you ingst on having a Witch involved in this investigation... " He turned as he
reached the door, fixing his gaze on Ben, who was standing next to me. "Then | will
have no part of it."

"Arthur,” | stated evenly, "how many times have | told you, good is good and
bad is bad. I've done nothing bad."

"You speak heresy," he spat back angrily. "You go againgt the word of God."

“I'm sorry you fed that way," | returned. "And it bothers me that it hasn't been
that long ago that you thought | was a pretty good guy... Until you found out my
religion that is."

He didn't answer, his face just grew redder and he stormed out of the room,
angrily damming the door behind him.

While | could ill detect a definite lack of enthusiasm for my presence in the
Investigation by the rest of the members of the Mgor Case Squad, there had been no
more outbursts for the rest of the briefing. We Ieft the frenetic activity behind as Ben
escorted us out of the building, dropping off our visitor's badges with the desk
Sergeant before exiting into the bright sunlit day. The smal, nomadic media city
from the night before had positioned itself in front of City Hal, and local televison
personalities were vying for positions from which to do their live reports.

"L ooks like a goddammed airhead convention out there," Ben spat as we walked.

The sun was beating down hard on the pavement, and combined with the
moisture from the previous night's rain, we had the makings of a legendary Saint
Louis summer day. The humidity was thick in the atmosphere, and the stiliness of
the ar made the ninety-four degrees on the thermometer seem less than accurate.
Fdicity peeled off her light jacket and arranged it over the back of her seat when we
arrived at the jeep.

"I have to tdl you," | said to him as | stowed the dide projector and tray, "it went
much better than | expected.”

"Yeah, but what was that crap with McCann? | didn't know you knew each
other."

"A while ago," | answered. "Back when Mom had that diner. | helped out waiting
tables, and got to know him then."

"Oh yeah," he said. He had been to the diner many times himsdlf. “"So | guess he's
outta here."

"Looked that way," | said, haphazardly tossing my own jacket into the jegp and
getting a stern look from Fdicity. "So, why didn't you say anything about R.J.?"
Knowing my wife's expressions, | retrieved the jacket and hung it properly over the
back of the passenger seat.

"Pretty much because I'm working on a hunch," he explained. "Y ou see, the way



| look at it, everybody starts with ten bricks in ther pile. As the investigation
progresses, some of the bricks get moved into the suspicious sash guilty pile, and
the rest stay right where they were and don't bother anybody. Right now, I'd say
R.J.'s only managed to move a coupl€'a his bricks over to the suspicious pile."

"When were you planning to talk to him?' | queried.
"| kinda figured on paying him avisit alittle later this afternoon."
"What's the plan with Devon?"

"We're gdittin' on his house, and | got a basic description from his cousin out on
the streets," Ben answered.

"Hey," Fdicity interrupted, "in case you two haven't noticed, it's hot and muggy
out here, not to mention that I'm the only one standing here in heels.”

"Point taken," | told her, and then looked back at Ben. "Do you have alittle free
time to get usin to the Karen Barnes murder scene?’

"Y eah, why?' he asked.

"I'd like to play a hunch of my own," | answered. "l want to make sure | didn't
miss something last night."

CHAPTER 10

Leaving the parking lot proved to be much more of a nuisance than | originaly
expected. We were exiting ahead of Ben, and the moment our Jeep rounded the
corner of the building, the drive was blocked by a swarm of reporters and
cameramen. Fdicity pressed lightly on the accelerator, inching us through the mob as
they thrust microphones a our windows and barked questions made unintdligible by
the din of them dl speaking at once. Viewing the spectacle, it was impossible to miss
Brandee Street, short skirt, trendy har and manicured nails as she ruthlesdy
insnuated herself between the others.

"Mister Gant," she shouted over the uproar. "What exactly is your role in this
investigation?"'

Even with the windows up, and the air conditioner cranked as high as it would go,
| could still hear her singsong voice. | ignored her and reached over to turn up the
radio.

"Mister Gant." She was shuffling dong a my window as we inched forward. "Is
it true the police have caled you in to communicate with the spirits of the victims?"

Suddenly, the crowd parted, and the reason became instantly clear as we saw the
flashing red lights and uniformed officers executing much needed crowd control.



With a quick glance in ether direction, Fedlicity shifted gears and gunned the engine,
letting out a short squeal from the tires as she propelled us away from the bedlam. |
turned and looked out the back window, and saw Ben's van behind us, emergency
bubble light flashing on the corner of the roof. Once we merged with traffic, it
switched off, and | saw him reach out and pull it inside.

"Awfully determined young lady, wasn't she?' Fdicity asked as we came to a
stop at atraffic light.

"You could cdl it that," | answered. "Ben yanked her chain last night, and she
threw her microphone a him."

"You're kidding," she stated increduloudly.
"Nope. Not kidding. She launched it a him, but she missed.”
"What did he do to her to get that kind of response?"’

The light changed, and Fdicity nudged the Jeep forward into the intersection, and
then hooked into a left turn.

"Apparently there's some kind of long running adversarial relationship between the
two of them," | answered. "She follows him around chasing stories, and he won't
give her the time of day. Last night he took the microphone out of her hand and
unplugged it, then handed it back to her."

"Serves him right then."
"What do you mean?' | questioned.
"Never make awoman angry then hand her something to throw at you."

The smdl cinder block building in the back of the park was cordoned off and
locked up just as | had expected. We parked our vehicles, and followed the same
path we had last evening, this time without the rain and organized pandemonium of
the crime scene investigation. Ben produced a key and opened up the restroom.

The pungent aroma of the charred sage and rose oil dill hung fantly in the air,
mixing with the sharp and musty odors of old disinfectant, damp concrete, and the
coppery smell of blood. The heavy door swung dowly shut behind us, creaking on
hinges badly in need of ail.

"Once the crime scene unit clears this place," Ben told us, "someone is going to
have a hdl of a mess to clean up.”

Darkening stains smeared the floor where Karen Barnes body had laid. Spatters
of blood spread forth, rusting from bright crimson to a dull reddish brown. Smooth
surfaces, such as the basin and walls nearby, were greyed by the powders that had
been used in the futile attempt to find fresh fingerprints, and dl but the smallest
shards of the shattered mirror had been removed from the scene.

"It's cold in here," Fdlicity stated, hugging hersdlf and shivering dightly.



"Whaddaya mean cold?' Ben asked in disbelief. "It's close to a hundred degrees
out here."

"Not that kind of cold,” she told him. "The cold of death. It's strong enough for
me to fed it."

"So you're gonna go dl spooky on me too," he said, then turned his attention to
me. "What are you looking for in here?

| walked around the interior of the restroom dowly and slently. | had no earthly,
or even unearthly, idea what | was looking for. | only knew that something had
suddenly begun to gnaw at the back of my brain. A relentless nagging that told me |
had missed something that had been staring me straight in the face the night before.

"l don't know," | answered. "But if it's here, I'm going to find it."

| continued to shuffle around the smal room, intently inspecting walls and fixtures
that had aready been perused by eyes more prying than mine. | could fed the same
coldness Felicity had mentioned, and gave a barely noticeable shiver as it danced
subtly up my spine.

"Did | say anything last night when | spaced out?' | asked aloud.

"No." Benrecalled, "Y ou just kinda went blank and stared off. Y ou weren't zoned
for long before | decided to snap you out of it... With what Fdlicity said and 4dl...
Yaknow... "

“It'sdl right," | told him. "l understand."
"Why do you think you might have said something?' he queried.

"Just athought,” | replied, sill making my way around the stdlls. "I've just got this
nagging feding that | missed something." | glanced over a him. "And for some
reason, | think that something might be important.”

"Wadll, guys,” Fdlicity spoke up, "my feet are killing me. I'm going to run out to
the Jeep and see if my tennis shoes are in my gym bag."

My wife started for the door with a deliberate turn. The gritty shuffle of her shoe
soles againgt the concrete was rapidly followed by a sharp tinkling sound as she
inadvertently kicked a small piece of the broken mirror, sending it skittering across
the floor.

"HOLD IT!" | exclamed. "Don't move."
She froze. Ben froze. | froze.
"What isit?' Felicity finaly whispered.

The sound triggered a memory, the memory induced a thought, and the thought
congealed inmy brain as | closed my eyes and listened to an imaginary pane of glass
shatter insde my head. Slowly, | opened my eyes and looked to my wife, then to
Ben.

"The mirror," | told them.
"You told us why you thought he broke it last night,” Ben stated. "Something



about not wanting to trap whatever he was caling up, or something like that."
"I know," | returned, "but that's not what I'm talking about."
"Then what?' Fdicity asked as she relaxed her stance.

"If Karen Barnes was standing in front of the mirror when she was attacked," |
began.

"Then she might have seen the killer's reflection,” she finished for me, light
dawning in her eyes.

"Excuse me," Ben interjected, "but Karen Barnes is not going to be giving any
eyewitness descriptions. In case you've forgotten, she's dead.”

"Thisistrue" | told him, "however, | might be able to do the same thing with her
that | did with Aridl."

"Channd her?" Fdlicity exclamed. "Don't you think that's alittle too dangerous?’
"Not if you help me," | replied.

"Whoa," Ben interjected, "this isn't one of those things where you could die or
something isit?'

"Yesitis" Fdicity turned to him quickly. "If it isn't done correctly."
"Wdl | dunno then... "

"Hey," | interrupted them both, "the operative phrase there is ‘done correctly'. If
you help me," | indicated to my wife, "and we take some precautions, | shouldn't
have anything to worry about."

"What precautions?' Ben queried.

"An anchor on this plane, for one,” | answered. "Getting me the hel out of there
before the moment of death for another.”

They both looked a me asif | had totaly lost my mind. | knew it was because
they were worried about the possible consequences, and to be honest, | was
too—nbut | was also bound and determined to proceed with the idea.

"We have to stop this S.O.B.," | told them. "If doing this could keep him from
killing someone else, then | would never forgive mysdlf if | didn't go ahead with it. |
don't think the two of you could either."

They fel slent, first looking a me, then each other, then back to me, and findly,
to the floor.

"I'm going to go change shoes," Felicity eventudly said. "If we're going to do
this, | plan on being as comfortable as possible." With that, she pulled the door
open and headed for the Jeep.

She had only been gone a few moments when Ben broke his thoughtful silence.
He broadcast his current state of mind by smoothing back his hair and letting out a
short sigh.

"You know," he spoke, holding his hand at the back of his neck, "even if you do



'see’ something, it's inadmissible as evidence. There's no way | can trot you in to the
D.A. and say 'here's an eyewitness... You redize that don't you?"

"I know," | answered, "but if | see something and it gives us a clue, or some
place to start looking, it's worth the risk."

"l can't ask you to do this."

"You're not," | told him. "I'm volunteering."

"So," he shuffled about in place, "how long is this going to take?"'

"If it dl goes as planned, it shouldn't take more than ten minutes or so."
"What can | do to help?

"Make sure no one disturbs us," | paused for a moment. "And | wouldn't be
opposed to you keeping your fingers crossed.”

The door once again creaked open, and Felicity reentered minus the pumps, and
gporting her aerobics sneakers.

"l don't want to hear it," she told us as she came through the door. "l know the
shoes don't match the ouitfit, but they're comfortable. So, how do you want to do
this?'

"Ben," | turned back to him, "if youll just watch the door, and take notes if
necessary... "

"You got it," he replied, backing up to the door and taking out his notebook.

| took a position near the washbasin, and motioned for Fdicity to join me. |
selected this point in the room for its obvious proximity to the once intact mirror.
The smple fact was that | wasn't necessarily ecstatic about what | was going to do
ether. | wanted to be in and out as quickly as possible, so | planned to use every
advantage available. If my idea worked, physically positioning mysef here would
dlow me to enter the vison close to the point | wanted to see, and then get out
quickly, before Karen Barnes took me into death with her.

"Simple cone,” | told my wife. "Raise it, and project a rope. One end of it should
be around my waist, and you should have the other end. I'll try to stay with you, but
if necessary, I'm going to let mysdlf fully immerse in the regression, so it's up to you
to pull me out if you sense that I'm in trouble... Y ou gonna be able to handle this?"

"Let's do it," she replied, nodding in assent.

We joined hands, left pam up, right pam down. Fdlicity and | relaxed in unison,
our breathing fdling easily into sync. We had cast many a circle together, just she
and |, and this process had become nothing if not automatic. We both centered
ourselves, and grounded with the earth, feding ethered forces swirl about us in an
ever growing, ever tightening, choreographed helix. Energy began flowing from her
left arm, and into my right. It rushed throughout my body, coursing through
muscles, arteries, veins, and nerves, and worked its way around until it completed
the circuit, flowing out of my left am and into Felicity's right. The connection
continued, rapidly increasing, until the current appeared to us as a solid blur.



| began imagining a rope fixed securely about my waist, the free end anchored
here in the physical plane, held fast by my wife. | knew she would be imagining
something very smilar within her own mind as well. The image solidified, and it was
time for me to go.

"Are you ready?' | whispered.
“I'm ready." Felicity answered, her own voice low.

"Do me a favor and don't let go," | told her, then dlowed my inner sdf to fdl
backwards into the void.

Colors came and went in a tumultuous blizzard, much as they had when | had
done this at Arid's apartment. Sound slowed, and faded, mdting into the darkness,
then returned as a loud rushing in my ears. Light poured in and the scene before me
began to coalesce. It formed in harsh blacks and whites, like a picture on a televison
screen with the contrast turned to maximum. The brightness dowly dimmed, and
color flooded into the apparition until it achieved an appearance of something just
the other side of normal.

"Buster, settle down, " her voice, my voice, our voice was saying.

A Jack Russell Terrier is dancing around our ankles. We're trying to sidestep
him, as he rings the leash around our legs.

"Buster, sit!" our voice orders the small dog.
He sits and holds one paw up. He whines lightly.

We're turning on the water now. The handle on the faucet squeaks. How many
times have we heard that before? It's such a familiar sound. We've been here
before. We are washing our hands now, Buster is still whining.

A sound. The door is creaking; someone else is coming in to use the restroom.
We hope she doesn't have a dog with her, Buster will freak out. We're turning off
the water. Buster is growling. She must have a dog with her.

"Buster, stay!" our voice orders him.

WEl be out of here in just a second. DEAR GOD, what's happening? Let me
go!l What are you doing? We are struggling. Someone has grabbed us from
behind. Buster is barking. Stop that! There is something over our face now. It
smells strange. Our ears are ringing. We're weak. The room is getting dark.

Look in the mirror Karen, | told her, mysalf, or whatever we had become.

He let go. We have to turn around. We have to run. We're falling. No, push up
on the basin. The room is spinning. Ouch, something stuck us on the arm. We're
pushing up on the basin. Our knees are weak. We have to stand up. We're looking
at the mirror. What is that over our shoulder? It's moving. Who is that?



| strained to see through Karen Barnes eyes the reflection in the mirror. |
concentrated and let mysdlf enter into the vision with dl my being.

Darkness.
Slence.

My head is killing me, what happened? | can't move. This bed is hard. Light. |
can see. Wait a minute. I've been here before. This isn't home, it's... | can't
remember. I've been here before though. Where's Buster? Why can't | move? My
arms are numb. | wish | could move them. What's going on? Who am |?

Did | just see someone move? Who are you? Where are you? Where am |?

What is that smell? It's strange. I've never smelled anything quite like it before.
It'slike... It's like burning roses. My head is really killing me. Where's Buster?

I'm in the park. I'm in the restroom in the park! Now | remember. Someone
grabbed me. My God, am | paralyzed? Somebody help me.

Who am I? Karen? Yes, that's it. I'm Karen.

That movement again. | can hear something. Something shuffling. What is it?
Wait a minute. There's something over my mouth. Why is there something covering
my mouth. A rapist. I'm being attacked by a rapist! Please, somebody come in and
help me. Somebody stop him.

Where is my husband? He isn't home yet. Somebody help me. Where is Buster?
My head is killing me. Please somebody help me. Don't let him rape me.

What is that? Something is on top of me. No, SOMEONE is on top of me. What
are you doing? Don't rape me, please don't rape me. Why are you wearing that
robe ? What is that in your hand? Your eyes, | can see your eyes. I've never seen
eyes that grey. They're so cold.

NOooo!

He's cutting me. My skinis on fire.
NOooo!

Pain. Pain beyond all.

Fear.

Darkness.

What is that tugging at me? Who am |I? Karen? No, that's not right, Karen's
dead... If Karen is dead then who am I? There's that tugging again. It's coming from
my waist. A rope. I'm tied to a rope. Who is that? She's pretty. What beautiful red
hair she has. What is that she's saying? | can't hear you. Speak louder. Do you know
who | am? Are you the one that is pulling on the rope?



Fdling.
Darkness.

Light.

He's still on top of me. How long was | passed out? It couldn't have been long if
he's still here. Dear God | hurt. My chest is burning. What is that pressure? Why
Is this happening? Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, Thy
kingdom come... NOooo!

Pain.

Ouch! What are you doing? It hurts when you pull on that rope so hard. I've seen
you before. You have such pretty hair. What? Y ou want me to come to you? Why?
Do you know who | am? | thought | was Karen but Karen is dead. Why are you so
upset? I'm very tired. Maybe | should just go to sleep.

Darkness.
Light.

Fear.

Pain.

Terror.

Darkness. Cold endless darkness.

| was intrigued by the sight before me. | wasn't entirdly sure how | was managing
to float above it in mid air, but | was comfortable, and the mechanics of it were the
farthest thing from my mind. Ben and Fdicity were knedling on the floor, and my
friend was checking the pulse on a body sprawled between them. They looked very
grim, and seemed upset.

"Rowan, follow my voice."

| heard my wife cdl to me, but | never saw her lips move. | wondered why she
couldn't see me; | was floating right above her.

"He hasn't got a pulse!" Ben exclaimed. "I'm going to start CPR."

'Who hasn't got a pulse? | thought. | needed to see whom they were huddled
over.

"No!" Fdicity told him. "Not yet, thisisn't what you think it is."



"Rowan, | know you're there. I'm pulling the rope as hard as | can. Help me!
Follow my voice."

Once again, Felicity's melodious voice echoed in my ears, but her lips never
parted. | floated alittle closer. | had to see who was lying on the floor between them.

"Are you fucking nuts, Fdicity?' Ben exclamed loudly. "He's dying! His fucking
heart stopped beating!"

"Dammit Ben," she shot back at him wildly. "I know what I'm doing, and your
interruptions aren't helping!"

"Rowan! Help me dammit! Follow my voice! "

Ben jerked back in surprise from my wild-eyed wife. | don't think he had ever
truly experienced her temper until now. | looked down between them as the space
opened enough for me to see. The body on the floor had a very familiar face. Brown
hair. Bearded. A smdl scar on his forehead. Exactly like a scar | had on my own
forehead. It dowly dawned on me that | was looking at myself.

"Rowan!"

There was a sharp tug a my waist. | began faling. White noise filled my ears. |
fdt a sharp burst of pain through my chest, and | began hungrily gasping for air. |
opened my eyes and looked up to see Ben and Fdicity staring back a me. Ben
shook his head as if he had just witnessed a miracle and let out a long sigh. Felicity's
lips parted in a dight smile as she stroked my forehead.

"Welcome back," she said.
"Thanks for not letting go," | whispered.

CHAPTER 11

The hot bright sun flooded the landscape, beating down upon us from the clear
sky and broiling the last drops of moisture from the ground. By late afternoon, no
one would be able to tdl that it had rained the night before. | was ditting on the back
of Feicity's Jeep drinking the remains of a lemon flavored sport drink she had kept



in her gym bag. The drink was hot, and tasted horrible. Its acidic tang dightly burned
the back of my tongue and my throat as | swallowed. | had tried to refuse the
beverage; my wife however, inssted | drink it dl in order to replenish the electrolytes
inmy body.

My eyes were ill adjusting to the glare as | watched Ben and Felicity in silence. |
remembered the entire incident clearly. The two of them were shuffling about
nervously, making it a point to avoid one another, not saying a word or even making
eye contact. Every now and then one of them would ask me how | was doing, and
Ben even asked me several times if he should take me to the hospital. | finished the
last of the sport drink with a gulp, and screwed the lid tightly back onto the plastic
container, then tossed it over my shoulder into the rear of the Jeep.

"Are you two going to kiss and make up?' | findly asked.
Ben and Fdicity both stopped in ther tracks and looked a me suspicioudly.

"Yeah," | told them. "I heard you two snap at each other. | may not have been in
my body at the time, but | was in the room."

"So look," Ben started, looking down at the ground, "I'm not redly used to this
kinda stuff, Fdicity. I... "

"You don't have to say it, Ben," Fdlicity interrupted. "We were both on edge. If
we should be mad a anyone it's him," she motioned to me, "not each other."

"Wait aminute,” | protested, "l wasn't involved in your little spat."

"l beg to differ,” my wife informed me. "Just exactly who was laying in there with
no pulse? | told you it was dangerous.”

"She's right, Rowan," Ben chimed in. "I thought you were dead, and for what?'
"Grey eyes," | told them.

"Excuse me?' Felicity intoned.

"Grey eyes," | repeated. "The killer has got grey eyes. | saw them."

"So you actudly did see something?' Ben queried as he flipped out his
ever-present notebook.

"Just the eyes," | answered. "He was either very careful about being seen, or he
was very lucky."

"That's something | don't quite understand,” Ben stated.
"What's that?' Felicity asked.

"Why would he care?' he continued. "It's not like his victims can give an
eyewitness description.”

"Fear,” | stated smply. "l think that might be why he props the doors open too."
They both stared at me blankly, asif | had lost them.

“Think about it," | proceeded. "When my body shut down in there, my spirit or
soul, whatever you prefer, left. But it didn't go very far, obvioudly, because |



watched you two argue about giving me CPR. That's what turned me on to this idea.
| think the killer not only feels remorse, but fear as wel. He performs the Expiation
Spell for forgiveness, and he props the door open so his victim's spirit can leave.”

"I dill don't see the connection with hiding his face from the victims" Ben
puzzled.

"He fears retribution from the spirits of his victims," Felicity interjected, redizing
what | was trying to explain. "He keeps his identity hidden so they can't find him."

"Y ou mean to tell me he thinks the ghosts of his victims will come after him for
revenge?' Ben asked increduloudly. "That's nuts. That's just plain nuts.”

"It dl depends on what you believe, Ben," | told him.

"What about the fact that he killed her out here in the park?' he protested. "It
seems like that would fit more with the 'wanting to get caught' theory you
mentioned."

"I don't know why he killed her out here,” | replied. "I just know what | fed, and
what | fed right now is that he's propping the doors open to let the victims spirits
escape."

"Thisis a pretty secluded section of the park," Fdicity interjected as she shaded
her eyes and looked around. "Y ou've got the wooded area with the fitness trail, but
that's about it. Most of the activity would be taking place closer to the front of the
park where the pavilions and bdl fields are."

"Jeezus this is one twisted fuckhead," Ben muttered.

"We knew that already,” | told him.

"Does R.J. have grey eyes?' Fdlicity asked.

"Not that | recal," | replied, "but | can't say that | paid that much attention."
"l ill want to talk to him anyway," Ben stated flatly.

Ben's comment was followed by an awkward pause as his suspicion had once
agan reared its omnipresent head.

"So why don't we head over to the house," Fdicity finaly suggested, bresking the
slence. "It's cooler and there's fresh herb sun teaiin the fridge."

"Sounds great to me," | intoned, "besides, that's where my cigars are.”
“I'm with you," Ben added.
Fdicity rolled her eyes and went around the Jeep to climb into the driver's sest.

Fdlicity was changing into shorts and a tee shirt while Ben and | set fire to a pair
of cigars out on the back deck. | was just finishing the fina adjustments to the patio
umbrella when she came out to join us, preceded by our two bounding canines. She
set a tray containing glasses and a pitcher of iced tea on the table, and then lithdy



draped hersdlf in a chair to join us.

It was il early afternoon, and the temperature had not yet begun to decline. The
ar remained thick with humidity, but there was a dight breeze, and as long as we
stayed relaxed in the shade, the clime was at least tolerable.

"So | made a couple of cals on the way over here" Ben announced, helping
himsdf to the tea. "Seems Deckert managed to dig some info up on Devon
Johnston."

"Have they found him?' | asked, taking my turn with the pitcher and pouring a
glass for my wife,

"Not yet," he continued, "but we're ill looking."

"What did Detective Deckert come up with?' Felicity asked, taking a sip of her
drink.

"Found Johnston's parents,” Ben answered, "or his mother anyway. His dad is
deceased.”

"Why did it take until today?' | queried. "Not that I'm being critical."

"Illinais license," he replied. "We were just searching the Missouri DMV records
initidly. His mom lives in Urbana, and apparently that's where he grew up. He just
never switched his driver's license over. But, that's not the interesting part. It seems
that one Mister Devon Johnston was recently dismissed from his position as a
Medical Technician with Mercy Hospital... and according to his records with the
Divisgon of Motor Vehicles, he has grey eyes.”

"So that should take the heat off of R. J." Fdicity stated.

"Not redly,” Ben told her, "it just gives me another asshole who's moved one of
his bricks into the suspicious pile to worry about. Granted, his bricks are a little
heavier than R.J.'s.”

"Seems to me they should be alot heavier," | interjected.

"Like |l said,"” Ben blew out a stream of smoke, "the information you get from one
of your visons doesn't do a damn bit of good in a courtroom. If it gives us a lead,
gredt, but | sill have to come up with hard evidence. Hell, | don't even know why |
believe you. This isn't exactly an everyday method of investigation you know."

"Maybe because you're an open-minded individual," Fdicity chimed. "Whether
you want to admit it or not."

"Yeah," he agreed, "but sometimes, | still fed like | might be a little nuts to go for
some of this stuff."

| knew exactly what Ben meant; | had even been known to be a bit skeptical
mysdlf in earlier years. | had been a practitioner of The Craft for dl of my adult life,
and though | had come to accept the things my otherworldly senses would tel me, |
could Hill be surprised. As someone unfamiliar with the supernatural talents of the
mind, this had to be very hard for him. | had to admit, he was holding up better than
most.



| took advantage of the momentary silence to watch our dogs a play in the
sun-soaked backyard. They tumbled and rolled with one another, tails wagging in a
ddighted frenzy as they wrestled, oblivious to the horror we three humans were
being forced to contemplate. | sometimes wished | could be just as unmindful.

"Any ideas where Devon might be?' | queried, ending the self-imposed reticence.

"Nada,” Ben answered with a dight, somewhat animated shrug. "His mother
hasn't heard from him in six months, or so she says. We've got somebody stting on
her place too, just in case. We checked with his former co-workers, and it appears
like he's a bit of a loner. None of them redly got to know him that well, and from
what was said, they redly didn't care to ether."

"What about Cdly?' Felicity intoned. "He called her once. Do you think he might
try to contact her again?'

"We have to hope that shell tel us if he does," he returned. "We're watching her
place, but if he calls her, or meets her somewhere else well probably missit.”

"Can't you follow her?' | asked.

"Not enough evidence at this point." Ben turned his attention to me. "Last thing
we need is to get nailed for harassment.”

Ben paused as he puffed on his cigar, and quietly watched the hummingbirds
assault a hanging feeder like WWII era airplanes in a spectacular dogfight. Eventualy
he reached up and began smoothing his hair. Feicity and | looked at each other, then
back to him, as we were both intimately familiar with the gesture.

"So let me ask you something,” he findly spoke.
"Shoot," | returned.

"You said something about this creep taking Karen Barnes heart with him so he
could ‘finish the ritual’. What was that dl about?’

“It's part of the sacrifice," | explained, "and what he does with it is entirey
dependent upon what he is trying to accomplish. He might burn it, or he might bury
it... Hdl, he might eat it."

"l was afraid you were going to say something like that," he mumbled.

"l wish | could say for sure, but I'm ill not entirely clear on what he's trying to
do." I continued with a frustrated sigh. "To be honest, something about his whole
ritud is bothering me."

"How so?' Felicity asked.

"The energy at the crime scene."

"What energy?' she queried, confused. "I didn't fed anything except death.”
"Exactly,” | replied.

"What are you two taking about?' Ben interjected his question, coming fully
upright in his seat, and paying rapt attention.



"Whenever a Witch, or practitioner of Magick does something, an invocation for
example," | explained, "he or she leaves behind residua energy. Kind of a left over
that just floats around until it dissipates.”

"So what's your point?' he pressed.
"That excess energy wasn't there," Fdicity stated. "Neither of usfdt it."

"l was at that scene within hours of the murder,” | told him, "and we were there
agan today. That energy should hang around for a good long time, but there's
nothing there. Just the energies given off by Karen Barnes. Her fear, pain, and
especidly her death.”

"Okay," Ben replied dowly, "so I'd still appreciate it if you could tell me what this
IS supposed to mean.”

"Maybe nothing," | answered. "There could be a few different explanations, like
maybe he just went through the physical motions, but didn't actuadly perform the
ritud as he should have. It's just something that kind of bothers me."

"So it's not alead or anything like that."
"No. At least | don't think so."

Ben returned his attention to the cigar held loosaly between his fingers, then
relaxed and leaned back in his seat. It was obvious that he was on edge, and | was
certain that alack of deep was partidly to blame.

"When's the last time you had a decent night's sleep, Ben?' Fdicity asked him,
following my thoughts as if | had spoken them aloud.

"l think it was sometime during winter about three years ago,” he answered
facetioudly.

"Do you redly need to tak to R.J. today?' | questioned.
"Couldn't that wait till tomorrow?"

"Probably. Why?"'

"You need deep, Ben," my wife stated matter-of-factly.

"Yeah, chief," | agreed. "No offense intended, but you're dl edgy, and you look
like someone ran over you with a truck."

"Your hedth is going to start suffering,” Felicity intoned. "You can't keep going
like this. You redly need to decompress.”

"Yeah... | know," he answered with asigh. "I haven't seen my wife face to face in
nearly a week. Shit, she told me this morning on the phone that the little guy asked
her if Daddy dill lived there.”

"Go home, Ben," | told him. "Go home and hug your kid, kiss your wife, and
have a med with your family. Then get some sleep.”

"l haven't got the time," he objected.
"Unless you have some kind of secret information that you haven't told us about,"



| admonished, "you aren't going to catch this guy tonight. You need some sleep,
man. Besides, it's not just you working this case. The entire Mgor Case Squad is on
it now."

"Yeah, yeah, you're right." He sumped more noticeably in his chair. "But | ill
want to talk to the kid today. | think I'll deep better if | do."

"If that's what it takes, do it," | told him. "But get some rest either way, because
something tells me we haven't seen the end of this yet."

"What a cheerful thought," he mumbled.

Ben eventudly left us in search of R.J. Felicity and | spent a quiet afternoon
together trying not to think about seria killers, and of course, was unable to ponder
anything else. In an effort to put the subject out of our minds, we made a quick trip
to the store and returned with fresh yellow fin tuna steaks for the grill. Together with
amedley of vegetables from our garden, we made a light med, and after cleaning up
the dishes, generaly lazed about into the evening hours.

Stories of Arid Tanner and Karen Barnes murders flooded the airwaves as the
top story during the ten o'clock news on every station. Details about the crimes were
convoluted and misconstrued to the point that they were telling a different story on
each channel. The two points they dl agreed on were the nominative 'Satanic Seria
Killer', and the practice of flashing the newspaper photo of me on the screen.
Touching my thumb to the remote, | rolled back through the channels in the hope
they had found something else to tak about. | was giving serious consideration to
turning off the chattering box when a familiar face, other than my own, leapt out at
me from the screen. | swiftly reversed the direction of my scan, and came to rest on
that station.

Detective Arthur McCann's worry-lined face stared back a me, concern and
determination creasing his brow. Apparently he had just finished speaking as the
picture suddenly cut to a wide-eyed Brandee Street anxioudy clutching a
microphone. | punched up the volume a notch and settled in.

"Can you explain alittle more about the Wiccan Rdligion,” she asked him.

"Certainly," Arthur returned authoritatively. "This so-called religion is nothing
more than a fancy name for cult activities. The individuals involved undermine the
morals of our children, and recruit them into these cults. There they become
addicted to drugs, and often are the victims of sexua abuse.”

| had heard his speech before, but each and every time, | was amazed by what he
said. | found it hard to believe that an intelligent human being could be so blind to
the truth.

"Do you believe that one of these Wiccan Cultists is responsible for the bizarre
murders that have recently occurred?' Brandee's voice came again.

"Since I'm not involved in the investigation, | cannot directly comment, but | will



say that it wouldn't surprise me," he answered.

"You have been one of the leading authorities on cults within the Saint Louis
County Police Department for the past few years. Why aren't you involved with the
Magor Case Squad?"

"l resigned from the MCS this morning due to a shift in caseloads,” Arthur
succinctly replied.

'‘Way to go Arthur,’ | thought as | listened to his reply. ‘At least you engaged your
brain before opening your mouth this time.'

"Would your resignation have anything to do with the involvement of Rowan
Gant as a consultant to the Mgor Case Squad?' Brandee persisted.

"l have no comment on that." He continued his guarded, tactful stance.

"Mister Gant is a self-proclaimed Witch and practitioner of the Wiccan Religion,”
she pressed harder. "You yourself stated that this amounts to nothing more than a
cult.”

Arthur's face had reddened, and | could tdl that he desperately wanted to spill his
guts. He was dying to tel the world of the Police Department's moral decrepitude
due to my involvement. He probably even wanted to take a few verbal shots a me
personally. But Arthur McCann was only a few short years away from his pension,
and whatever his persona beliefs, he was Hill a dedicated cop.

"No comment,” he findly returned.

The picture changed back to the taking heads behind the anchor desk on the
stylized set. They began to banter back and forth, making what they believed to be
clever quips about me, and Witches in generd.

It wasn't long before | was thoroughly disgusted with the entire exposition and
switched the television off. Following my wife's example, | went to bed.

A distant scream.

Darkness.

Indigo Darkness.

A point of light far away.

A distant scream.

The light grows brighter. Larger. Closer.
| move toward the light.

The light stays beyond my reach.

Aviolent chord struck sharply upon an unearthly instrument. Grating tones that
seem to last forever, carrying themselves visibly aloft on directionless winds.
Sounds that can be seen as well as heard.



Aterrified scream.
Grey.
Damp, thick greyness.

It's raining. Not heavily, just a gentle mist. A light sprinkle raining down from a
gloomy grey sky.
"Rowan, so0 nice to see you again."

| turn to the voice and find Arid clad in white lace. She smiles at me then looks
upward. | try to speak, but have no voice. She looks up at the sky, the misty rain
lightly bathing her innocent smiling face. She looks back to my face, eyes smiling,
a strand of hair clinging damply to her cheek.

"It always rains here, " she says to me. "I don't know why. It's mostly just a
misty rain."

A dark figure rises from the grey nothingness behind her.

Afigure black as night.

Afigure wrapped in a hooded robe.

"Do you like the rain, Rowan?" Ariel asks me. "l do, but | think it rains too
much here. What do you think?"

Aflicker of light.

No, a reflection.

There is something in the dark figure's hand.

Once again | try to speak. | try to warn her. | scream a silent scream.

Her eyes grow large in sudden astonishment. Her lithe body jerks upward in a
violent spasm. A crimson stain spreads savagely across her breast.

I've seen this before.

| can't make it stop.

| can't look away.

"Why, Rowan?" she mouths wordlesdly. "Why?"
Indigo darkness.

A distant ceaseless scream.

" Why don't you make it stop, Rowan ? "

| turn again. Arid faces me, her lace gown streaked vermilion. Glassy eyes stare
unblinkingly at me. Her lips are frozen in a perpetual scream, yet only silence
moves past them.

"How can | make it stop, Ariel? Tell me." My voice halts and jerks, changing in
speed and pitch as if haphazardly pieced together.

"Please make it stop, Rowan?" Her pleading voice meets my ears.



Her lips never move.
Misty rain.

Grey misty rain.

An endless scream.

| don't know when the nightmare started, or even how long it lasted. It could have
begun mere moments after | closed my eyes, or for dl | knew, the last dumbering
seconds before reopening them. Logicaly, | knew that the entire sequence couldn't
have taken more than a few minutes at the most. Emotionadly, | was certain it had
lasted for hours.

Fdicity was ill deeping soundly when | awoke bathed in sweat and tangled
amost irremovably in the sheets. My heart was racing and | gasped hungrily for air
to feed it. Sowly, | withdrew myself from the damp snarl of the bed linens and
retrieved my 'Book of Shadows' from the nightstand next to me, then made my way
to the bathroom and closed the door. | switched on the light in an effort to chase
away my sudden irrational fear of the darkness, then perched mysdlf on the cooal tile
ledge surrounding the tub and began the task of relaxing. Fifteen minutes and three
cups of water later, my pulse and breathing findly returned to normal.

Pulling the ink pen from its loop in the cover, | opened the 'Book of Shadows),
my diary of dreams and thoughts, and proceeded to record every detail of the vison
| could remember while it was ill fresh in my mind. Every single thing | saw, no
matter how nonsensical. Every little nuance of my emotions, each and every diver of
information, | scribed within the pages of the book, until there was nothing left to
write.

Senseless fear fought to grip me once again as | doused the light and returned
quietly to the bedroom. | mentaly beat the emotion down, and after returning my
'‘Book of Shadows' to the nightstand, did into the bed next to my wife. | cuddied
next to her in search of comfort, and she shifted lazily as | slipped my arm around
her. | pressed mysdf to relax, and rested my cheek against her soft auburn hair,
drinking in its sweet scent. Before long, fatigue won out over irrationa panic, and |
floated easly into the world of sleep.

The clock on the nightstand read one forty-five A.M. when | rolled over and
peered Wearily at its glowing face. | was enveloped in a fog of hdf deep, and
struggled to grasp the concept of why | was awake a such an hour. A loud,
obnoxious clamor reached my ears, and then fdl slent. 1 closed my eyes and
decided | must be dreaming, then rolled over. The noise, now more clearly aringing
sound, filtered into my ears again, and was followed by Felicity's sharp ebow
poking mein the ribs.

"Get the phone," she mumbled from her own haf dream state.

| rolled back to face the nightstand, and groped for the recelver. When my
fumbling fingers findly located the device, | grasped it and lifted it from the cradle,



cutting off the noise mid-ring.
"Hello," | croaked, my voice permeated with sleep.
"Didn't wake you, did |7 Ben's tired voice came rhetoricaly from the earpiece.
"You're not in my driveway again are you?' | mumbled.

"No," hereplied. "But | can have a squad car there in about fifteen minutes if you
don't fed like driving."

"What's wrong?' | asked, quickly becoming more dert.
"Number three," was his only reply.

CHAPTER 12

| jotted down the address, and nudged Fdicity into wakefulness. After dragging
on apair of jeans and a button down shirt, | started a pot of coffee, and proceeded
to put on my socks and tennis shoes. By the time the coffee was finished brewing,
my wife had dressed and was ditting at the breakfast nook with her camera bag sung
over her shoulder.

"Y ou want some of this?' | asked her as | filled an oversized travel mug with the
hot black liquid.

"Isit decaf ?' she asked deepily.
"No. Sorry."
"I shouldn't then," she said with a dight yawn. "The doctor said | should avoid

caffeine what with the baby and dl. I've already broken that rule a couple of times
this weekend."

"Makes sense," | agreed. "Would you rather skip this and go back to bed? | can
go by myself."

"No. I'd rather go and see if we can catch this guy so we can dl go back to bed
and get some sleep."”

| tucked the address into my shirt pocket and snapped the lid onto the travel mug.
Upon opening the front door, we were greeted by dightly cooler temperatures than
earlier in the day, though the ar was Hill heavy with humidity. Moments later we were
on our way, my petite wife behind the whed!.

The clock was just clicking over to two-thirty A.M. when we rolled to a hat on
what should have been a quiet side street in the small suburb of Stone Knoll. The



scene was smilar to the methodic confusion | had experienced just one night before,
minus the rain. Felicity was quickly mesmerized by the flickering lights, and sat
momentarily transfixed until | rescued her from the stupor with a gentle nudge.

News vans were dready rolling in on the scene as we made our way past parked
patrol cars to the crux of the activity. A uniformed officer executing his duty
blocked our path as we neared the yellow tape that cordoned off the house.

"Youll have to move back folks" he stated evenly as he insinuated himsdf
between us and the end of the driveway. "Press isn't allowed in this area.”

Apparently we had been mistaken for members of the media, and | quickly
understood why when | remembered the bulky camera bag dung over my wife's
shoulder.

"We aren't with the press,” | told him. "I'm Rowan Gant, and this is my wife.
Fdicity. We were called here by Detective Benjamin Storm."

"Hold on just a second,” he returned with a nod, and then spoke into his radio
handset.

A few seconds later Detective Carl Deckert came out of the front door and
trundled down the driveway to the barricade where we stood.

"Rowan, Fdlicity," he greeted us, nodding at the officer who acknowledged and
extended a clipboard for us to sign in. Deckert waited patiently for us to finish, then

held up the tape so we could duck under, and shook our hands quickly as we
walked.

"Ben'sinside. Sorry no one was out here to meet you," he apologized. "But it's a
little on the busy side around here."

"That's understandable,” Felicity told him.
"So you're pretty sure it's the same guy?' | asked.

"Pretty sure," Deckert answered, pulling out surgica gloves and handing them to
us as we neared the door. "But there are some changes in the M.O. That's why
you're here."

"What kind of changes?'

Deckert opened his mouth to reply, then paused for a moment before continuing,
"I'd better let you see for yourself."

"You aways carry these things around in your pockets?' Fdlicity queried,
indicating the gloves as she drew them over her hands.

“In my line of work... " he shrugged, and then added with a grin, "Besides, my
brother-in-law owns a medical supply company so | get ‘em cheap.”

"Ground, center, and be careful,” | told my wife as | turned my attention to her.
"You're gonnafed alot of stuff flying a you, and if you don't watch it, you'll ‘zone
out'. Trust me, I've aready been through it. If you fed like you're headed for trouble,
get out."



"Okay," she nodded assent, and | literdly felt her fdling into a dow rhythmic
breathing pattern that mimicked my own. "I'm ready."

We entered and followed Deckert toward the rear of the house, carefully weaving
our way around crime scene technicians who were focusing intently on their jobs.
The cold aura of death surrounded us as we advanced down a narrow halway, and
through the doorway at its end. The frigid atmosphere permeated the room, stabbing
me with its sharpness. A quick glance a Fdicity showed me she was feding it as
well.

The room was smple, basicaly rectangular in shape, with an antique chest of
drawers dominating one corner. Againgt the wall, a matching dressing table resided.
The makeups and perfumes that adorned the top of the table were negtly arranged to
the back, and occupying the center were two hardened puddies of candle wax, one
white, one black. Next to them, a wine glass was wrapped around its volume of
crimson liquid. An ornate pivoting frame, supported by smilarly carved wooden
arms, was canted dightly against the wal. The mirror it had once held now lay
shattered, spilling like silvery gems across the floor. The once hidden wal behind it
now bore the pastel shaded image of a Pentacle, and three familiar words inscribed
inadripping scrawl.

A queen-size bed, stripped of the top layer of linens, jutted out into the middle of
the room from the wal opposite the dressing table. Occupying the center of the bed
was a long mass covered with a white sheet. Hands protruding from beneath the
edge of the fabric and bound to the headboard with duct tape gave clear evidence as
to the identity of the mass. The pungent odor of burned sage and rose ail sill hung
gickily inthe air.

Ben was talking to the Medica Examiner when we walked in, and looked up as we
ventured further into the room. The forensics team had recently finished dusting for
fingerprints, and the dark grey powder coated any likely surface they had checked.

"Keep it up and the department is going to have to issue you a badge." A grim
faced Dr. Sanders greeted us as we stopped at the foot of the bed.

"Dr. Sanders,” | said and motioned to the Medica Examiner, "this is my wife,
Fdicity O'Brien. Felicity, Dr. Christine Sanders. The Doc here is the one that
stitched up my head.”

"O'Brien, huh,” Dr. Sanders said as she canted her head in my wife's direction.
"Maiden name?"'

"Yes." she answered.
"Good for you," the doctor approved. "I kept mine too."

Felicity smiled, and then returned her own nod. I'm sure she was relieved a not
having to explain the difference in our last names for once.

"Thanks for coming down, you two," Ben said, once the introductions were over.
"No problem," | replied, then motioned to the covered body. "Same as before?’



"Not entirdly," he answered. "That's why | called you."
"What's different?’ | queried.

Ben nodded to Dr. Sanders who skirted around us to the other side of the bed,
and grasped the corner of the shest.

"Y ou gonna be okay with this?' He directed the question at my wife. "The red
thing's different than pictures, ya know."

"Yeah," Fdicity drew in a deep breath and let it out heavily, "I'll be dl right."

Dr. Sanders threw back the covering to reved the nude corpse of a young blonde
woman. The victim's glassy, dead eyes stared up at the celling, frozen for dl timein
sheer terror. Her torso had been flayed, but not completely as with the previous two.
This time the killer had removed only patches of her skin, carefully arranged in a
geometric pattern that formed a Pentagram.

"The killer removed the heart in a fashion amilar to that of the Barnes woman,"
Dr. Sanders began, "but the remova of the skin was much more precise than the
previous cases. | would venture to say he's getting better at it."

"I was wrong," | said, knedling down to have a closer look. "Karen Barnes was
just lesson number two for him."

"What do you mean?' Ben asked.

"He's dill practicing,” | explained. "Lesson one was Arid Tanner. He taught
himself to skin a living human. Lesson two, Karen Barnes. How to remove a ill
beating heart... Now, lesson three... He's refining his technique. Making it more
complex... More exacting... " My words trailed off as my eyes roamed over the
mutilated remains of the young woman. My stomach revolted against the sight, and |
forced it back down, fending off the nausea.

"There's another twist to the whole thing," Ben told me, then turned his attention
to the Medical Examiner. "Doc?'

"There is trace evidence of semen on the sheets,” she explained. "I'll have to
check her back a the morgue, but the preliminary exam indicates that she was
subject to sexua intercourse very recently.”

"Maybe the asshole is starting to get off on what he's doing to these women,” Ben
spat.

"l don't think so," | told him. "The killer is too involved with the ritua. To defile
his sacrifice would make no sense."

"Skinning people dive then ripping their heart out doesn't make any sense ether."
Ben was becoming angry at the situation and it showed in his voice.

"To you and me, no it doesn't,” | camly stated. "To him, | think it does."

"Wdl, when | find this son-of-a-bitch, it's going to stop making sense to him red
quick,” Ben returned. "As for the semen, | have to assume he raped her, and that
might et us ID his blood type and maybe narrow the field down."



"I know," | answered, "but | don't think that's what happened.”

"Who is she?' Fdicity, who had been silent until now, asked somberly. "Do you
know?"

She was facing the wall, avoiding the hideous display. | could see that the color
was just returning to her pale cheeks.

"Ellen Gray, according to her driver's license and work ID in her purse,” stated
Detective Deckert who had been observing quietly. "According to the neighbor,
she's separated. Her old man moved out about two weeks ago."

"Does he know yet?' she pressed.
"No. Not yet."
"| take it the door was propped open like the others?' | questioned.

"Yeah," Deckert answered. "Lady across the street works the three to eeven and
noticed it when she got home. She came over to see if something was wrong and
found her. Luckily, she had enough wits left to did nine-one-one. By the time the
paramedics showed up, she was so hysterical they had to sedate 'er and take 'er to
the hospita ."

"Any ideas about how the killer got in?"'

"Sliding doors on the basement," he returned. "Looks like someone popped the
latch with a pry bar or something."

"Then she probably didn't know him," | submitted.

"Maybe, maybe not," Ben announced. "She was a nurse at County Hospital."
"Where R.J. works," Fdicity amost whispered.

"Exactly," Ben replied.

"Did you tak to him like you planned?' | queried.

"He wasn't home. And it was his day off so he wasn't a work."

"That ill doesn't prove anything, Ben," Felicity told him.

"Maybe not, but he sure as hdl just moved another couple of bricks over to the
other side of the scale.”

"Has anything turned up to indicate that R.J. knew Karen Barnes?' she asked.

"No, not yet," Ben answered, "but well be taking to the husband and neighbors
agan in the morning."

"Ahem," Dr. Sanders cleared her throat, and we dl turned to her. "I hate to
interrupt, but if you're finished with the body, | need to get her to the morgue.”

"Sorry 'bout that, Doc," Ben told her. "Go ahead. We're done.”
"Any revelations, Mr. Gant?' she said, looking a me.
"Excuse me?’



"You were correct about the fingerprint on the Barnes woman, even if it was
smudged,” she explained. "l was just wondering if you had any new ideas."

"Not at this point in time," | answered. "Sorry."
"Just checking," she said with athin smile.

We moved off to the side and alowed Dr. Sanders and her assistant to carefully
place the lifeless young woman into a body bag and zip it shut. They expertly placed
her on agurney and proceeded to whed her out.

"I guess she's been reading what the papers have had to say about me," | stated
after they |eft.

"She's okay with it," Ben told me. "She doesn't necessarily beieve in it, but she's
okay."

Fdicity was dill looking a bit pale, but she seemed to be holding up wel so far.
She had retrieved a camera from her bag, and was going about the task of
photographing the back area of the room where the killer had performed his
atonement ritual. We knew the pictures would be redundant, but cameras were like a
foca point for her, probably due to her profession. Smply peering through a lens
brought an entirely different clarity and dimension to the world around her, and she
used it to her advantage.

"When do you think you'll be notifying the husband?" | asked.

"WEell be contacting him as soon as the M.E. gets to the morgue,” Deckert told
me. "It shouldn't be long. Why?"

"Something just doesn't fed right,” | answered.

"You think the old man did it?" he questioned. "Like a copy cat or something to
cover it up?"

"No, that's not it," | replied. "I think it was the same guy, but I've got a redly
weird feding. The whole sex thing just doesn't fit with what this guy seems to be up

to. Maybe she and the husband got together for a fling, or maybe she's got a
boyfriend, and that's why they split up. | just don't believe the killer raped her."

"WEell be checking dl of that out,” Ben agreed. "But remember, we're dedling with
asicko here"

"You'reright,” | told him, "but it's too much of a deviation. | think there has to be
some other explanation.”

"Hey, you guys," Fdlicity's voice came from the behind us. "Come here and look
a this."

My wife was gill holding the camera deftly in her hands, but had pulled it away
from her eye and was staring at the dressing table with a puzzled expression.

"Is this fingerprint stuff supposed to do this?' she asked, pointing at the hardened
puddle of white wax where a candle had once been.

"Supposed to do what?' Ben responded to her query with one of his own.



"Glow like that. Don't you see it?"
"See what honey?' | asked. "All | see is what's left of a candle.”
"The fingerprint,” she pled in exasperation. "Right there in the wax."

"There can't be a fingerprint there," Deckert asserted. "Forensics aready dusted
over here and they said the candles were clean. Besides," he contended, "an imprint
on wax would be pretty obvious."

"It's not an imprint on the wax," explained Fdicity, "it's a fingerprint IN the wax.
It'slike it's ingde it." She stepped closer and thrust her index finger at the center of
the small mound.

Ben and | both leaned closer, but sill couldn't see anything other than the remains
of a candle. Felicity was becoming more agitated each time we told her as much.

"It's glowing, you guys," she volunteered. "It's like the person had something
phosphorescent on his fingers or something."

Her last statement gave me the clue | needed. Though | was ill unable to see
what she was seeing, and neither were Ben nor Detective Deckert | was sure, |
suddenly realized what was happening. My wife was definitely seeing the fingerprint
in the wax; however, she was 'seeing' it with what a Witch calls Second Sight. This
ability is not something that can aways be turned on or off at will. It is the stuff of
clairvoyance and psychometry. The talent to witness the future and read the energies
and impressions of inanimate objects. The smple gift of being able to observe that
which is hidden from earthly eyes.

"Felicity,” | posed, "could the fingerprint be on the underside of the candle? Is it
possible that you're visudizing it?"

Understanding spread across her face. "Yes. Yes, that could be it!"

"You'd better get your forensic guys to check the underside of that pile of wax," |

told Detective Deckert as | turned. "If they plan on collecting and bagging this stuff
for evidence, they might destroy the print if they aren't careful.”

Deckert hurriedly left the room, and soon returned with a member of the crime
scene unit who had been working elsewhere in the house.

"We aready dusted this area,” he told us as he was led to the melted candle.
"There's nothing there."

"Just humor us," Ben told him. "I need you to check the bottom of the wax."
"The bottom?" the evidence technician echoed.
"Y eah, the bottom," Ben replied.

The young man stared at the hardened puddles with a baffled expression on his
face, then shrugged. He kndlt on the floor and opened a thick case he had been
carrying. After rummaging briefly through its contents, his hands emerged holding a
can of compressed air and a tool resembling a putty knife. Using the compressed air,
he blew away the residue from the earlier dusting, and cleared the area around the



piles of wax.
"The white one," Fdicity volunteered. "That's whereit is."
"Okay," the forensics tech acknowledged in a humorless tone.

After rapidly shaking the can of air, he turned it upside down and aimed it at the
remains of the white candle. The propellant in the can that normally expelled as a jet
of gas when held properly upright now streamed from the nozzle as afrigid mist.

"What're you doin' that for?' Detective Deckert questioned.

“If 1 cool it down enough,” the tech explained, "I should be able to lift it off the
surface in one piece."

The technician quickly moved the spray back and forth across the wax for a few
moments, then released the trigger and set the can aside. Sowly and carefully, he
dipped the thin putty knife-like tool under the edge of the now somewhat frosted
mass. With great patience and skill, he worked the blade gently around the edge as
we watched on, until findly, the oblong heap of dull white paraffin popped loose in
one complete piece. Setting the bladed tool aside, the technician gingerly turned the
wax over in his gloved hands, and inspected it closely.

"Right there in the middle," Felicity intoned, trying to peer around him.

He remained slent, but from where | stood, | could see his face, and the
expression now crossing it was one of disbelief. He placed the wax upside down on
the counter, then quickly retrieved a brush and small bottle of powder from his kit
and began gently dusting the mass.

The candle had been a votive type, and had apparently been mass-produced in a
factory as was evidenced by athin metd plate embedded in the center. The piece of
metd had been the anchor used for the wick when it was origindly made, and it was
the focus of the evidence technician's scrutiny at this very moment.

"I don't believe it," he muttered. "There's a print there big as shit. It's partia, but
it'sagood one."

"Son-of-a-bitch," Deckert said dowly.

"How in hel did you know that print was there?"' the forensics tech asked, turning
to Felicity.

"Lucky guess," Ben answered for her. "l want that print lifted and run yesterday,"
he continued, "and while you're a it, check dl the candles from the previous crime
scenes.”

"That might be a problem," he replied.
"Whaddaya mean 'that might be a problem'?" demanded Ben.

"There were no prints on them." The tech visbly inched away from an angered
Ben Storm. "So we just pried them up. They're in quite afew pieces."

"Dammit!" Ben exclaimed, turning in place and rubbing the back of his neck in a
physical display of his exasperation. Once again he faced the tech and stabbed his



index finger a him purposefully. "As soon as you guys are done here, | want you
checking out those candles. Y ou understand me?'

"I'll do what | can Detective," the forensics tech assured him, no longer exhibiting
his earlier cockiness.

"And you," Ben continued, turning and hooking his am around Fdicity, "let me
know if you ever need ajob."

A younger, but no less stone faced desk sergeant issued Felicity and | visitor's
badges when we entered the police station where the Mgor Case Squad was
currently headquartered. We walked down the long, familiar halway, and entered the
room where the core of activity had been occurring when last we were here. At this
early hour of the morning, the space was dark and till, entirdly devoid of the earlier
urgent bustle. Detective Deckert flipped a wal switch as we entered, bringing the
stubbornly flickering fluorescent lights to life.

"Go ahead and have a seat,” he said. "Anyone besides me interested in coffee?"

He hung his jacket on the back of a chair and ambled over to the coffee maker,
rolling up his deeves as he went.

"Me," Ben announced.
"Make that two," | added.
"Do you have any herba tea?' Felicity queried.

"We got a box of some kinda lemon tea or some odd thing like that," Deckert
cdled out.

"That'll work," Fdlicity told him, heading over in his direction. "Here, let me give
you a hand."

| took aseat at one of the long cafeteria tables that had been set up to serve as a
staging and conference area. Ben stripped off his own jacket and loosened his tie,
then joined me. He rubbed his tightly shut eyes, then the back of his neck, shoulders
drooping as he let out along sigh. His hair was unkempt and his shirt stained with
sweat. He was obvioudly ill operating on little sleep.

"You didn't take our advice did you?' | asked him.

"I took it," he answered tiredly, head tilted back and eyes closed. "l just didn't get
achance to use it."

"You know Ben, you can't catch this guy dl by yourself. Let some of the other
cops do some of the work."

"They are, | just like to know what's going on, and there aren't enough hours in
the day to keep up.”

"Remember how worried you were when you thought | was dying earlier?' |
asked.



"Y eah, what about it?' he replied. "That's what being a friend is."
"You'reright,” | told him, "and I'm starting to get worried about you."

He let out another heavy sigh, and dowly tilted his head forward, opening his eyes
as he did so. His gaze came to meet mine, and we sat there dlently for a long
moment.

"l know you are. | know the little woman is too. | appreciate it, | redly do,” he
findly said. "Let's just catch this asshole, then I'm taking a vacation. True story."

"Here you go," Detective Deckert said as he did a cup of coffee in front of Ben.
"It's fill brewing, so thisisabit thick if ya know what | mean."

A smilar cup appeared in front of me, placed there by my wife as she sat down.
She clutched a cup of hot water, and was rhythmicaly dipping atea baginit.

"How are you feding?' | asked her.
"Tired," she replied, and leaned against me. "And alittle queasy, but I'll be fine."
"Allison had morning sickness for the first sx months,” Ben offered.

"Morning sickness?' Deckert stated rhetorically. "I didn't know you two were
expecting. Congratulations. How far along?"

"Early yet," Fdicity told him. "Six weeks."

"WEéll, it's nice to hear some good news in the middle of dl this crap,” he said and
lifted his coffee cup in an informal toast.

"l hate to bring it up," Ben interjected, "but we have to talk about the case. The
way | see it, we dill have an asshole out there killing women, and we aren't much
closer to knowing who it is than we were when we started. Now personadly, | think
R.J.'s pile of bricks is starting to add up on a side of the scale where he'd rather not
be."

"You 4ill need to talk to Devon," | offered.

"True." He continued, "And his pile isn't exactly tilting the scale in a positive
direction either, but the fact is, R.J. very possibly worked with the latest victim."

"You know," Felicity, stated thoughtfully, "it might not be either one of them."
"That's true," Deckert chimed, "but you follow the leads you have."

"What about that partia fingerprint?' | queried. "How soon do you expect to
know anything?’

"The lab guys should have something for usin a couple of hours,” Ben answered.
"It's dl going to depend on how soon they get finished a the scene, and how much
of the print we actudly have... "

"And if its owner isin the system," Deckert added. "If he isn't, then it could be
weeks before we get any replies from the non-participating municipalities.”

"We haven't got weeks," | told them flatly. "This psycho has killed three women
in less than ONE week, two of them in as many days."



"You got any better ideas?' Ben asked.
"No," | replied candidly, "and it irritates the hell out of me."
"Welcome to the club,” he replied.

They were Hill processing the fingerprint from the latest murder scene when
Fdicity and | left to go home. With Detective Deckert's help, we convinced Ben to
do the same, as repeated cals to the forensics lab had only served to frustrate him
more. It was agreed that we would attack the situation anew after whatever modicum
of sleep we could get. | haf expected to find Ben a my door for breakfast the next
morning.

CHAPTER 13

Fdicity was feding the effects of her first actua bout of morning sickness when
the phone rang the next day. As expected, the person at the other end of the line was
Ben, however, this time he was cdling from the Mgor Case Squad headquarters
instead of my driveway. His voice, though somewhat somber, sounded much less
weary than it had only afew hours before.

"So are you free to come down here?' Ben's voice issued from the earpiece.

"Yeah, | don't have any client meetings today, so | can shake loose for a while," |
replied. "Felicity's not feding too well though."

"Get used to it," he told me.
"So what's up?*

"We got the kid down here," he returned, referring to R.J. "Says he doesn't want
alawyer, but he wants you here."

"Did you arrest him?"

"No, one of the local muni's picked him up on a DUI about the time we were at
the crime scene last night... this morning... whatever."

"Driving under the influence, huh,” | mused. "How'd you find out about that?"

"Since we decided we wanted to question him,” Ben began, "and | couldn't find
him yesterday, | decided to run his tags this morning. Sometimes crap like that pays
off, and it did this time, because there he was. He looks like he's fighting a hdll of a
hangover, but other than that, he's no worse for wear."

"Why does he want me there?' | queried.



"Something to do with the whole Wiccan thing, | guess,” he replied. "When we
said we wanted to ask him afew questions about Arid Tanner and Karen Barnes, he
got kinda paranoid on us."

"You didn't mention Ellen Gray at dl?"
"Not yet. | gill have afew things to check out before | play that card.”
"But if he's not under arrest,” | puzzled, "can't he just wak out?"

"He got a bit rowdy with the officer that stopped him, so they decided to set an
example," Ben explained. "City of Andrew Heights is gonna hold 'im over for
arragnment on the DUI and a resisting charge. | just got the muni to let me have
custody for awhile."

"Okay," | told him. "Better let me grab a shower and dl that. I'll be there in about
an hour."

"We're not goin' anywhere."

As | was hanging up the phone, Sdinger jumped up to the corner of our
entertainment center and seated himsdlf. He looked up a me with his bewhiskered
face and large eyes forming a caricature of a wizened prophet, then let out a doleful
meow.

"You don't redly think R.J.'s guilty do you?' | asked him rhetorically as |
scratched him behind the ears.

He replied only by closing his eyes and purring loudly.

"Was that Ben on the phone?' Felicity asked as she trudged dowly into the room
with soda crackers in one hand and a cup of what smelled like ginger teain the other.

"Y eah, that was him," | told her. "He's a the MCS headquarters. They've got R.J.
down there and he's asking for me."

"Did they arrest him?' she asked with a start.

"Yes and no." | explained, " He was arrested on a Driving-Under-the-Influence
charge early this morning. Ben went looking for him again using his license plate
number this time, and that's how he found him. He 'borrowed’ him from the
municipaity that arrested him so he could ask him afew questions."

"Why is he asking for you instead of an Attorney?"

"Who knows?' | shrugged. "Probably because I'm a Witch—at least that's Ben's
theory. Apparently he got pretty antsy when they told him they wanted to ask him
about Arid and Karen."

"Wouldn't you?' Felicity asked.
"l suppose | would."

"So, how long before we have to be there? | don't know if I'm over this nausea
yet."

"You don't need to go,” | told her. "You can stay here and rest for a while, and |



canfill you in later."

"Are you sure?' she queried. "I don't have a photo shoot scheduled until this
afternoon, so I've got the morning free."

“I'm sure," | replied. "You need to get some rest, and | can cal you if anything
happens.”

"Okay."

| left her lounging on the sofa in our living room, surrounded by three cats
displaying curious concern as only they can do.

| parked my truck behind city hdl and checked in at the desk. | was apparently
becoming a familiar face, or | was anticipated, as the Sergeant had a visitor's badge
in hand as soon as he saw me. After checking in, | continued down the corridor and
was met at the door by Ben and Detective Deckert.

"How's the little woman?' Ben inquired as we continued further into the bowels of
the building.

"She was starting to perk up,” | told him. "I expect shell be fine."

"Good, good," his voice trailed off as we descended a flight of stairs and he fdl
dlent.

Detective Deckert's face wore a somber expression, and his only greeting to me
when | arrived had been a siff nod. He was ill silent as we rounded a landing, and
continued downward. It didn't take the heightened senses of a Witch to fed the
tension coming from the two. Tension directed toward me.

"So look Rowan," Ben findly broke the silence as we stopped in front of a heavy
stedl door. "I got something | need to tel you, and | don't think you're gonna like it
much."

"l had afeding," | acknowledged. "It's something about R.J. isn't it?"
"Y eah, you could say that," Deckert intoned.

Ben let out a heavy breath and smoothed his hair back. His brow was creased
with apprehension as he wrestled with what he had to tdl me.

"So there's no way to sugar coat it," he spoke. "l just got off the phone with the
Forensics Lab a minute or two before you got here."

"Something about that fingerprint?' | feared | knew what he was about to say.

"Yeah, that print," he answered. "The muni that popped R.J. this morning entered
his prints into AFIS and the lab boys got an immediate hit."

"It matched?' | stared at himin disbelief.
"Like an identical twin."
"Damn," | whispered. "I thought it was a partia print?"



"It was, but there was enough there to make a positive ID."
"What about the wax from the other scenes?’

"They were clean, but that doesn't matter. The one found last night matches. No
two ways about it."

"That's not dl." Deckert expounded, "The M.E. came up with some long, dark
hairs on the body, as wdl as some other fibers."

"And the lab ran a check on the semen found at the scene last night. Blood type
O Positive," Ben added, "same as R.J."

“If | remember correctly, O Positive is fairly common,” | protested. "Somewhere
near forty percent of the population shares that blood type."

"Yeah, it is," Ben, agreed. "But fingerprints aren't. The lab's gonna run a DNA
anaysis too, but that'll take a while" He paused. "We got enough for a search
warrant, Rowan... I'm sorry man, but | think R.J.'s involved."

"What about his eyes, Ben?' | pleaded, unwilling to believe what | was being told.
"What color are his eyes?

"His eyes are brown," he responded. "But like | told you, that's inadmissible...
Besides, maybe you made a mistake."

"No," | expressed, "I didn't make a mistake."

We stood in silence for a moment, Ben's hand on the doorknob. My mind raced,
trying to formulate a logica way to refute the evidence Ben had outlined. Even with
my own suspicions about R.J. | was reluctant to believe he was the killer. There had
to be an explanation, and it needed to be a good one.

"Are you charging him?' | questioned.

"Not yet," Deckert returned. "We're gonna see what turns up when we search his
place first."

Ben opened the heavy door, and we entered another corridor in the basement of
the building. Fluorescent light fixtures were unevenly spaced along the acoustic drop
ceiling, bathing the halway in a harsh blue-white light. One of the older tubes would
occasiondly flicker into darkness, then burn dull orange a each end before snapping
back to life, if only for a moment. The glossy painted cinder block walls had aged
from the original white to a sckly yellowish tone that was deepened at intervals by
the orange glow. The wals fet close when combined with the low drop celling, and |
fought back athin wave of claustrophobia.

We continued down a cracked asphalt tile floor, and came to a hdt before a
uniformed officer stationed a a large metd desk. Chips and gouges in the grey
painted piece of furniture testified to its age and use. Its surface was sparsely
adorned by a green desk blotter, a telephone and a Sign-in sheet. | couldn't help but
be somewhat amused by the fact that the pen accompanying the sheet was chained
to the desk. A dilapidated drip coffee maker, stained from years of use, sizzled and
popped in the corner behind the duty officer—a careless spill being turned into yet



another crusty residue on its heating plate.

Ben and Deckert surrendered their sidearms to the uniformed man and he locked
them away in the desk drawer. With a wordless grunt, he indicated the sign-in sheet
and the three of us added our names to it. With this task completed, the voiceless
guard led us further down the corridor, and unlocked the door to the first interview
room. We stepped in, Ben, Deckert, and then mysalf. The weighty door swung shut
behind us, and the lock dropped back into place with an audible metalic clunk that
echoed from the bare cement walls. A plain wooden table with two chairs, much like
one would find in a smal kitchen, was positioned near the center of the room. A
bedraggled, unshaven R.J. filled one of the chairs. He looked up with a nervous start
as we entered. For the second time in less than three days, R.J. was in the custody
of the police. His a once depressed and fearful expression showed that he was ill
no more practiced at it than he had been the first time.

"l wasn't sure you'd come,” he ventured, looking at me.

"Why not?' | asked, advancing past Ben and Deckert, and pulling out the chair
opposite him.

"Because of how | acted Saturday night." He looked at the floor, then back at me
as| took a seat. "I wasn't exactly Mister Congenidlity... Then, when you shook my
hand and | blocked you... "

"l would have done the same,” | replied soothingly. "Héll, | had no business
trying to fed you out like that. It was pretty rude."

"l can understand why you did it," he told me.

He seemed somewhat camer than when we first entered, but he ill looked
around the room nervousdly, shifting back and forth from me to Ben and Deckert. He
wrung his hands, and every now and again his voice would quaver dightly. | could
see, fed, hear and even smdl the fear coming from him. The emotion that bothered
me most though was the sensation of guilt.

"What's going on?" he findly asked me. "Why do they want to tak to me about
Arid and the other lady? Am | a suspect or something?"

By now, Ben and Detective Deckert had moved further into the room. Ben was
standing to my right, and Deckert had propped himsdf in a corner, behind and to the
right of R.J.

"Are you sure you don't want an attorney?' Ben interjected.
"What do | need alawyer for?' R.J. demanded fearfully.

As he spoke, | felt a sharp, piercing pain in the pit of my stomach. Ben didn't
reply. To an observer such as mysdlf, it was obvious that he was using R.J.'s own
fear as leverage againgt him. It was a wholly unpleasant and ugly side of my friend
that | knew was a necessary evil for his line of work. It was a side, however, that |
truly didn't wish to see.

"You knew Arid Tanner pretty wdl didn't you?' Ben continued.



"Yeah," R.J. answered, "you know that."
"Uh-huh," Ben grunted. "How about Karen Barnes? Y ou friends with her too?"

"l told you dready,” R.J.'s voice implored, "I never heard of her until you asked
me about her. Was she the lady that was killed Saturday?'

A ripping sensation tore painfully through my lower abdomen once again.

Ben 4ill refused to answer him. "What were you doing a Arid's flat Saturday
morning?’

"What're they doing, Rowan?' R.J. begged. "They think | killed her? They think
I'm the killer?"

His voice went up in pitch and grew wilder with every word. He was stricken with
absolute disbdlief a what he felt Ben was implying.

"Were you there to pick something up, R.J.?' Ben continued. "Maybe something
you forgot?"

"Like | said before," R.J. explained amost angrily, "I was there to water the
plants.”

"Saturday was alittle soon wasn't it? | mean, you said she was supposed to leave
Friday night. You don't think she might have watered them before she |eft?"

"She asked me to keegp an eye on her place!" R.J. screamed, jumping up from the
chair. "I didn't know | needed your fucking permission!”

"Now, R.J.," Deckert's calm voice expressed feigned concern. "Take it easy.
They're just questions.” He had left his position in the corner and was now resting a
comforting hand on R.J.'s shoulder. "Detective Storm just gets a little carried away
sometimes."

Good cop, bad cop. | couldn't believe Ben and Deckert were playing that tired
game. Anyone who had ever seen a cop show on television, good or bad, knew the
routine. | could only assume that being in the hot seat made R.J. vulnerable enough
to fdl for it.

Pain shot through my stomach once again, more intense than before. Extreme
enough to make me wince as it hit. | assumed | was smply fedling empathy for R.J.
and | took a moment to focus my concentration on blocking the spasms as he
dowly lowered himsdf back into his seat.

"You showed up late at our meeting Saturday night." Ben began hammering at
him again. "Where were you?"

"My mom's cat got hit by a car," he explained. "I had to bury it for her and get
cleaned up before | could come over."

Suddenly Dickens and Salinger's reactions to him made sense. A cat's heightened
sense of smell would have detected not only the smell of the other animal, but any
blood he might have gotten on himself, even if he washed. The cats HAD smelled
death, just not the death of a human.



"] assume that can be verified," Ben retorted.

"You can ask my mom," R.J. shot back, "and you can dig up the cat if you don't
believe her."

"We just might."

Ben scribbled purposefully in his notebook. The scratch of the pen against the
paper was the only sound in the room and it was earsplitting in the silence.

Ben interrupted the quiet. "You mind letting us in on why you were driving around
shitfaced early this morning?"

"l dunno."

"Come on man." Ben's voice took on an accusatory edge. "You've gotta have a
reason for getting hammered on a Sunday night."

"Sunday's just like a Saturday to me," R.J. rebutted, maintaining a modicum of
nerve. "Sunday and Monday are my days off."

"Good for you." Ben's words were sheathed in sarcasm. "That Hill doesn't tdl
me why you blew close to the legd limit, and had an open beer in your hand when
you were stopped.”

"I had a fight with my girlfriend,” R.J. returned. "l guess | just lost it for a little
while"

"What time would that have been?’
"l dunno. Around five | guess.”
"What's you girlfriend's name?"

"l wanna leave her out of it."

"C'mon R.J.," Deckert's soothing voice issued from behind him once again. "I'm
sure she'd be happy to help you out. We can't verify your story unless you give us
her name."

The discomfort struck my abdomen again; penetrating the mental defenses | had
erected to stop it. A dull throbbing ache followed, and refused my attempts to evict
it. So much for mind over matter.

R.J. remained steadfastly slent, displaying a hardened resolve. Even | was curious
as to why he was so adamant about concealing the identity of his girlfriend.

Deckert spoke again. "Don't you think she's probably worried about you? You
never know, she might have called to try and make up."

"Why're you guys so worried about who my girlfriend is?' R.J. spat. "What's she
got to do with anything?"'

"Why are you trying so hard to keep her a secret?' Ben retorted. "I would think
you'd be happy to have an dibi."

"An dibi for what?' R.J.'s confused voice squeaked dightly. "We had the fight
yesterday."



"Exactly."
"Whaddaya mean, 'exactly'?"
"Another young lady was murdered last night,” Deckert filled in the blank.

“I'm gonna tell ya a story R.J.," Ben pressed on, dowly pacing three steps past
him and three steps back. "It's a story about a sick asshole that likes to torture
young women and kill them. Y ou see, this psycho thinks he has a purpose for doing
this, but it's dl just something he dreamed up in his twisted little mind." He
punctuated his statement by pausing and poking his index finger a R.J.'s forehead.
"So, every time he kills one of these young ladies, he feels redly bad... "

Ben was obvioudly tdling his tae in order to force him to crack. | knew that it
wouldn't be long before he started plugging R.J.'s name into the story here and there
to turn the screws.

"So when Migter Sicko feels bad, he hides behind a little religious ritua he
learned,” Ben continued, "and whaddaya know, BAM! He forgives himsdf, and
everything's okay again. You know that little ritua don't you R.J.?"

"I didn't kill anyone," was his measured reply.

"Now, it dl starts out when our asshole gets himsaf a crush on a young lady who,
shdl we say, attends the same church. Let's cal this young lady Arid just for the
sake of argument. Now, Arid doesn't like Mister Asshole the same way he likes her
you see.. Just a second... You had a crush on ayoung lady named Arid didn't you?
What a coincidence.”

"I didn't kill Arid," R.J. insisted, raising his voice. "How many times do | have to
tdl you, | didn't kill anyone?"

Ben paused, and engaged himsdlf in a tremulous staring contest with R.J. When
the young man findly shifted his gaze downward, Ben looked quietly from Deckert's
face to mine. | managed to find a smdl bit of solace in the fact that my friend's
expression showed me without a doubt that he wasn't enjoying what he was doing to
the young man.

"Let's skip the rest of the story," Ben findly said. "How about if we get back to a
few questions.” He pulled out his small notebook again and began leafing through it,
eventualy stopping at a page, and tucking the others back. "So, are you familiar with
aMiz Ellen Gray?"

R. J. bolted upward from the chair, his red-rimmed eyes widened and wild. |
could physicaly see his muscles tense throughout his body as he fought to bring
himself under control.

"Why are you asking about her?' he demanded. "What happened?"

Deckert rested his hands on R.J.'s shoulders once again, and gently but firmly
guided him back to his seat.

"“Tel me!" he appealed.
"She was the girlfriend you were trying to protect wasn't she?' | broke my



self-imposed silence, as the reason for his fedings of guilt became instantly clear.
"Y ou two were having an affair weren't you?"

He never answered me. | could fed his anguish and confusion as he slently held
his head in his hands. If it wasn't obvious to Ben and Deckert, it was at the very least
obvious to me. R. J. was not the killer. Of this, | was completely sure.

"She's dead isn't she?' R.J. findly asked, lifting his head dowly. | didn't have the
heart to tell him that Ellen Gray had been the third victim, but the tone of his voice
told me that he had aready figured that out. | could only look away as he stared
sullenly into space.

"Now | want alawyer," he stated flatly.

The solemn atmosphere of the room was disturbed suddenly as a key audibly
turned in a lock, and the heavy steel door was pushed open, reveding the hardened
face of the guard.

"Detective Storm," he stated with businesslike brevity, "phone call."

Ben excused himself and Ieft the room. Detective Deckert and | remained behind,
locked in with a stubbornly sllent R.J. His gaze remained fixed upon an invisble spot
on the wal behind me. Deckert and | smply stared at one another.

Only afew brief moments passed before Ben returned to the interview room. His
jaw was set grimly and his eyes held more than just dight concern.

"Carl," he addressed Deckert, "can you see that our friend here gets his phone
cdl? I've got something to take care of ."

"Sure," Deckert replied coming ingtantly more alert. "Is everything okay?"'

“I'll let you know," Ben told him, then turned his attention to me. "C'mon Rowan,
| need you to come with me."

| was perplexed at first, then morbidly hopeful as the thought that another murder
might have occurred crossed my mind. | disdained the concept of such a thing
happening, but it would go along way in clearing R. J. of the crimes.

"What's up,” | asked as Ben and | hurried up the halway. "Has there been another
murder?"

"No," he replied as he signed us out and slipped his weapon back into its holster.
"Not another murder."

"Then what?' | pressed. "What was that cal about?’
"Let's just get going," he ordered, grabbing my shoulder and nudging me forward.
"What the hdl?" | exclaimed. "What's going on Ben?'

He let out a heavy breath and his hand shot up to smooth his hair back, and then
came to rest massaging his neck.

"That cal was Allison," he findly said.
"Yeah," | urged, instantly feeling concern for him and his family. "Is everything



okay? Is the little guy dl right?’
"They're fing," he answered without concern. "They're just fine."
"Then what's going on?' | demanded.

"Allison's on duty today," he findly told me. "She called because an ambulance
just brought Felicity in to the E.R. at her hospital ."

CHAPTER 14

| never knew that Ben had an actual sren in his van, that is, until now. He had
wasted no time, quickly attaching his red magnetic bubble light to the roof of the
vehicle and plugging it into the cigarette lighter as we flew from the parking lot.
Soon, we were careening down the highway, siren screaming from behind the grill.
Ben pushed the van to its limit, as if the sooner we arrived at the hospital, the quicker
we could make everything better. As if smply by being there, we could magicaly
prevent whatever had happened, even after the fact.

"What did Allison say?' | appealed ill struggling with my safety belt.

"Just that an ambulance came in, and Felicity wasin it," he answered, still keeping
his attention on the road.

"Did she have any idea what was wrong with her?' The meta finger on the
seatbelt findly dlipped in with a satisfying click.

"No,” he replied as he hooked the van around the dower traffic. "You
sons-of-bitches! Can't you hear the siren!” he screamed at the other drivers, and then
turned back to me. "No, she didn't. She said she was conscious when they brought
her in though."

The pains in my stomach were growing more intense with each passing moment. |
began to redize that it wasn't R.J. that | was feding empathy for. It was my wife.

"She was fine when | left her," | volunteered. "Just a little morning sickness. Hell,
I've only been gone for a couple of hours. What could have happened?’

"I don't know," Ben offered, "but like | said, Allison told me she was awake when
they brought her in, so that's a good sign at least.”

"It has to be something to do with the baby," | asserted.
"You don't know that. I'm sure everything's fine."

"No. It's not." | held fast as another burst of pain shot through my abdomen.
"|'ve been having pains in my stomach for about an hour now."

Il%?l



"So, it's called empathy,” | told him. "At first | thought | was getting it from R.J.
because he was nervous and dl that, but now | know better. I'm feding Felicity's
pain."

"Like some kinda psychic thing or something?' Ben haf asked, half remarked.
"Jesus, you guys are unbelievable."

The siren continued warbling loudly as he quickly cranked the steering whed to
the right, sending us into the cloverleaf from Interstate 64 to exit onto Kingshighway.
The hospital was within sight now, only the duggish traffic barring our way. Ben
drove the van hadfway up onto the insde shoulder in order to skirt around the cars
that were dowly moving out of our way, and the engine groaned in protest at the
abuse it was taking. The vehicle buffeted wildly and rocked on worn suspension
when the tires finaly leapt from the curb and once again contacted levd pavement.
Moments later, we broke through the lethargic traffic and Ben propelled us forward
without heed to the sgnd lights and signs.

We quickly traveled the two short blocks running aongside the hospital,
whereupon we hooked right, diding at first then accelerating out of the turn. At the
end of the short sprint, Ben jammed on the brakes, forcing the Chevy to screech to a
hat before the entrance to the Emergency Room.

"Go. GO he urged as | wrestled my way out of the seatbelt and flung my door
open.

| jJumped from the van and ran the short distance to the entrance. The automatic
doors ingantly began to open, though not fast enough in my mind, so | turned
sideways, forcing my way through as the gap widened. The cold, conditioned air,
reeking of antiseptic, slapped me hard in the face as | pushed my way through a
second set of doors, and stumbled to a stop at the admitting desk.

"O'Brien," | ingsted. "Feicity O'Brien. Where is she?"

A blank-faced nurse quietly stared back at me, and seated herself a a computer
termina behind the desk. Reaching up, she did a clipboard and pen toward me.

"Fll this out and return it to the desk,” she stated mechanicaly and without
emotion.

"Dammit, | don't need treatment!” | pushed the clipboard hard across the counter
and it did off onto the floor with a raucous clatter. "I'm looking for my wife, Felicity
O'Brien. She was brought in here alittle while ago!"

By now, Ben had joined me, leaving the haphazardly parked van where it was, red
light till flickering wildly. He had at least taken the time to turn off the clamoring
gren.

"And your name is?' the nurse questioned like an automaton.
"Rowan. Rowan Gant," | returned impatiently.

"Relation?"

"l told you aready!" | shouted. "She's my wifel"



"Ben, Rowan!" The exclamation came from our immediate right.

We both turned quickly to face the direction from which the voice had issued and
were presented with the somber face of Allison Storm, Ben's wife. Her white
uniform was obviously rumpled more than usua. A long strand of her fine brown
hair hung wildly across her face, and she gently brushed it away with the back of her
hand.

"Where's Fdlicity?' | asked roughly. "What happened?"

"Cam down Rowan," she told me. "She's okay. She's going to be fine."
"The baby?'

She just looked down at the floor, then back at me. "I'm sorry."

"What happened?’ | appealed, fighting back the emotion that was continuing to
wdl insde me.

"Why don't you come with me" Allison soothed. "I'm on a break right now.
Well go see Felicity and we can talk.”

| desperately wanted to know what had happened to my wife, but at the same time
| knew Allison was right, | needed to cam down. | knew she wouldn't give me the
run around, so | simply nodded and forced mysdf to remain quiet. Ben and |
followed her down the long hallway, twisting and turning until we reached a bank of
elevators. The three of us waited in silence, and once the polished meta doors did
open, stepped insde and rode upward. | was too preoccupied with my concern for
Fdicity to even notice which floor we findly arrived at. A few short stretches of
corridor mixed with a couple of quick turns, and we entered a private room.

The first thing to catch my eye was my petite wife, innocent and childlike as she
peacefully dept in the hospital bed. An IV bag hung from a stand nearby, the long
plastic tube leading from its base to the back of her hand where it was negtly and
firmly taped in place. | quietly made my way further into the room to the side of the
bed, and gently caressed her cheek.

"She's sedated,” Allison volunteered. "She needs to rest for awhile."

"l won't wake her," | whispered, and then turned to face Allison. "Now, can
somebody please tdl me what happened?”

“It's my fault,” a dightly familiar voice quietly admitted from behind me. "I'm
sorry, Mister Gant."

| turned to see the owner of the voice, and my eyes fel on Caly's face. She had
been seated in the corner of the room the entire time, unnoticed, and now stood,
uncertainly staring at me. Her face wore the expression of a school child that had just
disappointed a respected teacher.

"What do you mean it's your fault, Caly?' | asked, turning fully to face her.

"l couldn't reach Detective Storm." She began gushing, tears welling in her eyes
and rolling across her flushed cheeks. "They said he was in a meeting and couldn't
be disturbed. | tried cdling you, but Felicity said you were with the Detective, so |



told her and she came over. | never should have called.”

She was crying harder now, burying her face in her hands, shoulders beginning to
heave.

"Told her what?' | prodded anxioudy. "Come over where?"

"To my house," she whimpered. "I told her Devon was on his way over, and that
| couldn't reach Detective Storm, so she came over to my house.”

Ben, ever the cop, immediately pulled out his notebook and flipped to a fresh
page in preparation for taking notes. | strode the few steps between Cdly and
mysalf, then took her gently by the shoulders.

"Easy Cdly, cam down." | dowly guided her back into the chair, then retrieved a
andl packet of tissues from the table and knelt beside her. "Now, take a deep
breath, ground and center. | know you can do it."

A hot tingling sensation washed over me, and | instantly redlized that | needed to
heed my own advice. | placed my hand on hers, and continued to soothe her with
cdm encouragement, easing her, and mysdf, into a relaxed breath. When her
shuddering stopped, and she dabbed the last of the tears away with a tissue, |
continued. "Now, tdl me what happened.”

"Like | said," she outlined, watching my face studioudy, "I couldn't reach
Detective Storm, so | tried to cal you. | wanted to tel someone that Devon called
me and said he was on his way over. He knew the police were looking for him
because of his neighbor or something. Felicity said you were with Detective Storm,
so | told her about it. She took down my address and told me to just stay put. She
said she would be over in afew minutes and not to worry about anything."

Ben was scribbling rapidly when | looked over a him. Allison, having aready
heard the story, was dutifully tending to Fdicity, checking her IV and pulse.

"Go on," | urged.

"Wdl, Devon got there before Fdicity did,” Cdly continued. "He was acting
pretty wired, like he was scared and dl. He kept asking me if the police had talked to
me."

"What did you tdl him?' Ben questioned.

"l told him no," she turned her face to him, "but | don't think he believed me. He
kept asking if | was lying." She turned back to me. "Anyway, when Felicity got there
she rang the doorbell, and Devon went crazy."

"How do you mean?' | demanded. "What did he do?"

"Just spastic, you know," she went on. "He accused me of cdling the cops and
started ydling a lot. He wouldn't let me answer the door."

Ben's voice came from behind me, "Did he attack you?"

"No," Cdly told him. "Not redly. He just stayed between me and the door, and
kept ydling about the cops and the ASPCA, and al."



"So, I'm till not clear on what happened to Felicity,” | expressed, biting back my
growing impatience.

"l guess she could hear Devon yeling and got worried or something,” she
ventured, "because dl of a sudden she came through the door. | guess it was
unlocked and she just decided to try and help me, you know. Devon thought she
was a cop, and | guess he was trying to get away, because he just took off for the
door. He ran right into her and dammed her into the wal red hard." She started
dowly weeping again, sniffling as she spoke, "It's my fault. If | hadn't called her this
never would have happened.”

"No, Cdly," | forced my voice to remain calm, "it wasn't your fault. You did the
right thing by cdling.”

Ben's practiced voice came again. "Did anyone ese show up? Any cops?"

"Yes," she answered. "They chased after Devon. | don't know why they came. |
guess Fdicity caled them."

By now she had returned to fully involved sobbing, and no amount of reassurance
from me was going to convince her that she was not to blame. | glanced back at
Allison and motioned for her to trade places with me, which she did assiduoudly.
This done, Ben and | quietly retreated from the room.

"l thought Fdicity knew we had the place covered,” Ben stated low-voiced once
we were in the hall. "Why the hell did she go over there?"

"I don't know," | puzzled. "Maybe she forgot? Maybe she just wanted to help
Cdly. Only she can answer that. Do you think they caught the bastard?"

“I'll cdl in and find out,” he replied. "He couldn't get far if he was on foot.
Whaddaya make of that bit about the ASPCA?"

"Yeah, | noticed that. The ASPCA," | echoed, "like maybe he thought the police
were after him because of the whole incident with sacrificing the dog."

"My thoughts exactly."

"“If he committed the murders, it seems like that would be the furthest thing from
hismind," | ventured.

"Yeah, | think you're right," Ben agreed. "WEell 4ill tak to him though.”
"You ill think R.J. did it, don't you?"

"I think I've got a lot of evidence that points straight a him. A lot of it is
circumstantia | admit, but there's the fingerprint on the candle, the blood type, and
the hairs. DNA test'll show for sureif he was with her."

"But that's just on the latest victim, and we know he was having an affair with
her," | maintained.

"He never admitted to that."

"Come on, Ben. You saw how he acted when you mentioned her name” |
pointed out.



"What | saw him do was clam up and ask for a lawyer."

"I would have too," | contended. "Besides, you sill can't connect him with Karen
Barnes."

"I can connect him with Arid Tanner,” he shot back angrily. "Shit, were
obvioudy deding with a psycho, maybe the kid's got a fuckin' split personality or
something!”

| stared back slently, stunned by his sudden outburst. | knew this case was

wearing on him, but something else was there too. His hand went up to his neck, and
he let out a heavy sigh.

"Listen," Ben's voice was much camer, "I'm sorry man. | shouldn't be snapping
a you. It'sjust that... "

Ben was unceremonioudly interrupted by the dhrill tone of his beeper, as it
demanded his attention. He automaticaly pulled it from his belt, and quickly perused
its liquid crystal face.

"It'sacdl from the coppers | had sitting on Cally's house," he told me. "I'd better
get in touch with them."

"Go ahead,” | urged. "I'l be with Felicity."

"Look, Rowan... " Ben struggled with the words as he wagged his finger back
and forth between us. "Are you and me okay?"

"Yeah," | reassured him. "We're fine. Go make your call."

Allison had managed to calm Caly down once again, and had taken her to get a
cup of coffeein the hospital cafeteria while | quietly watched over my deeping wife.
| was positioned in a chair that | had pulled next to the bed, and my amost
unblinking eyes stayed focused on her serene face. The seconds ticked by on the
wadl clock, folding themsalves into minutes, which in turn, folded themselves into a
quarter-hour, and eventualy, a haf-hour. | don't know if the sedative smply began
to wear off, or if my intense stare acted as an ethered catalyst, but Felicity's eyes
finaly began to flutter open. Gently she returned to the realm of the conscious.

"How're you feding?' | whispered as | leaned forward and brushed the hair from
her face.

"Tired," she murmured, "and sore."

| returned a half-hearted smile. "I'll bet."

"Has anyone told you," she went on, "about, you know... "
"Yeah, | know about it. Allison told me. I'm sorry."

A small teardrop glistened in the corner of her eye, and dowly rolled across her
cheek to wet the pillow.

“I'm the one who should apologize," she returned. "1 never should have gone over



there, Cdly just sounded so frightened... "

"Shhhh." | brushed away the next tear as it began to journey down her face. "It's
dl right. You did exactly what | would have done. It's okay."

She blinked rapidly, then took in a deep breath and let it out dowly. She lay there
in sllence, just looking back at me for a few short moments as she regained her
composure.

"Is Cdly okay?' she findly asked.

"Physicaly, she's fine. He never laid a hand on her," | answered. "Mentally.
About as well as can be expected. She blames hersdlf for what happened to you.
Allison took her down for coffee alittle while ago."

"It wasn't her fault."
"I know," | assured her. "I know."
"Did they catch Devon?"

"Ben went to check on that. The officers that were watching Cally's place just
beeped him."

Watching her face, | could see that the tranquilizer had not worn off, and was
cregping up on her once again. Her breathing became easier, and she began diding
backward into relaxation.

"I've got a shoot to do this afternoon,” Fdlicity told me groggily.

"No you don't. I'll cal them and re-schedule for you."

"Are you sure?'

"Yes, I'm sure.”

"l love you," was the last thing she whispered before drifting into the arms of
deep.

"l love you, too," | returned and kissed her lightly on the forehead.

| waited a few more minutes before deciding to go in search of Ben. | attempted
to retrace our steps in coming to this room, and as | had not paid attention, quickly
became lost. As | rounded a corner, | came upon what resembled a smal break
room, and was amost immediately bowled over as a red-faced Allison Storm rushed
angrily past me. | looked after her, then peered into the open doorway, only to find
Ben, hands in his pockets and hangdog expression creasing his face. Something was
definitely wrong between the two of them. | assumed it was the amount of time he
was spending on this case, and that | had just witnessed the tail end of an argument it
had caused.

"You okay?' | queried as | stepped through the doorway.

"What? Yeah." He looked up and noticed me. "Yeah, I'm fine. How's the
squaw?'

"She woke up for a minute or two," | replied. "She's doing okay, considering. |



guessed right. She went over there because she wanted to help Cally."
"Sounds like her."

"You sure you're okay?' | asked again, and hooked my thumb over my shoulder.
"You seem alittle preoccupied, and Allison looked kind of irritated... "

"Yeah, I'm good." He pulled his hands from his pockets and straightened from
where he had been leaning against the wall. "She's okay. It's just been a rough day
for her. Hell, for dl of us."

| decided not to push any further out of respect for my friend. If he and his wife
were having problems, it was none of my business unless he chose to tel me. If he
made that choice, | would be there to listen, no questions asked.

"So," | changed the subject, "that phone cdl get you anywhere? Did you find
anything out?"

"Oh yeah." He brightened noticeably. "They were in the lobby. Seems the
son-of-a-bitch isin surgery right this minute, in this very hospital."

"Surgery?' | puzzled. "What happened, did they shoot him?"

"Nope." Ben explained, "Seems the idiot went over a fence when they were
chasing him and landed smack in the middle of a dog pen. Apparently the pit bull
that occupied it at the time was not pleased.”

"How bad?' | grimaced.

"Sounds REAL bad," he answered. "It took them a while to get the dog off him.
Unfortunately, they ended up having to drop the hammer on it."

"Is he going to live?'

"Don't know. Benson—that's the copper that | talked to—told me the doc said
he'd lost alot of blood. It's pretty much touch and go right now."

"The three fold return,” | muttered under my breath.
"What was that?' Ben asked.

"The three fold return,” | pronounced more clearly. "It's a belief we Witches
have, that everything we do will return to us three fold. Good or Bad."

"Y eah. What goes around comes around. Y ou've said that before. So?"
"So Devon sacrificed adog,” | explained.

Ben looked a me and his eyes widened as the irony behind what | had just said
sunk in. "Oh."

CHAPTER 15



While Felicity dept, Ben and | executed a roughly choreographed shuffle of
vehicles; first, driving my wife's Jeep from Cally's house back to where it belonged,
then retrieving my truck from behind the police station. He remained slent and
distant as we drove about, completing the tasks, keegping his eyes glued to the road
before him and saying only as much as necessary. | didn't like seeing him like this,
but | knew | could only wait until he was ready to tak, for anything ese would only
drive him further into his world of introspection. | mutely reassured myself that
everything would work out between Ben and Allison, and that dl would return to
normalcy soon. Besides, | had my own pain to contend with.

"So, what's the plan?' | asked him.

We were standing next to my vehicle on the parking lot of the police station. It
was gill early afternoon and the bright sun had only recently begun the downward
portion of its arc through the sky. A light breeze blew in, touding Ben's aready
disheveled har as he looked back at me wearily.

"I'll see if the search warrant has been issued for R.J.'s place," he sighed. "And
well be waiting to hear from the hospital about Devon. Other than that, it's business
as usual."

"I know we've been down this road before, Ben," | ventured, "but | redly believe
R.J. isinnocent. You aren't going to find anything at his place."

"For his sake, | hope you're right," he acknowledged. "But, | ill have a job to
do, and | wouldn't be much of a cop if | didn't follow dl the leads. Look, Row, I'd
like to agree with you, but even you have to admit the fingerprint on the bottom of
that candle is pretty incriminating.”

"Yeah. Itis" | agreed, "but I'm sure there's an explanation for it."
"Let me know if you think of areasonable one," Ben returned.

We stood alittle longer, slently staring at one another. Tension 4ill radiated from
my friend and | felt there was something he wished to say, but couldn't find the
words. The sounds of sirens being tested filled the wordless void around us as shifts
changed and sguad cars entered and |eft the lot.

Findly, | broke the speechless interlude. " So, you'll cal me if anything turns up?"

"Yeah, I'll let you know," he told me with a nod, then added, "Give Felicity my
best and... Tdl her... Tel her I'm sorry."

"Il do that."

Ben had aready disappeared into the door of the police station by the time |
backed out of my parking space and shifted into forward motion. | reached over and
turned up the radio as | pulled out of the lot. | hung a quick right and melded with
the traffic, then pointed mysdf in the direction of home. Before returning to the
hospital, | sill needed to call Felicity's client to re-schedule, as well as put together



an overnight bag for her, just in case.

The last few nondescript chords of a song | didn't recognize filtered to my ears,
and a DJs voice blended in behind them. Before she had a chance to tel me the
name of the song | had just ignored, | punched a preset and switched to the local
National Public Radio affiliate. | was looking for something other than the events of
this day to occupy my mind—even if only for afew moments.

The afternoon faded dowly into evening and the end of visting hours approached
a an ever-quickening pace. Once Fdicity had returned to wakefulness, | spent the
evening filling her in on the events that had occurred with R.J. This did little to
improve her demeanor, so | elected to leave out the incident with Ben and Allison for
the time being. Asif my news weren't enough, the doctor assigned to her case chose
to keep her overnight for observation, despite her vehement and very animated
protestations. The rest of my evening was spent listening to her grumble.

When the nurse findly decided to gect me from the room, | kissed my till fuming
wife goodbye and promised to return bright and early the next morning.

| arrived home to a sedate household, the dogs moping about listlessly, and the
wide-eyed cats lined up aong the windowsill, ears twisting like radar dishes
searching for even the most remote sgn of Felicity. Anyone who tdls you that
animas don't sense when something is wrong, or that they can't show concern, has
definitely never owned a pet.

| tended to their various needs of being let out and in, food, water and generous
amounts of attention before locking up for the night. The house fet empty and
hollow without Felicity. We had been separated before, but never under
circumstances such as these. Never, at a time when among my greatest fears was
that of going to sleep. Going to deep and facing another nightmare.

| put on a pot of coffee, and stubbornly decided that | would wait out the night. |
would read, play solitaire, watch old movies, but under no circumstances would |
dlow mysdf to re-live Arid's death in my dreams. Of course, everyone knows about
the best laid plans of mice and men.

My first mistake was choosing to sit on the couch while waiting for the coffee to
finish brewing. My second mistake was dlowing my eyelids to close as exhaustion
crept up on me.

Darkness.

Darkness without shape or form.

Cold, bone chilling darkness from the heart of nowhere.
| was floating.



| was falling.
| was screaming.

"Rowan," Ariel, once again in a white lace gown, smiled brightly at me. "Have
a seat. It's been so long since I've read for you."

| was sitting. It was sudden. The movement digointed. | didn't recall moving to
the chair.

| was sitting.

Ariel smiled at me across the table. A table that until moments before had never
existed. Her face was vibrant, her eyes bright and alive. Her strawberry blonde
hair lofted gently on a cool breeze. In her dainty hands she held an oversized deck
of cards. A deck of Tarot cards. | watched as she shuffled them quickly. Or did
she? Her hands never moved.

"This represents him, " she said aloud, looking down at the center of the table.
The Knight of Cups.

"No Ariel. The Knight of Cups is not my significator,” | try to tell her. "It doesn't
represent me."

My words fall soundlessly to the floor like a grotesque parody of a children's
cartoon.

"This covers him." She continues to look only at the table.

The Devil.

She's not reading for me.

She's reading for the killer.

"This crosses him, " she continues.

The Tower.

| watch the cards intently.

"Rowan, how nice to see you," a lilting voice comes from behind me.
| turn.

Aridl is smiling at me. A dark shape, hooded and malevolent, moves behind her.
| want to warn her, but | know that | can't.

Crimson spreads across the white lace.

"Why Rowan? Why?" her gurgling voice calls to me.
Darkness.

Dull black void.

"Hey, Mister," a tiny voice asserts itsalf.

| turn and look down.



A young girl. Slky strawberry blonde hair tied back with white bows. A white
lace dress encases her. She looks up at me with large sad eyes. A familiar deck of
cards is clutched tightly in her tiny hand. She holds it out, offering them to me. |
take the cards.

" Why don't you stop the bad man ? " the child asks.
Before | can reply she is gone.

| spin about in search of her, and find only darkness. | look back to the deck of
Tarot cards in my hand. They seem so tiny. | turn over the top card.

The Seven of Pentacles.

Pain rips through my back, and into my chest. Out of reflex | look down. The
gilt end of a beveled blade is protruding from my chest.

Blood
Scarlet, thick blood runs down my shirt.

"All... Is... Forgiven." A dark voice laughs from behind me. The knife juts
further from my solar plexus.

| look down at the Tarot cards in my hand. Sowly they spill into space,
fluttering then fading away. | fight to focus on them as they quickly flash their
faces to me before they disappear.

They are all the same card.

They are all the Seven of Pentodes.
Darkness.

An endless tortured scream.

| awoke to the sound of my own voice. Maybe voice isn't the right word as it was
more the sound of my own scream; bloodcurdling and tortured. The dogs were
dertly stationed before me, growling and barking as if an intruder had burst into the
house, invading their territory. The cats were nowhere to be seen, and | can't say that
| blamed them.

Once again | was bathed in a cold sweat, breathing heavily as though | had just
finished running a marathon. This was becoming ridiculous. | had only managed one
decent night's sleep out of the past four, and it was beginning to take its toll. This
time, the nightmare had taken on even more intengity. It was obvious that Arid was
trying to tdl me something, | was certain of it. Doubtless she had been trying to do
the same in the last dream as well.

After caming the dogs, | immediately retrieved my 'Book of Shadows and
recorded the till vivid details of this latest nightmare. By the time | finished, fatigue
once again overtook me, knocking the second wind from my sails, and leading me
Into a restless seep.



The next morning, Fdicity was dressed and waiting for me when | arrived at the
hospital. Her doctor had released her earlier, and she was more than ready to remove
hersdf from the premises. She had been fortunate in some respects, as her injuries
could have been far worse. Other than the miscarriage, she sustained only two
cracked ribs and some minor bruises.

My fiery-tressed wife demonstrated her stubbornness and resolve in her refusa to
be pushed out of the hospital in a wheelchair, though she did dlow me to carry her
overnight bag for her. | left Felicity Sitting on a bench at the main entrance, while |
rode up in the elevator, and then brought my truck down through the spiraing
corkscrew of the parking garage. Moments after | left her, | exited the concrete
structure, quickly zipped around the block, and brought the truck to a hdt directly in
front of the bench.

"l should have known you would be ready to leave," | told her after | turned onto
the street.

"l hate hospitals," she answered. "Y ou know that. Besides, I'm fine."

| pushed the truck forward, and turned left onto Kingshighway. "I'm glad you fed
fine, but what did the doctor say?"

"He said | was okay," she acknowledged. "l just need to take an iron supplement
for awnhile"

"What about the ribs?’

"He told me they'd be sore for a week or so," she went on, "but they'll hed up
okay."

| veered right toward the on-ramp and sped up, merging with the highway traffic.
We rode aong in silence for afew moments, Felicity staring out the side window.

"How are you with the whole miscarriage thing,” | gently queried. "I mean
mentally."

"l honestly don't know," she replied. "I'm kind of in shock | guess. I'm not sure if
it'sredly sunk in yet." Shelet out a long sigh and continued staring out the window.
A few moments passed and she turned to me once again. "l don't know that | redly
fdt dl that pregnant.”

"What do you mean?'

"Wadl, | mean, | know | had the morning sickness and al," she fumbled as she
searched for the words to explain her fedlings, "but that was only once. | don't think
| was pregnant long enough for it to redly sink in. I don't know. | hope | don't sound
calous. I'm sure I'm not making any sense to you."

"You don't sound callous,”" | reassured her, "and | think | understand.”

"I'm depressed about it," she announced after another long pause. "l just don't
think 1'm going to go off the deep end or anything. What about you? How do you



fed about dl of this?"
“I'm disappointed,” | told her, "and a bit depressed. Manly I'm pissed at Devon."
"Did you ever hear how his surgery went?"
| changed lanes then glanced over at her. "Haven't heard a thing."
"Have you talked to Ben?"

"Not since he dropped me off a my truck yesterday afternoon,” | outlined.
"Something's going on with him and Allison. He was red quiet.”

"Like what?'

| explained the incident | had partiadly witnessed, as wdl as Ben's abnormally
introspective demeanor that followed. Fdicity agreed with my theory that Ben's
dedication to his job, combined with the extra hours he had been working, might be
putting a strain on his relationship with Allison. Since she knew Ben as well as | did,
she also agreed that we would have to wait for him to come to us.

We exited the highway and continued up the tree-lined streets toward our home.

"They're going to charge R.J. with the murders,” Fdicity findly announced in a
depressed tone.

"We don't know that,” | responded. "Like | told you last night, a lot depends on
what they find in his apartment.”

"No. | can fed it," she ingsted. "They're going to charge him, and he's not the
one."

"I know," | told her, "but the police can't make their decisions based on the
ethered fedlings and gut reactions of a couple of 'Witches."

"Then we need to find something that they CAN base their decisions on."

| looked over at her. She wore a determined expression combined with a creased
brow, which told me the wheels were aready turning beneath her auburn mane. | had
kept the second nightmare a secret from her, as | didn't want her to worry. Now that
the third one had forced its way into my life, | suspected it might be time to fill her
in. Maybe, | thought, if we worked on it together, we could decipher the clues | felt
Arid was attempting to give me.

"So, | think I could use your help with... " | looked back to the road as | turned
down our street and quickly changed my train of thought. *What the hell "

The street in front of our home had become a smdl circus of news vans and
media personalities. Tal telescoping booms extended from the vehicles, pushing
dish antennas skyward in competition for the best angle and location. Camera-toting
video technicians, burdened with battery belts and miles of cable, lounged against
the vans in a state of detached boredom while nearly haf a dozen on-air talents
milled about expectantly.

"We redly don't need this," | expressed my thought aoud as we approached.
“Tel me about it," Felicity agreed. "You think they'll go away if we just ignore



them?"

"I doubt it," | mused sardonically. "They're televison reporters. They don't pick
up on things as fast as your average household pets do."

Intent on not being driven from my home by the tenacious reporters, | swung the
truck into our driveway and sped past them around to our garage in back of the
house. They sprang immediately into frenetic activity, adjusting neckties, or primping
coiffed hair as they motioned testily for their apathetic cameramen to follow them.

"So what do we do now?' Fdicity asked as the garage door automaticaly did
shut behind us. "We can't st in here forever."

"No, we can't,” | agreed. "Why don't you go in and cal Ben. Let him know
what's going on. While you're doing that, I'll go out front and ask them to leave."

"Ask them to leave?' she echoed. "You don't redly think that's going to do any
good do you?"

"Of course not, but it can't hurt."

She answered me with a familiar roll of her eyes, before opening her door and
stepping out of the cab. "Whatever."

The throng of TV journdists was shuffling about in my driveway like a
directionless herd of cattle. Some of them focused ther attention on the front of the
house while others craned their necks in an attempt to see where Felicity and | might
have disappeared. When | rounded the corner however, the divison of observation
ended and dl eyes, including cameras, were brought to bear on me.

"Mister Gant, can | ask you a few questions?"

"Dirk White, Channel Four News Mister Gant, has there been any progress in the
Investigation?"

"Rumor has it that a suspect isin custody. Is that true Mister Gant?"

"Mister Gant, Mister Gant. Brandee Street, Eyewitness News. Is it true that your
wife was directly involved in the capture of a suspect?”

They shouted their questions, assaulting me from al sides as they attempted to
make themsalves heard over ther rivals. | remained cam and continued to amble
eadly up the drive toward them, making it a point to be in no particular hurry.
Inevitably, | reached the smdl crowd and came to a halt afew feet away.

Brandee Street burst forth, her honey blonde mane moussed into immohbility.
"Mister Gant, sources close to the investigation say that your wife was injured while
ading in the apprehension of a suspect in the Satanic Serid Killer case. Would you
like to comment?"

Ignoring the question, | held up my hands in a quieting gesture, and waited for the
huddled group to settle down. Much to my surprise, it didn't take long for them to
comply. Apparently they assumed | was about to make some type of statement, as
they al held their microphones forward and stared at me expectantly. What | did tell
them, however, was not what they wanted to hear.



“| just came out here to let you know that you're wasting your time," | announced.
"My wife and | have no intention of making any statements about the case or
answering any questions. So, we would appreciate it greatly if you would please
leave us aone."

Brandee Street was the first to ignore my speech. "Was that your wife with you in
the truck, Mister Gant?"'

"Woas her injury serious?' another reporter interposed.

As | mutdy waved off the questions | noticed a dark grey station wagon as it
dipped up next to the curb on the side street across from my house. The thought of
another reporter joining the crowd that was currently assaulting me was less than
pleasant.

"l told you we aren't going to answer any questions,” | repeated. "Now can you
please leave us alone."

| cast a glance in the direction of the station wagon, and noticed that the driver
was Hill positioned behind the whed. The upper haf of his face was blocked by the
sun visor, and the lower haf obscured by his hand, as he appeared to be speaking
into what | assumed to be a hand-held tape recorder. | wondered to mysdlf if Felicity
had managed to contact Ben.

"Mister Gant, is there any truth to the rumor that there is a suspect in custody?"
Another reporter, Dirk White, quickly rattled off the question then pushed his
microphone at me.

"Are you people deaf?' | appealed. "How many times do | have to tdl you we
aren't going to answer any questions?"

| was only seconds away from throwing my hands up in utter exasperation and
retreating to the interior of my home. Now, more than ever, | understood why Ben
adways referred to the media as vultures. Mere moments before | sought an escape, a
patrol car from the Briarwood police department rolled to a hat on the opposite side
of the street. The light bar adorning the top of the marked sedan flickered to life, and
athick uniformed officer complete with mirrored aviators emerged, citation book in
hand. With a dy grin, the cop nodded and gave me a slent wave. He opened his
trunk, and rummaged around for a moment, then finding what he was after, set about
the task at hand. | amost couldn't contain my amusement when | noticed that he was
adeptly attaching boots to the front tires of the news vans, rendering them immobile,
presumably until atowing service arrived.

"Do your stations cover towing expenses?' | asked the swarm of reporters.
"Excuse me?' one of them returned.

"I was just curious," | continued. "Getting a vehicle out of the impound lot can be
alittle pricey, especially when you add in the towing costs."

One by one at first, then amost as a collective, redization set in and they turned in
their tracks. Various muttered expletives filtered to my ears, and | noticed that
Brandee Street let out a smdl angry shriek and stamped her foot as | had seen her do



two nights before. | was momentarily forgotten as they dl began to stride
purposefully to thelr vans. A cameraman | recognized as Ed, the collector of
Brandee's temper tantrums, hung back from the group. He grinned widely and
flashed me a quick thumbs up.

"Good one," was dl he said before sauntering off to join the rest.

| was certain that the officer had his hands full with the crowd of whining prima
donnas, and was hesitant to bother him, but | wanted to be sure he was aware of the
grey station wagon parked at the corner. As | debated how to get this information to
him, | looked over to seeif the car was 4ill there. | was greeted with the sight of the
vehicle's occupant as he strolled across the street toward me, gingerly balancing a
baking dish in his hands. Instead of another reporter as | had suspected, | was
surprised and relieved to see Detective Carl Deckert, grey har flying on a light
breeze.

"l thought you were another reporter when you pulled up over there,”" | admitted,
motioning to the bickering throng as he trundled up my driveway.

“I'll| bet," he responded. "Sorry | didn't get here sooner."
"No problem. Seemed pretty quick to me."

"How's Fedlicity doing?' he asked as he reached me. "l heard what happened from
Ben."

"Doctor gave her a clean bill of hedth. I'd expect she's going to be a little sore
though." | fdl into stride with him and we continued up the flagstone walk.
"Mentdly, she seems okay. She's a pretty strong individud. I'm sure shell be fine."

"Good. Good. Glad to hear it."
We climbed the stairs and | opened the front door for him.

"Honey, where are you?' | called out as we entered the living room and | shut the
door. We were greeted only by the cool ar and cam atmosphere. "We have a
visitor."

“I'm in the kitchen. Who is it?" she cdled back. She met us hdfway as we
proceeded through the dining room in her direction. "Detective Deckert," she smiled,
"thisisasurprise.”

"Carl, please. Just cadl me Carl." He offered the baking dish to her. "I hope this
doesn't seem slly, but | told my wife about what happened and dl... Anyway, she
made lasagna and insisted | bring it over to you two."

"It's not dlly at al." Fdicity took the dish from him and motioned for us to follow
her. "Come on in. Tel your wife thank you very much. It's very nice of her."

"No offense intended, Carl," | showed him further into the kitchen and offered
him a seat at our breakfast nook while Fdlicity stored the dish in the refrigerator, "but
| was expecting Ben."

"None taken. He asked if | would handle it," he explained as he sat down,
absently brushing his disheveled grey hairs back into place. "I wanted to come by



and deliver the lasagna anyway."

Fdlicity was working a preparing a pitcher of herb tea, and | interposed mysdlf
between her and the cabinet as she strained to reach an upper shelf. "Why don't you
gt down and I'll finish this up."

“I'm fing," she objected.

“I'm sure you are," | rgoined, "but I've got this redly intense desire to make tea,
so why don't you let me do it?!

I'm sure she would have argued more had Detective Deckert not been there. Since
he was, however, she quietly resigned herself to the fact that | was going to coddle
her for a while and joined him at the table. | had scarcely managed to begin
transferring the sun-brewed liquid into the ice-filled pitcher when our guest spoke up.

"This is probably none of my business,” he blurted hesitantly, "but you two are
pretty close with Ben and his wife aren't you?'

"Definitely,” | answered. "Ben was my Best Man. We've known the two of them
forever."

"Why do you ask?' Felicity looked over a me as she spoke, then back to
Detective Deckert. "Is something wrong?"

| continued what | was doing, but kept my attention on the conversation.

"You could say that," he sighed. "Like | said, it's probably none of my business,
but | couldn't help overhearing him on the phone last night... Then he asked me to
come over here when you called alittle while ago." He nodded his head at Felicity.

"l noticed that he was allittle distant," she agreed. "What did you overhear?'

"WEell," he explained, "l only heard one side of the conversation, but | got the gist
of it."

"He and Allison are having problems because of the hours he's been putting in,
right?" | volunteered.

"They've got a problem dl right,” he told us, "but his work schedule isn't it. Near
as | can figure, Ben's wife blames him for Felicity's miscarriage.”

"She what?" | exclaimed.
"Why would Allison do that?" Felicity appeal ed.

"Hey," Deckert held up his hands defensively, "from what | overheard, he agrees
with her."

CHAPTER 16



"It's not his fault,” Fdicity voiced adamantly. "I'm the one that made the choice to
walk through that door. He had nothing to do with it."

"Y ou know that, and | know that,” Deckert nodded, "but he ill feds responsible.
He seems to think that if he never got you two involved in this investigation, you
never would have gotten hurt."

"That's just plain ridiculous,” | stated. "All he did was ask me the difference
between a Pentacle and a Pentagram because he'd seen this hanging around my
neck." | hooked a finger beneath the slver chain and lifted the smal pendant from
behind my shirt. "Other than that, | volunteered. Hell, he was against the idea of me
getting involved in the first place. | had to tak him into it."

Deckert shrugged and echoed my sentiments, "I know, | know, but he's your
friend and he feels responsible for you." He let out a long sigh. "Shit, it's part of
being a cop. You fed responsible for everyone."

At that moment, Detective Carl Deckert looked far older than his years. It was
clear that he and Benjamin Storm had been cut from the same cloth when it came to
loydlty to their friends and loved ones. When it came to loydty to their careers as
well. Inaway, | fet | was seeing my best friend's future being played out before me
by the man seated at my kitchen table.

"We need to have atak with those two," Fdicity ventured. "We've got to get this
straightened out."

| had finished preparing the mint tea and placed the full pitcher along with glasses
on the table, then did in next to my wife. "Any ideas on how we should do that?"

"We need to speak to them when they're together for one." she posed.

"Sure, but that's going to be a little hard to accomplish with this investigation
going on. Ben's hours are alittle unpredictable right now."

Detective Deckert cleared his throat and we both turned our attention to him. "I
doubt that'll be a problem. He should be home at a decent hour tonight.”

"Why's that?' | queried.

"That's another piece of news | need to give you." He looked distantly out the
window of the atrium, then back at us. The deep furrow in his brow reveaded the fact
that he was struggling with exactly how to go about it.

"R.J. is being charged with the murders, isn't he?' Fdicity intoned flatly.

"Not yet, but don't be surprised if it happens within the next day or so,” he
echoed. "For the murder of Ellen Gray at least. We got the warrant and searched his
place early this morning."

"What did you find?' | wasn't sure | wanted him to answer the question.

"Black and white candles. A lot of 'em,” he detailed. "And a set of artists pastels
among other things."

"There has to be some kind of logical explanation." | shook my head. "What



about the Dirk, Arid's athamé. Did you find that?"
"The knife?' he echoed, shaking his head. "No. Not yet, but we're ill looking."

"Y ou've got the wrong person, Carl,” Fdicity implored. "I can't give you tangible
proof, but I just know R.J. isn't guilty."

"I know you two think he's innocent, but so far, the evidence points to the
opposite. | think you might be backing the wrong horse."

"The candles don't mean a thing,” | declared. "If you searched our house you'd
find a ton of candles. Witches use them for everything, so we have a tendency to
buy them in bulk."

"Especidly if you find them on sale," Felicity added, "and as far as the pastels go,
maybe he's an artist.”

"Since you mention it," Deckert returned, "he did take a few art classes at the
community college, and guess who his instructor was... one Karen Lewis, better
known to us by her married name, Karen Barnes."

"He knows dl three victims," | muttered to mysdlf.

"Looks that way," he continued. "So if you add that in with the candles, the
pastels, and his familiarity with your religion... "

Nether of us had a convincing argument to offer. We sat glumly, firm in our belief
that the young man was innocent of the crimes, but completely unable to proveit.

"Wdl, what did HE have to say?' Fdicity amost demanded.
"We haven't talked to him about it yet."

"Wdl then, he might have alogical explanation for some of the things you found,"
| expressed. "You won't know until you ask."

"Look," Deckert intoned after along pause, "I'm sorry | had to be the one to tdl
you dl this, but to be honest, | don't understand why you two are so sure this kid's
innocent. Hell, from what | understand you just met him afew days ago."

"That's true, but at the risk of sounding cliche,” | explained, "it's a Witch thing.
It's just a gut feding."

"What about Devon Johnston?' My wife was on a mission, and she wasn't about
to give up. "We haven't heard anything yet. Isn't he il a suspect?”

"He pulled through, but he's gonna be laid up for a good long time," he answered.
"We taked to him this morning, and Ben checked out his dibi. Except for killing a
dog, the assault on you, and a couple of trespassing charges, he'sin the clear.”

Once again he stared past the smal jungle of potted plants and out through the
arium window. After a short pause, he let out a sigh of resgnation, and then
continued in a fatherly tone, "Trust me, 1'd like to believe you guys, but like | said,
there'salot of evidence, even if it is circumstantia. It's the fingerprint you found on
the candle that redly clinchesit."

"I wish I'd never seen it," Felicity muttered in a dejected tone.



"And if R.J. redly is gquilty?' Deckert asked her rhetorically. "How would you fed
then? Look, | don't want to see an innocent kid go down either, but I'm not so sure
that's what's happening here. The shrink says it looks like the kid got himsdlf a crush
on these women and then got rgected. It just kept building and he finaly snapped
and carved 'em up. Got himsdf avicious circle going. Kill a woman, then fed guilty.
Fix it, in his mind anyway, with that 'Expulsion Thing' of yours, and then do it dl
over again."

"Expiation Spell," | corrected. "And as pat and logicad as that dl sounds, it
doesn't fed right." The hair rose on the back of my neck, and atingle ran down my
spine as | voiced my next thought, "R.J. being unjustly accused isn't our biggest
worry right now though."

"What is then?' he questioned.

"If we ARE right, and he IS innocent,” | expressed grimly, "then the red killer is
dill out there, and that means another young woman is going to die."

The waxing moon, creeping steadily toward fullness, had just begun its trek
across the cloudless early evening sky as we parked in front of Ben and Allison's
home. Nestled snugly within the confines of the historic district of the city, the stone
structure rose two stories from the well-kept lot to a steeply pitched date tile roof.
The two of them had spent the first few years of their marriage restoring this house,
and Fdicity and | had been there to help them put it dl together. Now, the two of us
fdt as if we were, in a figurative sense, responsible for tearing it apart. We weren't
about to let that happen.

After Detective Deckert |eft earlier in the day, | called Ben a the MCS command
post. He had remained distant and guarded during the conversation, much as he had
the day before, but | was determined in my desire to resolve the situation, and
effectively invited Felicity and myself over for a vist. Before he could object, | said
goodbye and hung up.

Allison met us at the front door wearing a thin, disconcerted smile, and kept slent
as we entered. Ben was wearily lounging on the sofa, tie undone, and fingers twined
around the neek of afull bottle of beer.

"Can |, get you something to drink?" Allison offered mechanically.
"No thanks," | responded, "I'm fine a the moment."

Fdlicity just shook her head. Allison fidgeted nervously, reminiscent of a trapped
animd. It was as if our declining her offer had somehow cut off an avenue of
escape, leaving her no choice but to face that which she was working so hard to
avoid. After spending a tense moment recalculating her options, she hestantly
positioned hersalf on the couch. She took a seat noticeably distant from Ben, but
close enough to give the outward appearance that nothing was wrong. Still, the strain
with which this was done would have been papable to even the most oblivious
stranger. The fact that we knew them as wel as we did turned the small sign into a



lighted billboard.
"Where's the little guy?' | asked as Fdicity and | found chairs opposite them.

"He's deegping over with his friend across the street,” Allison replied, seeming to
ease somewhat at the benign question.

"I guess Deckert told you about R.J.," Ben interjected, unceremoniously changing
the subject.

"He did," | answered, "and while we have our own views on the subject, that's
not the first thing on our agenda."

"Agenda?' Ben repeated. "Are we having a meeting?'
"You could say that."

The two of them smply stared back at us sullenly. We sat and allowed the thick
slence to envelope the room, and the four of us with it. Flicity and | had troubled
over this conversation the entire afternoon, and though we had discussed and
rehearsed everything we wanted to say, when it came down to the wire, the
memorized script was forgotten.

"Look, Fdicity, I'm sorry," Ben suddenly gushed. "If there was anything | could
do, | would. | wish | had never mentioned this case to you guys.”

"So Deckert was right," | asserted. "You redly do blame yourself for what
happened.”

"If the shoe fits," Allison muttered.
"Are you serious?' | faced her. "You actudly beieve Ben is at fault?'

"What the hdl is wrong with you two?' my wife blurted, unabashedly taking the
bull by the horns.

"Whaddaya mean?' Ben's expression changed from guilt to shock a Felicity's
candor.

"What | mean is, what gives you the right to fed responsible for my miscarriage?"
"If Ben hadn't... " Allison started.

"Bullshit!" The gates were open, and Fdlicity was living up to the stories about
redheads and their tempers. "Ben had nothing to do with it."

"l got you involved in this whole mess,” Ben insisted. "If | had never asked
Rowan to help, you never would have lost the baby."

"You didn't ask, Ben," | expressed evenly. "l volunteered. So did Fdlicity."
"She didn't volunteer to have some asshole dam her into awal," he shot back.

"I went over to Cally's house of my own accord,” my wife interjected dowly with
more than a hint of anger. "You can't possibly be responsible for my actions. And
you, Allison," she turned her blazing stare. "How can you possibly blame Ben for
something he had no control over?



"Maybe he didn't cause it directly,"” Allison returned, "but he never should have
brought you into this."

"She's right,” Ben added. "You guys aren't cops. | never should have exposed
you to the risks."

"Dammit!" Fdicity stood as the expletive burst from her lips. "How dare you!
How can you two be so selfish?"

"Selfish?’
"Yes, selfish!" she shouted. "ThisisMY pain, not yours! It's MY fault!"

| joined Ben and Allison in their stunned expressions as | turned to my wife. We
had discussed at length the fact that Ben was not to blame for the accident, but a no
point had she ever affixed that blame to herself.

Until now.

Fdicity remained standing, her auburn har draping forward as she dropped her
chin, murmuring through choked whimpers. "It's my fault. I'm the one to blame.”

| was caught completely by surprise. | inwardly damned mysef for not
recognizing the fragility of her menta state. Even with the heightened senses | had
developed through years of practice and meditation, | had completely missed this
possibility. | shouldn't have even needed those senses to know that something like
this could happen. | felt horribly fdlible. | had let her down.

"No, Fdicity." Allison was up from her seat ingtantly, maternal instincts in
overdrive. "No it isn't."

| stood and placed a comforting hand on my sobbing wife's shoulder. "It's not
your fault, honey. It's nobody's fault. It was an accident.”

She turned quickly and buried her face against my chest, shoulders heaving as she
let out the pent up emotion. | wrapped my arms about her gently, holding her close,
but trying to avoid putting pressure on her cracked and bruised ribs. Ben was on his
feet now. Both he and Allison looked back at me in astonishment. It was obvious
from their expressions that they hadn't foreseen this eventudity either.

| continued to hold this woman | loved more than my very life, crooning softly to
her, and dlowing her to release the torrent of tears she had been slently gathering for
the past day. We dl stood wordlessly in the living room until Felicity's weeping
ebbed. Eventualy, she began to cam. The shaking dowly faded away, and the sobs
were replaced by muted sniffles. She looked up a me with reddened eyes, and
brushed atangle of hair from her face.

"I'm sorry," she whispered.
"“It's okay," | told her. "You don't have anything to be sorry about."

She released her grip on me then stepped back unsteadily and shot Allison an
embarrassed glance. "You wouldn't have a tissue would you?"

"Sure | do," Allison soothed and slipped an arm about her shoulders. *Come with



me.

Ben and | stared after them as Allison led Fdicity down the hdlway adjoining the
living room. Considering the circumstances, | figured they would be gone for a
while,

"Jeezus, Rowan, I'm sorry," Ben sympathized as he rubbed the back of his neck,
"l never thought... "

"Nether did 1," | echoed as his words trailed off. "Neither did [."

The blame and self-accusation had findly completed its rounds, starting with
Cdly and ending with Felicity. Of everyone involved, she understandably took it the
hardest. It was nearing midnight before we findly left Ben and Allison. All four of us
were emotionaly drained and physically exhausted, but the two of them were getting
aong much better than they had been when we first arrived. The cathartic episode
left Felicity red-eyed and fighting a sinus headache, but in a somewhat selfish way, |
weas relieved that it was now over. Whether the police wanted to believe it or not,
there was Hill a psycho out there, and | was certain he was preparing to kill again. |
needed to be able to apply dl of my attention to figuring out who he was before that
happened.

"So | guess | managed to make a complete fool of mysdlf this evening,” Fdicity
lamented, eyes shut, head tilted back on the headrest and rubbing the bridge of her
nose.

"l wouldn't say that,” | consoled. "You just did what anyone else in your position
would have. | wouldn't worry about it."

She took in a deep breath and let it out dowly. "At least Allison and Ben are
straightened out."

"Yeah. | think they're pretty clear on the subject now."

We continued on quietly and | hooked a cautious left through the flashing yellow
light at the intersection, speeding onto the highway in the direction of home.

"l guess | owe you an apology,” | findly announced.
"For what?' She was Hill massaging her sinuses, head back, and eyes closed.

"For not being prepared,” | explained. "For not knowing how it was that you
redly felt."

"How could you have known?' she haf asked, haf stated.
"l told you | was fine. You aren't amind reader.”
"I'm a Witch. | should have sensed that something was wrong."

"Y ou've been preoccupied lately," she admonished. "You can't expect to be able
to do everything."

"l can a least expect to be sengtive to you and your fedings” | expressed,



glancing over a her.

"Don't beat yourself up over this, Rowan." She opened her eyes and looked at
me. "Take it from someone who's been doing just that. It won't accomplish
anything."

| paused for a moment, pondering the wisdom of what she had just said. "l just
wanted you to know | love you," | whispered.

"l never doubted it."

CHAPTER 17

Darkness.

Cold, lifeless, complete darkness.

Falling.

Screaming.

Slence.

Light.

I'm standing somewhere. I'm standing nowhere.

There is something in my hand. | look down and notice that | am holding a
cane. My hand is encased in a white glove. | am dressed in white.

Formal.
A white tuxedo with tails.
"Hdlo Mister," a small voice calls from the void.

| turn to find a small child. A young girl with silky strawberry blonde hair tied
up with perfect white satin bows. She is dressed in a lacy white party dress and
Mary Janes. She's looking up at me with large curious eyes. She holds out her tiny
gloved hand to me and waits.

| take her hand.

A scream.

Slence.

The young girl is tugging on my coattail.

"Give him the tickets Mister, " she tells me.

"What?" last "Who? What tickets?"

"Tickets please." Thereis a faceless man standing before me.



In my hand | hold two smooth rectangles. | turn them over in my hand. | don't
know where they came from or why | have them. | can only assume that they are
the tickets the man wants.

At first glance they appear blank.

At second glance they appear patterned.
At third glance they appear familiar.

| look at them closer.

The Seven of Pentacles.

"Mister, give him the tickets or we'll miss the show." The young girl continues to
tug on my coattail in frustration.

"Hurry."

| give the faceless man the tickets. | don't know why.
We are sitting.

We are in a theatre.

Seats seem to extend forever into the shadows. They are all empty. The young
girl and | are the only audience.

Thereis a program in my hands. It is printed on a single sheet of fancy paper
and folded in the center. The symbol adorning the front of the page is the Seven of
Pentacles. | begin to peel open the crisp parchment.

"They're starting." The girl nudges me and points to the stage before us.

| look up. The tall vermilion curtain is swinging open somy. A grey mist is
beginning to spill from the dit forming in the center.

The curtains are open wide, suddenly, as if they had never been closed.

A faceless woman with strawberry blonde hair, dressed in elegant white lace is
standing center stage. She is flanked on her left by a faceless brunette, and her
right by a faceless blonde. They are all dressed alike.

The grey mist spills over the edge of the stage and isfilling the theatre. It hangs
wetly around my ankles, creeping incessantly up my legs.

A scream.

A splash of red spreads across the breast of the woman at center stage and her
body heaves violently as a gurgling voice calls out, "Why, Rowan, Why?"

| try to get up. | can't. The cold grey mist has crept up over my knees and into
my lap. It is holding me in the seat. | can't move.

| look over at the young girl. She is staring intently at the stage.
A scream.

| look back to the stage. | don't want to, but | can't help myself. A crimson stain
bursts forth on the chest of the faceless brunette woman. She begins crumpling to



the floor, shrouded in the mist. A new voice gurgles, "Our father who art in
heaven, hallowed be thy name..."

The mist has made its way further up my body now. It floats about me
mid-chest. | look over to the young girl. | expect her to be completely covered in the
paralyzing fog.

Sheisn't.
She looks back at me curioudly as the fog licks at her, but never touches. | open
my mouth, but | can't make a sound. She turns back to the stage.

A scream.

Blood, thick and red, flows from the chest of the blonde, quickly forming a
Pentagram, then blending into a formless blotch. She begins to dip downward
into the fog, her gurgling voice reaches my ears, "Who are you? Why are you
doing this to me?"

The woman center stage is still standing. She continues to shake violently, her
head rolls forward and a face forms where there had only been void. Her eyes
open and she looks directly at me. She begins to dide away into the grey mist, and
her mouth begins to move, "Why don't you stop him, Rowan?"

Her body disappears. Standing in place behind her is a hooded, robed figure,
a bloody Dirk held firmly in his grip. He looks at me, then to the young girl, then
back to me again. He appears faceless, but even at this distance | can see his eyes.

Cold.
Cold, grey eyes.

The thick fog erupts before him. A plume rises quickly, then dissipates, falling
back to the floor almost as quickly as it had risen, leaving behind the lace clad
form of yet another young woman. She screams.

The scream echoes forever throughout the shadows. The robed figure raises the
Dirk, then plunges it downward.

Blood.

Dark crimson, thick with the young woman's life. The life that flows out of her
in time with her waning scream. The hooded figure thrusts his hand into her
chest, then wrenches it back as her dying body crumples to the floor.

The mist is just below my chin. I'm completely unable to move now, and I'm
finding it hard to breathe. | look over at the young girl next to me.

"Thisisjust the dress rehearsal,” she tells me matter-of-factly, looking up at my
face with large bright eyes. "I've got to go now Mister."

| try to speak as the girl dides off her seat and begins skipping up the aisle, a
fogless void enveloping her. Nothing comes out. She disappears.

"All... Is... Forgiven," a deep demonic voice filters into my ears.
| look back to the stage. The hooded figure holds his hand aloft, vermilion



streaks dripping down his bare arm. In his hand there is grasped a still-beating
heart.

The fog has reached my face. | try to hold my breath, but it dides in anyway. It
creeps into my nostrils, and into my mouth. It tastes foul.

It continues to rise and now covers my head.
| can hold my breath no longer.

Darkness.

An endless scream.

Once again, | awoke to the sound of my own tortured scream. As Fdicity had
suspected days ago, the nightmares weren't going to end until this was over. Not
until the redl killer was found and stopped.

As neither of us had foreseen, the episodes were growing more intense. Each
nightmare was more disturbing than its predecessor—more vivid... more
maddening. Each dream was drawing me closer to what could only be an inexorable
convergence with the cancerous insanity eating away at the mind of the murderer.

My wife straddled me in the bed, gripping my shoulders and shaking me violently.
| continued to scream.

"Rowan!" Her mouth formed the word, my name, but her voice couldn't penetrate
the banshee wall that filled my ears. "ROWAN!"

A gtinging sensation suddenly radiated through the side of my face as my head
wrenched to the side, and silence faded quickly into the room. It had taken the shock
of Felicity's hand impacting my cheek to awaken me from the pain of the nightmare,

“I'm sorry," | heard her say, rapt concern flooding her voice.
| pulled her close.
It was my turn to cry.

"How many?' she asked softly after my sobs had waned. "How many of these
nightmares have you had?"'

"Four," | choked, pulling back from her and pressing the hedls of my palms
against my eyes.

"They're getting worse aren't they?"
"Yes," | afirmed, "they're getting worse."

My wife rolled to the side and fluidly got out of bed. She continued to stare a me
as she dipped into her bathrobe—her expression rapidly beginning to show irritation
on top of the concern.

"Why haven't you told me about this?' she demanded angrily as she knotted the
belt.



"| started to this morning," | swung my legs over the side of the bed and hauled
mysdf up, "but that media circus was waiting for us, and then everything else... " |
let my voice trall off.

"Wadll, 'everything else' is over," she flatly rebutted. "We're going to talk about it
now."

“I'll be dl right,” | protested. "We can talk in the morning."
She glared back, "Now."

The tone of her voice told me in no uncertain terms that | shouldn't argue. |
finished pulling mysalf from the bed, and stood shakily, dill rubbing my eyes.

"Can | take a shower first?' | queried.
"I'll be in the kitchen," she answered.

| felt somewhat better after standing under the cool spray of the shower for a few
minutes. At the very least, | was no longer drenched in sweat, and | had stopped
shaking for the most part. Fdicity was seated at the breakfast nook, cradling a mug
of freshly brewed coffee in her hands when | entered. Salinger, Dickens, and Emily
lined the wide window g, staring back at me through dit eyes, ears cocked out to
the sides of their heads as if they were three wise, dbeit smal and furry, prophets.

| pulled down a mug from the cabinet and poured myself a measure of the black
caffeine-laden brew.

"Fedling better?' Fdicity asked as | poured.

"A little" | replied, and then did in across from her. | had quickly recorded my
latest nightmare in my '‘Book of Shadows' before showering, and it was now tucked
beneath my arm. | pulled it out and dropped it to the table with an audible smack.
The trio of felines followed its course in unison, from my hand to the table, and then
looked back at me expectantly. "I'm ill feding rattled though."

"So you want to fill me in?' My wife peered a me over the rim of her cup before
taking a sip.

| tapped the bound sheaf of papers that was my dream diary. "I've written them
dl down. The first one was Saturday when | fel asleep on the couch.”

"l remember," she confirmed.
"l didn't have one that night though," | continued. "l guess | was too exhausted."
"So, isit arecurring nightmare?”’

"In some ways | guessit is, but not redly." | thoughtfully fingered the rim of my
coffee cup. "Arid is aways in them. She's always dressed in white lace, and by the
end of the nightmare she's always dead."

"That's pretty straightforward,” Felicity, told me, andyzing my words carefully.
"Just think about what you've seen."”



"It's bad enough seeing her die over and over," | outlined, "but she always says
something like, "Why don't you stop him?"

"Subconscious reaction to a feding of helplessness?' she proffered. "You want
to be able to save her, but you can't. It's probably your own psyche saying it."

"That's what | thought at first too," | partidly agreed, "but there's too much detail,
and the variations in the dreams seem to form a pattern. It's asif Arid is trying to tell
me something. Like she's trying to give me clues to the identity of her killer."

"So you don't think these are just nightmares then?'

"Not since the third one,” | answered. "They're just too damn red... And they
keep getting more intense.”

"What kind of clues do you think she's giving you?"

“I'm not exactly sure. One of the things that has recurred in the past two
nightmares was the Seven of Pentacles.”

"The Tarot card?'

"Yeah. In the third dream anyway." | flipped through the pages of the 'Book of
Shadows' hafway hoping an answer would legp out a me. "Arid aways was
fascinated with Tarot."

"What do you think it means?' Felicity queried.

"The inherent meaning of the card is something like ‘hard work and patience
brings growth'... and something to do with money if I'm remembering correctly. |
was never that interested in the cards.”

"Neither was I," she echoed then paused. "You said it was a Tarot card in the
third dream. What was it this time?"

"The symbol," | scribed in the air with my finger while taking a sip of my coffee,
"from a card, only it was on a pair of tickets, and a program.”

"What, like concert tickets or something?’
"Ticketsto aplay. Or | guessit was aplay.”
"What do you mean?"

"Well," | sighed, "in this nightmare | went to what appeared to be a play, but there
was this little girl with me, I'm pretty sure she's Arid as a child,” | explained.
"Anyway, she told me that it was just a dress rehearsal.”

"What was the play about?"

"The murders," | answered flatly. "The curtain opens up and there are three
faceless women on the stage. A strawberry blonde in the center, a brunette on her
|eft, and a blonde on her right.”

"Arid, Karen, and Ellen."

"That's what I'm figuring," | agreed. "Anyhow, dl three of them are dressed in
white lace gowns, and there is this grey mist that keeps spilling off the stage. It



creeps across the floor like some kind of fog and just keeps getting deeper. It
pardyzes me, and holds me in the seat, so | have to st there and watch as this
shadowy figure kills them one by one. Arid, then Karen, and then Ellen."

"What does the little girl do?"
"She just Sits there and watches. For some reason the fog never touches her."
"And she told you it was just a dress rehearsa ?'

"Y eah. After the shadowy figure kills dl three women, this plume of mist rises up,
and then as it dissipates there is this other woman... " | stopped mid-sentence as the
portion of the nightmare | had just described replayed itself in my mind like an
endless loop of film. The redization suddenly struck me like a fist between the eyes.
"DAMMIT! How could I have missed it!" | exclaimed.

| leapt from the table, sending the heretofore quiescent cats into a frenzied rush to
escape. They bolted in three separate directions, and in the same direction dl at
once, sending saltshakers and other table adornments to the floor. Coffee sloshed
from my cup, and my wide-eyed wife shot upward from her seat.

"Rowan! What's wrong?"

"Another woman appeared on the stage and the bastard killed her too," | spoke
quickly, advancing across the room and snatching the telephone from its cradle. "He
killed again! The son-of-a-bitch has killed again!”

| punched the lighted buttons, franticaly diding Ben's home number.
"Are you sure?' Felicity appealed as she tended to the spilled coffee.

"It has to be" | answered confidently, and then began impatiently urging the
phone. "Come on, come on, pick up!

| pressed the handset tightly to my ear, listening to the eectronic vibrato of the
ring a the other end of the line. If nothing else, this portion of the nightmare was
suddenly clear to me. Arid was tdling me that there was ether going to be another
murder, or that another had already occurred. A gnawing hollowness in the pit of my
stomach insisted that it was the latter.

"Rowan, don't you think... " Fdicity started.

| brought my hand up sharply and waved to cut her off as on the fifth ring, the
recelver at the other end was picked up.

"Hello," arough, hazy voice, ill thick with deep issued from the earpiece.
"Ben, it's Rowan," | blurted into the handset. "There's been another murder.”
"Do what?' Ben's voice came back to me. "What are you talking about?"
"The killer, Ben. He's ill out there, and he's killed again,” | insisted urgently.
"Slow down, man. Where are you?'

“I'm a home."

"The killer murdered someone at your house?"



"No, no. Nobody a my house. Listen to me, R.J. isn't the killer. The bastard is
dill out there, and he's killed someone else."

"Who, Rowan? Who's dead?"

"Another young woman. | don't know her name."

"How do you know this?' Ben's voice sounded much more alert now.

"Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you," | expressed. "Just trust me on this."

"Well, where did this murder take place?' | could hear him shuffling paper,
preparing to take notes.

My mind had been working so fast | had rushed ahead of not only the rest of the
world, but myself as well. | motioned to Felicity to hand me my '‘Book of Shadows,
and began legfing through the last few pages, scanning them as fast as | could. As |
had feared there was nothing to indicate where the murder might have taken place.

"Rowan? Are you 4ill there?' Ben's voice crackled from the earpiece.
"Yeah. Yeah, I'm here"
"Wdl? Where did this happen?"’

What | was about to say was sure to portray me as a lunatic. | only wished | had
another choice. "I don't know."

"You don't know?' Ben's incredulous voice issued again. "What do you mean
you don't know?"

"l mean | don't know where it happened, | just know that it has," | answered in a
pleading tone, knowing full wdl that my words now sounded hollow and empty.

"Let me get this straight,” he detailed, "the killer is Hill out there, and he's killed
another young lady. You don't know who, and you don't know where, but you just
know it happened. So, you decided to cal me at... " he paused, | assume to check
the clock, "at quarter of four in the morning to tel me dl this?'

"Yeah," | muttered.

"And how you know this, | wouldn't believe, even if you told me?"
"Yeah." | couldn't think of anything else to say.

"Try me."

| was dejected. | was frustrated. | was angry that | had no way to make him
believe me. | did the only thing | could think of to do. I told him the truth.

"A vison. Okay?' Discontent permeated my voice. "It's something | saw in a
vison when | went to sleep tonight.”

"Jeezus, Fuck, Rowan!" The earpiece buzzed as he shouted. "Are you kidding
me? You caled me a amost four in the morning because of a goddamned
nightmare?"

“It's not just a nightmare, Ben," | plead. "It's more than that. You don't



understand... "

"Hell yes | understand!" he cut me off. "You've got some kind of bug up your
ass about R.J. not being the killer and you can't leave it dlone. Now you're having
nightmares about it."

"No, Ben, that's not it," | insisted. "I know it sounds that way, but trust me... "

"Look, Rowan," he spoke dowly. It was obvious he was trying to hold back
anger. "You're just going to have to accept it. The D.A. isfiling charges against R.J.
tomorrow morning, and that's the end of it. Now drink some warm milk or
something and go back to bed. Well tak about this in the morning. Goodbye."

"No, wait, Ben? Ben?"'
| was taking to dead air.

| dowly settled the recelver back into its base, and stared at it, Slently cursing
mysdf for being unable to convince him.

"He hung up,” | findly said.

"I'm sorry Ben didn't believe you," Felicity told me in a mild voice. "I was trying
to stop you before you caled him."

"I should have listened,” | granted. "He's been pretty understanding about
everything so far, but this... | know | must have sounded like | was nuts."

She dlipped her arms around me and nuzzled in close, dowly rubbing my back in
acomforting manner. "Y ou sounded concerned, and convinced."

"I sounded nuts," | repeated. "You don't have to sugar-coat it. I've just never had
involuntary visions this intense before. I'm not quite sure how to handle it."

"l don't know if | would either."
"If I just had something tangible," | mused. "Some kind of concrete proof."

"Maybe it hasn't happened yet," Felicity returned. "Maybe there is ill time to
convince him."

"Maybe, but | redly doubt it. I've got a bad feding that I'm a day late and a dollar
short."

The relative stillness of the room was broken by the clamor of the phone as it
began to ring. Without releesng my grip on my wife, | reached for it just as
STORM, BENJAMIN and a number played across the liquid crystal face of the
Cdler ID box.

"Hello," | answered, fully expecting to be chewed out by my friend or even his
wife.

"Good, you're gill up." The earlier anger in Ben's voice had been replaced by
something resembling horrific awe. "Better get dressed. I'll be there to pick you up in
ahdf hour."

"Someone found a body," | ventured, already knowing it to be true.



“I'm just glad you're on our side," he muttered, " cause you ain't natural, paleface.
You jugt an't natura."

CHAPTER 18

"Darla Anne Radcliffe," Carl Deckert was tdling me as we stood in the bedroom
of the Westview area apartment. "Twenty-five years old, flight attendant." He was
reading mechanically from his smal notebook. His grey hair was disheveled, angling
up in the back where his head had only recently been in contact with a pillow. "The
redhead out front is her roommate. They both work for the same arline, and she just
got in from aflight a two A.M." He motioned to the scene before us. "When she
got home, thisis what was waiting for her."

"Door propped open?' | queried as | knelt to inspect the gory spectacle.
"Yeah," he answered tiredly. "It was open.”

The other victims, Arid, Karen, and Ellen had been splayed out like rag dolls, little
care taken as to their appearance once the ritud was complete. This was different.
The young woman before me lay like an adornment. Her nude body stretched out
upon the bed as if she were a decoration. As if she were being offered.

Her shoulder length brown har fanned out in a slky halo around her head,
perfectly arranged. Her arms were at her sides, unbound, pams upward. Glassy
green eyes stared unblinking from a dackened face, forever intent upon the textured
ceiling above.

A Pentagram was carefully excised from the skin of her chest and stomach, even
more precisaly than it had been in the case of Ellen Gray. The pentagon created by
the convergence of the lines at the center of the symbol was positioned centraly and
just below her ribcage. At this point muscle and flesh had been removed to leave a
gaping five-sided hole. Reaching out, | held my glove-encased fist above the
opening, making a visual measurement.

"That's where he pulled her heart out,” | ventured bluntly, "directly through the
center of the Pentagram.” | hated the fact that | had become so clinicdly detached
from these horrors. It was beginning to make me fed almost inhuman.

"You think this might be some kind of copycat deal or something?' Deckert
asked. "This one's not bound up like the other three."

"No," | expressed podtively. "It's the same guy. The pattern of flaying is too
much like it was on Ellen Gray. That detail never made it to the media, so it wouldn't
be able to be copied.”

Deckert grunted agreement. | could tdl that he hadn't redly believed we were



dedling with an imposter, but someone had to ask the question.

"Does it samndl different in here to you?' Ben asked. He had been quietly
scrutinizing the scene ever since we arrived. "Sweeter than before. Kinda reminds me
of some opium | took off adealer | popped a coupl€a years back."

"That's exactly what it is" | answered, ill kneding next to the corpse.
"Hallucinogenics were sometimes used by Ritua Magicians in days gone by. |
expect you'll find that some was added to the incense he burned.”

"I fill don't get why she isn't restrained like the others," Deckert asserted. "Shit,
she looks like she just laid there and let him do it. No fight, no struggle.”

"She probably couldn't," a new but familiar voice issued from behind us.

| turned to see Doctor Sanders peering over the rim of her glasses a us. She
looked back down at the clipboard she was holding and finished signing whatever
document was attached to its face, and then handed it to her assistant.

"Y ou mind expanding on that a bit, Doc?' Ben asked.

"D-Tubocurarine Chloride," she stated matter-of-factly as she stepped past him.
"Dee Tube of what?' Deckert voiced in a confused tone.

"D-Tubocurarine Chloride," she repeated. "It's a Curarine derivative."

"English," Ben urged.

"Curare," she returned seeming somewhat annoyed. "You know, poison darts, dl
that jazz. Tubocurarine is commonly used as a paraytic agent for patients
experiencing violent and uncontrollable seizures. The Tox reports came back on the
Tanner and Barnes cases. They both had it in their systems. I'm willing to bet well
find it in the Gray case, and this one as wdl."

"Would the individua ill be able to fed pain?' | asked.

"Absolutely," she answered with a nod, "The patient would remain conscious and
fully aware. Totally capable of feding pain, just unable to move. The effects are
usualy short lived but drastic.”

"That would fit with what this S.O.B. istrying to accomplish." | offered.

"But that still doesn't explain why the other three victims were restrained and this
oneisn't,” Deckert observed. "If he shot the others up, why didn't they just lay there
too?"

"l can shed some light on that for you. May 17?' Doctor Sanders looked at me and
motioned to the body.

| stood and moved back as she leaned over and turned the young woman's
lifeless arm dightly to alow a better view. Expertly she ran the index finger of her
gloved hand across the cooling skin and brought it to rest. "Right here" she
announced. "He injected her intravenously. The other three were intramuscularly.”
She left her finger where it was until we had dl inspected the puncture wound, then
gently rolled the arm back against the body. "Tubocurarine Chloride is some pretty



wicked stuff, but it's unpredictable when injected into muscle. Dosages are pretty
tricky as well, because just alittle too much can cause respiratory arrest.”

"So it's possible that the other victims weren't completely paralyzed,” | thought
aoud.

"Precisaly," Doctor Sanders affirmed. "Based on the differing amounts between
the Tanner and Barnes cases, 1'd venture to say that the killer was experimenting. It
can also depend on how long it was in their system, because it can metabolize in as
little as thirty minutes."

"What about the fact that the killer ingested blood from the victims?' | queried.
"Wouldn't the drug affect him then?"

"Doubtful." She shook her head. "He would have to ingest much more than he
has for it to have an effect on him, and even then it's unlikey."

| continued to stare quietly a the lifeless body so neatly arranged upon the bed.
The killer had been more precise with his movements, more exacting. Nothing was
wasted. After afew moments | redlized | was holding my breath. | let it out in along
sgh. The cloying odor of the opium made my nostrils tingle as | drew in a fresh
breath. Something was rattling around in the back of my brain. Something recent.
Something | should know.

"l guess this clears the kid,” Deckert was speaking to Ben. "Maybe,” Ben
answered, "maybe not. His fingerprint was ill on that candle. Maybe there's an
accomplice. Like a cult thing or something."

"No," | volunteered over my shoulder without taking my eyes off the corpse.
"There's only one killer. | would have fdt it if there were more."

"Hey Doc," Ben turned his attention to Doctor Sanders, "have you established a
time of death yet?'

"I'd place it around eleven last night, give or take an hour," she replied. "l can be
more specific once | get a liver temp, but between ten and midnight is your
ballpark."

The sgh that Ben Storm let out was barely audible. | suppose | heard it smply
because | could aso fed the tension as it drained from him. | could sense him
relaxing as if an unbearable weight had just been lifted from his shoulders. | felt dl
this because | had been aware of his thoughts. | had known what he was thinking
ever since | had climbed into his van less than an hour ago.

"Fed better now," | asked without turni ng.
"Huh?"' he grunted.

"Do you fed better now that you know | didn't commit this murder?' | turned to
face my friend.

"How did... " His voice trailed off as he looked a me, obviously both surprised
and embarrassed.

"What are you taking about?' Deckert inserted, genuinely befuddled.



"l had avision tonight,” | explained. "Something of a nightmare | suppose. Init |
saw that this murder had occurred, so | caled Ben and told him." | didn't go into the
details of his not believing me. "Of course, being the good cop that he is, when the
body was found, he immediately considered me a suspect. That is, until the doctor
here established that it probably dl happened while he and | were dtting in his living
room drinking a beer."

"Rowan... Look, I'm sorry man... |... " Ben stuttered.

"Forget it," | told him sincerdly. "You didn't have any choice. | know | sounded
like a lunatic when | called you... "

"Yeah, but youre my friend," he protested. "And after everything that's
happened... Wdl, | shouldn't have doubted you."

"Redlly, Ben. It's okay. | would have done the same thing if | were in your
position. Let's just figure out who it is so we can stop him."

"How did you know anyway?'
"Like you said. | just 'ain't natura’." | smiled.
He nodded and returned the smile, and | knew that the matter was settled.

| turned back to the neetly arranged sacrifice. The earlier thought was clawing its
way forward from the back of my head, tearing painfully a my brain. | knew for
certain that the answer was right in front of me. | just didn't know why | couldn't see
it.

Her arms were at her sides, pams upward—an act of supplication. Her hair was
fanned out like a digphanous hao floating around her head. The flaying was precise
and clean.

Deckert and Ben were ill talking behind me, discussing the question of whether
or not this event actualy did clear R.J. of the crimes. | pressed mysdlf to tune them
out, and listen only to the rhythmic patterns of my measured breathing. | wasn't
about to try channeling this young woman, especialy without Fdicity here to anchor
me on this plane. | smply wanted to read the room with something other than my
eyes. | wanted to know what the killer was up to. What he was trying to accomplish.

| stretched my senses outward, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the sound
of my own heart. | raked my senses through the ethereal atmosphere only | could
see. | let every molecule of residua energy run through my otherworldly fingers like
ghostly grains of sand. To be inspected. Scrutinized. Discarded.

Nothing.

| could fed nothing but darkness and death. It was just like the other crime
scenes. It was asif no ritua or ceremony had ever been performed in this room.

"Thisisjust the dress rehearsal," a child's tiny voice echoes in my brain.
"Thisisjust adress rehearsal,” | whispered aloud as my eyes opened wide.
"What was that, Mister Gant?' Doctor Sanders looked up from her work.



"A dress rehearsdl.” | made the comment louder now as the thought scratched its
way up through my brain to reside clearly and positively in the front. "Look at the
way she's arranged.” Ben and Deckert had broken off their conversation to listen to
me. "Her hair. Her hands, paims upward in supplication or offering. The detail of the
flaying. The opium in the incense." By now | had moved around the bed motioning
to each of the points | had mentioned. "The whole ritud has gotten more
complicated each time. The first three were for practice, and this one was the find
dress rehearsal."

"Dress rehearsa for what?' Ben appeal ed.
"For the invocation," | answered quickly. "For the actua ceremony."
"No offense, but so what?' Deckert interjected.

"So it's something that has bothered me ever since the second murder, but |
could never redly put my finger on it." | continued, "l've never fet any resdua
energy from the crime scenes. | know that means nothing to you, but to me it's
important. I've just been assuming that | was missing something, and now I'm sure
that | was."

"I «ill don't follow."

"The refinement in the ceremony with each murder. This has dl been one big
rehearsal for the find ceremony. This was the 'Dress Rehearsal’. The next time it's
going to be for red."

"That ill doesn't tdl us anything,” Deckert returned. "It just means that the
asshole is going to kill again. That is, unless you're trying to tdl us you actudly
believe he's going to summon up a demon or something."

"That's entirely beside the point," | returned. "I'd rather he never get a chance to
even try. All of this DOES mean something though. It tells us WHEN, and in a
certain respect, WHO he's going to kill next. That's what 1've been missing."

"How's that?"

"Based on some of the things | dug up when | researched rituad sacrifices." |
continued, "If I'm on the same page he is, and I'm pretty sure | am, helll plan to
perform the ritua on afull moon."

"Anyone got a calendar?' Ben caled out. "When is the next full moon?"
"This Friday," | told them before anyone ese could respond.

"Okay, so that's the when." Ben looked a me expectantly, "What about the
who?"'

| bit back a rush of bile in my throat a the thought, then quietly uttered the
answer, "Hell believe he needs avirgin."

"A virgin?' Deckert posed, "How the hdl is he going to know if the victim is a
virgin?'
"A kid," Ben answered him flatly, ill holding my gaze.



"A kid?" Deckert exclaimed. "Holy fucking shit, you can't be serious!”

"“Tel me | misunderstood, Rowan," Ben appealed, eyes ill fixed on mine.
"Please.”

| couldn't.
| just looked away.

There was a note waiting for me when Ben dropped me back at home later that
morning. Fdicity had already left for a photo shoot she had scheduled, and she was
letting me know that she would be home later in the afternoon. | showered and
changed clothes while the coffee pot performed its prescribed duty. After grabbing a
cup and filling a thermal carafe with the resulting brew, | settled in a my desk
upstairs.

| hoped that doing some work would take my mind off the events of the past
days and dlow me at least some small period of rest. Much to my chagrin, | found
the reason behind why the previous week had been so grueling. | was entirely caught
up. No unanswered support calls. No clients needing upgrades or modifications. |
had nothing to do.

| was just preparing to cal it quits when | noticed the yellow pickup dip in my
box. It had been lying there since Saturday afternoon, completely forgotten. The
odds were that the package was a software backup from a client needing a minor
modification, or a database recovery; either of which would only amount to an hour
or so worth of work. In any event, it was better than nothing, so | snatched up the
canary ticket and made the short drive to the Post Office and back.

As expected, the smal package contained a tape cartridge full of data. The
included trouble sheet indicated that the database was corrupt and needed to be
recovered, which was one of the contract services | provided to my clients. | quickly
scanned over the trouble sheet to see if there was any more information and noted
that this particular client was located in Seattle, Washington. | was just preparing to
dip the cartridge into my computer's tape drive when the hair rose on the back of my
neck.

"It always rains here," Arid's voice rings through my head. "It's mostly just a
misty rain."

Rain.

Constant misty rain.

Sesttle, Washington.

The second of my nightmares suddenly made sense as the eectrochemical
reaction within my brain generated the connection. It almost aways rained in Seettle.
| remembered that from a magazine photo layout Felicity had done about the Seattle
Bumbershoot Festival. A festivd to celebrate the rain. Work was once agan
forgotten as | seized the phone and stabbed out Ben's cdlular number on the



keypad.
His voice came after the second ring, "Hello?"

"Ben, it's Rowan."

"Hey," hereplied, "l was just going to cdl you. You'll be happy to know that the
D.A. decided to hold off on filing charges against R.J. pending further investigation.”

"That's great," | answered quickly, "but that's not why | called.”
"What's up?'

"I know I'm going to sound crazy again," | started, "but I'm caling about another
vison | had."

"When? Just now?' he asked.

"No, a couple of nights ago," | continued. "I've been having them amost every
night since | got involved in this whole thing. They just haven't necessarily made
sense until now."

"So what isit?' he pressed anxioudy. "Did you see another murder? The kid?"

"No, not yet." | hoped we could make that 'yet' into a never. "I'm pretty sure this
one is a clue about the killer's identity, but | don't quite know what to make of it."

"Wdl spit it out man," he urged. "What isit?"

"Sedttle,”" | told him. "Seattle or the Pacific Northwest. | think that's where he's
from or something."

| could hear him scribbling notes in his book. Less than half a dozen hours ago he
had considered me a lunatic, and possibly even a murderer. Now he was accepting
what | said on blind faith. He wasn't taking any chances.

"What makes you think Seattle?' he asked.

"Rain," | told him smply, and then explained it. "It amost dways rains in Sedttle.
In the vision, | saw Arid and she told me that it was adways raining. | think she's
trying to tell me who thekiller is, or where he's from at least.”

"Okay. I'll check NCIC and call Sedttle PD to see of they have any cases smilar
to ours, open or closed. You got anything else | should know about?'

"I've had two other visions, but nothing has clicked yet... except maybe money."
"Money?' he asked in a perplexed tone.

"It doesn't make sense to me either, but then neither did the rain until just a few
minutes ago."

"No problem. I'll start making some calls, and I'll get in touch with you as soon as
| know something. If anything else fallsinto place for you, cal me right away."

"I will. Tdk to you later. Bye."
"Bye."
| gently settled the handset back into its holder, slently grateful that Ben had been



willing to believe me thistime. | only wished that a young woman hadn't had to die in
order to open his eyes. But then, that wasn't his fault.

| redly didn't fed like working anymore, but my clients weren't paying me to track
down serid killers, they were paying me to fix their computer software. | turned back
to the small tape cartridge and spent the next hour and forty-five minutes earning my
living.

It was dmost three hours before | heard anything from Ben, and instead of
cdling, he and Detective Deckert smply appeared at my house. The pendulum clock
had just issued an audible announcement of the time, teling me that it was one
o'clock in the afternoon when | answered the doorbell.

"What's for lunch?' Ben said to me as | swung open the front door.
"l was just nuking some lasagna," | answered.
"That'll work."

The dogs scrambled about, nosing one another out of the way in a contest for the
attentions of the two visitors. | sent them out the back door as Ben and Deckert
seated themsealves at the kitchen table.

"Where's the squaw?' Ben asked, lounging back in his chair.

"Working. She had a shoot for some department store scheduled today."
"Shouldn't she be resting or something?"'

"How long have you know Felicity, Ben?' | returned.

"Yeah. You'reright. Forget | ever asked that."

"S0, I'm assuming you didn't just come by for lunch,” | told them while preparing
the dish of pasta

"Y ou assume correctly,” Ben returned, "but | still want to eat."

“I'm working on that,” | answered and looked over a Deckert who gave me an
animated shrug.

"W, it appears that you're two for two on this nightmare thing," Ben started.
"We hit pay dirt with the Seattle PD. They've got an open case that bears a striking
resemblance to our four. Especiadly Arid Tanner."

"Coed at the University of Washington, Sesattle," Deckert picked up, “found dead
in her dorm room. She had been skinned in a Smilar fashion to the Tanner woman,
but the autopsy revealed that she was probably aready dead due to respiratory
arrest.”

"He overdosed her on the Curare," | mused.

"Kinda," he replied. "Toxicology showed the dose to be too low to have caused
respiratory arrest in your average person. Seems this young lady was unlucky



enough to be a member of the smdl percentage of people who are hypersensitive to
the drug.”

"Considering what she would have had to endure otherwise," | observed, "I'm not
sure | would cal her unlucky in that respect.”

"Yeah," he grunted, "l see what you mean."

"The mirror in the room was shattered, and there was a Pentacle inscribed on the
wdl aong with the words 'All Is Forgiven'," Ben added. "Not to mention that the
door was propped open. Sound familiar?"

"More than just a little" | answered. "But shouldn't it have shown up earier? |
thought this was what things like NCIC and VICAP were dl about."

"They are," he affirmed. "Clerica error. The case was never entered into the
database.”

"Lovely... Wdll, did they turn up any leads?' | queried. "Fingerprints? Anything?"

"No prints," Deckert answered. "According to their forensics lab, the size and
shape of the incisions were consistent with those of a scalpel or a Smilar cutting
Implement.”

"There'sa Medica School at the University of Washington," | voiced. "A friend
of mine attended it. That would tie in with the Curare and the theory about the killer
having some kind of medica background as well. When did this happen?”

"A little less than ayear ago," Ben answered this time, "and nothing else came up
on the NCIC database, so to our knowledge, he hasn't killed anywhere besides here
and Sesttle.”

The timer on the microwave beeped, so | stepped over to pull out the tray of
lasagna. | moved through the task of dishing it onto plates automaticaly, il
pondering everything that had been said.

"So our killer moved from Seattle to Saint Louis sometime within the last year," |
ventured, "and might have been a medical student at the University of Washington."

"That's how it looks," Deckert acknowledged. "The Sesattle PD is compiling a list
of the med students they interviewed right now."

"How soon do you think you'll hear something?' | placed steaming plates before
the two men and absently offered them silverware.

"Hopefully sometime this afternoon,” Ben answered, cutting into the lasagna with
his fork. "They're as anxious to find this asshole as we are.”

"Yeah," Deckert added, "as if it wasn't enough that this shithead maimed and
killed this girl, it turns out she was the daughter of some big cheese out there. The
family posted some obnoxious amount as a reward." He glanced up from his plate
and noticed me leaning against the counter lost in thought. "So are you gonna eat or
what?'

For dl intents and purposes | had switched to automatic pilot when the two of



them began filling me in on the latest news, and the fact that | was hungry was dl but
forgotten. Before | could answer, the dogs began yeping loudly, raisng their generd
happy canine ruckus at the back gate. A moment later the reason became obvious
when we heard the front door open and Felicity come noisily in.

"Ben, your van isin my parking spot," her voice called from the other room.

| turned to Detective Deckert, "I guess I'll get that chance after | heat some up for
her." | jerked my thumb in the direction of the living room, then waved my index
finger at the both of them. "I'll let you two get her caught up with what's been going
on."

CHAPTER 19

"So what's with this theory about the next victim being a child?' Felicity was
mechanically sorting film canisters. "l mean, is there something that can be done?"

While she was eating, Ben and Deckert had brought her up to date on the days
events, from the latest murder to the discovery of the connection with Seattle. We
had now moved to the dining room table where she could do some work while we
talked.

"It took some doing since we don't have any hard evidence," Ben answered, "but
| managed to convince the Chief of the possibility of a child abduction. We've got
coppers stationed at dl of the area schools, but the truth is, we redly don't know
wha we're looking for. This asshole hasn't established any kind of pattern or
anything.

"And what with school just starting in some districts the effort has been hard to
coordinate."

"Not to mention that it's quite a bit of ground to cover,"” Deckert added. "He
could try to grab a kid outside of the Metro area for dl we know."

"What about the police in those areas?' she posed. "Can't they help out?!

"They are" Deckeat explained, "but you're taking about some red smal
departments. They can only spread themsalves so thin, and like Ben said, he hasn't
exactly been sticking to a particular stereotype... and now we're guessing that hell
go after akid... "

| had been ligening quietly, pondering the facts as they were reiterated for my
wife's benefit, and trying each of them out on the mental jigsaw puzzle | had created.
Each of my nightmares provided another piece, and | felt that my recent revelations
had begun putting them together. The border was completed, | was certain of that,
and something told me that | had most of the pieces necessary to fill in the center,



but for some reason ill lacked the dexterity to do it.

| was troubled as much as the rest of them by the paradox the killer had created.
It was obvious that he was practicing. Preparing himsdlf for the rite of invocation |
believed he intended to perform. With each victim he had grown progressively more
intense, displaying increasingly greater skill a his grotesque art. Each of his steps
seemed carefully planned out, but a the same time the selection of his victims
appeared random.

Arid Tanner, Karen Barnes, Ellen Gray, and now Darla Radcliffe. Other than the
fact that three of them knew R.J., they had little in common. There was nothing to
indicate that they knew one another. The fact that R.J. was Hill in custody at the time
of the fourth murder tended to rule him out as a suspect, and in my mind, as the
common thread | was searching for. The women lived in different parts of the city
and county. They had different professions, different hair colors, different eye
colors, sizes, weights, shapes, birth dates, this, that, and the other thing. They
appeared to have nothing more in common than being adult, mid to late twenties, and
femae. Now | bdieved that the killer's next victim would be a child, so even that
pattern, minute as it was, instantly began to unravel.

"Rowan?'

| plunged back toward redity at the sound of Felicity's voice sharply prodding
me. "Wha... What?'

"Y ou were staring off into space for a minute there," Ben interjected. "Something
we should know? Y ou weren't goin' dl Twilight Zone on us were you?"

"No. Nothing like that," | answered 4ill dragging myself out of my introspective
trance. "l was just thinking about the victims. There's got to be some kind of
connection that we're missing. He had to pick them for a reason. There has to be a
common thread."

“I'll buy that, but I've got no idea what it is," he returned. "Weve talked to
friends, relatives, and neighbors of dl four of them. We've been over the crime
scenes dozens of times. Persona effects as wdl. Nothing."

"Why does it matter?' Deckert interjected. "If you think he's gonna go for a kid
this time then dl bets are off."

"I don't know." | stood up and began dowly pacing about the room. "Maybe it
would give us a better idea of who we're looking for. Maybe it's something the four
of them could have in common with a child... | don't know." | began to mutter, "It
just bothers me... "

"Y ou're thinking that if we knew the connection,” Fdicity ventured, "that we might
have a better idea of the type of child he might abduct?"

“In generd, yes. That is, of course, assuming that he hasn't grabbed a child
already."

"We thought of that," Deckert expressed. "There haven't been any unresolved
child abductions in the area within the past two years."



"What about Seettle?’

"Nothing," Ben added. "If he already grabbed a kid, ether it hasn't been reported,
or it happened somewhere in between here and Sedttle. I've got a couple of guys
working on compiling alist right now, but that's going to take some time."

"Dammit! There has to be something." My pace was quickening as my patience
began showing wear. "There's something there and I'm too blind to seeit.”

"You can't blame yourself, Rowan," Felicity chimed.

"Why not?' | shot back as | came to a halt and motioned to Ben and Deckert.
"They're taking me a my word on dl of this. They've got cops dl over the place
watching schools dl day. What if I'm wrong? What if this bastard doesn't try to grab
a kid after dl? What if he kills a waitress from the local pancake house? Or a
secretary? Or anyone else for that matter... Then it's MY fault because | was
wrong."

The room fell hushed as my diatribe ended, and the three of them watched mein
concerned silence. After along moment, the quiet was ushered from the room by the
raspy sound of Detective Deckert clearing his throat.

"Do you think you're wrong?' he asked smply.

| dlowed his words to fade softly away before bringing my gaze up to meet their
faces. "No. No, | don't."

"Then stop kicking yoursdlf in the ass," Ben ordered. "It's not going to help us
figure out who this sicko is."

“I'm beginning to wonder if anything is,” | whispered.

“If it weren't for you, wed have never made the Seattle connection,” he
continued. "It's not like this asshole has been leaving behind alot of clues. Trust me,
even | don't believe I'm about to say this, but right now your dreams or nightmares,
or whatever the hdl you cdl them, are the best leads we've got. So far, you're two
for two, and that's a damned good average in my book."

"But the dreams aren't just 'Bam, here's the answer', Ben," | objected. "The clues
are obscure and symbolic. Like the Sesttle thing. | had that dream days ago, and it
was about rain. | didn't make the connection until | got a package from a client that's
based in Sesattle and it triggered the thought. | ill don't know what the other ones
mean."

"So maybe you just need to relax," Deckert volunteered.

"Could be." | leaned against the doorframe and let out a long sigh. "That would
probably help."

"l don't mean to push, especidly on that note, but you mentioned something
about money on the phone earlier," Ben queried. "Any idea what it means yet?'

"No, not yet... And there's a perfect example of what | mean about the clues
being obscure. What | saw in the dream wasn't actualy money, it was a Tarot Card."



"Y ou mean like those fortune tdler cards," Deckert intoned.

"Exactly." | pushed away from the doorway and retrieved a Tarot deck from the
top drawer of the buffet, then seated mysdlf back at the table. "This deck belonged
to my mother,” | told them as | unwrapped the square of white slk that
encompassed them. "Neither Felicity nor | have ever been redly into Tarot, so | had
to look some of this up. Ariel, on the other hand, was fascinated with it. In my
dream we were dtting a a table and she was reading the cards for me... but not
redly FOR me, more like TO me."

"l don't believe I'm asking this," Ben spoke this time, "but what did she tdl you?"

"Nothing redly." | fanned the deck of seventy-two oversized cards before us, and
began carefully choosing those that had appeared in the dream. "l think this one
represents the killer."

Asthey watched, | placed the Knight of Cups face up in the center of the table.
"Why's that?" Deckert asked.

"Whenever Arid read Tarot," | explained, "she used a method know as the Cdltic
Cross. The variation of the style she followed requires that the reader choose a card
caled a 'significator' to represent the person being read for. This was the card she
chose in the dream.”

"So what does that tdl us?"

"If you follow the assigned, or divinatory as it's called, meaning of the card, then
it would represent a young man with light hair and eyes."

"Not exactly a specific description isit," Ben ventured rhetorically.

"She continued with this card.” | reached out and placed The Devil over the
dgnificator card. "As you would expect, this card can sgnify violence and Black
Magick. In this position of the Cetic Cross, the card represents the generd
atmosphere surrounding the subject. Next," | placed The Tower across the two
cards, "the sixteenth card of the Mgor Arcana, representing an overthrow of existing
ways of life, imprisonment, even death. This position shows the forces that oppose
the subject of the reading.”

"It represents us," Felicity whispered softly.

"That's my guess,” | agreed. "Anyway, that's where the reading stopped.
Suddenly everything changed and | witnessed her being murdered by a shadowy
figure once again."

"Excuse meif | appear stupid,” Ben puzzled, "but where in the hell did you get
money out of that?'

"From this card," | answered and tossed the Seven of Pentacles face up onto the
pile. "Seventh card of the suit of Pentacles, sometimes called coins. The money
card. A little girl appeared in the dream and handed it to me... It recurred severa
times in the next nightmare as well. That's why | think it's important.”

"You il just don't know why," Deckert volunteered.



"Exactly.”

At that moment, the wal clock executed its assigned task and announced the time
with a loud bong. The singularity of the tone signified that it was half past the hour.
The black meta hands imperceptibly rotated around its ornamental face and showed
that hour to be four PM.

"Sheesh, | didn't redize it was getting this late,” Ben announced after glancing
over his shoulder at the timepiece. "l ill have to get by the bank and hit the ATM."

The bank.

Mentdly, | turned the piece of the imaginary jigsaw puzzle in my ethereal hands.
Its curved interlocking fingers instantly took on a familiar shape, matching obviousy
with its mate. | pressed the fragment downward and watched it dip snugly in where it
belonged.

"That's it," | whispered.
"What's it?" Felicity asked. "Are you okay Rowan?"

"The bank," | spoke more audibly. "Money. The bank. The killer works a a
bank." | turned quickly to Ben and Deckert. "The four victims. Did they go to the
same bank?"

"I don't know," Ben answered. "But | doubt it. They dl lived in different parts of
the city."

"I don't know either,” Deckert admitted, "but we can find out. Ben's probably
right though. Even if they did use the same bank that doesn't mean they used the
same branch."

"Let's check it anyway," | told them adamantly. "It has to be the connection. It
just has to be."

Materid leftovers from the lives of the four women resided within catalogued and
labeled plastic bags—Purses and wallets, that until the deaths of these women, had
been sacred repositories of ther ordinary, extraordinary, and persona items. Purses
that husbands and boyfriends refused to violate, taking them instead to their loved
one held a arms length, and waiting patiently for her to pull that which he sought
from its depths. Purses, the contents of which had now been heartlessy fondled,
Inspected, dusted, and inventoried by the hands of complete strangers.

These tangible remnants once owned by the four women now lay neatly upon the
surface of the conference table at the Mgor Case Squad command post. '‘Bagged
and tagged' as Ben would often say. Dispassionately 'bagged and tagged’, and now
waiting for Ben, Deckert, and mysdlf to join the ranks of the prying strangers.

"I wouldn't bother with any credit cards,” | volunteered as they began rummaging
through the contents of the clear plastic bags. "It's going to be a checking or savings
account. Something that would get them into the bank where he could see them."



"Here's one," Deckert announced and tossed a worn blue leather checkbook on
the table in front of me. "It's Arid Tanner's."

| reached for the checkbook, and hesitated noticeably when he volunteered the
identity of its former owner. | don't think either of them noticed, as Ben was 4ill
searching through a bag, and Deckert had turned his attention to the next one in line.
| took a deep breath in through my nose, and then let it out dowly through my
mouth, forcing myself to relax. Only then did | pick up the checkbook and flip open
the cover.

The checks were a smple mottled tan, aline of text boasting the fact that they had
been printed on recycled paper. Across the upper left corner, ARIEL R. TANNER
was imprinted in bold black letters, her address and phone number followed beneath
in dightly smaller type. Just above the memo line was a shadowy stylized logo of a
domed building bisected by aline of sturdy type.

"Capitol Bank of Missouri," | read aoud.

"Same here," Ben echoed, peering up from the checkbook he was holding, then
added, "Ellen Gray."

My heart started to race. Thus far, two of the four women had used the same
bank. While there were several branch offices throughout the metropolitan area, it
was easly possible they had both visited the same one a some point in time. My
theory with regard to the last two nightmares was being proven true.

"Thisisit," | exclamed. "l wasright. Thisis the connection."

"Don't get too excited,” Deckert interrupted, a sagging frown tugging a the
corners of his mouth. "Community Bank of Overmoor."” He waved the grey
vinyl-covered checkbook at me. "Karen Barnes."

"Westview Federa Savings,” Ben recited in a dejected tone. "Darla Radcliffe...
Sorry Rowan... It was ahdl of atry though."

My rising bubble of éation had been abruptly punctured by Detective Deckert,
and as | began dropping back toward earth, Ben ripped a mile wide tear in the fabric
that sent me crashing. Three different banks between the four victims. | didn't
understand. That piece of the puzzle had fit in so perfectly. | couldn't be wrong.

"Can | see those?' | asked tonelesdy as | dropped into a chair.

The two solemn detectives quietly did the checkbooks across the table to me. |
reached out and picked up the first one. | opened the pebbly-surfaced grey vinyl to
reved the happily colored pastel checks imprinted with the names RICHARD H.
BARNES and KAREN L. BARNES. The dark black logo for the Community Bank
of Overmoor stood out in hard contrast againgt the dusty blue background,
wordlessy telling me | was wrong.

| sat holding the rectangular booklet of smooth paper and grainy plastic.
Something smply didn't fed right. | ran my fingers over the checks, tracing the lines
Imprinted on their faces. They were crisp and clean. The cover fet siff and new,
unsullied by repeated use. | could even detect afaint chemical odor, like that of vinyl



upholstery. On a hunch | flipped open the register occupying the other haf of the
checkbook and pored over the first line.

"Thisisanew account,” | voiced immediately, turning the register to them. "L ook
a this. According to the starting balance, it was opened less than a month ago."

"Son-of-a-bitch," Deckert muttered as he stared at the date.
"I'm willing to bet they had an account a Capitol Bank," | volunteered.

“I'll cal the husband,” he stated, taking the checkbook from my outstretched
hand.

The cdl was short and bittersweet. | was glad that | didn't have to be the one
charged with cdling the dead woman's husband, but at the same time, | fet for him.

"You were right," Deckert affirmed as he dropped the handset back into its
cradle, "they closed their account at Capitol earlier this month."

"l hate to rain on your parade guys, but this account isn't new." Ben had been
reviewing Darla Radcliffe's checkbook once again, and now waved it a us as we
turned our attention to him. "Look at the date code next to her name. She opened
this account over four years ago."

| wasn't going to give up. Three of the victims had used the same bank, and it had
to be the connection. This was the clue that was going to identify the killer; | was
sure of it. The fact that the fourth victim had conducted her business with a different
bank couldn't be alowed to dispel my theory.

My mind raced, briefly touching upon each of the catalogued facts it held, and
lingering momentarily on the ones that triggered a thought. Two of the victims were
single, one separated, and one married. Arid Tanner was single, and she was killed in
her apartment. Karen Barnes was married, and she was killed in the park. Ellen Gray
was separated, living alone. She was killed in her home. Darla Radcliffe was single,
and she was killed in her apartment.

"He didn't want to chance a confrontation,” | muttered thoughtfully to myself.
"What's that?' Deckert looked up at the sound of my voice.

"Just thinking out loud,” | told him. "One of the victims was married, one
separated, and the other two were single, right?*

"Yeah," Ben chimed. "So?"

"So Karen Barnes was killed outside of her home where she would most likdy be
away from her husband,” | continued. | wasn't even sure what | was driving at
myself, but voicing it seemed to be heping my thoughts take on a recognizable
shape. "The other three were killed in their homes."

"Go on," Deckert seemed intrigued.

"Wadll, if I'm right, and the killer does work at a bank, then he would have access
to information about the victims, and he would know their marita status."

"So you figure he used that info to avoid being interrupted by someone who



could kick his ass," Deckert submitted.
"Yeah, | guess something like that."

"While that makes sense,” Ben agreed, "it dill doesn't wash, because we just
established that Darla Radcliffe didn't use the same bank as the other three."

A fact, at the same time both obvious and insgnificant passed quickly through my
mind. Mentally, | stopped and flipped backwards through the imaginary file. "Darla
Radcliffe had a roommate didn't she?"

"Yeah," Ben answered, absently snapping open his notebook and paging through
it. "Butler. Wendy Butler. They both worked for the same airline. She wasn't home
though. She was filling in on a flight for... " His words trailed off as the pieces
started fdling into place.

... Her roommate," | completed the sentence. "Wendy Butler has an account at
Capitol Bank. She was supposed to be victim number four." | tossed the last
comment out on the table and waited slently for areaction.

"She's staying with her parents,” Ben stated, as Deckert dided the phone,
glancing over at the proffered notebook for the number.

No other words had been spoken since my remark, and in the sillness of the
room | could hear the faint buzz from the handset as the phone rang at the other end.
After afew brief seconds that pretended to encompass lifetimes, | detected a click
followed by a distant voice.

"Miz Buitler, this is Detective Carl Deckert with the Mgor Case Squad... " He
spoke into the mouthpiece while Ben and | listened patiently, "... I'm fine, thank
you... Listen, I'm terribly sorry to bother you, but | need to ask you a question... "

Just as he had done earlier in the cal to Karen Barnes' husband, Detective Deckert
came quickly to the point. A repeated apology and a 'goodbye’ later, he settled the
handset back on its base. His gaze had remained on me from the moment he had
asked the woman where she did her banking. It sill hadn't wavered.

"Bingo," he affirmed. "Wendy Butler has had an account with Capitol Bank for
about two years."

"See if you can find out who we need to contact for employee records,” Ben told
him hurriedly. "I'll see about awarrant just in case we need it."

Deckert nodded and reached for the phone once again. His hand stopped midway
in the air, and we dl turned with a start as the door to the smal conference room
swung open and another detective poked his head in.

"Storm, Deckert," he spoke urgently, "we just got a cdl from the Sherman Police
Chief. They've got a seven year old girl that never made it home from school.”

CHAPTER 20



"How in the hdl did this happen?" Ben was saying. "Did they have their heads up
their asses or something?"

We were no longer cloistered away in the smal conference room, and his angry
voice pierced through the vall of noisy activity going on around us. It was a certainty
that the other members of the Mgor Case Squad heard him, but they continued
about their assigned duties with no perceptible hesitation.

Deckert, somewhat camer than Ben, pressed the other detective, "Did anyone
actudly see the kid get snatched?’

"No," he answered. "At least no one that they've talked to. They're searching the
area right now, but it doesn't look very promising... They found her book bag, but
that's about it."

"Dammit, they should have been expecting something like thisl We told them... "
Ben continued his semi-contained explosion, "What did they give us on the kid?
What's her name?"

"Y ou're not gonna bdieve it when | tdl you," the other officer returned. "It's kind
of a strange coincidence."

"Arid," | announced flatly from behind them. "The little girl's name is Arid."

"Yeah, weird isn't it?' He looked past Ben and Deckert & me. "How'd you
know?"

"Lucky guess.”

"Anyway," he continued, "she's seven years old, just started the second grade.
Shoulder length brown hair, blue eyes and she was last seen wearing a blue dress.
Denim, the mother said.”

"Just a second." Ben looked quickly at his watch. "You said she never made it
home from school. When was she reported missing?"

"According to the cal, she got out of school a around three- forty, and should
have been home by four. The mother went looking and couldn't find her so she
cdleditin a a quarter after.”

"Jeezus!" This time the explosion was a little less controlled. "It's after sx and
they just called! What the fuck were they waiting for? An engraved invitation?"

The other officer took a noticeable step back from the seething mountain that was
Detective Benjamin Storm. Of the things that could set him off, anything he
perceived as incompetence was the most likdy to do it. Combining it with the fact
that a child's life was now most likey perched perilousy close to the edge of
nothingness only served to feed his growing temper.

"We dill havetime,” | stated camly.
"What?" he turned on me quickly, responding only to the sound of my voice.



His demeanor softened dightly when he realized whom he was facing.

"l said, we Hill have time. Not much, but it's better than nothing. Hell keep her
dive until the time arrives for the ritual. He might keep her drugged, but | don't think
hell harm her at this point.”

"Why's that?' Deckert queried.

"He has to keep her pristing,”" | explained. "No rape, no torture. He's not going to
hurt her... Not yet anyway."

"He picked her out didn't he?' Ben demanded. "This wasn't just some random
grab was it?'

"I'm sure he did. The fact that her name is Arid is probably just a coincidence. |
doubt that it had anything to do with his selection.” The little girl in my visions
flasned before my eyes. "'l should have recognized it sooner though."

"Recognize what?"

"The little girl in my visions." | spelled out my thoughts for them, " She appeared
as a young, childlike version of Arid Tanner. | was being told that THIS Aried had
aready been chosen, but | didn't understand. | just assumed he would grab any child
he could."

"So, if he had her picked out in advance, then the bank must ill be the
connection,” Deckert volunteered. " She must have a trustee account or something.”

| nodded in assent. "1'd be willing to bet on it. That's how he was able to see her
and pick her out... For dl the good that does us now."

"We might not have stopped him from grabbing this kid," Ben declared
indignantly, "but we're on the right track now... We're close, and I'll be damned if
he's going to get a chance to hurt her. You got anything else from these dreams of
yours we should know about?"'

"No, not off the top of my head," | answered, "but | have them written down in
my '‘Book of Shadows' a home. | guess | should probably go over them again and
see if there's something | missed.”

"Why don't you take Rowan home and do that, Ben." Deckert patted him on the
shoulder. "I'll get on that employee list and warrant.”

"You sure?"

"Yeah. I'll get Benson and Jonesey here to give me a hand." He motioned to the
detective that had informed us about the kidnapping. "You check out anything else
Rowan might have, and with a little luck well be going over that list by the time you
get back."

"Yeah, okay," Ben grudgingly agreed, then added,” | don't care if he had her
picked out dready or not, | till think they had their heads up their asses.”



| hadn't expected Cally's van to be in the driveway when Ben and | arrived a my
house. As unexpected as that was, | was even more surprised to find R.J. seated in
my living room with her and Felicity. Having had some rest and a shower, he looked
much better than the last time we met. The image of him in the 'interview room' was
one | hoped | would soon forget.

R.J. stood as we came through the door. He shuffled nervoudly, looking from us
to Cdly and back. It was obvious that he hadn't expected Ben, and his presence
brought a fleeting look of anxiety to his face. The expression quickly melted awvay
and was replaced by athin, sheepish smile.

"I hope were not bothering you," he began uneasly. "Felicity said you were
helping Detective Storm.”

"No bother at dl." | extended my hand. "Y ou're looking much better than you did
acouple of days ago."

His smile widened dightly at my comment. He took my hand and shook it firmly.
"l just wanted to say thanks to you and Felicity for sticking up for me. You don't
redly know me that well and dl... well, you know... | just redly appreciate it."

"l was happy to," | replied. "I just didn't believe you were guilty. Problem was, |
didn't have any proof, and unfortunately the police had a lot of evidence to the
contrary."

"Y ou mean me and Ellen," he submitted.
"That, among other things."

"l guess you dready know that you were right. We were seeing each other. She
and her husband had been having trouble for a while, and, well, | guess | was just
there to listen when she needed it."

"That's pretty much what | thought,” I nodded, "but the thing that redly bothered
me was finding your fingerprint on the candle.”

"l brought some candles over to Ellen's place,” he returned. "We were burning
one when we got together that afternoon."

"Forensics determined that there were two separate white candles in that pile of
wax," Ben added impatiently, "One right on top of the other. We missed it at first. |
just found out this afternoon and haven't had a chance to tell you about it."

| nodded thoughtfully at his comment, then turned back to R.J.
"Anyway," R.J. continued, "Ellen and | had this huge fight about... "

"Listen," Ben interrupted coolly, "no offense kid, but can you two talk about this
a little later? We're runnin' against the clock here and | redly need Rowan to stay
focused right now."

R.J.'s expression hardened at his comment, and | could see a sarcastic reply
forming on his lips. Fortunately, Fdicity sensed something was amiss and broke in
before he could expel the venomous comment.



"What happened?' her voice began strongly then trailed off in an amost fearful
tone, "He didn'... "

"Yeah," Ben spat. "Seven years old. She disappeared on her way home from
school."

"What are you taking about?' Cdly spoke up. "Are you saying he's killed a
child?'

"Not yet." | motioned for R.J. to have a seat, and then positioned mysdlf on the
am of the nearby loveseat. "But he abducted one, and it's only a matter of time
before he does kill her."

"I don't get it." R.J.'s ealier irritated scowl had been replaced by a look of
confusion and concern. "What does he need akid for?"

"The sacrifice."
"l thought he'd aready been performing sacrifices," Caly expressed.

| looked over a Ben questioningly. Throughout this investigation, Felicity and |
had been privy to information that no other civilian had. | wanted to be sure | didn't
betray the confidence that had been placed in us by saying too much.

"Go ahead,” he told me with a shrug, fully understanding the look | had given
him.

"From what we've been able to ascertain, he's just been practicing,” | explained
after recelving my friend's blessing. "He's never actually performed the ritua."

"What makes you think that?' Caly pressed.

"The increased precision displayed at each murder. He's getting progressively
better at what he's doing. Also the additions he makes each time, like incense, and
aranging the body." | recited the mgor points. "In addition to dl that, neither
Fdicity nor | have been able to fed any residual energies left behind at the scenes. If
he had actualy performed a ritua, then something like that should be overwhelming
to someone sengtive to it."

They both nodded in agreement.

"The fourth victim was the red kicker," | continued. "The perfect dress rehearsdl,
but with two exceptions.”

"What're those?' R.J. questioned.
"There wasn't afull moon." | paused. "And the victim most likely wasn't avirgin."

, "So that's why he took a kid," he mused aoud, and then glanced over a Ben.
"And the full moon is Friday, so that's why you're running out of time."

Ben nodded, "Give the man acigar.”
"Do you have any leads? Any clues at dl?' Cdly interjected.

"A few. Not many though." | stood and moved across the room as | spoke.
Ealier in the day, | had placed my 'Dream Diary' on the bookshelf, and | now



retrieved it. "That's why we're here right now, to have alook at this."
"What isthat?' R.J. asked.

"My 'Book of Shadows. I've been having nightmares ever since | got involved
with this case, and I've been recording them here. Apparently they contain clues
about the killer, or it seems that way so far. They predicted the death of the fourth
victim, and the abduction of the little girl... Unfortunately, | just didn't interpret the
meanings soon enough to prevent ether of those things from happening.”

"Maybe there's something we can do to help,” Cdly volunteered, focusing her
attention on me. "We used to discuss dreams with Arid dl the time."

"Yeah," R.J. agreed with her. "Arid was red good at figuring out the weird stuff."

"That would explain some of the things in here then." | waved the notebook.
"She's been appearing in my nightmares, and the clues have definitely been
obscure."

The atmosphere around Cdly and R.J. had grown tight with bristling energy. |
could amost fed an eectrica surge flowing from the two of them as they relaxed
and attuned themselves with their surroundings. Even with the weight of the current
situation, | was hard pressed not to fed a sense of pride in how wel Arid had taught
them about The Craft. It was obvious to me that they truly wanted to help.

"Y ou mean you think Ariel might be directing your visions?' Caly posed.
“I'm sure of it."
"Whoa, that's pretty intense, man," R.J., exclaimed.

| glanced over a Ben who was quietly observing the scene before him with
professional detachment. Even though he had recently come to accept my visions as
true precursors to future events, what we Witches were now viewing as a normal
conversation certainly had to appear outlandish to him. His exposure to our way of
life over the past week appeared to have opened his eyes however, as he seemed to
be taking it dl in stride.

"What kinds of things has she been throwing at you?' Cdly prodded.

"A good example would be the 'Seven of Pentacles showing up dl over the
place.”

"The suit of coins," she recited mechanicaly. "The money card.”
"You read?' Felicity inquired.
"Yeah. | learned from Arid," she acknowledged. "She was redly into Tarot."

"Unfortunately, we aren't,” | outlined. "So | had to do a little research on the
meanings. Even so, it dill didn't make any sense until today."

" almost forgot to ask," Felicity expressed. "Was your idea about that right?"

"He was on the nose," Ben spoke up. "All of the victims had accounts at the
same bank except the Radcliffe woman. So 'Svengdi' here says 'What about her
roommate? and Bingo! There it is. Her roommate's bank account matched up with



the other three."

"More than likey she was the intended victim," | finished the story. "But they
were both flight attendants, and they just happened to trade flights that day."

"Tak about bad luck," R.J. whistled. "But what about the little girl ?*

"Her name's Arid, believeit or not, but | don't think that's her connection. They're
checking, but the guess is that she has a trustee account or something a the same
bank."

"Well, that would make sense,” Cdly mused. "Money, bank accounts, and dl
that." She shifted dightly in her seat. "But you're right. It's pretty obscure.”

"So you figure that the killer works at the bank they dl used or something?' R.J.
ventured thoughtfully.

"Capitol Bank to be exact,"” Ben, responded. "And yeah, that's the theory right
now."

"Capitol Bank?' Cdly echoed. "Wow, that's weird."
Ben shifted his gaze over to her, "Whaddaya mean?"

"Roger." She turned to me. "Y ou know, the guy we told you about that was just a
poser? Well, he works at Capitol Bank. That's where he met Arie." She gave a
visble shudder. "To think he might be working with this sicko. It gives me the

creeps.”

"By any chance," Ben reached into his jacket and pulled out the familiar worn
black notebook that never seemed to leave his side. "Would ether of you know if he
happened to move here recently, like say, within the past year?"'

"Yeah, | think he did,” R.J. nodded thoughtfully. "He was from somewhere out
West or someplace like that."

"l seem to remember him saying something about Washington State," Cdly
added. "Why?"'

"Because another one of the clues in the dream was constant rain,” | explained.
"When | findly managed to connect that with Segttle, we found out that a murder
just like these happened out there about a year ago."

"Do you redly think it could be Roger?' Caly's eyes had widened amost
instantly.

"I don't know," Ben announced, "but I plan to find out."
"What does Roger look like?' | queried.

"Oh, late twenties, early thirties," Cdly described. "Kind of stocky, about five
eight with sandy hair."

"What color are his eyes?' | pressed.
"Bright blue."
"No they aren't," R.J. interjected. "Those are contacts. Remember, he lost one a



a Coven meeting once, and he looked like one of those Maamutes or something.
He's got grey eyes.”

"Yeah, you're right. | forgot about that,” she agreed, and then turned to me. "Is
that important?'

| didn't answer her directly. | looked over at my friend who was now holding his
pen frozen in space inches from his notebook, staring back in amazement. "l saw
grey eyes when | channeled Karen Barnes. The killer has grey eyes.”

We dl stared around the room at one another silently for a moment. The pieces of
the puzzle had fallen completely into place, making a fully formed image—the image
of ayoung man with light hair and light eyes.

Ben was the firgt to break the stunned hush, "I'm gonna use your phone."

CHAPTER 21

“Tel him that's not my problem, and yes we do have a warrant,” Ben roared into
the telephone. "Now | want the employee file on Roger Henderson yesterday!" He
covered the mouthpiece with his hand and glanced over a me. "President of the
bank is throwing some kind of black tie thing at his house tonight. He seems to think
that it's more important than... Hdl No!" Someone apparently spoke at the other end
as he abruptly ended his comment and returned his attention to the handset. "Why
don't you ask him how he'd fed about having a sobriety checkpoint right outside his
front door?' The pause was brief while the person a the other end assumedly
relayed Ben's intimidating rhetoric. "Yeah, | thought so. Have a patrol in the area
pick it up and tdl them to ignore the stop signs... Yeah, Uh-huh. Thanks... Yeah, is
Deckert Hill there? Yeah, put himon... "

Cdly, R.J., Fdicity, and | watched wordlessly as Ben continued directing the
efforts of the Mgor Case Squad via the telephone. The device had been cradled
between his ear and shoulder for over fifteen minutes while he relentlesdy barked
guestions and orders into it. He stopped only momentarily to quickly shift the
handset to the other shoulder and turn to a fresh page in his notebook.

The atmosphere in the room had iffened with morbid tension the moment
Roger's name became associated with the murders. The origina response had been
one of sympathetic horror at the prospect of him working side by side with the killer.
That feding was amost instantly replaced by disbelief, followed by disgust the
moment the light of suspicion fdl directly upon him. Stunned as | was by the
revelation that a member of Arid's coven, poser or not, might in fact be the killer, |
could only imagine how Caly and R.J. were fedling.

They had stood in circle with him, and if | were either of them, it would be making



me sick.

"... Tdl me we actudly do have a warrant, Deck," Ben was continuing his
conversation with Detective Deckert now. His query didn't surprise me, as there had
been no such document when we left the MCS Command Post, and this was the
first contact he had had with them since. "Good, good. Better get the prosecutor on
the phone, and have Benson tel the judge not to get too comfortable, because I'm
betting we're gonna need another one."

Ben proceeded to outline the events of the last hour that had caused the few
remaining pieces of the puzzle to dip easly into their respective places. The picture
was becoming clearer every moment, and | had the distinct feding that my friend
was preparing to frame it and hang it on the wall.

"... Okay, so you get everyone back in. Let's see," Ben glanced at his watch, "it's
seven-ten now, so | should be back no later than seven-thirty... Yeah, | know. Yeah.
Yeah. Just tell 'em you can't find me or something... Yeah, seeyouin afew."

"If you don't mind my asking," | queried as he settled the handset back onto its
cradle, "what was that last bit about not being able to find you?”

He looked around the room letting his gaze flicker uneasily past Caly and R.J.
before once again locking with mine. "l guess it doesn't matter who knows. The
mediall be dl over it soon enough. Seems that since there's an abduction involved
the Feds are dl over this thing."

"Is that good or bad?'

"Don't know yet, but | can tdl you one thing for certain,” he let out a frustrated
sigh and directed his index finger at me. "They aren't going to be red excited about
you."

"Have they taken over the investigation or something?"

"Not yet, but they've apparently been cdling every ten minutes looking for me.
Hell, I've been expecting it since the beginning. I'm surprised they waited this long."

"How do you plan on handling it?"

"Right now?' Ben reached up to smooth his hair in his distant manner that
bespoke of intense thought. "Right now | need to get back and help Carl take care of

dl this shit with warrants. As for the FBI, I'll just have to cross that bridge when | get
to it."

"What do you want us to do?" Fdicity interjected.

"At the moment, | doubt there's anything that you CAN do," he answered. "Since
no one here knows where this guy lives, and according to the DMV he never got a
license in the State of Missouri, we have to wait until we get that employee file."

"How soon do you think that'll be?' R.J. posed.

"All depends on 'El Presidente," he sarcastically referred to the bank officia. "He
wasn't too excited about leaving his little shindig. If he doesn't screw around, then
we should have it within the hour."



"What'll you do once you get it?' | queried, though | was pretty sure | aready
knew the answer.

"Check his work schedule against the presumed time of the abduction,” he
detailed, "plus, see if anything matches up with the info from the Sesattle PD. If he's
got haf a brain though, I'm sure he's using an alias."

"And if it looks like he's the one?' | pressed.

"Then we get the warrant and go kick his fucking door down."
"I'm going with you," | declared flatly.

"Wait aminute, | don't know about that... "

Coming quickly up from the couch, Fdicity joined his protest, "What do you
mean you're going with him?"

"l mean exactly what | said. I'm going along."

Our two guests fidgeted nervoudy in their seats, but remained slent. If either of
them had an opinion on the subject it appeared that it wasn't going to be voiced in
the immediate future. Having anticipated the objection, | steadfastly held Ben's gaze
and allowed mysdlf to relax. | knew it was going to take more than just words to
convince him.

"Listen, Row," Ben put on his best 'sympathetic cop' voice and began his
explanation. "I redlize you've been involved in this thing amost from the beginning,
and without you, | don't know if we'd have gotten as far as we have—at least not
this fast—but, serving a warrant is a lot different than going over a crime scene.
Besides, | ill have to figure out how I'm going to explain you to the Feebs."

"Listen to Ben, Rowan," Fdlicity agreed. "It's too dangerous."”

"She's right man,” he added. "What if this asshole has a gun or something? |
don't need to worry about you getting hurt."

While the two of them were pleading their case, | was focusing my interna
energies. My unwavering stare never left Ben's own, and as they remained locked, |
set mystical whedls into motion.

"l don't need to worry about you either," | told him in a tranquil, even voice.

"Whaddaya mean?' Ben blinked and looked over a my wife with a questioning
glance. "What's he tdkin' about, Fdicity?' His gaze dmost immediately returned to
mine, drawn back by an unseen force. "It's my job. I'm trained for it, you aren't."

"You're trained to deal with norma criminas,” | maintained in the same even tone.
"This one definitely isn't normal. We 4ill don't know what he's capable of ."

"We know he's capable of torturing and killing four women—maybe five if you
count Sesttle. Plus kidnapping." He shot back, but his eyes stayed locked with mine.
"So | think we pretty much have the bases covered there."

"That's not what | mean, Ben. I'm taking about The Craft. Even more likdy,
Ritud Magick. He hasn't played any of those cards yet. Not for red."



| felt Felicity ease away from me as she redized what | was doing. To her, and
anyone in the room other than Ben Storm for that matter, my speech probably
sounded like a dull monotone. To my protesting friend, nothing would have
changed. In his mind we were smply carrying on a conversation through which he
would explain to me the reasons | wouldn't be joining him. He had no idea that in a
way, he was being hypnotized. He was experiencing the true meaning of being
bewitched.

"That stuff again?' he asked. "L ook, you've made abeliever out of me with some
of this... You know, like the dreams and dl that, but give me a break. What's he
gonna do? Shoot fire out of his eyes or something?' He chuckled lightly. "Even
better, turn us dl into frogs and make his getaway? Come on Rowan, get serious... "

"l never said anything like that," | returned. "And | am serious."
"What then?' he demanded. "What's he gonna do?"

"l can't say for sure, but | know there are any number of things that he might be
able to do. | doubt you'd believe meif | told you what they were."

We had been down this path before. | knew for a fact he wouldn't beieve me.
The only way | was going to prove my point was with a demonstration, and as much
as | hated to do so, that was exactly what | had been preparing. Through the
practiced use of both my voice and my eyes, in the past few moments | had set the
stage. | had transfixed him on an ethered leve. Within the next few seconds, | would
use the power of suggestion coupled with just a dash of the supernatural to put on
the show.

"Yeah, | thought so. Look, | appreciate your concern and dl, but I've gotta draw
the line somewhere. Since I'm the one with the badge, I'm goin' and you're stayin'."

Ben moved past me as he made the declaration. | waited until he reached the front
door before | released the compact ball of energy | had formed inside my mind. It
sailed invishly dong a crackling ethered arc and enveloped my friend with a light
aura of static. Its earthly manifestation came with a familiar eectric snap when he
reached for the doorknob. The only thing that remained for me to do was make a
suggestion.

“If that's the way you fed, okay," | caled after him. "By the way, what's that
crawling on your arm?"

Ben looked down a his deeve absently, and his eyes suddenly grew wide in
horror. His face began to pae as he slapped at his arm and let out a surprised yelp.
The rest of usin the room saw nothing. Only | knew what he was witnessing, and
that was only because | had been the one to create the illuson. An illuson that took
advantage of my friend's irrationd fear of spiders, and was done in the name of
making my point.

"Jeezus!" he shouted aloud as he whipped about, quickly dipping himsdf out of
his sport coat and shaking it violently. "Holy fucking shit! How the hel did that
goddamn thing get on me?"



"Cam down, Ben," Fdicity told him. "It's gone."

She was correct. In truth it had never actualy been there. What he had seen had
only been in his head, and that spectre could last no more than a few brief seconds.
It was definitely gone.

"Whaddaya mean gone?' he shouted, still dlapping his jacket against the door.
"Did you see that fucking thing? It was huge! It was a goddamn tarantulal™

"She's right Ben, it was never even there,” | expounded. "It was just a glamour.”

"There's nothing glamorous about it!" he shot back, ill visbly shaken, but
garting to cam. "It's a spider.”

"No, Ben," Fdicity corrected, "a glamour, not glamorous. It was an illuson. A
phantom image. All courtesy of your best friend here."

"Whoa, cool,” R.J.'s voice came from behind us, followed by Cdly sernly
shushing him.

"Y ou mean like it was a spell or something?' he asked as he gingerly inspected his
jacket, holding it at arms length.

"You could cdl it something like that," | explained. "It's redly just some basic
hypnosis, the power of suggestion, and admittedly a little 'psychic' energy thrown in
for good measure. Sorry, but | figured you'd be a little more receptive to the idea if
you experienced it first hand.”

"You're trying to tdl me that this asshole might be able to do something like that?"'
He was carefully dipping his sport coat back onto his large frame, ill appearing
somewhat uneasy and keeping an eye out for the imagined spider.

"Maybe. Maybe not. | just don't know."
"So what if he can? What're you gonna do about it?' he queried.

"Catch it before it happens. Try to block it. Warn you," | outlined. "I don't know.
In any event, I'll be much better prepared to recognize a glamour than you will."

"Wdl, as long as | ignore spiders crawling on me, | should be okay,” he
protested.

"He would most likdy do something worse. Remember, | just scared the hel out
of you and I'm your best friend. Like | said, | used only a smal—" | lad heavy
emphasis on small—"amount of the psychic energy | could muster. | doubt hell be
anywhere near as nice."

"Is he shittin' me?' Ben asked Fdlicity serioudly.

"As much as | wish he was," she frowned, "no. He's tdling you the truth."
"Lovely. You know | oughta kick your ass for that stunt."

Ben told me with adight grin, then glanced back to my wife asif for approval.

"Hey, it's between you two." She held up her hands in a mock ‘leave me out of it'
gesture, and then suddenly grew earnest. "Do me a favor, Ben. If you're going to



take him with you, this time don't bring him home with any stitches."”
"Count on it."
"Thanks for the vote of confidence," | mumbled.

"She just knows your track record, white man," he turned back to me. "Just one
question. Why'd you have to pick spiders? Y ou know | can't stand the things."

"Actualy, | didn't, you did. All 1 said was ‘what's that crawling on your arm?
Y our own fears and imagination did the rest of the work for me."

He shook his head, "Just what | needed to hear."

| was il clipping my visitor's badge onto my pocket when Carl Deckert met the
two of us at the door to the MCS command post. His normaly laid back demeanor
had been replaced by one of frantic urgency as he held the door open and hustled us
into the room.

"I've got something you might want to have a look at,” he told us as he excitedly
waved a sheaf of papers at us. "You're not gonna believe it."

"What?' Ben queried following him to a nearby desk. "Whaddaya have?"

Shadows fdl darkly across the corner area from the flickering fluorescent tubes in
the cailing lights as they dimly sputtered away towards uselessness. Deckert reached
out and craned the flexible neck of a smdl lamp forward and switched it on,
effectively illuminating at least part of the desk's scarred surface.

"l just got this right after you hung up,”" he spoke rapidly as he shuffled through
the papers and did an eight by ten photo beneath the puddle of light. "The lab lifted
this from the little girl's vinyl book bag."

The black-and-white-toned image depicted a curving pattern of lines arcing
around into what might have been a tight whorl. Might have been, because they
abruptly ended in a blank, smeary looking splotch.

"This one is from the Barnes woman," he continued and did a smilar grey-toned
image in next to the original.

"Son-of-a-bitch,” Ben dowly enunciated the words as he leaned forward to
ingpect the fingerprint photos more closdly.

Not being familiar with fingerprint analysis, | appealed, " Somebody want to fill me
in?'

"It's apartid right thumbprint,” Detective Deckert explained. "The one you turned
us on to with your 'vision' or whatever you cdl it."

"Yeah, | kinda caught on to that,” | acknowledged. "But | thought it was too
smudged to do anything with."

"That's what we thought," he continued. "But that was before we got the second
print which just happened to be quite a bit clearer.”



"They both look smudged to me."

"It's a scar," Ben volunteered, completing the explanation for me, then turned to
Deckert. "Any hits from AF1S?

"Not yet," he returned. "It's been scanned and they're trying to do a digita image
match, but that takes alittle longer. The first one didn't hit, but this one is clearer, so
maybe... "

"One of you Detective Storm?" a voice issued from behind us.

We turned to find a uniformed officer peering at us expectantly, a manila envelope
tucked under his arm.

"That's me," Ben answered.

"Got something here from Capitol Bank for you." The officer held out a
clipboard and pen. "l need yato sign for it."

Ben quickly scribbled his signature on the paperwork then exchanged the
clipboard for the envelope and muttered a quick "thanks." He was already ripping it
open before the officer was out the door.

"Hey Storm!" another voice caled from across the room. "Got a cdlular call
from a Specia Agent Mandaay on line two. Wants to talk to you."

“Tel him I'm not here," he shouted back as he rifled through the contents of the
envelope.

"He's ashe," the voice returned.
"Then fucking tel HER I'm not here," he shouted back angrily.

"What are you looking for?' | queried as | watched him quickly shuffling through
the papers.

"Ten print card," he answered. "All bank employees are printed for security and
exclusionary purposes.”

"Exclusionary purposes?"

"Like if the bank gets broken into or robbed,” Deckert explained. "Employees
prints are going to be dl over the place, so we need copies in order to exclude them
from any of the prints lifted during the investigation."

"Hereitis," Ben intoned urgently and tossed the heavy stock card face up on the
desk.

Each of the outlined squares contained a neatly inked copy of Roger Henderson's
fingerprints. The black and white study of irrefutable persona identification stared
back up as the three of us brought our eyes to bear on the right thumbprint.

What met our triple-barreled gaze was a curving pattern of lines arcing around into
what might have been a tight whorl. Might have been, because the lines ended
abruptly in a blank, smeary looking splotch.

"It's him," | whispered.



"Get the Prosecuting Attorney on the horn," Ben ordered Deckert camly as he
handed the rest of Roger Henderson's employee file to him. "Then cdl Benson. |
want awarrant yesterday."

“I'm on it," Deckert was aready diding the phone.

"Detective Benjamin Storm?" a demanding, amost angry, female voice came from
behind us.

We turned once again, and were greeted by an attractive brunette woman who
appeared to be in her late twenties. She was dressed in a nicely fitted grey suit that
scarcely managed to conceal the forty-caliber bulge at her right hip.

"Yeah," Ben answered.

She thrust her hand forward. In it was a large leather case, held deftly open with
her index finger, as she prominently displayed her badge and FBI identification.

"Special Agent Constance Mandalay," she announced indignantly. "I thought you
weren't here?'

Ben looked her coolly in the eyes without blinking, and answered her accusation
head on. "l lied."

CHAPTER 22

The two of them engaged in a short-lived staring contest as Agent Mandalay
dipped her identification back into her jacket and folded her arms across her chest.
Petite-framed and standing no taller than five foot six, she was forced to look up at
Ben, but that wasn't unusual as most everyone else had to do the same.

Ben stood with his hands on his hips, eyes tightly locked with hers. To the
outside observer, they seemed to form a brief living caricature of David and Goliath.
Had the urgency and gravity of the current Situation been of a lesser degree, | am
certain the standoff would have dicited a number of laughs.

"Wadll, at least you're honest about that." Agent Mandalay maintained her resentful
demeanor as she spat the comment, "How long did you plan to keep ducking my
cals? You had to know I'd show up here eventualy."

"For as long as | needed to," Ben retorted, continuing with the precedent he had
set for truthfulness. "And unfortunately, yes, | knew some Feeb would come waking
through the door a some point. Hell, I'm surprised you waited this long."

"Had it been up to me, we wouldn't have," she shot back. "l was ready to come
down here when you made your queries through VICAR Y ou should have called the
Bureau for help with the first homicide. We have a lot more experience in this fied
than you do. We have experts on occult practices that... "



Ben cut her off mid-sentence, "I've got my own expert, thank you."

"Who? Him?' she stated incredulously as she waved her hand in my direction. |
assumed she recognized me from the media coverage. "He clams he's a Witch, for
Chrissake! I'm talking about people with PhD's, not some flake you picked up off
the street.”

| was mildly insulted, but then, | was also quite used to the ridicule and demeaning
commentaries from uninformed closed-minded individuals. The fact that | made no
secret of my religion forced me to ded with it on a daily basis. Fortunately, Witch
Burning was no longer an accepted practice, so verba debasement and occasiona
greffiti were pretty much the worst | had to face. Because | had become so jaded to
it, her comment was easily and quickly disregarded.

Ben, on the other hand, was furious. Ever since | had known him he had been
very protective of his family and friends. Even though he had wallowed in his own
dishelief until just recently, he had never passed judgment upon my religion or me.
The look that suddenly crossed his face was testimony to the fact that he was not
about to alow someone ese to do so.

"You wait just one goddamn minute!" he asserted, angrily thrusting his index
finger a her. "Don't come in here with your holier-than-thou attitude and start
insulting people that you don't even know. Whether you like it or not, Rowan Gant is
part of thisinvestigation. A VERY IMPORTANT part."

"Yes heis. He should be a suspect.”

"Don't even go there! If it weren't for him, we'd dl ill be scratching our asses
trying to figure out what's going on. I'll put him up against your PhD's any day of the
week."

"Is that why you have four homicides and a kidnapping to ded with?' Thick,
bitter sarcasm dripped from her comment.

"I've got four homicides and a kidnapping to dea with because there appears to
be a bumper crop of sick assholes this year," he echoed. "Now, in case you haven't
noticed, I'm busy. Because of Rowan, we know who the sonofabitch is, and I'm
trying to get a warrant so we can stop him from killing this little girl. If you want to
help, fine. If you want to cop an attitude and cause me a lot of grief, then you can
take your fucking Ivy-league-piled-high-and-deeps and shove then up your..."

"Ben!" Carl Deckert's voice diced surgically through the ar as if on cue,
preventing Ben from completing his verbal instructions to Special Agent Mandalay.
"The warrant's signed. Benson's on the phone.”

“Tdl him to get his ass back here now," Ben turned and barked over his shoulder.
"l want everyone in the conference room in fifteen. And have somebody get a map
of the streets around this shithead's house."

Detective Deckert acknowledged and immediately relayed Ben's message into the
phone before hurrying off to set up the meeting. Ben turned his attention back to the
thin-lipped, staunchly staring face of Agent Mandalay.



"Like | said, Specia Agent, I'm busy. If you're ill interested in helping, the
tactical meeting isin fifteen minutes."

Her expression never changed as she hissed venomoudly, "I'll be there."

"How in the hell can you stand wearing one of these things?' | whispered my
question to Ben through the darkness behind his van.

| was trying to force mysalf to ignore the itching sensation that was erupting over
the majority of my torso as we took our positions in the shadows. The ar was
unmoving and viscous with humidity, and though it was dready after ten in the
evening, the mercury had only dipped into the mid-eighties.

Rivulets of sweat brought on by the tenseness of the situation as well as the heat
were tickling my chest and back as the force of gravity inched them dowly
downward. Mid-chest, a particularly sensitive bundle of nerves began to complain.
The more | tried to keep my mind off it, the more intense it became, until findly, a
violent itch burst forth. Instinctively, my hand shot up to relieve the prickling
sensation with what promised to be an ecstatic scratch. Unfortunately, instead of
giving me the relief | sought, my fingers impacted with a dull thud against the object
of my earlier vocal disdain—a Kevlar flak vest.

"You just do," Ben whispered back. "Besides, | promised Felicity | wouldn't let
you get hurt.”

The tactical meeting had gone quickly as the veteran members of the MCS had
studied the enlarged street map in order to plan the best avenue of assault. From the
moment the warrant was signed, the machine that was the Greater Saint Louis Mgjor
Case Squad shifted into high gear; each individua doing whatever was necessary to
insure the success of the operation. The loca police department had been
immediately notified, and the house placed under surveillance. That had been just
over an hour ago. Thus far, the only activity in the residence had been the lights
going off.

We had stationed ourselves on a side street diagonally across from the address,
while the rest of the force had fanned out around the home. The houses directly
behind and to ether side had been surreptitioudy evacuated in order to keep the
occupants out of harm's way. To someone such as mysalf who had witnessed such
things only on television cop shows, the entire process seemed oddly surreal.

Every member of the Mgor Case Squad, and more than a handful of officers
from the local municipaity, uniformed and not, were spread in a tight circle around
the small brick house. Here and there, if you knew exactly where to look, you could
occasionally catch afleeting glimpse of one of them through the shadows. A flash of
eyes peering out the gap of a full-face-hugging balaclava. A quick instant where the
stenciled ydlow POLICE on someone's flak vest came into view. The glint of the
streetlights from the barrel of a gun.

"Are you sure you need this many people?' | whispered nervously once again. "I



mean, I'm not trying to tell you your job or anything, but, you know... "

If Ben noticed my anxiety, which I'm sure he did, he didn't mention it. "I'm a great
believer in excessive force," he quipped softly. "Especidly when it comes to
assholes like this one."

The streets were barricaded for two blocks in ether direction, and there had been
no vehicular traffic for the past ten minutes. The only sound to be heard was the
amost mechanical on-again, off-again warbling of nature's chitin-covered orchestra
in the trees. Even the city had fdlen quiet, or so it seemed.

The sound of a car coasting quietly to a stop behind us violated the hush. |
started nervoudy, and Ben smply turned, sill tactfully ignoring my jitters.

Detective Deckert had switched off the headlights and killed the engine farther up
the street, then alowed the stored momentum to roll the vehicle smoothly up to us.
As soundlessly as they could manage, he and Special Agent Mandalay climbed out
of the station wagon and gently pushed the doors shut. Our position was fairly
obscured by atdl evergreen hedgerow, so they were able to duck down and remain
unseen as they made their way forward. The moon had stationed itsalf behind a
shadowy wal of clouds, and we were parked as far away from the streetlights as
possible. However, there was gill enough of a dim glow for me to see that Deckert
had squeezed himsdlf into a vest as well. Over hers, Agent Mandalay had donned a
dark blue windbreaker bearing the stenciled logo 'FBI" across the left breast.

"What the hdl is he doing here?" Special Agent Mandaay hissed a Ben as she
drew up next to us.

"Observing," he returned evenly.

"What do you mean 'observing'?' she declared. "This is a lav enforcement
operation. He's acivilian."

"Raise your right hand, Rowan," Ben ordered without taking his gaze from her.
"Do what?' | voiced my confusion.

He glanced over a me quickly, "Raise your right hand." When | had done so, he
returned his cold stare to Agent Mandalay. "Do you, Rowan Gant," he began,
"Swear to love your wife, pet your dog, and uphold truth, justice, and the American
way, so help you whatever deity it is you Witches worship?’

"Y ou can't deputize him!" she hissed once again. "This isn't a cowboy movie!"
"Wdl, Rowan? Do ya?' he pressed.
"Sure," | replied, not knowing what else to say.

"I'm going to have your badge, Storm!" she pronounced angrily through clenched
teeth.

"Jeezus Christ," Deckert interjected in a harsh murmur. "Will you two give it a
rest!? We've got a psycho to stop. If you're that desperate to have a battle of egos,
I'll be more than happy to ring the freakin' bell for ya... AFTER we catch this guy-"



The combative stares lingered between the two of them a moment longer, then
Ben turned his head and reached up to the microphone clipped on the shoulder of
his vest and depressed the tak button.

"All positions report in," he whispered.

The radio on his belt, set to low volume, crackled dightly as each of the
pre-designated teams reported in one by one. When dl had answered their readiness,
Ben dipped his pistol from its shoulder holster and hefted it dightly. Deckert and
Mandaay followed suit, the latter till frowning intensely as she quietly filled her hand
with a government issue Sg Sauer P226.

"You do only what | tel you to do, when I tel you to do it,” Ben directed the
command to me. "Stay behind me at dl times, and if | tell you to stay put, then don't
even fucking breathe. Got it?'

"Yeah," | nodded. "l got it."

With another quick glance at Agent Mandalay, he thumbed the microphone switch
once again and whispered, "All right, we're goin' in."

| had dl but forgotten the earlier itching of the flak vest. Now, as we sedthily
advanced across the street, and up the steps to the porch of the old brick house, the
unpleasant chafing had returned with a vengeance. | was certain that a large part of
my discomfort was psychological, directly related to the fact that | was unable to
scratch.

| fought to relax and push the sensation from my mind, but the tenseness of the
situation had opened the vave on my adrena gland to full. Energy was crackling
riotously through my body like a downed power line in a storm and | noticed much
to my chagrin that my hands were shaking.

Ben flattened himsdlf againgt the wall to the left of the door and slently motioned
with his empty hand. His signas made it clear that | was to remain with him, while
Deckert and Agent Mandaay were to take a Smilar position on the right. Following
his instruction, | pressed mysdf into the brick, attempting to disappear into its face.
Looking out over the front yard we had just crossed, | could see various figures that
had advanced behind us, cutting off any avenue of escape for the occupant of the
house. | was greatly impressed by the precision with which the entire operation was
being executed.

After a few more wordless signas, Ben reached over and dowly depressed the
latch on the screen door until it released with an audible metdlic click. The noise was
something that wouldn't even be noticed on a normal day, but to us, it sounded as
loud as a gunshot. He waited for an eternity, then just a few moments more. No
lights came on. No sound issued from the house. The silence was broken only by
the raspy cadence of our own shalow breathing. | couldn't speak for the other three,
but my heart was racing at a madman's pace, threatening to burst from my chest and
be contained only by the Kevlar body armor.

Ben began pulling the screen door open at alaborioudly slow speed. All the while,
his eyes remained |ocked with those of another cop who had crept up the stairs, and



was now crouched on the top step. | could only see the man's eyes, as his face was
obscured by the tight fabric of a full-face mask. Still, | recognized him as Bill, the
young detective that had given me so much grief at the Mgor Case Squad briefing.
He glanced over a me briefly as a flicker of recognition ran through his eyes, then
gave me adight nod. From the manner in which the fabric covering the lower haf of
his face momentarily stretched, | almost believed he smiled.

The screen door was hdfway open now, and Ben kept a steady pressure on it,
easing it wider by the second. The duminum frame pivoted aimost soundlessly on
the evenly spaced hinges, making only a dight whispering sound of mild friction. It
was when the door reached three-fourths its open arc that my heart stopped.

Maybe the frame was bent dightly; maybe there was rust deep in the hinges,
maybe any of a countless number of other reasons. Whatever the exact 'maybe’ was,
the point was moot. The door emitted a sudden smal groan of protest, followed
ingtantly by a piercing creak that echoed across the empty street. In the split second
following the end of the harsh metdlic wall, the porch light snapped on.

Time sdowed for me. | don't know if it was a supernatural effect, or just a
psychological aberration due to the newness and intensity of the situation. Whatever
it was, it made the next few moments appear to me in what | can only describe as
Hollywood slow motion. Ben was nodding vigoroudly as he yanked the door fully
open, sending another series of loud groans resounding through the night. As |
turned, | saw Bill come up from his crouch like a sprinter at the sound of a starting
pistol. Two long strides later, his shoulder met the wooden door, followed by his full
weight in motion, causing the frame to buckle, and splinters to fly in severd
directions.

The Hollywood slow mation continued with a decelerated soundtrack meeting my
ears. The frenzied crash of the shattering doorframe was drawn out into a banshee
wall resembling fingernails on a chalkboard mixed with marble-sized hail hitting a tin
roof. Bill's voice joined the raucous clamor with a commanding, stretched out "
Pollleeeeeccccce! ™

Detective Deckert and Special Agent Mandalay had turned their heads to shield
themselves from the storm of fracturing splinters, and were now dowly turning back
as they stepped out from the brick wal. Fuidly they aimed their bodies a the newly
created opening, pistols held at the ready, and rushed forward, echoing Bill's cry.

A deep, rushing chord filled my ears, and at its finish, | plunged into chaotic red
time. By now, severa other cops had rushed up the stairs and were filing quickly in
through the now fully open door, ther flashlights sketching comet trails in the
darkness. Ben was screaming 'Go, go, go!' as he waved them onward, ill holding
the traitorous screen door open wide.

"You stay here!" he shouted a me as the last of them passed us and he whipped
around the duminum frame, rushing headlong into the pandemonium.

A few short moments later the clamor began to subside, and | started hearing
muffled shouts of "Clear!" from several different voices. The interior lights snapped



to life one by one, casting a dim incandescent glow. Soon afterwards Ben returned
to the front porch wearing a crestfalen face. He looked a me sadly and motioned
with his head for me to come insde as he holstered his sidearm and snapped the
quick-release shut.

"The son-of-a-bitch isn't here," he pronounced dully. "He's gone."
"What about the little girl?* | pressed.

"He must have her with him."

"But the porch light," | protested. "It came on when the door creaked."

"Coincidence. It was on a timer." He reached up and angrily wiped the sweat
from his forehead. "They were dl on a fucking timer."

CHAPTER 23

A queer, pulsing static encompassed me as | stepped across the threshold of the
front door. | could fed the individuad hairs on my body as they hastily rose to
attention, generating a painful prickling sensation throughout. For the third time in the
last haf hour, the insstent itching returned, appearing and disappearing in mobile
patches across my chest. Since the immediate physical danger was well out of the
way, | reached around and ripped apart the Velcro tabs on the flak vest with an
audible swoosh. | didn't remove it, but loosening allowed breathing room for my
sweat-drenched skin, and more importantly, enough space to dip my hand in for a
quick, blissful scratch.

"Don't touch anything yet," Ben told me as we advanced further into the sparsely
decorated living room. "Evidence Unit'll be herein afew minutes."

"Yeah. No problem.” | nodded assent and continued to glance about the room.

My hair follicles were Hill stinging with strained discomfort, making my skin seem
to crawl, while an arc of intense energy played up and down my spine. It fet pretty
much as though | was holding on to a frayed extension cord while standing in a
puddle of water. Slowly, my scalp began to tighten, and my temples to throb. | had
one hdl of a headache coming on.

None of these sensations were new to me. | had felt them a handful of times in the
past, though not often, thankfully. They were warnings—the physical manifestations
of a 'supernatural burglar darm’. Roger, like any Witch, or practitioner of Ritua
Magick, had shielded his boundaries. He had cast protective energy about his home
asaway of marking territory to let others who were aware know that they shouldn't
intrude. In the physical world, | had smply stepped across the threshold. However,
being an uninvited guest, in the realm of the ethereal, | had done the equivalent of



breaking a trip wire on a hypersensitive home security system.

Two things immediately occurred. First, the wals of protective energy enveloped
me with urgent warnings in an attempt to make me leave. Second, wherever Roger
Henderson was hiding, he was made aware of my intruson. Of course, as | said,
these warnings were for others, who are aware, so being the only Witch in the room
| was forced to endure the increasingly painful attempts at expulsion in tortured
solitude.

The one feding that wasn't a direct descendant of the ethereal burglar darm was
the searing arc of energy playing xylophone on my vertebrae. Red hot, intense, and
angry, it was the blatant otherworldly signature of the home's occupant. The
unmasked, undisguised essence of Roger Henderson's immortal soul. Vile, putrid,
and swelling with evil. 1 had to engage my own defenses in order to keep from
becoming violently ill. It was obvious, a least to me, that though he wasn't here now,
he had been here very recently. We couldn't have missed him by more than a few
hours.

| was only superficidly aware of muttered apologies and 'excuse me's' as officers
pushed past me to go in and out the door. Severa moments passed before | redized
| was standing frozen, one step over the threshold, partially blocking the entrance of
the house. Slowly, | shuffled around the room, and as Ben had ordered, was careful
not to touch anything—physicaly, anyway. As| moved further inward, a new fegling
joined the jamboree of sensations that were clawing at me for equal time. The fedling
was fear. It was smdl and feminine, but very intense. It was the fear projected by a
little girl named Arid. | pushed the feding back and placed it on menta 'hold' as |
redlized my breathing had quickened. | fought to maintain a grip in the physical
redlm, and closing my eyes, | willed myself to relax. When my respirations came
back under control, | alowed my eydids to flutter open and focused on the scene
before me.

The wdls in the smal square room were washed with a thin coat of light blue
paint, applied lethargicaly with what had apparently been a worn roller. Several
swaths were severely lacking in coverage, unabashedly exposing the origind antique
white that lay beneath. The floor, a one time smooth finished hardwood was scuffed
and gouged, with wear patterns criss-crossing the surface in a well-beaten path. A
lone straight-backed chair sat against a sagging card table—the only two pieces of
furniture in the room.

The stained tabletop was littered with cigarette butts from an overflowing ashtray
and a paper plate containing a haf eaten sandwich. The curl of the drying bread, a
browning crust of mustard, and the unidentifiability of the luncheon meat gave
evidence that the sandwich was severa days old.

"Can't say a hdlluva lot for his taste in decorating." Deckert was standing next to
me. | hadn't noticed him until he spoke.

"l know what you mean," | answered with a smal sigh and began massaging my
temples. My head was killing me, and | knew it was only going to get worse before
getting any better.



"Y ou okay?' Concern crept into his voice as he rested a hand on my shoulder.

"Yeah, I'll be okay. Just a headache." | didn't fed like trying to explan the
concept of Protection Spells and ethered burglar darms at the moment. From what |
had come to know about Carl Deckert over the past week, | was sure he wouldn't
cast a jaundiced eye upon me, but | wasn't exactly certain he'd believe me either. It
redly didn't matter anyway. | was the only one who had to deal with it.

"Probably dl the excitement,” he volunteered in a fatherly tone. "I got some
aspirin out in my car, if you want some."

"Thanks," | smiled weakly, "I might take you up on that later." All | redly needed
to do was get out of this house, but | knew that wasn't an option at the moment.

"Looks like you've got afan club,” Ben caled to me from afew feet away.

When | looked over, he was motioning to a bizarre collage. The section of wal
directly above the card table was haphazardly peppered with newspaper clippings
regarding the murders. Upon closer inspection, severa yellow marks could be seen
streaking the newsprint; each of them highlighting my name.

"He knows I'm helping with the investigation,” | offered. "He's just trying to... "

"Great intd, Storm," Special Agent Mandalay's sardonic tone pierced the even
murmur of the other voices in the room to cut me off. "Did your expert get it from
his crystal ball or something?”’

"We didn't have just a hel of a lot of time, you know,” Ben spit back.
"Surveillance showed lights going off, so we had to assume he was in here. We had
no way of knowing they were on timers."

"Wadl I'm not impressed,” she returned.

"And what would you have done? Tapped his phone and sat around with your
thumb up your ass?' his voice increased in volume by a notch.

"I would have made sure he was here," Agent Mandalay raised her voice as wdll.
"This place looks like it's been empty for days."

"No it hasn't,” | interrupted calmly. "He's only been gone afew hours."

She turned and looked at me as if | were a smdl child butting in to an adult
conversation. "The expert speaks!” she exclamed cynicaly. "Why don't you let the
rest of usin on it. How do you know he was here afew hours ago?"

"I can fed him," | answered her barbed question smply. "He had the little girl
with him."

In an exaggerated motion, she tossed her head back and rolled her eyes, then let
out aloud, frustrated breath, "l suppose you can ‘fed her' too?"

"As amatter of fact, yes. | can fed her fear."
"You ARE kidding. Right? This place is abandoned. Just look around you."

Before | could answer, a surge of blinding pain bit vicioudy into my skull like a
white-hot poker. As long as | was inside this house, my foothold in this plane of



physica redlities was shaky at best, and the sudden stabbing affectation was al it
took to knock me over the precipice. | winced internally as the pain struck again, and
| tumbled backward into the darkened abyss of the recent past.

Fear.

Confusion.

Pure unbounded terror.
The terror of a small child.

A dark figure. Socky and thick. Brimming with exaggerated excitement. | can
smell a mixture of emotions in his profuse, oily sweat.

His excitement.

Her fear.

His anger.

Her terror.

He enters the room hurriedly. He's holding a loosaly

wrapped bundle. A tattered blanket, stained and filthy with abuse and neglect.
It encompasses a limp mass. Apparently there is some weight to the bundle as he
struggles to shift it while he wrestles with the door. Using his knee, he pushes the
door shut, then turns and backs against it, forcing the latch to pop into place. He
jerks dlightly, and a tiny hand falls into view from beneath the unclean shroud.
The tiny hand of a frightened little girl.

It doesn't matter. He's inside now. He's certain no one saw him carry the bundle
in. They are all at work. All of them. Even the prying old bitch across the street is
gone. He made sure of that before getting the bundle from his trunk.

Maybe he should have killed her, he thought. The old nosy bitch.
No.

No. She was too close to home. The police would have been crawling all over
the place, and that might have disrupted the Ritual. His chance to sacrifice The
One. Besides, she was too old. Her age-spotted skin hung loosaly from her skinny
frame. He could seeit in his mind.

Whenever she waved at him from her yard it would flop and flap like a banner
waving in the breeze. No. Her skin was definitely too loose. He couldn't practice on



someone with loose skin. That would never properly prepare him for The One.

The One would be young. Her skin elastic and unblemished. Not wrinkled and
flaccid.

The One.

She was resting in his arms right now. This very moment. He was so very
pleased to have found The One.

Bright glaring lights flared suddenly, burning like flash powder ignited in
direct contact with my eyes.

Mommy/!
Where is my mommy?!
I'm so scared.

It's very dark. My eyes still sting from the flare of light. There seems to be a dim
glow coming from just behind my head, but I'm not sure. It may only be a
phantom image.

| can fedl the little girl's presence in the room. Her fear. Her mental cries for her
mother. Sill, | can't see her.

My eyes are beginning to dowly adjust to the murky light. I'm in the basement. |
can barely make out a shape across from me. It appears to be moving.

My eyes adjust some more.

| can tell that the shape is the stocky man | had seen upstairs. He is huddled
over something on a long plywood and two-by-four workbench. The dirt floor is
uneven and littered with trash. My legs fed like heavy metal fence posts set
securely in cement.

| try to move.

The man stops suddenly as if he hears something. He cocks his head to the side
and turnsit dightly. | stop my struggle to move.

He waits, listening intently.
| hold my breath.
Finally, dowly he turns back to his task. Once again, | try to move forward.

Mommy!
Daddy!

I'm so scared.

I'm standing directly behind him now. | can clearly see what he is huddled



over. The nude bound body of the little girl.

He pulls a tourniquet tight on her upper arm, and then uses two fingers to slap
the tender inner flesh in search of a vein. In his other hand, he expertly holds a full
syringe. The needle

glistensin the dim light.

Carefully he dips the needle into the vein. | can fed the stinging pinprick in my
own arm.

Mommy/!
Daddy!

A tiny plume of blood spurts into the syringe, milkily mixing with the other fluid.
He drives the plunger forward. Sowly. Evenly.

"You can't stop me you know, " he says without turning.
| know that heis talking to me.

He moves quietly to the end of the bench and tosses the used syringe into a
bucket already overflowing with trash.

"She's The One, " hetdls me. "Thisis her destiny."

The little girl's nude body is stretched out, loosdy bound on the table, her
denim dress wadded next to her. He reaches out and grasps it, crushing it into an
even tighter ball. With an angry toss, he flings the faded blue fabric projectile
across the room. It smacks against the wall with a muffled thump, then dlides
raspily downward, slipping behind a pile of paint cans, and disappears.

"You're too late, Rowan Gant," he says, turning to me. "You weren't there to
save Ariel Tanner, and you won't be there to save The One. "

The last things | saw were his cold grey eyes.

"He said he had a headache a few minutes ago," Detective Deckert's voice began
distantly, and grew quickly closer.

"Rowan? Hey, Rowan? You dl right?' Ben was looking at me questioningly.

| felt mysalf grab firmly back onto the physical plane and cling for dear life. My
head was 4ill throbbing, and the angry burn of Roger's ethered signature was
maintaining its hold on my spine.

"Some expert,” Specia Agent Mandalay's voice reached my ears. "You ask him a
question and he passes out on you."

"Shut up," Ben barked at her without turning. "Rowan. Y ou okay, man?"



"Yeah," | returned weakly. "Sorry about that."

"You went dl Twilight Zone didn't you?' He didn't wait for me to answer. "What
did you see?

"Downstairs. In the basement,” | recited. "There's a workbench. That's where he
kept her when he was here this afternoon. He's keeping her drugged. You'll find her
dress behind some paint cans. Her blue denim dress.”

"Give me a break," our resident FBI skeptic declared in exasperation. "He sounds
like a tabloid psychic."

Ben ignored her spiteful comment, and instead, turned to one of the other
officers. "Ackman. Check it out."

We stood waiting quietly as the man carried out the order, disappearing down the
halway, then the basement stairs. After a few protracted moments, we heard him
coming back up the wooden stairway.

"Hey, Storm," he called as he poked his head through the doorway, "better come
have a look down here. There's a wad of blue denim behind some paint cans, just
like Gant said. Could be the kid's dress."

Ben turned to Agent Mandalay, and a smug grin spread across his face, "Show
me one of your PhD's that can do that."

"So, don't take this the wrong way or anything,” Ben began, "but there's
something I'm having trouble understanding... "

| was relaxing in my seat, eyes closed. Without opening them, | prodded him
forward, "And that is?'

We were belted into his van, and in motion toward my house, having only just left
the scene. The evidence technicians had arrived soon after the discovery of the little
girl's discarded dress. They were dill photographing, dusting, and bagging
everything in sight when we findly chose to abandon hope of any immediate clues to
her current whereabouts. A palpable sense of urgency surrounded them and it was
spreading like a rampant contagion through every member of the Mgor Case Squad.
Even Agent Mandalay fell victim to its amost ubiquitous virulence. She had elected
to remain behind at the scene with Detective Deckert while Ben provided my
transportation home. Considering the voldtility of one part Mandalay mixed with one
part Storm, it was probably a good idea for them to be separated for awhile.

After afull two hours insde Roger's house, | had begun to fed as if there were
nothing left of me to give. A verse from an old Blue Oyster Cult song kept running
through my head in an endless loop—You see me now a veteran of a thousand
psychic wars. My energy is spent at last, and my armor is destroyed...—Funny
how things like that seem to drift in from nowhere.

Even at that, none of them was in any bigger hurry to stop Roger and save this
little girl than | was. | would have gladly stayed longer, no matter how | felt, but the



find decision hadn't been Ieft to me. Ben ordered me to go home, and since | had
come with him, he was seeing to it personally that | was returned safely. Deckert had
seconded the motion, and Agent Mandaay took no convincing whatsoever. She was
happy to see me go, though after the incident with the child's dress, | had caught her
looking curioudy a me across the room from time to time. But, of course, only
when she thought | couldn't see her.

"What | don't get is this" Ben continued. "If you could sense, or fed—or
whatever the hdl you do—all that bad 'ju-ju’ coming off just the house and stuff,
then why couldn't Ariel Tanner and the rest of her group pick it up from him? | mean
he was right there in the flesh and al? Shouldn't they have noticed something?’

| wasn't surprised by the question, and | was glad that he had waited until we were
aone before he asked it. Knowing him as | did, that shouldn't have surprised me
ether.

"Theoreticaly, yes."

"And what's that supposed to mean?’

"Wél, if I'm right, there are a couple of reasons why they might not have picked
up anything from him," | paused.

"Whaddaya want, a signed invitation? Spit it out."

"Number one is the Expiation Spell,” | continued, findly opening my eyes and
gtting up a little straighter as he merged us onto the highway. "My guess is that he
feels pretty good about himsdf once he's absolved himsdlf of the guilt. That would
make him give off some positive 'vibes, so to speak. The positive energies would
tend to cancel out the negative ones. You know, yin and yang, the great cosmic
balance and dl that."

"Yeah, okay," he nodded his head thoughtfully. "I can see that. Basicaly it just
tells me he's a crazy fuck and what he did to these women just doesn't matter to
him."

"That's one way of looking at it."
"But why can you pick it up now?"

"He's escalating,” | offered. "He's cycling through the absolution and anger
quicker as the time for the sacrifice draws nearer."

"Have you figured out why he's doing this yet?'
"No, unfortunately. I'm not sure that he even knows."

We continued in silence while Ben digested my answers. Findly, he looked over
a me and spoke, "So what's number two?"

| was already regretting that | had told him there was more than one reason. The
second was the one that | was 4ill wrestling with mysdlf. Still, | had already opened
my mouth, so there was no turning back. Whether | had come to grips with it or not,
| needed to tdl Ben.



"Number two," | said with atired sigh, "is that he was probably able to mask over
his energies because he's alot better than | expected him to be."

"What do you mean 'better than you expected him to be' ?' he appealed. "You
mean like better at the hocus pocus stuff?"

"Yeah. The 'hocus pocus' stuff." | didn't fed up to arguing over his choice of
terminol ogy.

"But not better than you, right?’
| didn't answer him.

"Aww, Jeez, white man," he grumbled, "I hate when you clam up like that... Tdll
me he's not better than you."

"l don't know yet," wasdl | could say.

CHAPTER 24

Cally's van was gone from my driveway and the lights were out when Ben
dropped me off. | had called Fdicity from his cel phone shortly after the evidence
technicians arrived on the scene and let her know that | was ill in one piece. While
that fact had been ardief to her, the news was ill clouded by bitter disappointment
a our having arrived too late to rescue the little girl and apprehend Roger. Before
saying goodbye, | reminded her that there was 4ill time before the full moon, and
that we weren't giving up. When | pressed the glowing END button on the face of
the phone, | lingered, momentarily lost in thought as | wondered to mysdf if that
smdl amount of time was going to be enough.

The dogs stirred instantly when | entered the house, doing exactly what they
perceived as their canine duty by checking to be sure | wasn't some unfamiliar
intruder. As soon as they had satisfied themselves as to my identity via cold-nosed
doggish snuffling, they both wandered deepily back to their beds, wagging therr tails
with lazy contentment.

Two of our three feline residents, Dickens and Salinger, were in the middle of one
of their many nocturnal wrestling matches. My intrusion into what they had declared
to be their ring served as sufficient enough surprise to bring them instantly apart.
Looking for al the world like two furry mismatched bookends, they absently licked
their paws and peered up a me as if to say—"What? We weren't doing anything."

| kicked off my shoes, then made my way softly into the bedroom. My wife was
sound asleep, curled in the center of our bed, tightly hugging my pillow. | thought of
crawling in as wdl, but she looked too peaceful and | feared | would wake her.
Besides, even though it was rapidly approaching two in the morning, | wasn't



actualy deepy. | had far too much on my mind to redax a the moment, and my
earlier headache Hill plagued mein the form of adull throb running down the back of
my neck. Gently, | pulled the sheets up over her shoulders then quietly padded back
through the house.

Thewadl clock rang out its familiar double chime in proclamation of the hour as |
stretched out on the couch. If | was ever going to relax, | would have to clear avay
some of the annoying debris that had collected in my mind over the past few days.
Of course, after the infusion of adrendin | had received earlier this evening, my
guess was that such atask would be next to impossible, at least, for the time being.

Dickens jumped sedthily up to the aam of the couch nearest my head, and
announced himself with athroaty fdinetrill before crawling determinedly around me.
After a false start or two he stretched across my chest and proceeded to purr
himself to dleep. He remained there undisturbed, even when | dowly stretched and
yawned. My eyes seemed to almost itch and my eyelids felt oddly heavy as | let out
along-winded sigh. Asthey dowly closed, | reminded mysdlf that | wasn't sleepy. |
wasn't deepy at dl.

"Hey, Migter." A little strawberry blonde girl, wrapped in a white lace dress,
was tugging at me. "Hey, mister, wake up. "

Falling.
Darkness.
Light.
Darkness.

"Wake up, Mister!" her tiny voice more urgent now. "It's almost time. We're
going to missit."

"Miss what? " | try to ask.

| can see my words, but | can't hear them. They visbly leave my mouth in a
rush and shoot skyward like heliumfilled balloons. | watch them as they
disappear into the darkness.

When | turn my gaze back downward, the little girl is staring up at me
urgently.

"We have to go now!" she exclaims, pulling on my hand. "Now!"
I'm running.

| can hear my footfalls on thin carpeting. My heart is pounding behind my ribs.
My breaths are deep and labored, and the cold air stings my throat and lungs. |
don't know if I'm running from or running to. The little strawberry blonde girl is
nowhere to be seen.

I'm running.

I'm sitting.



"l told you, " the little girl saysto me. "We almost missed it."

| turn to face her. | don't know where she came from. | vaguely remember that
she was gone, but | don't know why. | feel that she has been there all along.

"l have to go soon,” she says, and points at a spot far above my head. "My turn
Is next."

| look up and see a large round disk, mottled white and grey. The moon. It
lacks fullness by only a thin diver along the edge. | lower my eyes back to her.

The little girl isno longer little. She is a full-grown woman. She is Ariel Tanner,
dressed in white lace and surrounded by a dimly glowing aura of milky light. She
is kneeling next to me, holding my hand, and smiling.

"She doesn't understand,” Arid tells me. "You will have to explain it to her."

"Explain what?" | ask. My own words meet my ears as a mirror image of
themselves, echoing softly '?tahw nialpxe'.

She places two fingers across my lips to hush me, and shakes her head. Her soft
hair billows weightlessly, the aura dancing in perfect unison with each individual
strand. "You have to stop him, Rowan. It's all up to you now. Only you can save
her."

She lowers her fingers from my lips and stretches forward, then lightly kisses my
cheek. As she pulls away, she smiles shyly at me.

Her eyes widen with surprise, and the shy smile drains away. Her lips form a
mute frown, as a glossy patch of vermilion appears on her bosom, spreading like
oil across the white lace.

"Why, Rowan, why?" she mouths as she falls away from me into nothingness.
| reach for her, but sheis gone.

Darkness.

Light.

Darkness.

Falling.

Falling upward into the light.

"Another nightmare?' Fdicity was stting next to me on the edge of the sofa when
| awoke from the fitful Slumber.

"Yeah," | answered, "like that's a surprise, huh?"
"Anything in it that might help?’

"l dunno,” | returned lethargicaly as | pulled myself upright. "It manly just told
me that we were running out of time, asif | needed a reminder."

She moved out of my way as | swung my legs around and allowed my feet to



drop to the floor.
"Want some coffee?"' she asked.
"Yeah, sure. What timeisit anyway?"

"Almost noon," she called over her shoulder as she headed for the kitchen. "I
figured you didn't get inftill late, so | let you sleep."

"Thanks. | appreciate that. | think."

"Ben called earlier." She returned with a mug of hot coffee and handed it to me.
"He said to tel you thanks."

"For what?' | queried, and took a sip of the hot liquid, letting it burn the Seep
from my throat.

"For dl your help,” she answered. "They caught Roger early this morning. He
came back to the house and they were waiting for him."

| stared back at her incredulously, almost dropping the steaming mug. "He what?
What about the little girl ?

"She's fine. Not a scratch on her. She's aready been reunited with her parents.”

| couldn't believe it. After everything we had been through, Roger had waked
right back into the hands of the police. | suppose | should have been thankful, but |
just couldn't shake the feding that something was out of sync. A sense of
foreboding that made me believe that something was terribly wrong.

"l need to go tak to Ben," | announced and began searching about for my shoes.

"Slow down," Fedlicity insisted. "Don't you think you'd better take a shower first?
No offense, but you look pretty rough.”

She was right. The activities of the night before, combined with eight hours on
our living room sofa, had to have taken ther toll on my appearance.

"Yeah, okay," | agreed. "But do me a favor will'ya? Cdl Ben and tdl him I'm
coming down to see him."

"Sure. No problem." She pecked me quickly on the cheek. "Now go get cleaned
up.”
| 1eft her diding the phone, and tossed my clothes haphazardly into the hamper as

| stripped. The sun was coming in brightly through the window, eiminating the need
for artificid light, so | just kicked on the exhaust fan, and climbed into the shower.

With a quick turn of the porcelain handles, | started the water flowing and
adjusted the temperature to my liking. | turned to dlow it to flow down my back and
held my eyes closed, willing away the remaining tension in hopes of at least a few
moments relaxation. It was then that something Felicity had just said struck me as
odd. She asked me if the nightmare had contained anything that might help, yet, she
dready knew that Ben had called. She knew that Roger had already been captured. |
started to cal out to her in search of an explanation.

When | opened my eyes, | was looking directly at the back wal. Across the



normally pristine white tiles, dark crimson strokes inscribed—

ALL ISFORGIVEN

—A sour, cackling laugh filled my ears, and the water against my back suddenly
fdt oddly thick. | looked down a my chest where it splashed across my shoulders
and saw blood, viscid and hot, dripping from my skin.

| tried to escape the horror, only to find the shower curtain had become solid and
unyielding. | began to pound on it wildly, screaming for my wife, as the enclosure
quickly began to fill with the sticky, crimson liquid. My cries remained unheeded as
the level reached my chest, then my chin, until findly, | was submerged. My throat
and lungs began to burn, and | was starting to black out. No longer able to hold my
breath, | was about to face my own innermost fear. | was drowning.

| awoke screaming.

Feicity was over me, firmly grasping my shoulders and shaking me into
consciousness. "Rowan, wake up! Rowan!"

| bolted upright on the couch, steeped in my own sweat. The cool breeze from a
nearby register sent a shiver up my spine as the ar conditioner followed orders from
the thermostat and worked to maintain the temperature.

Soft morning light was beginning to filter in between the dats of the mini blinds
covering our windows, bringing a murky pallor to my surroundings. My wife, clad in
an oversized tee shirt was staring back at me with the same gentle concern | had seen
In her eyes just one night before.

"Another nightmare?' she asked rhetorically, stting back on the edge of the sofa.

"Yeah," | sighed, "a weird one. Whatever you do, don't tdl me it's amost noon
and Ben called to tel me thanks."

"Why would 1?7

| heard a muffled series of barks, telling me that the dogs wanted to be let back in.
For some reason, that familiar noise, added to my wife's puzzled expression and my
overdl feding asif | had been beaten severely with a two-by-four, was the evidence |
needed to tell me | was actudly, truly awake this time.

“It'salong story," | told her.

After a shower that began hesitantly, | relinquished the remaining hot water to
Fdicity, and prepared a quick breakfast. Over eggs scrambled with broccoli and
Swiss cheese, a side of turkey bacon, and coffee, she and | discussed the events of
the past evening. For the most part, the discussion was one-sided, with me doing the



taking and her doing the listening, as | filled her in on the details of the assault on
Roger's house, followed by those of the doubly bizarre nightmare. The latter
accounting, | recorded in my 'Book of Shadows' as | went.

"l got a cdl from a client last night,” Felicity announced while we put away the
freshly washed dishes. "Apparently they lined up a last minute product shoot with
some model that's only available today."

"Go ahead. I'll be fing," | answered her unspoken question.

"Are you sure?' she posed. "l can refer it over to Hartley. He owes me one
anyway."

"Redlly. I'll be fine," | assured her. "There's no need in both of us stting around
here staring at the walls. | don't know if there's much more either of us can do to
help Ben right now anyway. Besides, like | said, Agent Mandday isn't exactly my
number one fan."

"Okay. If you're sure.”
"I'm sure.”

| helped her load the Jeep, and waved goodbye as she backed out dowly and
went on her way. The landscape around me was growing brighter as the sun crept
higher in the morning sky, chasng away the dimly shimmering globe of the
moon—the moon that was less than twenty-four hours from full.

| called Ben shortly after Fdicity left, and was told that he was following up leads
in the field. After leaving a message for him, | resigned mysalf to performing what
had become the more mundane tasks in my life—support calls, returning email, and
even some minor house cleaning. Don't get me wrong, | was actually looking
forward to returning to the everyday normalcy, but not until this whole thing was
over and done with.

It was approaching three in the afternoon when the phone rang. Ben was on the
other end, returning my call.

"S0, any good news?' | queried into the handset.

"No," he told me, "not redly. The parents made a positive ID on the little girl's
dress. And they found a spot where the floor had been dug up in the corner, but
that's about it."

"That's where he buried the hearts he took from the victims" | stated
mechanicaly.

"Yeah... it wasn't pleasant... Oh, and that tip you gave us on the syringe. We
found it right where you said it would be. Lab showed traces of a sedative called
Diazepam."

"Not the Curare?'
"No," he returned. "Seemed off to me too so | asked the doc about it. Apparently



that stuff paralyzes the blink response, and he would have to use some kind of
atificid lubricant to keep her eyes from drying out. Also, repeated doses could build
up in her system and cause respiratory failure. Sounds kinda high maintenance for
someone trying to duck the cops.”

"But it makes sense," | volunteered. "He doesn't want her injured. I'm convinced
of that. In my vision he kept referring to her as The One. As odd as it may sound, he
holds her in very high reverence. She has to be pristine for the ritua, but he aso has
to keep her under wraps until the full moon."

"Yeah, it sounds odd dl right, especially when you consider what he plans to do
to her in this ritua thing." There was a lengthy pause at his end. | could almost see
him trying to form his words. "So listen, Rowan. About that whole hocus pocus
thing last night. What did you mean when you said you don't know if he's better than
you or not?'

"l meant exactly that. | don't know."

"But | thought you were some kind of 'Master Witch' or something,” he appeal ed.
"Like a Black Bdt of Witch stuff. You know what | mean?'

"There's no such thing, Ben. The Craft is a continual learning process.”
"That <till doesn't tedl me why you think he's better than you."

"Something happened during that vison that took me by surprise. I've never
experienced anything like it before, and to be honest, it bothered me quite a bit."

"Wanna talk about it? After everything I've seen latdy, I'm willing to listen."

"Okay." | took a deep breath and let it puff out my cheeks as | exhaled. "But you
might not want to hear it. If I'm right, | could be the reason he knew we were
coming."

"How so?'

"Wel," | continued, "you understand that when I've had these visions at the crime
scenes, they were recreations of the recent past, right?”’

"Yeah, go on."

"That's the kind of vison | had a Roger's house, but with a magjor exception. He
talked to me."

"I'm not sure | follow."

"In the vision," | explained, "Roger spoke directly to me. He told me that | hadn't
been there to save Arid Tanner, and there was no way 1'd be able to save The One.
He looked right at me. Called me by name."

There was along pause at the other end of the line as he mulled over my latest
revelations. "So let me get this straight,” his words were measured carefully, "you
think that when you had that vision, you like went back in time or something? And he
saw you there and knew you were coming?"

"No, not at al,” | corrected. "l had a vison of something that happened in the



recent past. | think Roger knew we were close because of me. Because of the
energies |'ve been giving off."

"So, what about this bit where he was taking to you? | ill don't get it. Where
does that fit in?"

"I think that since he knew we would be coming, and he knew that | would be
there, in a sense, he was waiting for me. He insinuated himsdlf into the vision."

"Y ou mean he was there?" Ben's voice became instantly more animated.

"Not in the physical sense," | expressed, "but | wouldn't be surprised if he was
nearby."

"Shit! That's dl | needed to hear." The animation in his voice was replaced by
cam dgection. "So the fact that you think he somehow got himsdlf into your vision
Iswhat's got you thinkin' you somehow tipped him off."

"That's my theory."

"Wadl, don't let the ice princess hear that,” he expressed, referring to Specid
Agent Mandaay. "She's dtill giving me aroya pain in the ass about your involvement
In this case. She doesn't need any more ammunition.”

"How are you two getting dong today?"' | queried out of a mild curiosity.
"Like oil and water. Ya didn't expect any different did'ya?' he admitted.

"You know, Ben, she's just doing her job. You took a lot of convincing about
The Craft as | recall."

"Yeah, yeah, | know," he conceded. "l just don't have time for it right now...
What? Hold on a sec... " | heard him stave off a muted voice in the background.
"Listen, | gotta go. You'll cdl meif you have another vison or something?’

"You'll be the first."

"Okay. I'll check back in with you as soon as we know something. Later."

"Bye."

| lied. Sort of.

If anything relevant came into my mind via any means, sconscious thought, or
ethered vision, | would certainly cal Ben immediately. However, | had carefully
avoided telling him about my most recent dream. If my theory about Roger entering
my vision was correct, then | was firmly convinced that he had entered my nightmare
aswell. It was my bdief that he was responsible for the bizarre secondary sequence.

He was trying to frighten me, and that was the chink in his armor. He was just as
unsure about me as | was about him.

| didn't tell Ben about it. | hadn't even told Fdlicity the entire story. | was the only
one that knew, because it was something | was going to have to face on my own.



CHAPTER 25

| expected Ben to have someone watching Roger's house, and | had no idea
whatsoever how | was going to handle the situation; therefore | was somewhat
surprised when the neighborhood seemed devoid of survelllance. Of course, that
was just how it appeared on the surface.

The digitd clock on the in-dash stereo had just flicked over to seven P.M. when |
pulled down the Overmoor side street. Fdlicity had called me earlier to say the photo
shoot was running late, and that she probably wouldn't be home until after nine. |
didn't tell her as much, but | was actualy glad she'd be out late. | was certain that
had she been present, she would have done everything in her power to tak me out of
what | was about to do.

She can be very persuasive.

After a couple of ow passes through the subdivision, | rolled my truck to a stop
behind the evergreen hedgerow we had used for cover the night before, and
switched off the engine. | waited in silence, my view of the house dightly obscured,
and fought to gather the courage | desperately needed.

| had come here for a purpose. Roger had invaded both my vison and my
nightmare. In the vision, he had demonstrated his overconfidence by taunting me and
issuing a chalenge. In my nightmare, he hedged his bet, playing on my fears in order
to frighten me away. It might have worked had it not been for three haunting
words—"Why, Rowan, why?' In every nightmare, Ariel Tanner appeared before me
and asked that question. | had come to fear that most of dl each time | drifted off to
deep, smply because | didn't have the answer. | couldn't tdl her, 'Why'. | couldn't
even tdl mysdlf, because | wasn't even sure what she was asking. As nonsensical as
it seemed, something deep inside kept teling me that if this little girl died it would be
my fault. My fault because | hadn't tried hard enough to find the answer to 'Why?

| was so deeply lost in my thoughts that my heart skipped afull beat when | heard
the sudden tapping on my window. | snapped back from my distant stare with a
startled jump, and quickly turned. Carl Deckert was standing outside my window,
hand raised as he prepared to rap his knuckles on the glass once again.

"Hey. How's it going?' | asked with asmile as | rolled the window downward.

"Okay if you like gitting around watching an empty house while a lonely old lady
talks your ear off," he replied. "If you don't mind my asking, what're you doin’
here?'

His answer told me why | hadn't spotted the surveillance. They must have set up
shop in the house across the street. The one who's occupant Roger had thought of
as the 'nosy old bitch'.

"Ben asked me to come out here and have another look at the place,” | spoke



quickly, hoping he wouldn't see through to the truth. "He wanted me to seeif | could
pick up anything else that might help."

"Why didn't he come with you?' he asked suspicioudly.
| said the first thing that popped into my mind, and it actually sounded pretty

good, "He said something about keeping that FBI agent busy so she wouldn't get in
the way."

"Y eah, those two are a piece of work," he grunted. " She was there waiting for him
this morning. They ill hadn't stopped chewing on each other when | left. | guess he
probably just forgot to tel me you were coming.”

"Could be" | said aloud, while insade my head | was saying, 'Don't cal him.
Don't cdl him.'

He grinned and nodded, "Y eah, that's probably it. Hell, this guy's not gonna show
up here anyway. Y ou want me to go in with you?"

| breathed an inner sigh of relief. "No. That's okay. I'll be dl right by myself."

Detective Deckert gave me a dight shrug as | climbed out of the truck's cab and
shut the door. "Suit yourself. I'll be right here across the street if you need me."

| nodded my head as | reassured him, "I'll be fine."

The interior of the house was much as it had been the night before, with the
exception of the dark grey fingerprinting dust coating various surfaces. The lights
were off, and the few shafts of the setting sun that managed to filter in between gaps
in the heavy drapes harshly illuminated smal dlices of the room, casting the rest in
hard-edged oblique shadows. | pushed the door shut behind me, cutting off even
more of the external light, and symbolically sealing mysdf into the eerie dwdling.

The expected pain augered itsalf up my spine and into my skull the moment | set
foot in the house. | stumbled for a moment, and then steeled myself against further
onset of the agonizing sensations as | moved further into the room. | wouldn't be
able to stop the pains from coming, but at least | could be ready for them.

A burning fire like molten lead filled my body, and my skin fdt stretched and
tortured by countless pinpricks, as my har seemed to come to life, stiffening to
create endless waves of gooseflesh. My eyes were watering, and thin streams of
tears began flowing down my face. | staggered against the blinding pain, peering
through clouded eyes, and forcing mysalf to move further down the halway.

Unearthly screaming filled my ears as | pressed forward.

The amplified sound of jagged meta against a rapidly spinning grinder.
The mournful whistle of a teakettle.

The wall of achainsaw.

Everything and nothing.



The piercing noise penetrated my bones, making me vibrate like a human tuning
fork, and grew impossibly louder when | reached out for the basement door.

| grasped the tarnished handle tightly, refusing to let go even though it seemed to
glow red hot, threatening to sear the flesh from my hand. Quickly, | jerked my wrist
and flung the door wide, only to be engulfed in writhing ethered flames.

Summoning my wits, | beat back the flames, denying their existence both with my
mind and my voice. The imaginary fire vanished with a choked sputter and | stepped
forward through the open doorway, clinging desperately to the wooden railing until
my feet findly met the dirt floor at the bottom of the stairs.

| stood staring into the darkness, concentrating on pushing away the violent
spasms of pain while | waited for my eyes to adjust. There was a sdty taste in my
mouth, and my nose was starting to burn. | brought my hand up and the lower haf
of my face felt wet and sticky. Slowly, | stretched my hand out into a thin shaft of
light that angled purposefully down the stairwell, forming a focused stripe across the
darkened floor. | could see that my fingers were covered in blood. My nose was
bleeding.

A cleaver of pain buried itsdf between my eyes, ingsting that it be alowed to split
my skull and let my brains spill out. | was beginning to regret that | had come here
without someone to back me up. My grasp on the physical world was weakening.
The last thing | recall was that I'd told Carl Deckert | would be fine.

Fear.

Anger.

Fear.

Anger.

Surprise.

"l didn't expect you to come back,” Roger is speaking to me.

We are surrounded by darkness, yet we are awash in an eerie light. The little
girl, clad in white lace levitates near him. Floating weightless in the air. There is
no visible means of support.

"Sorry to disappoint you," | return, and this time my words echo through the air
instead of disappearing into nothingness.

He is standing no more than twenty feet away from me, dressed in a dark
ceremonial robe. The hood is pushed back to reveal his face, and it lay limply
across his shoulders.

“I'm not disappointed,” he says. "Just surprised. | don't know what you think
you're going to do."

The little girl's body is drifting about on a gentle breeze, bobbing up and down
dightly, but never straying far from him.



"Sop you, " | tell him evenly.

"You can't stop me, " he says. "l told you, she's The One."
"Why are you doing this? " | ask.

His only response is a sour, demonic laugh.

Falling.

Screaming.

Slence.

"Rowan, so nice to see you. " Arid is standing before me. Beside her is the little
strawberry blonde girl, holding tightly to her hand.

"Mister, why don't you stop the bad man ?" The little girl looks up at me with
wide, sad eyes, then turns her gaze to the right.

| follow her eyes, looking far off into the distance. There is a grove of trees
surrounding a small clearing. Centered in the clearing is a hooded, robed figure
standing with hands raised high. Moonlight glints from an object held in those
hands. Moonlight glints from an athame.

A small figure lies prone before the cloaked one. A small figure clad in white
lace. Preened and arranged. Unblemished and virginal.

The scene begins to grow increasingly distant as trees erupt from the
landscape, obscuring the view as they continued to appear, closer and closer.

Immediately before us, the earth trembles and begins to sink. Almost as quickly
as the depression is formed, it is filled with water. The glossy surface ripples in the
dight breeze; moonlight reflecting from it in a shimmering stripe. The ground
continues to shake, and another stand of trees erupt skyward. The tall pines form a
line before us, now completely obscuring the clearing, and all but the smallest
glimpses of the shallow lake.

| turn to the little girl. She is pointing at the sign, " What does it say, Mister. "

| look downward, following along her finger to the small white sign. Bold black
capital letters spell out PLEASE DO NOT FEED GEESE.

"Only you can save her now, Rowan, " Arid's lilting voice gently touches my
ears.

| turn to her and she holds forth her hand. In it, a Tarot card. A Tarot card
known as The Moon.

She stiffens and the card flutters from her hand. Her eyes go wide and blood
streaks down her dress.

"Hey mister, what time is it?" the little girl is talking to me. "What time is it?
Hey mister!”

| look up to the glowing marbled disk of the full moon high above. Spinning
around its face are the hands of a clock. | watch as the minute hand chases



rapidly after the hour hand, overtakes it, then begins the race anew.
"Hey mister!" the tiny voice demands. "What time is it?"
Darkness.
A deafening demonic chord.
The sound of water splashing violently.

| can't breathe. My lungs are on fire, and the flames are licking up my throat.
My chest feels heavy and there is something tightening about my neck. The
atmosphere feds thick and fluid around me. | want to gasp for air but something
is telling me | shouldn't. My thoughts are beginning to cloud, my mind is turning
murky and dark.

| open my eyes, flailing my armsin front of me. | so desperately need air. | need
to breathe. The air is thick and murky. It stings. | catch a distorted glimpse,
rippling and blurry, of the full moon above. It is all that | can see. All except for
one thing—a pair of murderous grey eyes.

My world begins to fade.

Twilight.

An endless scream, "Why, Rowan, why?"
Darkness.

Falling.

| mpact.

| refused to go to the hospital. My head was Hill throbbing, and | needed to clean
mysdaf up, but | was firmly convinced that there was nothing wrong with me that
couldn't be fixed by getting away from this house and drinking a cup of willow bark
tea. | had to voice my protestations severa times, each with increasing fervor, but
eventualy Deckert, the paramedics, and the uniformed officer resigned themselves to
the fact that | had made up my mind.

From what Detective Deckert told me, he had started growing concerned after |
had been inside the house for little more than an hour, and had come over to have a
look. He searched the rooms on the ground level and finding them empty, assumed |
had gone into the basement. I'll never forget the look on his face as he came to this
point in the story and announced, "This is where it starts ta get kinda weird."

Acting on his assumption, he headed for the basement stairs, only to find the
door jammed tightly shut. The handle seemed almost frozen in place, and he couldn't
turn it no matter how hard he tried. He said he called out to me severa times, but
never received an answer. Thankfully, growing even more concerned, he went to his
car to obtain atire tool with which to pry the stubborn door open.

"So this redly cold wind came rushing up the freskin' stairs the minute | got the



door open," he told me, eyes wide as he continued his story. "And | woulda swore
| heard someone laughing. Y 'know, evil, like from one of those horror flicks."

He found me lying unconscious at the bottom of the steps, face down in the dirt
and streaked with blood. He immediately called the paramedics, and | had regained
consciousness around the time they arrived at the house.

It was aready after eleven in the evening when we waked into the Mgor Case
Squad command post. The last thing | remembered before having the latest vison
was discovering that my nose was bleeding, followed by a pain resembling a
Louisville Sugger being stopped by my face. The nightmare gill resided somewhere
inmy grey matter, but for some reason had become only a ghost of itself, lacking in
the crisp details of my other visions. | hoped that the dullness was only the result of
the pounding headache that was il threastening to break free of my skull, and that
the specifics would come back into sharper focus once it subsided. One thing |
knew for certain was that | had witnessed something very important on that ethereal
journey. Now | just needed to remember what it was.

Ben gave me a few moments to wash my face and down a handful of aspirin in
lieu of willow bark tea before he hustled me into one of the smaler conference
rooms. The look on his face was more than enough to tel me that the meeting wasn't
going to be a good one.

"Goddammit, Rowan!" No longer able to contain his anger, Ben ruptured. "What
the hell were you thinking?"

He had barely closed the door behind Deckert and Specia Agent Mandalay. |
doubted that it mattered whether or not he waited, since his voice surely carried
through most of the police station anyway.

"l was looking for answers," | returned meekly.
"Answers to what?"
"Why. The answer to why. In every nightmare, Aried asks me why."

"You mean why is this asshole killing people?' his voice had lowered in volume,
but my answer only served to raise it again. "Who knows? Maybe he walked in on
his parents screwing when he was a kid. Maybe his high school prom date stood him
up. They've got a million excuses these days. Why's it fucking matter now? We
know who heis."

"It might not matter at al.” | dabbed at my nostrils with atissue. The bleeding had
long since stopped, but the phantom tingling remained, making me fed as though it
was starting dl over again. "That might not even be the 'why' she is asking... | don't
know... It could just be her way of keeping me from giving up."

"Let me get this straight." Agent Mandday was ill leaning against the wall, arms
folded across her chest. Her studious gaze hadn't left me since we entered the room.
"You jeopardized this investigation because you think a dead woman is taking to
you in your dreams?"

"l didn't jeopardize anything,” | told her matter-of-factly, avoiding a direct answer



to her question. "Roger Henderson isn't going to return to that house and we dl
know it."

"You redly do." She stared back increduloudly, leading between the lines of my
non-answer. "You think you're communicating with a ghost or something!" She
turned to Ben and gesticulated at me as if | were on display. "That's it! Now I'm
officialy convinced that he needs a psychiatrist. 1 want him off this investigation
now."

Ben started to protest angrily, "Hold on aminute, I... "

"NO! You hold on aminute, Storm," she insisted vehemently, "l want him out of
here."

"Thisis gill my investigation, and | say he stays.”
"Not anymore. Pursuant to the Federal Kidnapping statute of nineteen thirty-two,
this case fdls under the Bureau's jurisdiction. It's my investigation now."

"C'mon," Detective Deckert tried to interject, "Rowan's right. This fruitcake
wasn't comin' back to the house. It was a long shot and we knew it. | tdl ya,
something real strange was happening in that place.”

"Maybe you need an appointment with a shrink, too," she wheded quickly around
to face him.

"You weren't there," he shot back, "besides, whattabout last night? Rowan told
us where tafind thelittle girl's dress and al that."

"Lucky guess," she stated flatly and turned back to Ben. "I'm cdling in to the fied
office to let them know I'm taking over this investigation. | want him out of here by
the time I'm off the phone."

None of us spoke for a long minute after Agent Mandalay stomped out of the
room, damming the door hard behind her. | winced dightly as the noise pierced my
dill aching head.

"Well," Ben puffed out his cheeks as he sighed, "I guess that's that."

“I'm sorry, Ben," | looked up from the floor. "For what it's worth, | was just
trying to help."

"Hell, you just gave her something else to flex her muscles about,” he grunted.
"She pretty much took over the investigation this afternoon anyway. Now she's just
making it official."

"l just wish | could remember the vision | had. I'm sure it means something."
"Have you been able to remember any of it?' Deckert queried.

"Not redly,” | answered. "Just something about not being able to breathe, but that
could've been my own anxiety. | don't know. If this headache would just go away...

"Maybe if you get some rest,” Ben volunteered. "You can adways cal me if you
remember something. Y ou've got my cdl phone number."



"Yeah, | can do that. I'm ill sorry for causing dl the trouble though.”

"Hey, no prob, white man," he returned as he gazed through the thick window
that was the top hdf of the door. "The dragon lady's got nothin' on what's waitin'
out there for you."

"Huh?' | gave him a confused grunt.

In answer, he smply pointed into the distance outside the window. | dlipped my
glasses back onto my face, and stepped over next to him. Peering in the direction he
indicated, | immediately saw what he was referring to.

Red hair tousled about, green eyes glowing harshly, and Irish temper fully aflame,
Fdlicity was striding across the room.

CHAPTER 26

"l told you I've dready gone through this with Ben," | explained to Felicity as she
vicioudy up-shifted the Jeep and sped onto highway one-seventy, aming North
toward where my truck was il parked.

She had begun reading me the riot act from the moment we left the MCS
command post. While we were 4ill inside, | had been subjected to the patented
Feicity O'Brien slent treatment. It was shaping up to be a very long night.

"But you haven't gone through it with me!" she shot back angrily. "I come home
to an empty house, no note or anything. The next thing | know, Ben is on the phone
telling me that Carl is bringing you in to the station bleeding. What was | supposed
to think? What were Y OU thinking?"

"l told you aready. | was looking for an answer."

"Y ou could have told me what you wanted to do when | called this afternoon."
"Would you have agreed to it?"

"Maybe."

"Be serious, dear."

"That's not the point!" she burst forth once again. "Whether or not | would have
agreed to it has absolutely nothing to do with what you did. You lied to Carl and you
lied to me."

"l didn't lieto you," | told her. "I just didn't tdl you what | had planned.”
"Don't split hairs. You know exactly what | meant!"

"You'll want to exit up here at Page and hang aleft,” | told her, as much to change
the subject as to provide her with directions. It didn't work.



"So what did you accomplish?' she demanded stonily.

With a downshift and quick spin of the whed, she arced the Jeep through the
green light at the bottom of the exit ramp and merged into the right lane.

"I had another vision," | answered her. "At least, | think | did."
"What do you mean 'you think you did'?"

Open mouth; insert foot, | thought to myself. | didn't redly intend for the last part
of that sentence to come out, but | guess my own personal doubts were starting to
take hold. It didn't matter much now, because | knew my wife, and she wasn't going
to letit drop. | had no choice but to explain it.

"I haven't been able to remember much of anything,” | began outlining. "I fed like
| had a vision, but everything is dl foggy. | seem to remember the little girl, and |
keep flashing on not being able to breathe, but that's about it. The rest is dl just a
blur."

"Why do you think that is?* She cautiousy pushed the vehicle onward through an
Intersection guarded by a winking ydlow traffic sgnal. "Do you think it might have
something to do with what Carl was saying?"

Detective Deckert had detailed to her his story about the basement door and the
events that followed. Every time he reiterated the tale, his eyes grew wide and he
would shake his greying head while repedating, "It's just kinda weird, y'know?' |
amost wished that Agent Mandalay had been the one to have his experience. Then
maybe she would be dightly less skeptical.

"It's possible. Roger spoke to me in the vision last night, and then there was the
nightmare... " | mused aoud. "I was expecting some kind of presence from him.
That's why | went there in the first place.”

We were both dlent for a short while as Fdicity pressed the Jeep aong,
occasionally shifting gears up and down to adjust speed for the various intersections
we crossed. The pulsng yellow and red signas gave warning a each junction,
sarving also to punctuate my redlization that the hour had grown later than | realized.

"How's your head?"' Fdlicity finaly asked.

"Sill hurts—hang a right up here on Ashby—but not as bad as before.” | settled
back in the seat and closed my eyes for a moment. "l took a handful of aspirin
earlier and they're starting to kick in. Not quite as fast as willow bark tea, but they
don't leave an aftertaste.”

"l know what you mean."

| could fed the Jeep sway to the left, centrifugal force acting in opposition to the
right hand turn. My eyes were gill closed, and | heard the smooth metdlic click of
the stick shift as the gears were shifted down then back up. The hum of the tires
against pavement was pinpricked by alow, quick, electronic beep as Fdicity's watch
announced the half-hour.

"What timeisit anyway?' | asked, dill resting limply in the seat. Before she could



answer, | began awildly disorienting carnival ride between redlities.

"Hey, mister, what time is it?" A little strawberry blonde girl is talking to me.
She is dressed in white lace, and tugging franticly at my deeve. "What time is it?
Hey mister!”

"It's twelve-thirty," she answered.

"Hey, mister, what time is it?" The little girl is pointing above the horizon. The
pregnant globe of the moon is lifting itself heavily; casting it's reflected light down
upon her upturned face. The hands of a clock spin urgently about the mottled
slvery-white surface. "What time isit? Hey mister?"

"Rowan? Rowan? Are you okay?"'

Thereis a grove of trees surrounding a small clearing.

Centered in the clearing is a hooded, robed figure standing with hands raised
high. Moonlight glints from an object held in those hands. Moonlight glints from
an athame.

A small figure lies prone before the cloaked one. A small figure clad in white
lace. Preened and arranged. Unblemished and virginal.

"Rowan! Answer me!™

Trees begin to erupt from the landscape, and the earth begins to tremble and
sink. The depression fills with dark water and ripples in the dlight breeze. The
moonlight reflects in a shimmering stripe.

Another stand of trees erupt skyward. The tall pines form a line before us,
completely obscuring the view except for a few small glimpses of the shallow lake.

"What does it say, mister?" The little girl is pointing at a small sign. Bold letters
spell out PLEASE DO NOT FEED GEESE.

"Rowan! Breathe, dammit!"

| can't breathe. My lungs are on fire, and the flames are licking up my throat.
My chest feels heavy, and there is something tightening about my neck. The
atmosphere feels thick and fluid around me. | want to gasp for air, but something



istelling me | shouldn't. My thoughts are beginning to cloud; my mind is turning
murky and dark.

"ROWAN!"

| snapped fully back into conscious redity when Felicity combined her urgent
voice with even more urgent one-handed jostling. We had just rolled to a hdt in a
bus turnout near the off-ramp onto Midland. The Jeep made a jarring lurch as she
franticly switched off the engine, and in her haste, released the clutch pedal a second
too soon. At almost the same instant, | gasped, ravenoudy sucking in the cool air.

"Rowan! Answer me! Are you dl right?

| choked and sputtered on the intoxicating oxygen, and wheezed in more as |
began to catch my breath. The dull ache that had been residing in the back of my
head for the mgority of the evening was now making an al out assault on my skull,
pounding rhythmicaly through my scalp. The faint tickle of oncoming nausea started
down the back of my throat, and my mouth began to water dightly. | fought it back,
concentrating on my breathing, and forcing myself to at least try to relax.

"Okay," | sputtered between breaths, "I'm okay."
"What happened?' Concern permeated Felicity's voice. "Y ou stopped breathing."

"The vison." | was no longer gulping air, and my respirations were beginning to
dow. "The vison came back."

"What did you see?"

"The little girl. A small clearing and some trees. The full moon,” | described
dowly, reviewing the brilliant Technicolor playback of the memories in my mind.
"The moon had hands on it. Like a clock. They were spinning around and the little
girl kept asking me what time it was." My speech started coming quicker as the
vison flooded in. "There was a lake too. And a row of pine trees that hid the
clearing. The little girl was pointing at asign.”

“What did it say?"

"Please do not feed geese, in bold letters." | painted the image for her, "It was
black on white. Like aroad sign.”

"A park sgn maybe?' she ventured.

"That would explain what it said,” | agreed. "And the lake and trees too. Do you
have your cdl phone with you?”'

"Sure." She pulled it from a pocket on the side of her purse and offered it to me.
"Who are you going to cal? Ben?'

"Yeah. | promised I'd let him know if | remembered any of the vision. This whole
park thing might be important.”

Thumbing the power switch, | began stabbing out Ben's number on the lighted
buttons. The amber, segmented digits advanced across the smal display, and a



second later there was a brief mechanical trill from the earpiece as the phone rang at
the other end.

"Storm," Ben answered with a sharp, frenetic tenor to his voice.
"Ben, it's Rowan. | remembered some of the vison."
"Hold on a second... "

| could hear him exchanging words with someone in the background. Various
noises were issuing from the smal speaker in the handset. Those sounds, coupled
with his tone of voice, led me to believe that dl hell had broken loose, and the MCS
command post was at ground zero.

"What's the story?' Felicity queried, noticing my expectant silence.

"He's got me on hold,” | answered. "It sounds like everything's hitting the fan
over there. | guess we can go ahead and get moving. No usein just Stting here."

She nodded and reached for the ignition. There was a muffled plastic rattle on the
other end of the phone, and the clunk of a door being shut, followed by a reative
hush.

"Sorry about that," Ben's voice issued forth again. "It's a fuckin' circus down
here."

"What's going on?"

"Aww, the parents made an appeal to the kidnapper on the ten o'clock news.
We've been gettin' crank calls ever since you and Felicity cut out. Forget about that,
what have you got?'

The engine on the Jeep had sparked to life and was now idling smoothly. Fdicity
popped the vehicle into gear and started rolling forward.

"I remembered the vision," | expressed. "I'm not sure what dl of it means, but
I've got some ideas."

"Shoot."

"Wadl, I'm pretty sure he's going to do the ritud outdoors where he can see the
moon. | think he might be planning to do it in a park or something."

"Any idea which one?"

Fdicity gunned the engine dightly, and eased from the bus turnout onto the
off-ramp leading into the city limits of the small Saint Louis suburb of Overmoor.

"Not for sure. Inthe vison | saw trees and asmal lake," | explained further. "The
only specific thing about it I can remember is a sign that said ‘please do not feed

geese'.

"No offense, white man, but do you know how many parks with lakes and geese
we have in the metro area alone? Not to mention the state."

"Too many."
We continued down the smal incline, past a wide opening in the chain link fence



that ran alongside the ramp. | watched out my window as the obese moon lumbered
across the night sky, arcing high above the trees. Apparently a dight breeze was
blowing, as | noticed the boughs of a stand of pine trees were gently waving. A line
of tal pines obscuring dl but the smallest glimpses of the lake behind them.

"Stop," | dmost whispered at first, and then spoke louder. "STOP!"

Fdicity immediately cranked the steering whed to the right, pulling us onto the
shoulder. The tires ground coarsely against the loose gravel when she jammed on the
brakes and brought us to a diding halt.

"What? What's wrong?' she appeal ed.

Smilar questions, only spoken by Ben's voice, were issuing raspily from the cell
phone as | handed it to her and opened my door. Slowly, | covered the short
distance between the Jeep and the fence, staring out across the moonlit landscape. |
twined my fingers through the links and pressed my face against the warm galvanized
metd, intently studying the scene.

A line of tdl pine trees reached upward to the star-speckled night. Between them |
could see the occasional shimmer of moonlight reflecting from rippling water. At the
head of what appeared to be a trail, a smal white and black rectangle was affixed
verticaly to a short post. It was too far away to read with the unaided eye, but |
didn't have to make out the words to know that it smply said, PLEASE DO NOT
FEED GEESE.

| turned my gaze upward at the amost perfectly round disk floating in the sky.
Marbled grey and white, its luminescence cast the view in an eerie glow. In my mind
| could see the minute hand relentlesdy chasing its smaler and dower riva about the
surface. Overtaking it, and repeating. Overtaking it, and repeating.

A familiar searing fire sprinted suddenly up my spine, bringing with it a dark
foreboding. The hair stood out from the back of my neck, and my body fet like a
living pincushion in a vat of alcohol as every other follicle stiffened to attention.
Crackling static danced across my skin, setting its dready tortured surface ablaze.

"Hey, mister, what time is it?" The little girl tugs on my deeve. "I have to go
soon. What time isit? Hey mister!"

The hardened steel wedge of redization buried itsdf soundly between the
hemispheres of my brain and drove relentlessly inward. | scrambled back to the Jeep
in afrenzy, awkwardly dipping and faling on the loose gravel twice before making it.
Fdicity had the cell phone pressed to her ear and was apparently filling Ben in on my
sudden, inexplicable behavior. Sensing what | was after, she handed me the device
before | could snatch it away from her.

"It's happening now, Ben!" | fired into the phone with absolute certainty.

He began protesting immediately, "Wait a minute, you said the full moon would
be on Friday."

"It's after midnight, Ben," | appeded, fighting to keep from shouting. "It IS
Friday. Look at a calendar or a newspaper or something. What is the exact time the



moon will be full?'
"Hold on... "

| could hear the door swing open and his distant voice as he caled out for a
caendar. Quickly, he returned, joined by the sound of rustling papers and other
VoI Ces.

"It's not on here, Rowan," he responded in exasperation. "It's got the phases, but
not the times. Wait a minute... what's that?' One of the muted voices interrupted him
and he left me hanging for a thirty-second eternity. | could hear frantic muttering in
the background before he returned. "Benson's kid is an astronomy student. He got
her on the horn and she says that in our time zone itll be one-thirty-seven AM."

"What timeisit now?" | appealed to my wide-eyed wife.
"Ten till one," she answered.

"Less than an hour, Ben," | told him ingstently. "He's going to kill her in less than
an hour."

"But where? He could be a almost any park in the state. Shit, he might not even
be IN Missouri anymore."

| redlized that in my rush to convince him of our severe deficit for time, | had not
yet voiced my other revelation, "No Ben, he's Hill in Missouri. In fact, he's right
here. Right now. | can fed him."

"Right where?"'

"Wild Woods Park, just insde the city limits of Overmoor." | turned to face the
gently waving pine trees once again. "I'm standing right outside the fence."

"Are you sure about... " He cut himsdf off before he could finish the question.
"Forget | said that. Stay right where you are, Rowan. You understand me? I'm
cdling Overmoor and getting some squad cars over there right now. We can be there
in fifteen minutes, twenty tops. Don't go in until we get there, Rowan. Y ou hear me?
Don't go in the fucking park."

CHAPTER 27

True to what Ben had said, two Overmoor squad cars descended upon us at
amost the same instant | switched off the cell phone. At my urging, we moved the
three vehicles further down the shoulder in order to remain out of the line of sight of
anyone in the park. Seventeen lethargicaly oozing minutes later, Ben and Detective
Deckert arrived, followed hotly by a dark sedan bearing U.S. Government plates.

Speciad Agent Constance Mandaay looked far more intimidating than attractive in



the muted glare of the distant streetlamp. The strict angular shadows that dliced
through the sodium vapor glow painted her dight figure in an amost violently
imposing likeness as she fixed her angry gaze on me.

"Did | not make mysdf clear, Mister Gant?' she javeined the query tersaly. "You
are no longer a part of this investigation. Period. Now, since Detective Storm seems
intent on following you blindly about, you've not only bought yourself a world of
trouble, you've managed to jeopardize his career as well."

My head was sill being relentlessy hammered from the inside and fire danced up
and down my spine, making me painfully awvare of Roger's presence in the moonlit
park. The seemingly endless misery coupled with our race against time had begun
deeply affecting my overdl disposition. | was waking nothing other than the
paper-thin edge between steady cam and explosive anger. The instant Agent
Mandaay inserted hersdlf into the grotesque equation | lost dl semblance of balance.

"Go fuck yourself,” | told her drily.

"EXCUSE ME?' she demanded increduloudy, visibly taken aback by my
uncharacteristic and graphic instruction.

The low chatter among the uniformed officers came to an abrupt hadt and
everyone present turned their eyes upon the close-quartered standoff that had
meateriaized between us.

"l shouldn't have said that," | apologized for my rudeness, but sill maintained my
umbraged tone, "but you've had it in for me from the very beginning, and | have no
idea why. To be honest, | don't care that you don't like me. Whether you want to
believe it or not, Roger Henderson is in this park." | stole a quick glance a my
watch, and then displayed it to her, "And in less than twenty-five minutes the
sonofabitch is going to stick his hand into a little girl's chest and rip her heart out.
Now, if arresting me makes you happy, then be my guest. Just do that little girl a
favor and wait until after we've stopped this asshole from killing her."

Agent Mandalay stared back at me with a dackened expression. A retort haf
formed, her lips parted suddenly then almost immediately closed without reveding
the substance of the comment. The only sound to escape her was a reluctantly
acquiescent sigh. "Okay. Fine. Well search the park, but rest assured, Mister Gant, |
am not through with you."

"Fine," dill unflinching, | held her contemptuous stare. "All | want to do is save
the little girl."

She dl but ignored my comment and turned her attention to the uniformed
officers who had been observing our sharp exchange. "It looks like were in the
middle of aresdential area. How big is this park anyway?"

"We are, mdam, and it's pretty small,” a sergeant replied. "Just a few acres. It
used to be the grounds of a seminary."

"Doesn't sound like a very secluded place for a ritud murder," she directed her
sarcasm toward me.



"Actually, it isfarly obscured. The idea was to leave it as natural as possible,”" he
offered. "With the exception of the trall, it's pretty heavily wooded on the opposite
side of the lake."

He began stumbling over his words near the end of the sentence. | could tdl by
his expression that if looks could kill, she had just stared him into an early grave.

"Alright, Mister Gant," she turned back to face me one again, "any suggestions as
to WHERE in the park wéll find him?'

The details of my vison had become clearer and more precise with each panful
recurrence. They were now so sharply in focus as to seem amost unredl.

"About thirty yards up the hill on the other side of the lake," | described in words
what my mind was replaying in overblown pixilated color. "There's a smdl clearing.
It's surrounded on dl sides by trees and bushes. There's an indirect entrance from
the back."

She looked back to the uniformed officers and raised a questioning eyebrow.

"Yeah, he's right,” one of the patrolmen spoke up. "There's a clearing there.
We've caught a few teenagers hiding out in there, partying in the middle of the night."

"Deckert,” she dictated as she unbuttoned her jacket and dlipped her sidearm
from its holster, "you're with me. You four," she directed hersdlf to the uniformed
officers, "spread out and flank the clearing. Storm, you stay here with Mister Gant
and his wife, and keep an eye on the entrance.”

"But... " | started to protest.
"Save it!" she shot back. "Y ou're staying here."

Ben grabbed my arm and shook his head as | started forward. | could fed
Felicity's hand resting on my other shoulder, leaching her own mixture of fear, anger,
and desperation into me.

"Look, Mandalay," Ben lashed out. "If you want my badge then come and get it.
But until it's in your hot little hand, get off your power pony and give it a rest. I'm
going in and Rowan's coming with me."

"Suit yourself,” she remarked flatly, "but you're kissing what's left of your career
goodbye and getting your friend charged with interfering in a Federal investigation.”

"O'Brien. That's spelled capital O apostrophe capita B, r-i-e-n," Fdicity broke
her self-imposed muteness.

"Excuse me?' Agent Mandalay demanded.
"I just wanted to make sure you spelled my name right when you filed the
charges,” my wife told her flatly. "I'm going in too."

Speciad Agent Mandalay smply turned and stalked off into the night, waving for
the others to follow. Ben, Felicity, and | brought up the rear, quickly and quietly
covering the forty odd yards aong the shoulder to the park entrance. As a group, we
advanced across the smal paved parking area to the trailhead and proceeded up the



short path to the starting marker. There, low to the ground, a white metal rectangle
was bolted securely to an earthbound wooden post. PLEASE DO NOT FEED
GEESE was embossed on its surface in bold black |etters.

The group fanned out, following the trail in opposite directions, skirting around
the lake on both sides. Everyone moved as quietly as possible, and | was fighting to
contain several pained groans that threatened to seek release as the white-hot
intengity of Roger's presence burned up my spinal cord and into my brain.

A bright stripe of cold moonlight traced a ribbon of white across the rippling
surface of the dark water. The night was slent save for the occasiona light breeze
through the upper reaches of the trees. Even the crickets were refusing to sing their
songs. We continued to creep aong the path, moving as hastily as discretion would
dlow.

Ahead of me were Agent Mandalay and Detective Deckert, to my left, Felicity,
and behind, Ben. The other officers were no longer visible, having slipped around to
the other end of the lake and into the thickening woods. | cast a quick glance to my
right and captured an instant flash of movement near the rocky shoreline. There
immediately followed aloud plop as something hit the water.

Like sharply honed combat veterans, Mandalay and Deckert dropped to one
knee, pistols directed a the fading sound. Ben did the same, dragging Felicity and |
downward with him. Taking aim, he instantly snapped on a smal but powerful
flashlight, sighting it alongside his weapon. A muted glow diffused eerily through the
water from the tightly focused beam.

The forced hush was thick around us, and | swallowed hard to evict my heart
from my throat. The five of us stared aimost unblinking into the murky water seeking
out any and dl movement. More than a few of our precious seconds expired before
we pinpointed the source of the sound. Centered in the ribbon of moonlight, a
rounded stub protruded upward from the water, followed by an ovalish dark hump,
roughly the size of adinner plate. Slowly, the large turtle began to paddie away.

After releasing soft relieved sighs, we regained our upright stances and proceeded
deeper into the park. As we rounded the easternmost end of the shalow lake and
made our way around to the back side, Ben quietly solicited Felicity's and my
attention and motioned for us to stop.

"l want you two to wait right here,” he whispered.
"But Ben," | objected, "what about... "

He didn't let me finish. "Right here!" he insisted, whispering through clenched
teeth.

| had no choice but to stand slently watching as he moved past us aong the path
with Agent Mandalay and Detective Deckert. In mere moments the three of them
shrank to smdl blue-black silhouettes on the dimly washed landscape, then
disappeared, as they seemed to mdt and join with the shadows.

The antimony-veined disk of the moon jeered down a me when | alowed my



gaze to drift upward. Though imperceptible to the naked eye, | knew only a thin
thread-like arc of darkness remained aong its edge. Looking back down, | pressed
the side of my watch and a dim blue-green glow illuminated its face. In less than
twelve minutes, even that dark wisp of athread would be gone.

We stood aone in the uneven shadows; mutely straining to glean whatever details
we could from the slent landscape. | kept watch on the opposite end of the lake,
expecting to catch a glimpse of the uniformed officers through some of the thinner
sections of the trees. They had a dightly further distance to travel, as the trailhead
had started closer to our end. However, our momentary diversion courtesy of the
lake inhabitant should have evened out the time.

Should have, but for some reason the four patrolmen ill hadn't appeared and a
gnawing worry was starting to brew deep in my stomach.

"Something's wrong," | whispered to Felicity.
"You fed it too?" she hdf asked. "I'm freezing."

Ficity aways sensed ethereal presences as coldness, no matter what the
temperature truly was. The less pleasant the energy she sensed, the colder she got.
She was shivering as she leaned against me.

"The other cops. They should have come around the end of the lake by now, but
| don't see them.”

"What do you think happened?' she questioned through chattering teeth. "Where
are they?'

"l don't know, but I'm willing to bet that... "

| wasn't afforded the opportunity to complete the sentence. A sixteen-pound
dedgehammer, swung at full force, impacted squarely with the back of my head,
shattering my skull and spilling its contents onto the path. At least | can only imagine

that to be the closest example to the unbearable pain that suddenly stole away my
breath, my sight, and even my very thoughts.

| doubled forward involuntarily.
Voluntarily.
With extreme prejudice.

| was willing to do almost anything to make it stop. The ripping spasm escaped
down my spine and out through every nerve ending | possessed. My knees buckled,
and | pitched to the ground. | don't know if | was screaming, | might have tried, but
my hearing had fled with my other senses. Pure indigo darkness tugged at my soul,
ingsting that | enter into marriage with it.

"Why, Rowan, why?" Ariel Tanner stood before me shrouded in white lace,
wisps of her strawberry blonde hair floating gently on the breeze.

"l don't know, Ariel. | don't understand, " | groaned.



"Yes, you do," her melodious voice sang. "You have always known. Tell me
again, what does Rowan mean?"

| choked the answer out from behind blinding pain,
"Srength...Security...Protector."

Ariel smiled knowingly. | began to fed energy flowing from her and into my
body, chasing away the ravaging spasms. It was then | realized that the question
had not been hers, but my own all along, "Why me? Why was it | who had been
chosen to pursue this killer? "

The answer was as simple as my name.

| returned to redlity curled into abal on the mossy ground, breathing in the loamy
odor of the soil. Roger's telltde fire till licked vicioudy up and down my back, but
gone was the unbearable agony that had recently occupied the space where my head
should have been. Clarity and focus had crept up from behind and ousted it from
power.

"Rowan! Rowan, what's wrong?" Fdicity was insstently shaking me as she
whispered.

| emulated her hushed tone as | climbed to my feet. "How long? How long was |
out?'

"A few minutes. You just fdl to the ground and curled up into a feta position.
What happened?’

“I'll tdl you about it later. Did the other cops ever come out of the woods?'

"Not that | saw," she shook her head. "I was a little preoccupied with you, so |
wasn't redly watching."

The night grew suddenly till, and impossibly, even more silent. | looked up into
the inky sky at the moon bursting into fullness, then down to my wide-eyed wife.
Less than forty yards away, up the hill and to the right, the fragile pane of slence
was shattered into innumerable glistening shards by a woman's terrified scream.

My heart double-skipped then settled into a steadily increasing rhythm as the
adrenalin injected itsdf into my system. | had no idea what | was going to do. | only
knew that before the piercing, horrified sound even began to fade, my legs were
pistoning, pushing me up the hill toward its point of origin. Stealth was no longer an
issue, and my feet were thudding loudly againgt the carpet of thick vegetation. |
thrust my hands outward, warding off low hanging branches, which sought to assault
my face with stinging, leafy slaps as | weaved through the increasingly thick woods.

Somewhat lighter, but no less frantic footfalls echoed behind my own. | knew
them to belong to Felicity as she followed me on my insane headlong rush into
whatever peril awaited.

A second shattering scream pierced the ar, easly overcoming the manic
kettledrum my heart was creating in my ears. Thickly foliaged bushes and young



trees had continued to grow more numerous as | pushed further away from the
marked path and they now presented themselves as an amost unbroken barrier
before me. Ydlow flickers of light | knew to be burning candles teased me through
amdl bare spots in the oncoming brush. A third scream followed weakly on the hedls
of the second, tdling me | had no time to search for the clearing's entrance.

Sill clueless as to what | was going to do, | tucked my face behind the protection
of my arms and plunged forward into the thicket. Burrs and needle-like spines tore
and stabbed at my flesh while ground-hugging vines attached themselves ropelike
around my ankles. My progress slowed as the sinewy ground cover seemed to pull
against me in an attempt to drag me downward. Degp sobbing reached my ears and |
pumped my legs harder, tearing free and bursting scratched and bleeding through to
the other side.

When | pulled my wildly lacerated arms from my face, the scene before me was
much as | had witnessed in my vision. The young girl lay on her back near the center
of the smdl clearing, clad in slky white lace. Her glassy eyes stared upward through
the dark green canopy of the trees, unblinking. Candles burned, red, yelow, blue,
green, and white about the perimeter, black near her head. | had only a split second
in which to take in the details of the display as my attention was immediately diverted
by yet another fearful scream ice-picking my eardrums.

Specia Agent Constance Mandalay stood transfixed on the opposite side of the
clearing, her unfired sidearm tossed carelesdy to the ground out of reach. Her eyes
were wide in absolute terror, and her mouth trembled as thin tears wetted her cheeks.
In the dimness of the shadows, | could see a sparkling halo of energy surrounding
her. My eyes indinctively followed the crackling ethered tether that whipped
snakdike through the air, ending unsurprisingly a Roger Henderson's black-cloaked
form.

Once again, Agent Mandaay's lips parted, emitting a high-pitched unearthly
sound. | wondered at why more attention hadn't been attracted to the small clearing
by her night-breaking shrieks. At the same time, | could only fear what might have
happened to Ben, Deckert, and the others.

The spidery lightning bolt remained connected between the two of them, pulsing
outward from Roger in a quickening pace and snapping violently against her
spasmodically jerking body. Visible sparks legpt from each point of contact, hissng
through the air, and quickly extinguishing before reaching the ground.

She had begun to dap and claw a hersdlf as if something were trying to rend the
flesh from her bones. | don't know what horror she was seeing; it was something
meant solely for her. | only knew that whatever innermost personal fear she had kept
locked away in the depths of her subconscious was now loose and ravaging her in
ways unthinkable. Roger had been the one to release the obscenity, and by
continuing to feed itsillusory presence, he was going to kill her.

| was airborne for less than a second. | barely remembered the decision to launch
mysdf a Agent Mandalay's tormentor—it had been that close to automatic. So
intent was his focus on her, he hadn't even noticed my presence until we collided.



My shoulder met hard with his midsection as | flung my full weight into his stationary
form. A guttura huff exploded from his surprised mouth as the impact drove the
breath from his lungs, sending the two of us on a collison course with the spiny
thicket surrounding the clearing.

The primary objective of my less than thoroughly thought out plan was to sever
the supernorma connection between Roger and Agent Mandalay, effectively ending
the deadly glamour. My secondary ambition was to subdue him until he could be
turned over to someone more qualified to make a proper arrest. Fortunately, the first
part went exactly as | hoped. It was the second idea that immediately presented itsalf
as a problem.

His initid shock rapidly fading to nothing more than a memory, Roger regained
his breath and twisted wildly from my grip as we dammed into the thorny hedges.
He scrambled upward from the tangled heap, fighting to break free as he regained his
feet. From my prone position, | pitched mysdf forward, stretching my arm until |
believed | could fed tendons tearing awvay from bone—Then | reached even further.
Claw like, my hand hooked around his ankle as he fought the scrub for freedom, and
with an agonized jerk, 1 knocked him off balance, casting him once more to the
ground.

The two of us dragged ourselves to our feet amost simultaneoudly, first into a
crouch, then fully upright, dightly more than an arms length apart. Roger wheeled
around to face me, and we froze. His hood had fallen back across his shoulders, and
his face was exposed to the night. Hatred smoked in the grey-ashed cinders of his
eyes as he locked his glare on me, and the sinewy tendons in his neck bulged angrily
as he tensed.

"l warned you, Gant," he seethed. "Y ou can't stop me."

"| aready have. Look at the moon," | choked between somewhat labored breaths.
Interndly, | was regretting what my desk bound choice of professions had detracted
from my physical condition. "Give it up Roger."

Slowly, he looked up through the shadowy foliage to the swollen globe. Absolute
fullness was only a handful of heartbeats away, and he knew it the moment his eyes
were filled with the slvery visage. With an aimost calm intent, he just as dowly
lowered his gaze back to mine. His smoldering grey irises started to crumble away
like ash from a burning coal, reveding a savage red-orange glow.

The fire that had earlier danced up my spine now seared like a blowtorch across
my body, dathering its maignant excrement upon me. Bracing mysalf against the
supernatural attack, |1 pressed my own energies outward, deflecting his rage, and
forming an etherea barrier between us. The blaze of pain was immediately doused,
and my tortured skin quickly cooled.

Roger was unprepared for the backlash of his own energy, and amost didn't
catch it intime. The stream of malice-driven power exploded against his own hastily
erected defenses in a roiling shower of crimson lightning. He stumbled backward
from the Shockwave and fought to maintain his balance. To the average spectator,



we would have appeared to be doing something on the order of shadow boxing. To
acrowd of Witches, one hdl of afireworks presentation was taking place. However,
the exhibition was cut short as my opponent redized his chances of defeating me in
such an arena were amost nonexistent.

| caught only a vanishing glimpse of Agent Mandalay from the corner of my eye
as she crawled forward reaching for her gun. My ears were filled thickly with a
demonic banshee wail from Roger as he propelled himsdlf low into my stomach and
drove me through the ripping thorns of the thick brush. He bear-hugged me as |
fought to maintain my balance, backpedaling into the foliage. | hammered my fist
downward and felt it glance across his ribs;, a sensation that was immediately
followed by jdlied numbness chased with glass shards of pan as the blow
reverberated up my arm.

My stability faltered as we exploded through the wall of scrub and ricocheted off
a solid tree trunk. A crush of agony ripped through me as my attacker's shoulder
dug inward and | heard the sickening sound of my own ribs as they cracked. We
lurched to the ground, glancing from a tree stump, and began to roll. | fought to
keep my arm hooked around his neck as our momentum increased. Rocks and small
trees insnuated themselves into our wild path, exacting what revenge they could as
we rolled over them. | reached with my free arm to grab at the tough saplings, trying
to hat our progress down the ever-steegpening hill, but to no aval. My grasp was too
dow, and our inertia too great. | ended up with nothing more than damp fistfuls of
leaves and a raw, bleeding gash across my palm.

Our chaotic journey down the hillsde ended amost as abruptly as it began. In a
tangle of flailing limbs we were catapulted from a low earthen ledge at the bottom of
the hill.

With adull thud, Roger and | impressed ourselves into the muddy shoreline of the
amdl lake. | lay there gasping as the shock of the sudden stop began to subside. My
right am was 4ill curled tightly around my assailant's neck, locked firm and
unyielding. My heart was racing as | stared upward at the night sky, listening to
shouting voices in the near distance.

Roger hadn't moved since we stopped rolling. | had maintained a desperate hold
on him for the entire journey down the hill, and his head now seemed oddly cocked
to the side. Resting againgt him in the mud, | listened for any sound from his limp
body, and not only heard nothing, but felt nothing. Wearily, | disentangled myself
from his ill form and extricated my arm from about his neck. The voices were
drawing closer and were joined by the sounds of running footsteps against soft
ground. | hauled myself up to my knees, then shakily, to my feet.

Sharp, blinding pain surged up my thighs then down my caves and my kneecaps
fdt as though they had been detonated like small explosive charges. My legs buckled
and | pitched backward dapping the surface of the water with a stinging smack, and
then dlipped under. Most of my breath had been forced from my chest with the
surprised yelp dicited by the sharp pains in my legs and the murky water rushed in
to fill my nostrils. | knew | was in no more than two feet of water, so | clamped my



eyes shut and started to st up.

Unfortunately, | felt a sudden weight on my chest, and an angry hand firmly
encircling my throat.

| began flailing my arms in front of me, pounding againgt the weight and trying to
force it off my chest. My lungs burned from lack of oxygen, and the violent physical
exertion only added fud to their blaze. The bonfire in my chest crackled desperately
up my throat, sngeing it like a blowtorch. My body begged me to gasp for ar; my
mind forcefully told it not to.

| opened my eyes in the murky shallows and blinked rapidly as st tried to settle
in them. My vision, distorted as it was, started to darken and tunnd as my brain
screamed helplessly for oxygen. | knew | was on the verge of passing out and |
fought even harder in the face of my greatest fear. Drowning.

My water-filled ears picked up the thick sounds of splashing as | flailed against
Roger, his hand ever tightening around my neck. He pushed me hard into the spongy
lake bottom, forcing me another inch further from the cool, fresh air. Through the
rippling surface of the sty water, | could see the glowing moon, which had moved
past full, and athough undetectable to the naked eye, into its waning phase. Its cold
blue light glinted sharply from an dl too familiar double-edged dagger held poised
above me by the madman.

Murderous grey eyes bore down on me through the murky surroundings, smoking
with the same fire they had displayed earlier. Aridl's athame flashed once again as my
attacker prepared to plunge it downward. My vision continued to stretch forth in a
tunnel-like fashion, then dowly began to fade.

Before | could close my eyes, the blade jerked out of itskilling arc and followed a
harmless trgectory away from me. At the same instant, the dull thrashing of water
distantly entered my ears and was joined by a muffled explosion.

A dark rain spattered the surface of the water above my face and mixed lazily into
milky spirals—cloudy helixes of vermilion in the dim moonlight. A second blunted
thump sounded, followed quickly by a third, then a fourth. Three more showers of
the thick crimson rain sprinkled wildly across the water's surface. The hand around
my throat spasmed twice, then fdl limp. The weight pressing down on my chest
shifted heavily and did sideways.

Cool ar rushed forcefully into my lungs, flowing down my throat in a thick gulp
as | suddenly broke the surface. | gasped gratefully; sputtering and choking on the
lake water | had sucked in, and blinked rapidly to clear the debris from my eyes. |
began flaling angrily as | fdt alarge meaty hand entwine itsalf with the front of my
shirt in avisdike grip, then relaxed when | redlized | was being pulled out instead of
being pushed back in.

Fdicity, Deckert, Mandalay, and two of the officers gathered in a loose semicircle
around me as | lay gasping on the bank. Ben's large hand was il tightly gripping my
waterlogged shirt, shaking me.

"Rowan? Rowan? Are you dl right?' his concern-laden voice urgently met my



ears.

| looked around the worried faces of the group, then back to his. "Little girl?" |
croaked.

"She's fine. The other coppers are with her," he smiled down a me. "There's an
ambulance on the way."

Tdltde distant warbling was growing louder as emergency vehicles raced to
converge on us. | struggled to sit up, only to find they weren't going to dlow it. Ben
and Felicity both pressed me back down gently.

"Stay put," my wife ordered softly. "They're coming for you too."

| didn't protest, | just continued biting off large chunks of the night ar and
swallowing them hungrily. Again | focused on Ben's face.

"Hey, Tonto," | choked out between breaths, "you shoot the bad guy?'
"Y eah, Kemosabe," he grinned. "Y eah, | shot the bastard."”
"Next time," | wheezed, "don't take so damn long."

CHAPTER 28

"Ben was tdling me you got a cal from that muckity-muck up in Seettle," Deckert
posed, and then took a hearty sip of beer. "What'd he have to say?"

He, Ben, and | were seated around the patio table on the back deck of my house.
A little more than aweek had passed since that night at Wild Woods Park, and | had
coaxed them over for a day of barbecue and relaxation. We dl desperately needed
the chance to decompress from the pressure of the maniacaly whirlwind
Investigation, as well as the intendity of its abrupt ending.

"He wanted to give me the reward hed been offering,” | answered, carefully
trimming the end from a Cruz Real #19. "Everyone's firmly convinced that Roger
was responsible for his daughter's murder, so he wanted to pay up. How he got my
name, he wouldn't say."

"What did you tdl him?"

"I gave him a lis of charities. Environmental Defense Fund, Nature
Conservancy, World Wildlife Fund and the like"" | set a wooden match aight and
touched the fire to the end of my cigar. "l told him if he redly wanted to do
something for me, that he should split the reward between them in the names of his
daughter and the other victims."

“In other words," Ben interjected, waving his own cigar in my direction, "you
turned it down."



"l like to think of it as redirected,” | expressed.

Allison, Fdicity, and Mona, Detective Deckert's wife, were leisurely roaming the
perimeter of our large back yard. Every now and then they would pause to admire
the last fitful colors of summer that ill bloomed in our various wildflower gardens.

Benjamin Storm Junior was giggling with the unencumbered innocence of youth
as he tumbled and rolled in the center of the yard. Our dogs let out excited,
puppyish yelps, tails wagging, and ears perked, as he chased them about in a wild
game of tag.

The domestic Saturday afternoon scene was kind and familiar. |1 longed to lose
mysdf to the relaxed feding of security, but knew deep down that it was a place |
could only visit. | would never again be dlowed to live there.

Arid Tanner's death had forced me to deal with a question | had denied without
even knowing it. The question of what my purpose within this lifetime was to be.
The answer was one that | had only now begun to come to terms with.

It was only a matter of time before something evil would knock upon my door
again, and | knew it. | hoped | would be prepared to face whatever it turned out to
be.

"| ill can't get over that glamour thing." Carl leaned back in his chair, cradling his
beer bottle. "I mean | was lost! | couldn't find anybody, and the woods just kept
getting darker and thicker no matter which direction | went. Seemed like it went on
forever. Next thing | know, everything clears up and I'm on the other side of the
freakin' park hearin' dl this screamin'. It was weird. Just plain weird."

From the descriptions provided by Ben, Carl, Agent Mandalay, and the other
officers, | had come to the conclusion that they were dl most likey affected by a
‘Spell of Misdirection'—a glamour of sorts. The closer they had come to the smal
clearing, the more disoriented and confused they became. The illuson of the
thickening woods obscured the clearing, and led them further away with each step.
Agent Mandalay had smply stumbled into the ritud circle entirdly by accident. The
amount of energy and concentration Roger Henderson had to have expended in
order to affect and maintain such a massive phantasm was amost cetanly the
reason he had not detected my presence in the park until it was too late.

"Mandalay is the one who caught the worst of it," | volunteered. "Whatever she
was seeing, it definitely wasn't pretty."

"That reminds me," Ben spoke up. "I meant to ask you... If he could do dl that
shit, then why was he bothering to drug his victims? Why didn't he just 'eenee
meenee hocus pocus' 'em?"

"It's just a guess, but there are a couple of reasons | can think of off-hand.” |
drained the last of my own beer before outlining the ideas. "One would be the
unpredictability. An aware mind isn't fooled by illusons and wouldn't fdl into a
trance. Another would be that even if he were able to hypnotize his victims, so to
speak, the sharp physical pain of the flaying would have snapped them out of it.
Drugging them was his safest bet to keep them quiet and immobile."



They both thoughtfully nodded acceptance of my explanation. Moving my chair
back, | stood and checked the burning coals in the fire pit. A fine coating of
whitish-grey ash had formed across hdf the surfaces of the briquettes. Randomly,
the ash had fdlen away to reved a fiery red-orange glow. A smdl tremor ran the
length of my spine as my mind fleetingly focused on the memory of the cancerous
grey-red combination of Roger Henderson's violent eyes. | must have stood staring
into the pit a moment too long as | was snapped back to redity by the sound of my
friend's voice.

"Hey, white man. Y ou okay?"'
"Huh?'

"You're kinda starin’ off into space, guy," Deckert intoned. "Something bothering
you?"

"No. No, just daydreaming." | shrugged off their mildly concerned queries, and
then changed the subject. "The fire needs a few more minutes. I'm dry, anyone else
need a beer?"

"Yeah," Ben answered, then drained the last remnants from his bottle.
"Count mein," Deckert added.

| gathered the empty bottles and disposed of them in the recycle bin before
opening the door of the plant-filled atrium and proceeding into the kitchen. Allison,
Felicity, and Mona had chased me out of this area earlier, and between the three of
them, had quickly prepared the food that was to be grilled. Fresh herb scents filled
the kitchen and helped me to ease back into the pleasant redity at hand.

| was just opening the refrigerator when the front chime demanded attention.
Momentarily placing the beverages on hold, | carefully picked my way through
rapidly scattering felines and tugged open the heavy oak door.

"l hope I'm not intruding." An apologetic statement issued from a somewhat
casualy dressed Speciad Agent Constance Mandalay. "I noticed Deckert's car and
Storm's van in the driveway."

"Not at dl," | said, holding the door open wide and motioning to her. "Please
comein."

She entered hesitantly and waited in silence while | shut the door. When | turned
around, what faced me was a much-subdued version of the hard-nosed femme fatae
that had origindly confronted me at the Mgor Case Squad command post. She
shuffled nervoudy, and studied the pattern of the hardwood floor between quick
glances a me with schoolgirl eyes.

"Listen, Mister Gant," she findly sputtered, racing to get the words out before
they could flee, "l just wanted to gpologize for my attitude toward you during the
Investigation."

"Rowan, please," | appealed camly. "My friends cal me Rowan. And there's no
apology necessary, Agent Mandalay."



"Constance," she echoed my sentiments. "My friends cal me Constance... And |
dill want to say I'm sorry... | treated you poorly, and I've no excuse... Except
maybe for ignorance."” She stumbled over the words and her large eyes glistened as
she choked back what might have been atear. "What... What | saw that night... I...
| don't know if | could ever tell anyone... | don't know if | could face it again. I... |
just fed that if it weren't for you, | would be dead... If not dead, then insane a the
very least. | owe you for that, and | just wanted to tell you dl thisin person... | just
needed to say... Thank you."

"Y ou're more than welcome," | granted. "I'm just glad that you're dl right."

"I'm getting there," she expressed with a nervous sigh. "The nightmares were bad
a firt, but I've been okay the past couple of nights. I'm not afraid to go to sleep any
more. With alittle luck | should be off administrative leave by the end of next week."

"Just don't push yourself," | advised. "Go back when you're ready. Not before."
"l know."

Timid sllence filled the room around us, broken only by the sound of Sadinger as
he leapt heavily onto the coffee table and studied the new human in the room.

"How do you like your steak?' | posed, adding my words to the void.
"Excuse me?'

"How do you like your steak?' | repeated. "They'll be going on the grill in just a
few minutes and I'll need to know how you want it cooked."

"No. | couldn't stay," she protested. "I'm sure Deckert and Storm would just as
soon | fdl off the face of the earth after the way | acted. Especidly Storm."

"l don't know about that. I've known Ben for... "

"Hey, paeface!" We heard Ben's jovid voice booming from the kitchen and
growing closer as he ambled through the house in our direction. "What happened to
those beers?"

Ben came to a sudden hdt as he rounded the corner into the dining room and
noticed Agent Mandalay standing across from me. Their eyes locked for a moment,
and | could easly sense the fluid apprehension that flowed between them. The only
sounds to be heard were the distant voices of Allison and Fdlicity drifting in from the
kitchen.

"I was just asking Constance how she wanted her steak done," | expressed
camly.

Their gazes remained fixed a moment longer, faces expressionless. As if on cue,
the heavy tension whirlpooled down an unseen drain, and Ben's face spread into a
welcoming smile.

"Hey, Allison," he called over his shoulder, "better wrap up another one of those
potatoes.” He turned his gaze back to us before continuing. "Another friend just
showed up."



Agent Mandalay's face broke into a relieved grin and she glanced back to me.
"Medium rare," she answered in an easy, comfortable tone. "l like my steak medium
rare.”

EPILOGUE

Eight robed figures stood somberly in the large clearing, bluish light illuminating
them from the rotund globe of the full moon. Surrounding the smal circle were five
freshly planted trees, straight and carefully spaced. Even to a casua onlooker, it was
obvious that great care had been taken in the placement and rooting of the saplings.
To a brother or sister of The Craft, it would be readily apparent that waking a
particular, familiar path between the five trees would form alarge Pentacle.

An auburn-tressed woman, long hair cascading in a brilliant spira fal down her
back moved lithdy about the group carefully touching a flame to colorful candles
appointed at four stations of the circle. Yelow to the East, red to the South, blue to
the West, and green to the North. She moved as if floating, adding her low solemn
voice to the rest as each of the four towers was hailed.

The woman moved fluidly back to the center of the smal gathering, taking a
position next to a bearded man, his own long brown hair flowing loosely about his
shoulders. The man lifted a brightly polished athame to the sky and scribed a perfect
Pentacle in the gill air. As he lowered the ceremonia knife, the coven members
joined in athrice-repeated chant.

The red-haired priestess once again touched flame to a candle, this time white, in
the center of the circle, then turned and placed a gentle kiss on the lips of the priest.
Asthey parted, a young man with long dark hair raised a smal horn to his own lips
and blew hard into the end, sending a single walling note to resound from the
hillsdes. As the note faded on the sill night air, the young man lowered the horn and
announced to the gathering, "The horn is sounded for Arigl."

The other members answered him in unison, "So be it."

The priestess looked about the solemn group and closed her bright green eyes.
"That today, Arid is not with us, here in the Circle, saddens us dl. Yet, we should
try not to fed sadness but joy, for is this not a sign that she has fulfilled this life's
work? She is now free to move on, and we should not fear, for we shal meet again.
That will be our time for further celebration.”

"Let us send forth our love and good wishes to bear her across The Bridge," the
priest proceeded on from the last words of the priestess. "May she return at any time
she wishes and be here with us. May she also guide the unfortunate victims who
shared her death as they move aong their new paths. | ask the God and Goddess to



bless these five trees we have planted in honor of the lives that have ended and the
new lives that will begin. Blessed Be!"

"So mote it be!" The chorus rang out from the coven members, sedate but
strong.

In the shadows, unnoticed by choice, a translucent glimmer of a young
strawberry-blonde woman clad in a white lace gown stood watching the group.
Her hair wafted gently about on an ethereal breeze, a sparkling halo hovering
around her petite figure. She smiled as she felt their energy join and rise into a
powerful cone. Sill, a small teardrop escaped her eye. The coven's mdlifluous
chant filled her ears as she turned and crossed over The Bridge.
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Wet clumps of snowflakes streamed heavily downward from the low blanket of
clouds that covered the city.

Along Wdlington Parkway a large clock on a bank marquee winked languidly in
the frosty night. With severa of its bulbs having long since outlived their usefulness,
dark holes were left gaping in the teeter-tottering display of time and temperature.
Four-Oh-something A.M. Twenty-something degrees F. Minus-something degrees
C. The sgn continued slently dispensing the information even as yet another of its
incandescent elements flared and sputtered into nonexistence. Now, only an empty
black rectangle stared back from where the 'something' used to be.

The old man cinched his threadbare overcoat tighter against the chill winter wind,
and took another pull on the pint of off-brand whiskey before burying his half-frozen
hands in his pockets. Watching the clock with bleary, watered eyes, he muttered
nonsensically to himsdf. His durred voice recited a locad adage that said, 'If you
don't like the weather in Saint Louis, just wait a minute. It'll change.' Thus far, the
only change he had witnessed had been for the worse.

This winter fdlt just as fickle to him as the recent summer. Brief reprieves followed
by endless torture. It made no difference that the experts were proclaiming this an
unusualy harsh winter for Saint Louis. The harshest in more than twenty years they
said. If you lived on the streets, isobaric graphs were mere scribbles on a map and
"El Nino" was just a foreign phrase. Redlity was that you either froze or you broiled.
The pleasant wesather in between the two extremes never seemed to last for long.

The whiskey finished burning its way down the old man's raw throat, and
splashed hard in the pit of his empty stomach. The merest tingling sensation spread
outward, lending him only the faintest illuson of warmth. In his clouded brain, he
feared it wasn't redl. In his apathetic heart he knew it wouldn't last.

Recent events bleached lackluster by the alcohol flickered unevenly through his
brain, bringing a brief smile to his blistered lips. The warmth and comfort of the mall
before the rent-a-cops had chased him from its sanctuary. A fresh pint of whiskey.
A hdf pack of cigarettes carelessy lost by someone who could afford more, and
serendipitoudly found by him. But most especidly, watching the televisions through
the window of the video store, just like he did every night. Y es, most especidly that.

He never missed the evening news, and he aways made sure to watch Channel
Four. The others were okay, but Channd Four was his favorite, dl because of
Tracy. Tracy Watson, the cute brunette weather girl with the red, pouting lips and
bright blue eyes. Now, even in the frigid night, he fdt a rush of warmth as he
fantasized about the way she enhanced the burgundy swesater she had been wearing
when she gave her forecast. The pearl necklace around her dedlicate neck. The way
she brushed the hair from her face with manicured fingernails just before smiling at
him and motioning to the chroma-keyed radar map.

He knew she was amiling a him. He knew she was talking directly to him. He
knew because she always talked specifically to him; warning of heat waves and cold



snaps. Tracy cared about the old man, of this he was sure—and last night was no
exception. With loving concern, she had instructed him to find someplace indoors to
deep, because it was going to get colder and it was going to snow very soon. She
was worried about him, and it made the old man fed wanted.

He took heed of her caution, for Tracy was aways right about the weather. But,
he mumbled aloud as his libido assumed control, even if she wasn't right this time,
"Tracy's got greet tits."

Bitter wind hacked away at the old man in smal choppy gusts, snapping him out
of hislurid fantasy, and testifying that the pretty meteorologist had truly been correct
this time. Icy gobbets of snowflakes spattered against his wind-chapped face, and
clung momentarily to his scraggly beard before morphing into their liquid state. He
took another quick pull on the whiskey bottle, then gathered the buttonless front of
his overcoat in frostbitten hands before hurrying across the dimly lit street. The sign
on the bank winked and visualy announced it to be four-thirty-something A.M.

Meadowbrook Park. The old man trudged across the hard ground, his numb feet
making crunching noises on the frozen grass as he took staggering am at a not too
distant building. The public restrooms were always unlocked and open, and it was
here he would seek refuge whenever Tracy warned him to do so. When it was hot,
running water and a cool concrete floor would chase away the sweltering heat of a
typical Saint Louis summer. When it was cold, cinder block walls and a roof offered
shelter from the bitter wind. To a homeless individual like himsdlf, the M eadowbrook
Park public restrooms were like a suite a the Adam’'s Mark Downtown.

Just a few more steps and he would be inside where he could escape the winter
tempest and its dangerous chill, and then he would be okay. Tracy had told him so,
just before she blew him a kiss.

Sickly ydlow light emanating from a low-wattage incandescent bulb flowed down
the side of the smdl building, struggling to chase away the cold darkness, only to be
swallowed by it. He pressed forward, only to be halted by a recent attack of
bureaucratic efficiency. Elongated shadows spread diagondly across the brown
painted door, cast prominently by a freshly installed heavy-duty hasp and padlock.
The reflections from the shiny hardware taunted the old man as he reached out to
touch the ice-cold metd barrier. Yes. Yes, it was redly there; not a sour
mash-induced hdlucination as he had hoped. Of dl the times for the County
maintenance crews to suddenly do their jobs, why now?

Damnit! What was he going to do? He'd been wandering dl night and if he didn't
find shelter soon he would surely freeze to death. He knew that such a thing would
make Tracy sad, and he couldn't bear such a thought. Even worse, he'd never again
get to see her wear that pink blouse he liked so much. The one he was sure he could
see right through. The one he was certain she wore just for him.

The old man continued murmuring his random musings about the lovely young
televison persondity, stopping only for a moment to suck eagerly on the rapidly
depleting pint of cheap whiskey. With frost-deadened fingers he fumbled the cap
back onto the bottle and thrust it into his thin coat. Burying his hands in his pockets,



he hunched his shoulders forward to ward off the wind, and turned in place as he
stamped his feet. The warmth of the alcohol was fading as rapidly as it came, and
the bottle would soon be empty. The old man needed to find a place to sleep.

Fire.

At first, he thought it might be just another of those bourbon-induced mirages, but
the padlock on the door had definitely been for red, so maybe this was too.
Squinting through bleary eyes, the old man struggled to focus on the bright
yellow-orange glow in the near distance. The flickering light was growing brighter by
the second, and now illuminated the interior of the nearby picnic pavilion from which
it came.

Fire.

The old man could smdl it, even over his own unwashed stench. The scent of
fud being rdentlesdy consumed by the ravages of flame. And where there was fire,
there would be warmth. Each end of the pavilion housed a large fire pit, vented by a
brick chimney. The Parks and Recreation Department had built it that way so
families could seek shelter against a sudden rain and still enjoy their Sunday cookout.
The old man knew this because he had been chased away from this shelter only
months before by shouting picnickers. Picnickers who sdlfishly assumed they owned
the park on weekends. Angry people. Frightened people. People who didn't care
about him the way his beautiful Tracy did. But it was wintertime now, and there
shouldn't be any picnickersin the park. It was the middle of the night, too. No, there
definitely shouldn't be any angry people here now.

The old man hugged his ratty topcoat tightly about his body once again, and
started across the frozen landscape, ditting his eyes against the biting wind and
crysdline lumps of blowing snow. He shuffled as quickly as he could on
cold-anesthetized feet, occasionally tripping over them for their lack of feding.

One-haf measure of the distance across the frigid ground, a sharp sound reached
his ears, and the old man came to a stumbling hat. A damming sound. The sound of
alarge metd door being quickly shut. He stood in the open, confused, not knowing
whether to retreat or press forward. No one should be here in the middle of a
frostbitten February night. It just didn't make sense. The damming noise was soon
followed by the sound of an engine starting, and was in turn chased by the
disharmonious wrenching of improperly meshed gears. On the opposite side of the
pavilion a large, boxy shape moved in the parking lot. A black panel van—greyed
with a patina of salt and winter road grime—shone briefly in the flickering firdight.
The old man watched as the van disappeared behind the rows of trees, and finaly
re-appeared at the distant park entrance. Only then did the driver switch on the
headlights before turning onto the street and accelerating dowly away.

The old man watched until the dusky red tail-lights were no longer visble, and
audibly reminded himsdlf to tdl Tracy about the incident when he saw her on the
televison again. He was sure she would think it just as strange as he did, but she was
smart. She would understand and explain it to him as she always did.



The yelow-orange radiance was flickering madly now, and it belonged only to
him. He gleefully giggled, and followed with a raspy coughing fit as he pressed
forward to the shelter.

Warmth and light filled the pavilion, emanating from the fire pit a the near end.
The old man shuffled gratefully into its embrace, standing with his back to the risng
column of flame. The fire crackled and sputtered; the fuel whistling a dying wall as it
fed the blaze. It was obvious that the fire had been recently set, as the pungent odor
of kerosene insnuated itsdlf into his nostrils. That was good. He would get to enjoy
the whole fire, instead of just the dying embers.

Intermingled with the sharp scent of the blaze, the old man imagined he could
smel meat cooking on agrill, and that made him fed hungry. That was far too much
to hope for, however, and that aroma, he was certain, had to be a delusion.

Y elow-white light painted itself playfully around the interior of the brick shelter,
casting oblique shadows, and illuminating the sturdy wooden picnic tables. On the
surface of the table directly in front of the ever-increasing blaze, a thick rectangular
shape was carefully positioned. For a brief moment, lucid curiosity flitted through
the old man's rapidly misfiring neurons and he shuffled forward to inspect the
eccentricity. A book. Black and |leather-bound with gold embossing on the cover. He
picked up the book and brought it closer to his face, then squinted carefully to read
the words impressed on the cover. Sowly, he mouthed the letters, remembering
somewhere in the back of his booze-pickled grey matter that he knew how to read.

"H-O-L-Y-B-I-B-L-E."

Holy Bible. He knew this book. He remembered his mother making him read from
it when he was just a child. He remembered also, that none of its promises had ever
come true, for him at least.

A thin strip of white ribbon, attached to the binding, protruded from the book. It
appeared to have been placed there with great purpose. A bookmark. The old man
fumbled with deadened fingers to open the leather-bound scripture and pulled the
place marker aside. By the firdight he could see that a passage had been deliberately
highlighted. He rubbed the back of his chapped hand across his tired, clouded eyes
and concentrated on the words. He sounded them out under his breath, which wasn't
easy since his mouth was gill watering from the imagined smell of grilling meat.

"EX-O-DUS. TWEN-TEE-TWO EIGHT-TEEN.
THOU-SHALT-NOT-SUFF-FER-A-WITCH-TO-LIVE."

The old man stared at the passage and tried to understand what its significance
could possibly be. His eyes hurt, and dl this concentrating was giving him a
headache. He would much rather think about what Tracy wasn't wearing under that
sweater she had on tonight. Concentrating on THAT didn't hurt. It felt good.
REALLY good. Maybe thinking about Tracy would keep his mind off his hunger
too, for he would amost swear he could smel burning meat. With a lecherous
cackle, he closed the book and stuffed it into his pocket.

"Tracy, Tracy. | love Tracy. Tracy with the big, big tits!" he sang gleefully to



himsdf, making cupping gestures at his own chest as he wriggled in place while
turning dowly back to the warmth of the fire.

He pulled out the treasured pint bottle and drained the remaining brown liquor
down his throat, almost choking because he forgot to quit singing his pornographic
ditty before swalowing. He wiped the spittle from his face with the back of his thin
deeve, and coughed raspily once again. When he lowered his gaze to the fire, his
mouth fell open and the contents of his stomach, cheap whiskey and bile on the
whole, were propelled to the concrete with a liquid splatter. Putrid smells rose
geamily from the vomit to mix with the foul reek of szzling flesh. The old man fdll
heavily to his knees and pitched forward, heaving twice more. When he findly
looked back up, the body of the charred human being was lill there. Still there, teeth
grinning a him morbidly where the flesh was even now searing away.

Out in the darkness, wet clumps of snowflakes streamed heavily downward from
the low blanket of clouds that covered the city.
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