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CHAPTER
1

It is so ungodly hot. It is hot enough that, while I am most certainly awake, opening my eyes seems like too much effort. I feel the trickles of sweat running from my hairline along the sides of my face, under my ears, to the hard ground beneath my head.

I reach fingers to my temples, reading myself like braille, keeping my eyes closed still, because yes, it is too hot. But more than that, I don’t want to see anything.

I’m not in the hospital. I think I was in the hospital last I checked, but I am not there now.

I smell pine. There was no pine smell in the hospital. There was antiseptic smell in the hospital, but no pine. And there was a pillow under my head.

I know, and I know I know. My head is supported by a thin and unhelpful bed of pine needles and ancient dead leaves. I know this smell, I know this feeling, I know this place.

Finally I open my eyes and stare up through the green rocket skyscraper view of tall trees growing away from me toward the white sky just as fast as they can.

I’m in the woods. In my Port Caledonia woods, at the foot of my tree. Goddamn these woods. There is no natural reason for me to have wound up here, but always, at the best and worst of times, it happens. All roads lead here. I will almost surely die here.

But this time I have no idea how I got here.

“You moved yourself.”

A tremor—unexpected, violent—runs up and down my body. I know the voice. It is not far off. High up somewhere, he’s looking down on me, but I cannot see him. And, not more than a minute into consciousness, I wish I were asleep again. Forever, if it would only keep me away from this particular man. This man who I just met, but who is not a stranger and never has been.

“Christ, it was a rhetorical question!” I scream. Will I never be rid of you? Will I never again have a private moment? Will I never again have a thought in my head that is not simultaneously in somebody else’s?

Nothing. The air is so still and sticky I could be underwater or wrapped in ten inches of Cling Wrap. Now he doesn’t want to answer.

“Fine. Don’t say anything. I don’t care.”

I do care, of course. I moved myself here—though I don’t remember doing it—and it’s the why I want him to answer. Why did I move myself here, of all places? Why am I lying here in my woods? The closest I get to an explanation is when I put my nose to the wind.

I can smell her. This, as odd as anything that has happened to me, I am sure of. One of the gifts, the powers—the curses—coming to me now—in addition to the “moving,” which has been with me longer—is that I can scent, probably as well as any bloodhound. And right now, my senses are filled with my Jules, my late and lovely Jules. My Jules, who was at the bottom of the river last time I saw her, before the darkness and the waking up in the hospital. That she is dead I can no longer doubt.

I don’t even get back up to human posture. I keep low to the ground. I crawl, I watch, and I snuffle the twenty, thirty yards that take me to the spot where only so long ago we were here, me and Jules, on the rightest night ever—the night that went so completely, insanely wrong.

This is the epicenter of the dark universe that was born that night. And the smell, with its potent Jules essence, is so powerful it almost overwhelms me. It triggers magic and memory, obliterating my fear and unearthing the anguish and confusion of the very moment where good turned to bad; passion turned to rage; perfect, undeniable Tightness and ecstasy turned to menace; and I did what I did.

The cusp of wonder and evil is this spot. Where I brought the world’s loveliest, finest creature, where I loved her, where I lost it but good, and maybe worse.

It’s Jules’s hair that has led me here—her gorgeous, thick, dark-goddess mane. Here on the ground, at the tip of my rotten nose, is the finest shank, two score of hairs at best, fallen on this very spot on that very night.

This is all of her, all I have. Her body, now probably well out to sea, is far beyond my reach, beyond where I can ever properly pay my respects or lay her to rest.

This will have to do. It is the best I can do, the most I can do. It is, I realize, why I’m here.

I get to my feet at last, and I hold the hairs to my nose as I walk slowly back to the tree. My tree. Where Chuck and I took those first sorry steps that led us into this thing. Where the whole screwy journey began, leaving everything comprehensible behind, leaving Jules underwater, leaving me in the hospital, leaving me, once again, right here.

It is no mistake that I landed back here, flat on my ass and dripping with sweat.

I am sorry, Jules. I will say it as many ways as I can, as many times as I can, for as long as I am unlucky enough to live.

I will say it, starting with this.

I drop to my knees. Carefully I lay aside the lock of Jules’s hair, and I begin to dig like a dog. Madly, wildly, I churn away, flinging up dirt, letting the earth cake under my fingernails. I feel one nail tear away, see the speckles of blood fly with everything else, but I do not stop, do not care to stop. The hole, as it opens up before me, is big, now gaping, larger than it possibly should be, growing as if my hands were steel claws at the ends of diesel-digger arms. The sweat is pouring off me now, cascading off me. I hear myself breathing heavily, unhealthily, panting, wheezing, a dog’s wheezing, as the hole grows, deepens, widens with frightening speed. The wheezing doubles and Chuck suddenly appears beside me, acting like a dog, which he is, and we dig and we dig and we move earth and we send it flying, disappearing somewhere behind us, and we dig and we pant and I sweat and by Christ I sweat.

And we stop. We pant and pant and stare into the hole we have made.

“This is it, Chuck,” I say to the hole, because I can’t at the moment look him in his face. “We have to put her away. We have to put her to rest, put it … well, right.”

Even Chuck’s droopy, magnificent face can’t hide the absurdity of that.

“I know,” I say “You think I don’t know?” It will never be right. Nothing will ever be right again. From this moment on, we are only talking about bits of tightness, degrees of Tightness, because nothing better than that is within reach.

I turn away, reach down, and gently scoop up Jules’s hair. I lean way over the hole once more.” ‘Bye, love,” I say, reaching down, down further. I could have let go by now. I could have simply dropped the hairs, scattered the hairs, and been done with it. Instead I am holding on. I am flat now, down on my belly, reaching over as far as I can, down into the hole, wanting to keep the beautiful hairs one more, two more milliseconds.

Until finally I let go, with my feeble benediction. “I am so sorry, Jules. Sorrier than ever. But less sorry than I will yet be.”



“Acceptance,” the voice says right in my ear. I whip to the side, but there is nobody next to me. Not even Chuck, anymore. “This is good,” the voice says. “This is progress.”

So much for a decent period of mourning.

I pull back from the hole and sit. Chuck has left me. I don’t know where he’s gone; I don’t know when he left; I don’t know how long I’ve been here staring, after the release, after the letting go and letting be. But with nothing to grasp at, no tangible reason for my fear but a floating voice, there’s nothing left but to get back to work.

I start filling the hole back in.

“You needed to return here, to be shown things in their proper light. To come to terms, Marcus,” the voice says.

“I have a few terms for you, bastard,” I spit, furiously going about my work. I suddenly feel, right or wrong, like he is responsible for everything, like my magic connection is all down to him and that it is that very connection that is wholly responsible for all the bad in my life, all the bad in the goddamn world. I want to be left alone, and more than anybody anywhere ever, this son of a bitch will not leave me alone. Now I am starting to feel pain. The middle finger on my right hand, I notice, holding it up like I’m testing the wind and flipping it the bird at the same time, is pretty well shredded from when I tore the nail. But the bleeding, at least, has stopped.

Little wonder. There would seem to be no blood left in my hand—and half my arm, it is so white. Alabaster in color and texture.

“You’ve been bleeding,” he says.

“Care to join me?”

It’s a game, I’m learning, that he and I play. He pretends he has some sort of twisted compassion for me, and I pretend I’m not scared shitless of him. I still cannot see him.

“Nasty injury.”

“Listen,” I say, keeping the finger aloft so he can be sure to see it, wherever he is, “my blood is not your concern. Now get out of here before I turn you into a toad or something.”

I am just beginning to laugh at myself and at the irony of my situation—I fear I may be going mad—when I get a response, but not one I’d ever have asked for.

The ground beneath me begins to rumble. My knees bounce off the hard earth as though it were a tribal drum. I lean on my hands, but they begin to buzz with motion and I have to pull them up. I jump to my feet and stagger with the rumbling and with my own dizziness, because I am up too fast; I am out too far; I am lost and untethered and once again out of my senses. As much as I understand senses.

I cling to a tree. It shakes me off.

Hold on, Marcus, I think, hold on or go down. Hold on.

Hold on. Wait a minute. Hold on.

If I am lucid and this crazy business is really still happening, then I am still It, right? The Prince, the Boss, the King or Chairman of the Board or whatever, and by all accounts on the subject, this forest is mine.

“Stop this now!” I scream, as loud as I can.

It stops. Momentarily. As if to get my attention, and then point out that I am not, as I’d thought, in charge of anything.

The ground is mad, crazy again, shaking under my feet. There is a low, primeval roar going along with it, and I drop to the ground, no longer willing to fight, willing only now to watch as Chuck darts like an arrow across my field of vision, in the distance, through the woods—clearly in fear for his life.

And not quite at his heels is the man. Fast, yet cool, floating, sizzling in my sights. He is gone, and then back, over there, then gone again, giving me flashes of himself all over my woods.

Bastard. Bastard man, go away, bastard man.

“I can’t,” he says. “All I want is what any father wants.”

“I’ll send you a bottle of Old Spice. Go to hell,” I say.

“I’m not going to hell, nor anywhere else,” he says calmly. “I am here to be with my son.”

What do I do with him?

“Do what you will, do what you can, whatever you can. If you wish to challenge me …”

“I wish.”

“You do, I know.”

“When I figure out exactly what I’m capable of …”

The earth rumbles harder and roars louder, as if to compete with the words. But nothing can compete with the words, his or mine.

“You are capable of anything. You are a killer.” He says it with strength but without satisfaction.

“Shut your mouth!” I scream.

“You are a monster,” he says evenly.

“Shut up!” I scream, and the woods and waters and sky scream back. My ears are ringing with all of it. My dog is staggering back toward me, banging into trees, cowering. The hole I have dug for my beloved is now closing in on itself as I watch, horrified, not wanting it to close up at all now, or at least not without me in it.

“You are not my father,” I yell into the quaking trees, “and you are not God and you are not Satan. You are not even a man. You are nothing.”

This, apparently, is enough. The storm does not stop—at least, not fully. But I can hear now, and I can see straight. The roar is now muted to a sort of giant’s murmur, and the trembling trees are merely being tossed by a moderate wind.

Chuck, however, is not convinced. With a doggy howl, he peels off into the distance behind me as, from far off, I see my bastard of a father walking, snaking toward me through the winding woods.

He is all sinew and menace with his graceful, effortless motions. It is as much the case that the trees adjust to avoid him as the other way around. From far away I am already locked and trapped within that gaze of his, as if his eyes are way ahead and will get here minutes before he does.

His eyes are like mine, only something more: awful, soul-searing, gray-green mismatched eyes.

Before I can move so much as a lash, he is up to me, on me, inside me. I reel backward, but I do not think it’s possible to reel away.

“Up till now,” he says, in a voice both oil and vinegar, crowding around and inside me, “it has all been introduction. Easing you in. Waking your sleepy head. You are awake now, and aware of the powers we are dealing with. Your boyhood is over. Everything will be different from now on. Everything gets serious now.”

He pauses. I don’t know if it is a courteous effort to let me respond or a more sinister move to terrify me further, but it doesn’t even matter. While my face is positively running with the sweat of a million billion wide-open pores, my mouth is dry enough to store gunpowder. Speech is not an option. He has me scared witless.

“Hate it if you must, but you are looking at your father. And it is because of this happy fact that you are alive at this moment. Because with this”—he holds up one long, thin index finger that needs more than a little trimming and cleaning—“I could and would end it all for you, for less than what you’ve already dared say to me.”

There is a point, obviously, where you become as frightened as it is possible to be. Then you either die right there, explode from the horrific tension of it all, or else …

Or else.

What?

Here I am, as scared as scared can be. There is no beyond this, there is no scareder, no sadder, no worse.

And right here, right now, bang in the center of it, I find out. I feel something rise up inside me. Something I had not known was there. Something different from the logical assurance I offered myself moments ago, of being Prince. The feeling defies logic. For a moment, it overtakes me.

“Eat me,” I hear myself say, mere inches from the terrifying face, from the threatening finger.

He continues to stare his mismatched stare.

“Eat me. Drink me, Alice,” I say, with a courage and recklessness that’s as foreign to me as Mandarin Chinese. And as I say it, I hold up my own long, pointed index finger near his face.

He stares at my hand as though it had twelve fingers.

Then he laughs.

This goes on for several seconds. I wait for it to stop. It does not stop. It’s not funny. What the hell is so funny?

I lower the finger. Now I have a fist.

Bang.

I crack him, right on the bridge of the nose. There is blood now, sprayed all over. His hand covers his nose and he stands there, frozen, as if contemplating the whole thing.

Serves him right. He made me do it. Serves him right.

“Serves you right,” I say, anxiously. “You made me do it. You don’t want to make me have to do that again, but I will.”

What I want—and I don’t care how I achieve it—is what I feel right now: to feel stronger than him. To be the aggressor, the hard man, the young buck. I don’t care if it comes from magic or a kick in the nuts or a game of chess.

I bask in this feeling. For a few seconds.

Then he erupts, laughing harder than before.

He drops his hand from his face.

Oh God. It is fine. He points at my hand, by my side.

Oh God. Absolutely spurting blood. It looks like I punched the sharp edge of a machete. Shredded, my knuckles are, straight across. He continues laughing, standing there with his fists on his hips. The bridge of his nose is a little reddened, as if he has a slight cold, nothing more.

“Shut up,” I say. I step toward him. He acts as if he doesn’t notice. I step again, again. My fists, the normal one and the hamburger one, are up and ready.

Just as I get in range and rear back, his hand flies off his hip the way a switchblade shoots from its case. That finger of his, that damned, damnable finger, is likewise up like a blade and at my throat. He has managed not only to jab deeply but to work that finger in and around the large, horsey muscle at the front of my neck without even breaking skin.

Pain like no other pain. I throw myself to my knees, first trying uselessly to break his grip, then trying more desperately to remain as motionless as humanly possible, to minimize the pain.

Which will in no way be minimized.

“Please?” I manage to gargle, “Please?”

He stands over me, feet spread wide, the expression on his face halfway between boredom and sadness. Then he leans almost imperceptibly, a fraction of an inch, down toward me. I have gone back to struggling, clutching, scratching, grabbing at the one hand he is bothering to use on me.

He holds me, in his hand, in his gaze, for a second more and gives me a good shake for good measure, sending a shock of pain up through my neck, my face, my scalp, my brain, before dumping me in the dirt at his feet.

He looks down at me, then at his hand, which is crisscrossed red, white, and pink from my clawing him, from my bleeding on him.

He licks his hand, cleaning it like a cat.

I don’t care what he does, as long as he leaves me alone.

“You’ll have to stop that,” he says.

“Stop what?”

“The bleeding. You can’t be bleeding like that. You’re going to need your blood, your strength. Going to need all you can get, in fact.”

I do not want to know what that is supposed to mean, cannot take one more reason for my fear, which is already all-encompassing. I refuse to ask him, knowing that the more I follow, the more I seem to get trapped.

“Don’t you worry about my blood,” I say instead, reaching my good hand toward my neck to check it.

“Your blood is my blood,” he says, dropping to one knee and reaching toward me.

“Back off,” I snap, and make a half-assed attempt to get to my feet. Really I just manage to scramble in the dirt a few yards. “My blood is not your blood.”

He crouches there, gazing at me—mostly at my hand, so I must look at it myself. In a few minutes, it’s not going to be anyone’s blood anymore; it is pooling, seeping deep into the ground.

He comes to me once more. He bends over me, takes my wrist in one hand, and ever so lightly touches his index finger to the torn flesh. Then, with a little more pressure, he pushes the finger inside the gaping wound. Inside the skin, inside the fiber between the knuckles.

“Christ!” I scream, and try to yank the hand back.

But the hand doesn’t go anywhere. He holds it tight, keeping me completely locked there.

“Ahhhhh!” I yell, hammering the ground with my other fist. Smoke is coming off my hand where he is contacting it.

“Stay still,” he says.

I continue to scream until he is finished. The whole time I smell my burning skin, like grease drippings on a grill. And then I stare at the odd new configuration that is my right hand. Blistered, puckered, patched, as if with bad skin grafts or fried bologna. But healing.



There appears to be nothing left to do but follow him. Because there is no escaping him—specifically, as well as in the larger sense.

“Where are we going?” I ask as I trail along in his footsteps, following him through my own woods, the woods of my boyhood, my simpler days and now my haunted ones. The woods I am supposed to know better than any other because I spent more hours here than I ever did in my own house.

“You are evil, Marcus,” he says.

Was that what I asked him? Did he not hear me?

“That is nonsense,” I say, though I am not remotely sure that it is. I quite frankly don’t know what I am, what I am capable of. It occurs to me that being so unsure of oneself and one’s capabilities may be a pretty fair working definition of evil. “Where are we going?”

“You are as evil as you are good. You have powers—which you already know—but there is much more to discover. Your powers, Marcus, like your nature, can cut both ways.”

“I’m not evil.” It’s as much a decision made out loud as it is a statement. “Even if I have powers, I don’t have to be evil.”

“No, you don’t have to be evil. But you’ll probably want to be. Being bad, Marcus, can feel very good.”

“To you.”

“To everyone. The difference is, you have the power to be bad in a big way. You have to stop denying this right now. You have to commit yourself right now, or son … you cannot even contemplate how dark ‘dark’ can be.”

“Where are we going?”

“You either master this power—this magic, an obair, and the dark impulse that comes with it—or you succumb to it.”

He stops now, turns and stops me in my tracks. “I think you understand me. I think you grasp my meaning. And what’s more important, I think you feel the impulse I am talking about.”

I suppose—from the expectant look, from the fact that nobody’s going anywhere—that he’s waiting for a response. I suppose I had better give him one, before he slices or gouges me again.

“No,” I say. “You’re talking about yourself. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Now tell me, where are we going?”

He shakes his head, so disgusted with me, so disappointed. I cannot care about that. I cannot care what he thinks. I have to sort things out for myself, because on top of being evil in general, this guy is not to be trusted.

“So who is to be trusted?” he asks, as he approaches the bank of the river. Where Jules wound up. Where I crashed the truck looking for her and almost joined her. Where I wish I had joined her. Only now, it is the last place I want to be.

I back up as he walks into the water. Steadily, he strides out until he is up to his waist, his chest, his neck. The river is running medium fast, but it appears not to trouble him at all.

“I’m not going out there,” I say.

“Marcus,” he says calmly.

“No,” I say, not calmly.

He marches purposefully back out of the water toward me. I take one, two more steps back, but my eyes—my whole body, it seems—are glued to him. I have no idea what he is going to do, but I know I need to get away, and I know that I can’t,

He is up and out of the water now.

And dry as a stone.

He takes my hand. I do not—cannot—struggle.

“I have to take you a little more in hand now, so to speak,” he says as he leads me into the water with him. “We cannot continue having messy scenes like that last one. We cannot continue battling one another. And you have to appreciate that truly, you do not have the power to resist me if I want to overpower you. Not yet.”

I am up to my neck in water that seems not to be even touching me, though it is all over me. Water that does not even seem wet.

“Well, yes. That much I’m learning. When it comes to you, I am powerless.”

“For the time being,” he says with gravity as we submerge. “For the moment.”

He leads me down and down and onward, like I am some underwater kite. Finally we hit bottom, and we walk, as if the pull of the current and the buoyancy of our bodies mean nothing to us, as if we are breathing real air. Fish flick past. Litter and debris and plant life all do what rushing water is supposed to make them do. We pass bottles and shopping carts, an old car, a sofa …

And finally, we come to the point.

No. This is too much. This, I am not prepared for. I feel my heart tearing….

“No,” I say, and try to head back. I pull out of his grasp and take two steps toward shore.

Water overtakes me, the way it does other people. I accidentally inhale a lungful and feel a brief rush of terror. I am lifted, tipped up by the current, spun, and thrown downstream. I fight it briefly, then I give in. Yes, I want this. Let the water take me.

And then his hand is on me again, and I am back down, dry and walking. My lungs feel as though they are on fire.

“No, please,” I beg.

“Yes,” he says serenely, and before we can say more we are standing, the two of us, like a pair of solemn mourners at a wake, in front of her. In front of Jules’s prone, perfect self.

She is not the blue and bloated creature I met when I crashed the truck into this river. She is Jules. Dressed in her Jules-made, flowing and billowing and rainbow-colored hippie garb. Her face is calm, beautiful and untouched. She rests upon a great shelf of rock, as if lying in state—as untroubled by the nature of the river as we are.

“Ah, Jules,” I choke. “Ah … my Jules.” I feel as if the water is very real now, and salty, and touching only my eyes. It is an effort to keep them open, to look at her. I want to close them and lie down next to her, and remain there for as long as she will let me.

My father waits an appropriate, respectful couple of minutes before he goes back to whatever he is trying to do to me.

“You knew, of course. You knew she was gone for real.”

I nod.

The water takes Jules’s flowing garb and her mass of straight, dark hair and makes it fly all about her, billowing as if blown by the wind.

I look down.

“Look at her,” he insists.

I do as he says.

“You know about responsibility, son.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“You know, now, about power and responsibility.”

I look down again.

“Look at her.”

I want to cry.

“Say it, Marcus. Look at Jules—”

As he says her name, it is as though a harpoon has been shot through my back, my lungs, my heart.

“Look at her and say it. ‘I did this.’”

That, of course, is the thing I do not want to say. Can’t I just leave it? But it is too late, because spinning in my mind is that night: Jules lying below me, and then the screaming and then the blood, and then the screaming and then, my God, the blood.

“Say it, Marcus. Let me hear you say it. Let yourself hear it.”

I wait. I look at her. I can’t look at her.

“Look at her.”

I look.

“I did this,” I say suddenly, struggling for breath. “I did this. I killed Jules. I did this.”

I cover my face with my hands. He cannot make me look anymore. Well, he probably can, but I don’t care. I am broken. There is no more trying—to resist acceptance or responsibility or anything at all. I am coming apart.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, his arm is around my shoulders. I want to fight him off, but somehow I don’t want to, either. The river is turning by degrees back into a normal river, as the current sweeps past us now, carrying debris, leaves, a solitary fish. He holds me and begins walking me away.

I snap to and realize we are leaving; we are leaving Jules—leaving at least the remains of her—and I don’t want that, not yet, not before having had a chance to say my proper …

She is gone. There is no Jules there when I look back at the shelf of slate where she lay seconds earlier.

He continues leading me on, away, up the gradual, easy bank sloping out of the river, past old tires and frogs and bikes and barrels.

I keep looking back.



When we finally emerge from the water, Port Caledonia is not waiting to greet us.

We are in the stream directly behind our house in Blackwater. Eleanor, my mother, is up there, visible at the kitchen window.

We are standing ankle deep in the lazily moving water. Jules is a memory again, and I feel the need for something familiar, normal, innocent, to push that memory farther away. I can’t resist the urge to do what I do. I pick up stones, sorting through them for skippers. And I start skipping them across the stream.

“So now what?” I ask, numb.

“Now you know more of what you need to know,” he says. “Now it is time for you to be with me. To learn the rest.”

“Be …” I have to stop throwing rocks for this. “Be … with you?”

“That is the way it has to be, Marcus. You know now what you are capable of, and you know it is not all good. You know there are others out there with an interest in you. And you know—or are beginning to know—my power, yes?”

I look at my mangled hand, rub my neck, and think about him—as living flesh in the hospital, as he is now, and as he appeared to me before: the ephemeral flashes of him—in my tree, in my house that first time … and that terrible night with Jules. He was there then, too. Then as now, there was a power radiating from him—a power that is unmistakable and scary. He is not to be trusted. I skip a stone.

“The time has come for you to be educated and trained, and I am the only one who can do it. It is time for you to be who you are, and to be with me.”

I feel my face flush. He can do—and I mean this from the bottom of my good and evil heart—whatever he deems fit to do to me now. I don’t care.

“Son of a bitch,” I say, “it is time for me to be with her.” I point to the window, where we can see Eleanor at the kitchen sink. “Just as it has always been time for me to be with her. Your time, old man,” I say—and I am aware of taking a massive risk as I drive my index finger repeatedly into his chest—“passed, a long, long time ago.”

He stands there, looking off, then looking up at Eleanor. The longest time passes. It’s weird, even for him. The scary something pouring off of him is gone now, replaced by something a lot more uncertain. A lot less powerful.

“I’m sorry for that,” he says softly. He does not appear to be speaking to me.

“I’m sorry,” he says again, to no one in particular.

Finally he focuses once more on me.

“I’m sorry,” he says for the last time. “But there are more pressing issues than that.”

Right now he is very lucky that he is the all-powerful one and I am not. More pressing issues? I would cut him down without the slightest hesitation right now, if I had what it takes.

“Old man,” I say, “you’re a shit old man.”

“That I may be, but I am your old man.”

He holds up a fist, displaying clearly the ring. The twisted, bony, staghorn ring. Identical to the one I wear, presumably left by him, in the attic, for me.

“Oh,” I say, first a little startled, then not. “Is that it? Is that the symbol, the bond, the connection? Is that the big deal?” I hold my ringed fist up to his. “Well, you know … I don’t want it, anyway.”

With great drama and force, I use my mutilated right hand to wrench the ring off my left middle finger. No go. I work it and I work it, but it won’t come any looser. In fact, I cannot get the ring to even twist in a circle around my finger so that I can unscrew it.

“The ring doesn’t come off,” he says.

I ignore him and keep applying pressure, spitting on it, torturing myself trying to twist it, though it feels like it is welded in place.

“The ring doesn’t come off,” he repeats. “Only the finger does.”

I stop immediately. I stare at the finger, looking for a clue.

“My god,” I say when I see it.

“That is the Prince’s ring, and you are the Prince,” he says. “The bone of that ring is yours. The bone of that ring is you.”

He could not be more right. I see now where portions of the staghorn twist out of sight, disappear under the flesh of my finger, then reappear again. It is alive. It has grown in and out of me, snaking like a vine, and fusing with my very bones.

“You can no more deny your power or your place in line than you can deny the existence of your finger.” He holds up his other fist. He stands like a heavyweight fighter, both fists in front of his chin, displaying his Prince ring, the ring that is like mine, on one middle finger. On the middle finger of his other hand is another ring. It is bigger, more gnarled, more intricately entwined with his flesh, his bones.

I point at the larger ring. “This means you’re It, I take it? That you’re the One?”

He nods. “For the time being, yes. Someone may want these rings one day, Marcus Aurelius,” he says. “And despite our power, someone might be able to take them. We have magic, but we are flesh.”

I cannot help staring, my eyes like pinballs banging from one ring to another to another, examining them, watching them eat into my bones and his.

“The flesh is weak, Marcus. You have enemies within and without. You need protection, and education. You need me.”

I am mesmerized, and then I am shattered, as Eleanor, having seen, is banging on the window, throwing it fully open, then screaming, screaming, screaming my name.


CHAPTER
2

“Where have you been?”

“Right. Well. I guess ‘around’ won’t quite be good enough, huh?”

Very coolly—because she is a very cool mother, even under extraordinarily stressful circumstances—Eleanor declines to respond.

“It’s a longish story,” I say, desperately hoping she is late for an appointment.

“I have the time-ish,” she says. “Let’s start with, who was that with you out at the stream?”

Oh my. Now where do we go? I don’t know, but I at least know where we start. We start by ruling out the truth. If I were to tell Eleanor that I was consorting with this particular devil … well, she’d be happier to find out I was with the real one.

She needs a good, quick, convincing story.

And I’m not up to the job.

“There was nobody with me at the stream,” I say.

“Oh Jesus, Marcus, will you please try a little harder? You vanish on me, and you’ve been gone all night—”

“Whoa. All night? Just one? Not, like, two, three days?”

“You don’t even know?”

Without meaning to, I swear, I am making this ten times harder on her than it needs to be. And it’s already pretty hard anyway.

“Where’s the truck, Eleanor?”

“The truck is in front of the house, Marcus!” she shouts. I am feeling waves of guilt now. It takes a great effort to get Eleanor shouting at me.

But even as I try to pull it together and be cool for her sake, another question comes spilling out, like we are trying to piece me together, together. I can’t help myself.

“So the truck’s okay?” I ask.

She is totally unwigged now.

“It looks okay! I haven’t spoken to it today, but I’ll ask, if you like! Marcus Aurelius, what is going on here? Where have you been? Who was that man standing in the water with you? And why are you trying to make me crazy?”

She doesn’t know the half of it, of course. She hasn’t even noticed that, though I’ve been standing ankle deep in the stream, none of me is wet.

I could make her even crazier. Her ex-husband, my ex-never-father, is not only here alive, but—it now appears—he can kill, maim, and heal with one finger. And apparently, he can also completely banjax time and throw in a little auto repair and valet service. What a guy. Where do we start?

I can do better.

“Jules is dead,” I say.

There is the kind of silence now that you normally only experience underwater. Eleanor’s mouth hangs open, and her eyes go all out of focus as she tries to concentrate on me.

“Marcus. That can’t be true. No.”

“It was a car crash, El. And it’s all too true.”

Her bottom lip pops out a bit, and her chin gets those little puckers in it, the way it does.

“I’m okay,” I say, but it has no effect.

She comes to me, wraps me up, and holds on tight. Her head rests on my shoulder, and my head rests on her shoulder, and for this moment, things feel like some version of right. Sad, for sure. Scary, no question. Uncertain and unsettling and in a big and insistent way, unhappy, yes.

But weirdly, right. My head on Eleanor’s shoulder, her hand patting my back, tapping a Morse code everything’s going to be okay. Right.

“Eleanor,” I say, remembering the weight of what I’m telling her, and what I’m not, “can I buy you a drink?”

She pauses to push me away but continues holding me by the shoulders. She looks at the clock on top of the oven. It’s ten thirty-five A.M.

“I think you’d just better,” she says.

We move to the living room and spend a while staring sympathetically at each other from either end of the tatty couch. Every thirty seconds or so, one of us takes a sip of mildly vodka-spiked grapefruit juice. Then, every minute or so, she climbs down to my end of the couch, gives me a brave little hug, and scampers back down to her end to moon-eye me some more.

“Oh, Marcus,” she says, over and over. “Oh, Marcus. Are you okay? Are you going to be okay?”

“I’m going to be okay, El,” I say. “I’m not sure when I’m going to be okay….”

And that is the least true thing I could possibly say, followed by the truest thing I have said in quite some time. I can’t see any end in sight for the confusion and scariness of it all. Who is this guy, really? Could he really be my dad, like he says, despite the terror he has caused me and seen me through? Is he the one I should be cozying up to or the one I should be fleeing from to the ends of the earth?

I know what Eleanor would say, if I gave her the chance. She’d say he’s a bastard and a freak and an abandoner. She’d say remember. She’d say remember that you cannot even remember him. She’d say do not forget he left the two of us, and she’d say don’t trust him as far as you can throw him, and if you can throw him, do. That is, more or less, what she would say, judging by our few conversations about him.

“You’ve had a few calls this morning,” Eleanor says, taking our glasses to the sideboard and making us some more liberally spiced greyhounds.

“Hmm,” I say, and hmmm, I think, because I know instinctively what calls she means. I’d almost managed to forget them in light of bigger, scarier things. Almost. But there’s no sense even thinking that in being preoccupied by one, I’m going to somehow lose the attention of the other bunch—the coven, the gaggle of witches who are supposed to be, like, my peer group. I’m stuck in a witch sandwich between him and them, not knowing, really, what one side has to do with the other. After going back to Port Cal, finding out what I found out, dealing with … what the hell do I even call him?

“Father will do,” his voice says in my head.

Father will do? Father will do what? Dump me at birth? Terrify me out of my wits on the few occasions I see him? Strangle me? Come along and maul my whole life, which had been running along unspectacularly but happily enough for seventeen years with the one exception of, oh, being dumped by my father? Is that what Father will do? “Shut up,” I say.

“Excuse me?” Eleanor says.

“Sorry, nothing. Just talking to myself.”

She is shaking her head as she finishes mixing the drinks.

What do I know? About him, about them? About anything? One thing is certain: there is no certainty.

Who’s good? Who’s bad? Is any one of them good? From what I can tell, that’s unlikely. Align with nobody is the best policy. Keep to yourself, and wait and see. For now, assume everybody is bad, assume everybody sucks, and you won’t go too far wrong.

“You don’t care?” Eleanor asks, as she slips my highball glass into my hand and herself into her bentwood rocker.

“Of course I care,” I say definitively. “About what?”

“About who called?”

“Right.” I take a huge long pull on my drink. I find myself monitoring it on its way down, past the tongue and throat, into the empty cavern of my belly. It feels nice. It feels nicer than most things I’m likely to feel today or any time soon. I can’t wait till it reaches my head. “Who called?”

“Eartha,” we both say at the same time.

“Yes,” she says. “Well, she was very concerned about you. I told her you would get in touch with her after you called me—like you said you would in your note.”

“Sorry,” I say.

There is a protracted, awkward silence between us, which is uncommon. We’re fine at silence, me and Eleanor, great at silence. We can do silences sometimes that can be big, fat, hours long, and not be bothered a lick. It’s the awkward part that’s uncommon. This is not the quiet, comfortable communion we would normally be sharing at a time like this.

Precisely because there has never been a time like this.

“Jules is dead,” she says.

I can’t say it anymore. I can’t say anything about it, anymore. Awkward or not, I’m afraid there are going to have to be some silences endured around here in the coming days.

I nod. Squeeze my eyes shut. Open them. She is still there. Still watching over me, still aching for me in case I can’t do it all myself. Which I probably can’t.

I drain my glass, put it down on the coffee table, and then just sort of tip over onto the couch. I tuck my hands angel-like under my cheek and pull my legs up under my butt, and start to allow myself to fade.

Chuck ambles on into the room, drops himself like a drooly, sweaty rug beside me. I am not surprised to see him, though the last time I did he was in a patch of woods hundreds of miles from here.

Eleanor scootches her chair up alongside me too.

“Isn’t it really hot?” I say. “Unbelievably hot today.”

I feel Chuck’s panting gently rocking the whole couch.

“It is,” Eleanor says, and rests the condensation-wet heel of her glass against my fevered temple. “You rest. Later, when you’re better, we’ll talk. About, you know, everything.”

Oh, right. Everything. Almost forgot about everything for a second there.



I sleep the sleep of the dead. I think. For a while.

When I wake up my head is rocking, my brain banging on the walls to get out. I sit up, rub my head over and over. I hear the water running outside. It’s nice—familiar and comforting and as it should be.

“Chuck,” I call, but there is no sign of him.

“Eleanor?” Nothing. Nobody.

Not quite.

“Hi, Marcus.”

She is right there, has been right there … for how long? How did I not notice?

“Hi, Eartha,” I say.

She looks all serene, sitting where Eleanor was sitting at the far end of the couch. Wearing cut-off white denim shorts and a cropped T-shirt that says bitchin’ across the front in glitter. Her hands are folded in her lap.

I look away, look around.

“Eleanor,” I call again.

“She’s not here,” Eartha says.

“Where is she?”

“Don’t know.”

“Who let you in?”

“I let me in.”

I feel very groggy. My head is swimming. I don’t want to talk. I don’t want company that has fewer than four legs or isn’t my mother.

“I’m sorry, Marcus,” she says.

“Why? What’d you do now?”

“About your girlfriend. I’m sorry about what happened.”

For some reason, this bites through me. Not just for the regular reasons, the obvious reasons of sadness and guilt and grief. There is more. For even though Eartha looks truly, effectively sincere and sympathetic, there is something that bothers me so, so much, about her merely mentioning my Jules, and what happened to my Jules. She is, in a smaller but similar way, just as responsible as my father for all that’s been happening—however responsible that is. In my mind, in my heart, I am bothered, worried, scared, and angered by her very presence in my life and her very reference to the life that was Jules’s.

Even if some might say I have a nerve myself. My Jules. Since I killed my Jules.

“How do you know about what happened to Jules? How do you know anything?”

“I’m sorry,” she says again.

“That’s not an answer,” I say.

I glower at her, figuring maybe my glower could possibly have an effect. It doesn’t, of course, but as I stare, I become aware of something.

Eartha is no longer Jules. I mean, she still resembles her—the same long, dark hair, the same wide-set hazel eyes—but she is not her. I would never again, not for an instant, confuse Eartha with Jules, because something there has been lost. It could be that there is no Jules essence left roaming this earth since I put what was left into the ground. Could be I will not see her anywhere anymore.

“You don’t see her anymore,” Eartha says.

“What?”

“You don’t see Jules in me anymore, do you?”

“Don’t say her name, all right?” I snap.

“I’m sorry,” she says.

I jump up, over the back of the couch, and stamp over to the French doors to the porch over the stream. “And stop saying you’re sorry. You’re not sorry. Nobody is sorry. Except me. I’m sorry—very, very, very goddamn sorry—for everything. Sorry I was born and for every single thing that followed.”

I throw open the doors and step onto the saggy, wobbly porch. I lean on the badly propped-up railing, even though I know it’s not good for much.

He’s out there.

I go so weak at the mere sight of him. Standing between me and my soothing, babbling water. I feel so pursued, so harried, so whipped.

Go to hell, I think, knowing he can hear.

He just stands there, ankle deep in the water, like he’s waiting for me. Like we have an appointment of some kind. We have no appointment. Of any kind.

“Marcus,” Eartha calls at my back.

I go. I slam the doors behind me and hop once more over the back of the couch to take up residence in my new permanent spot.

“Chuck,” I call.

“He’s not here,” Eartha says. “We’re alone.”

She is so calm. “Why are you so calm?” I demand. “Stop being so calm. I hate this. I hate everything. I feel like a fox with a hundred baying, frothing dogs after me all the time, and I hate you being so calm.”

“I’m sorry,” she says again.

“Stop it,” I say.

When I look at her now, she smiles at me.

And removes her T-shirt.

“Put that back on,” I say, closing my eyes and holding my hand up, stop-sign fashion.

“Trust us, Marcus,” she says. I can feel her breath on my cheek.

“Us?” I say. “Us?” I open my eyes and turn to face her full on. I look her up and down, fully naked now. I look at her shirt and shorts on the floor. And I rant.

“Who’s ‘us’? How many people you got in there, Eartha? That’s quite a trick.”

“Marcus,” she says, still damnably calm.

“What?” I say.

“What I meant was, trust me.”

She has me cornered on my sad little couch-end cushion.

“Why should I trust you?”

She is with me once again. Right with me.

“Lots of reasons,” she says, leaning hard against me, rubbing me, kissing the side of my face while I stare into space. If I were a better guy, I would hate this. If I were a smarter guy, a stronger guy.

“I can t,” I say.

“You can,” she says.

Suddenly I find myself tipped over. She is tipped over too. She is on top of me.

“I don’t think I can,” I say, as she lightly licks my top lip.

“I think you can.”

I am starting to move into her as she moves into me. I am starting to stop resisting the way I should be resisting, the way I want to be resisting. I am starting to agree with her that maybe I can.



“Marcus,” Eleanor calls. “Marcus, Marcus.”

I shout a little shout of terror.

“Wake up,” she says, shaking and shaking me.

“Jesus,” I say, sitting up extremely quickly and making a brisk little show of trying to make myself cool. I smooth down my hair and the front of my pants. I am swimming in perspiration. “Jesus, what’s happening?” I ask. “Where have you been? Have you been here long? Where’s Chuck?”

At the sound of his name, Chuck straightens up from his rug position, where he was last time I laid eyes on him.

“I had to wake you,” Eleanor says apologetically. “You seemed to be struggling. You were dreaming, thrashing around, making a lot of noise. I thought you were going to hurt yourself.”

What am I supposed to say to that? To my mother?

“Thanks,” I say, and find myself rubbing my head again, hot and hurt again, if not still.

“I made some real lemonade,” she says. “I bet you could go for a tall, icy glass of lemonade.”

“Oh god, yes,” I say.

She heads off to the kitchen, and I look at Chuck.

“How bad was I?” I ask him. “Was I, like, obvious? Like, y’know …”

He hangs his head, dog-vulture style.

“Damn,” I say.

Eleanor returns, and I feel so weird and dirty I want to ask her to leave. But she is so sunshiny and pleased to give me her creation that I can’t feel strange for long.

“Try it,” she says. “It’s from a New York Times recipe.”

I take a long, frosty gulp.

“Eleanor,” I say, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand, “it’s crammed with vodka.”

She smiles sheepishly and shrugs.

“We can’t keep this up,” I say. “Can we?”

She shrugs again.

“What were you dreaming about?” she asks. “It must have been pretty intense.”

Thank god she wasn’t watching the festivities as closely as Chuck.

Perv Chuck. I throw him a look.

“Y’know,” I say, “I don’t even remember.”

It would be hard to tell a more thorough lie, since I am reliving parts of the dream right now. And loathing myself for dreaming such stuff, with Jules … so soon after….

“Well, Eartha called again. I didn’t want to wake you. She said to say she was sorry about having to back out on you. Said you’d make another date as soon as you felt up to it. You had a date, Marcus?”

The witch.

“No, Eleanor. I don’t know what she’s talking about. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

It was a dream, wasn’t it? Can they be dreams, if these people—Should I even call them people?—already know about them? Was she really here? Is it all just movies in my head, projected there by whoever’s controlling me this time? Does it matter?

Eleanor finishes her drink, looks at the glass, then comes over to get mine, to freshen it.

“Mine’s fresh enough, thanks,” I say, covering the mouth with my hand. “And I better go easy, or I’ll just keel over again. I’m still not quite my best, yet, you know?”

“I’ll get you some lunch, and you’ll feel better,” she says, and spins off to the kitchen to fix me something that I probably won’t be able to eat yet but that will make us both feel better just because of it’s being there, and that will make Chuck happy when he gets to snarf it.

“Should I be worried about our intake?” I ask Chuck, waving my glass in front of him for specificity.

He does the dog-vulture thing again.

“Stop saying that,” I say.

I finish my drink in heroically quick fashion and feel remarkably better than I did just a few minutes earlier.



And then another, hopeful, thought occurs to me. Was he a dream?

I go to the French doors, give them a good feeling-up with my fingertips to see if they are real or if I’m just hologramming everything I see. They are real. As are my still-mangled knuckles and my torn fingernail. So it’s not all illusion. Unfortunately.

I throw the doors open once more.

And there he is.

“What am I going to do with you?” I call down. It’s as feasible that he will have the right answer as that I will, at this point.

“Trust me,” he says in a voice that sounds to me like the voice of a reptile.

This is getting to be a pretty funny theme from where I stand. I’ve never before come across such a breed of slithery, suspicious characters, and they’re all sliding around saying trust me, trust me.

I’m trying to think of how to explain this in two words or less, when I edge right up to the railing and lean way over for emphasis.

And it gives, breaking away completely.

I crash through and thud to the ground, hitting the high, grassy, mossy bank and rolling, tumbling, and flailing my way down the hill until I roll up to him and right down into the running waters.

“Hi,” he says.

I stand up, wet. I’m not experiencing the same waterproof protection he offered me last time. Though he himself looks fairly cool and dry.

“Why won’t you leave me alone?” I ask, and start marching downstream without waiting for a reply. “Why won’t all of you just leave me alone for good?”

“There are two different answers there. I won’t leave you alone because I can’t. We need each other. They won’t leave you alone because they want to destroy you.”

I could be shocked by this assertion or more scared than I already am, but I’m not. Mainly because there is no reason to believe anything he says. And also because I am already on top of fearing the coven and their motivations, whatever those may be. I keep walking.

He is actually sort of floating along beside me now, trying to keep up with me. And I have to admit, though it seems effortless on his part, he is still chasing after me, and I kind of like it. I pick up the pace, making nice, dramatic splashes with every step I take.

“Oh yeah? Well that’s not a big surprise. You’re all destroying me,” I say. “It doesn’t much matter to me who wins.”

“Marcus,” he says. “Wait.”

I make like I’m not heeding, but I let him catch up. He walks in stride with me now, leaning in close to me.

“Hey,” he says, scowling, scrunching his nose, and pulling back. “Have you been drinking?”

I start walking faster again.

“Who are you, my dad?”

I hear it come out, and suddenly find that awfully funny. I laugh out loud.

“Yes.”

“Well, don’t bother. You have enough on your plate with the job of being the devil and all.”

“This is serious, Marcus. It isn’t good for you to be drinking. Especially you.”

“Especially me? Oh, this will be good. Are you about to spring another one of your amazing facts about why it’s different being me than being anybody else in the universe and why it sucks more being me than being anybody else in the universe?”

But just now I freeze. We are passing under a willow tree that looks like it is ready to fall into the water, looks like it has been ready to fall for about a century. He comes right up and stops at my shoulder. I put my nose in the air and my muscles become rigid, like those of a pointer dog on a scent.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see it coming toward me like a black javelin.

Snag—I have it in my hand, its hateful mouth open wide enough to swallow a baseball.

It is my old friend, Eartha’s familiar, and it’s all too familiar to me.

“Good sense,” he says coolly. “And good grab. Your skills are developing nicely.”

I can’t stop staring at it. I bring it as close as possible to my face without risking a bite. I can see well down its rotten throat. I am squeezing hard on its neck.

“Why does it keep coming after me?”

“It’s a simple beast. Not like your Chuck. You can tell a witch’s status by the sophistication of her familiar. This snake doesn’t like what you are doing right now. Doesn’t like the company you are keeping, the conversations you are having.”

It spits at me.

“Marcus,” he says, “remember what I said before. The act becomes you. Are you ready to become the act?” He begins walking on without me. “There is a time for restraint and a time for action. The important thing is that you decide between them.”

As he walks on, I feel it, a rage in me like nothing I have ever felt toward any dumb animal before. I feel my eyes bugging, and I feel my grip tightening. We have been here before, this snake and I and my father. He held me back, then. He convinced me toward restraint.

There is no such discussion now.

I squeeze the snake. I squeeze as hard as I can, until the hissing stops. I squeeze longer, until the coiling stops, and then the switching of the tail, and then any sign of life.

There is a part of me that wants to resist, knowing that this is not what I want to become. But it is not the part of me that is in control. I squeeze until I feel blood—or whatever awful mush is inside a snake’s head—building pressure, until … until I flick my thumb like a knife blade up through the bottom of its head, through the underside of its mouth, through the roof of its mouth, through the top of its head.

I am breathing heavily as I stand there holding the limp, headless son of a bitch. My ears are pounding in tandem with my heart and at this moment my only true regret is that it is not still alive so I could do it all again and more. Only, as the anger subsides, I am suddenly, fully aware of what I’ve done, and I am horrified.

He is back with me now.

“Well done,” he says, looking at the snake, nodding at it, smiling proudly. “There was no other solution with that creature. It was getting worse, more serious. As everything is.”

I watch the snake a few seconds more before opening my hand, letting it fall through my fingers, then float downstream until it is out of sight entirely. I feel no more connected to the Marcus who did it than I feel to the snake itself, than I felt to the Marcus who mangled Baron’s tongue. And I cannot share in my father’s sadistic enthusiasm. An icy chill cuts through the heat, cuts through me, followed immediately by a rush of hot blood to my head as I realize that a distinctly vicious part of me has once again taken over, and once again done what I would never do.

I step away from the bank into deeper water, and I dunk myself. I stay under, immersed, cooled, and almost calmed, for several seconds—then I stand up in the potent sunshine, sweeping my hair straight back over my head. I hear it slap onto the back of my sopping shirt, and only then do I realize how long I’ve let it get. I dunk myself again, washing myself completely of all that has attached itself to me recently. Though really it’s the inside needs cleaning most.

When we begin to walk again, side by side, I feel different. I’m not at all certain what the difference is, but it is undeniable all the same.

“Well executed,” he says, his hands now folded behind his back as if he were a professor pacing the front of the class, rather than a spook evil magician splashing upstream. “Especially taking your drunkenness into consideration.”

“I am not drunk,” I say.

“How is your mother?” he asks, sticking to his own agenda no matter what I say. Which is a now familiar pattern. “Is she drunk too?”

“My mother,” I say, “is none of your business. She is no concern of yours, and hasn’t been since—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” he says, as if this is all suddenly tiresome for him.

We walk, we splash. We pass no other people, animals, or familiars, unless a butterfly counts.

“I never left you alone, really,” he says. “I left you Chuck.”

I turn my head entirely in his direction to see if he’s toying with me. There is no sign that he is.

“Chuck.”

“Chuck, yes.”

“Ball-licker Chuck. Chuck the Rug. That Chuck?”

“He is a magnificent creature, and he has done very well with you and your mother over the years. You are very lucky to have him. You don’t even know how many times he has saved you.”

“Right. I do feel lucky. He’s been a great dad. All the other kids were jealous.”

“I couldn’t stay. It was for your own good.”

“Forgive me, but I don’t believe you are the first guy to make use of that line.”

“You’d have been dead long ago if I had stayed. This … conflict, this thing you are just becoming aware of? This started the day you were born. They wanted you, needed you, as the only means of destroying me.”

“If that’s true, which I doubt, we could have all hidden together. Why could we not have all stayed together and hidden?”

“Marcus, this thing, our magic, an obair, is not a smattering of magics across the world. It is one thing, like a fabric that connects us all. The magic, wherever it is, attracts like to like. We can always find one another, anywhere in the world. So as long as I was with you, you could be found, and it would have been all but impossible for me to keep you safe, vulnerable as you were. You could hide in plain sight, in your mother’s world, as long as I was not with you. Until, of course, the day when you developed powers of your own. Until you came into an obair, at the age of seventeen.”

“Right,” I say. “Which explains my sudden fit of popularity this year.”

“Precisely.”

“But they could have killed me. They could still kill me.”

“Why would they?” he asks. “When you are their key?”

“Key to what?”

“Their key to me, son. Why not use you to bring me close, then destroy the both of us?”

I stop short and start walking back in the direction we came from. I have a sudden pang, a powerful feeling of sorrow for my mother, up there innocent and alone. Caught in the middle of all this …

“Bullshit,” I yell, borrowing her word for this magic scene.

“Oh yes,” he says wryly, “I’m familiar with that euphemism.”

Up there alone, I’m still thinking. Alone except for the vodka and magnificent Chuck.

“Maybe my mother and I don’t give a good goddamn about your conflict,” I say, turning on him, pointing at him, and continuing to walk backward through the water. “And don’t follow me,” I say, before catching my heel on a rock, falling backward, and smacking my head hard.



“I think maybe it’s not good for you to go on sleeping through the day,” Eleanor says as she crouches beside me.

My eyes open. I take it in. The ceiling, the heat, Eleanor, Chuck. All still here. Or rather I am still here.

“How long have I been asleep?” I ask.

“Most of the day,” she says. “It’s just about dinner time. I was making you lunch when …”

I sit up. My head hurts. So what? It hurt before I went to sleep. But it should be better now. Yet it’s worse.

I turn to face Eleanor full on. She looks so soft, so completely at the ready for me, if a little weary at the same time. She deserves better than this. She deserves not to be dragged along through whatever muck I am being dragged through. She deserves to be spared this….

“Bullshit,” I spout.

She snaps back from me, nearly toppling over before steadying herself with a hand on Chuck’s face. He doesn’t react at all.

“Sorry,” I say.

Eleanor stands up, stands over me, and shakes her head with great drama.

“This can’t go on, Marcus,” she says.

“What can’t go on?” I make a very poor stab at casual ignorance.

“This … erratic behavior,” she says. “I understand your grief for Jules, and grief is good. Until it becomes craziness. You have to watch for that, Marcus, or it becomes difficult to pull out of it.”

“Craziness,” I echo, and I nod. “No, I suppose it can’t go on.” If only I knew how to stop it. If only I felt I controlled it.

The grief though—any way you slice it, there’s no end in sight. I can’t imagine an end, can’t imagine hearing Jules’s name and not feeling the stab of pain in my chest. I don’t know where this goes, this pain, where it will take me. I fear I will have to follow it to its end, its very bottom, and I fear that ultimately, there is no bottom.

“Dinner is almost ready,” she says with unusual synthetic sternness, as if rigidity is the ticket for me. “When it is, I want us to sit down, out on the porch, and have a real talk over a good meal. Right?”

“Right,” I say, thinking, wrong. What if he’s still out there, lurking in the shallow water? What would happen if she saw? I think we could assume she wouldn’t invite him up for a bite—unless it was to bite off his head.

“It’s a date,” I say. “But no lemonade,” I add, as she heads back to the kitchen.

She stops to look at me over her shoulder with one cocked eyebrow.

“And no wine either, okay?” Not that the bastard’s inquiry as to our alcohol intake matters at all. Not that what he thinks matters at all. Just … enough, right now, is all.

She takes a pause. Takes three or four of them, actually.

“Okay, Marcus,” she concedes.

“Is he out there?” I ask Chuck as soon as she’s gone.

He raises his head to look at me dumbly.

“Don’t play that with me, Chuck. Is he out there or not?”

He gets to his feet with great effort and drama, as if he were climbing up on stilts. Then he proceeds ponderously to the French doors overlooking the porch, overlooking the stream, overlooking …?

I watch him as he appears to scan the outdoors.

I watch, I wait. He is stalling.

“Well?” I ask, and the tail starts to wag.

It’s safe. I go to the kitchen to get stuff to set up our little picnic. Fold out TV dinner trays with artists’ panoramic renderings of Montpelier, Vermont. Mismatched silverware. Paper towels instead of napkins because paper towels are what we have.

I truck it all out through the living room to the doors, open them up to the beginnings of a finally heat-breaking summer evening breeze.

And to him. The bastard.

I calmly put the Montpelier TV dinner trays down on their stands, put the silverware and paper towels down on top of them, and turn and slap my dog on the rump.

“Are we suffering divided loyalties all of a sudden?” I ask Chuck. “Because if we are, all I can say is beat it. Go on. Go with him. I don’t care.”

“Are you talking to the dog?” Eleanor says, nearly making me leap right off the porch.

I whip around to see her standing there with two dinner plates in her hands, heaped with food.

I spin again, in the opposite direction, and he is gone.

Once more I whirl in her direction.

“Is it ballet now?” she asks. “No wonder you wanted to skip the wine tonight.”

“I think maybe I was a little bit hasty about that,” I say.

“Too late,” she says. “You’ve already got me thinking pure and healthy. Go grab us two chairs, and I’ll get us two glasses of sparkling water.”

When we do sit down—and he still has not reappeared—it is to a minor feast. For the first time in a while, Eleanor has made one of her hearty staple dishes. Folded into a fresh baguette is her combination of wafer-thin roast beef, caramelized onions, mushrooms, Worcestershire sauce and Muenster cheese, woven through to use the maximum amount of the orange stuff around the edges. Keeping the sandwich company is a pile of hand-cut fried potatoes with generous coatings of salt, vinegar, and black and red pepper. Raw cucumbers and carrots are placed around the edges of the plate to provide color and coolness and a reason to feel a little better about ourselves, even if we only pick at them.

This is, no question, a meal designed to soothe my soul.

“So, what did I do to deserve this?” I ask, while simultaneously tearing into my sandwich. “Is this just for going nuts?”

“Pretty much,” she says, also chewing away, “but also for taking me with you.”

I put my sandwich down and stare off over the burbling water.

“Sorry, Eleanor,” I say. “I don’t mean to be doing that. I’ll get myself together.”

“I’m certain you will. Could we start with a little enlightenment as to what has been going on in your head since … you heard? I think you haven’t been quite open about it all.”

I nod. Take one deep breath and several quick laps around the dirt track of my head.

“It was a car crash,” I say, popping a potato into my mouth to cover the catch in my throat. “She went off the bridge in Port Cal. Getting a ride home … from that party…. You remember the party.”

“Oh dear,” she says, a small gasp escaping with the words.

“Can’t be gasping, Eleanor. It’s hard enough, but if I catch you being all moony and astonished, I don’t think I’ll be able to keep talking.”

“Right,” she says, and puts on her brave face.

“I received a call … went to Port Caledonia, and found out all about it.”

“Who made the call?”

I realize now I hadn’t banked on any questions from her. I don’t know why I hadn’t, since I’d sure be asking a lot if I were her.

But the real problem is that I don’t have all the answers.

“I don’t know,” I say, falling back on the truth out of desperation. And then I remember what Eleanor must remember.

“Didn’t you get a call from Jules the other day? Long after the party? Didn’t I talk to Jules?”

God, no. I can’t do this. I am not equipped to go through with this.

“It was somebody else, I guess. It was a crank, El. Some sick jerk.”

She makes the astonished noise again.

“Please,” I say, and she covers her mouth with her hand.

But just as she seems to have gotten it under control, her eyes turn to wide white holes.

“Marcus,” she says with controlled calm, “you were with Jules that night.”

“I know. I met her at the party.”

“No, you were with her later. When you … when you got your sleeping bag. After the party, Marcus.”

I can’t believe where I am. I can’t believe how far this is going, how deep I am getting.

I put down my sandwich, take the plate off my lap, and place it back on the tray. I couldn’t even force the food down now. My throat is too closed.

“It wasn’t after the party, El. The party was still going.”

“But you and Jules weren’t there anymore. So for you, it was after the party.”

I try to drink my sparkling water, but even that is a no-go. My hand is shaking so much that I have to nearly bite the glass to hold it steady.

“Well, Jules went back, okay?”

Eleanor and I are out in space at this moment. Floating in some faraway universe we have never seen before, only just barely tethered to each other.

“And you?” she asks very, very tentatively. “You didn’t come home until early morning. Where did you go after Jules went back to the party?”

Where was I then? Where am I now? is as good a question. I am writhing inside, lost in the thought that, one way or another, I am going to make Eleanor even more upset than I already have.

“Marcus?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

“What. What don’t you know, Marcus?”

“Anything. I don’t know anything.”

Clinical Eleanor comes back to us now. I have backslid so much, so rapidly, that her own troubles recede, and she has to carry us both.

“Is Jules really dead, Marcus?”

“She is completely dead, Eleanor,”. I say in a voice equally lifeless.

“Where were you when she died, Marcus?”

“I don’t know. I might have still been in the woods. I wasn’t with her.”

“Why are you talking like that? Why are you talking to me like a zombie, Marcus? What are you hiding?”

I want so much right now. I want to slither away. I want to turn back time. I’ll have to ask Father, I’ll have to ask the old man next time I see him, which will probably be in ten minutes or so, if stopping and reversing time is in my bag of tricks. I’d like to go back to sixteen, when I had no magic, when I had Port Caledonia and simplicity. When I had no father. When I had Jules. I want Eleanor to stop being a dogged rationalist and go back to being my wounded, sympathetic mother.

“Can we have some of your special lemonade now?” I ask.

“No,” she says firmly.

I am running out of directions. I have to tell. I have to tell her everything.

“Are you going to tell me, Marcus?”

“Don’t tell her, Marcus,” he says in my head. “You cannot tell her.”

“Shit,” I say.

“What?” she says, looking incredulous.

“She cannot know of my presence,” he says, the voice growing louder until I fear it is going to leak out my ears and she will hear. I block my ears with my hands. “If you tell her, there will be chaos. No, Marcus.”

Chuck hops up with his front legs on my lap, his eyes staring straight into mine. I swear I see him, ever so slightly, shaking his head no.

Eleanor stands and sweeps Chuck off my lap.

“What is it?” she says, an appropriate air of desperation beginning to creep back into her voice. She pulls my hands down from my ears.

“She cannot know I am here,” he says, louder still. “She will ruin everything.”

This, I think, is where everything finally turns, irrevocably. Ruin everything, I repeat in my head. “Ruin everything?” I repeat out loud.

Then, in fullest view of my mother’s rapidly building fear turning to horror, I start to laugh out loud.

She grabs me by the shoulders. Shakes me. Stares into me.

I bury my face in her shoulder, hug her as hard as I can.

She hugs me even harder.


CHAPTER
3

Eleanor has mostly left me alone since I went mental last night. But that doesn’t mean the issue is closed or that she has accepted mentalness as a proper excuse for all the unexplained goings-on, or that she has in any way benefited from my words or actions of recent times. As was already the case before, everything I do just unsettles her more.

As far as I can tell, she has not slept. She exhibits this in the way most people do: taking middle-of-the-night strolls around the house, going to the bathroom a lot, peeking in at me while I pretend to sleep. But more than anything, she makes her sleeplessness known by banging away at the keys of her computer so hard she could just as well be installing built-in bookshelves or taking down an unnecessary wall.

“Hi,” I say when I find her at work in her room.

“Hi,” she says, as routinely as possible.

“I’m not insane,” I say.

“I don’t think you’re insane,” she says. “Neither am I. Now that that’s settled, what do you want to do with the rest of the day?”

“Well, I was kind of thinking I was supposed to go to school.”

“Right,” she says, leaning back and making her swivel desk chair recline. “Do you want to go to school?”

“Frankly, no.”

“Well frankly, I’m glad. Because frankly, I don’t think you’re quite ready yet.”

“So, I can just stick around?”

“You have had quite a trauma, Marcus. You’re in pain, and I can see it. I don’t want to make things worse by sending you out there before you’re completely ready.”

I don’t know if I’m ever going to be ready for out there. But I don’t think that would be a helpful thing to say.

“Thanks,” I say instead.

“You’re welcome. My concern is just that you get better.”

I am down the hall, on the lip of the stairs before her words hit me fully. Get better?

I have my mouth open, about to ask for clarification, when she elaborates.

“That’s why I thought it would be a good idea for you to see somebody later today.”

See somebody?

I hurry back to her room. “See somebody?”

“Talk to somebody. A professional.”

“You said you believed I wasn’t insane.”

“I don’t think you’re insane. I just think you should talk to somebody. Somebody who could help you through this.”

Help me through what I have? I don’t think so.

“I made a call, to see if Dr. Spence knew of anyone—”

“What? Eleanor, no. You didn’t.”

“Stop, Marcus, calm down. It’s perfectly all right. Dr. Spence understands completely. He is very professional and would never dream of—”

“I’m not ‘seeing somebody,’ Eleanor,” I say, sidetracked, for the moment, by the Dr. Spence issue. “There’s no need for that. I’ll just go to school instead.”

“You’ll do no such thing. This is serious, Marcus. I want you to at least meet the man. You’ll talk to him for a little while, he’ll listen, he’ll be nonjudgmental, maybe he’ll have some helpful things to say. You’ll feel better, I’ll feel better….”

“No one will feel better,” the familiar foreign voice in my head says. “Do not go.”

“Well, I don’t want to go,” I respond.

“Well, you need to go,” Eleanor says.

How am I supposed to do this, argue this, with both of them?

I march to my room and throw on my clothes. In a few minutes I am down the stairs, I have my dog by the ear, and I am out the door, with Eleanor calling behind me.



In the woods, at the clearing, by the tree. My new Blackwater woods, my new clearing, my new tree.

“I’m going to tell her,” I say out loud.

No response.

“I see,” I say. “You only talk to me when I don’t want you to.”

Still no sign but one. Chuck. First he goes all bird-dog, sniffing the air, looking in every direction. Then looking as if he has caught the scent of something, but it’s moving. Really fast.

Chuck spins. And spins and spins and spins in a mad circle, like he’s chasing his tail, until he practically drills himself right into the ground and topples over. He lies there, panting, disoriented.

“You can’t do that,” the voice says.

I follow the voice, find him up in my tree. I take a long, hard look at him. He has, illogically, made himself look smaller. Illogical, if he thinks he is trying to look impressive. In fact, he is getting smaller in other ways, the more he shows himself. It is as if he is revealing himself to me through familiarity, and familiarity is breeding reduction.

He seems less of a horror up close, over time. More needy and human and slightly ridiculous.

“You’re in my tree again,” I say.

A broad grin slices across his lips.

“So I am,” he says. His voice indicates he is amused, maybe proud. Definitely unthreatened.

I don’t care who he is or who he thinks he is. I cannot keep taking all the crap that is dished out to me. He’s in my tree again. The only place I feel any kind of control or real power, and now he has replaced me in it.

“Tell me something,” I say, while thinking what a next move might be. “If you’re so all-powerful, then how come you have to keep disappearing whenever Eleanor shows up?”

“You call your mother by her first name? I do not approve. Show some respect.”

“Jesus, you are a piece of work. Nobody cares if you approve. Please answer my question.”

“I never claimed to be all-powerful.”

“Right, well, whatever you are, you seem to lose your balls whenever Eleanor’s around. What’s the deal? She your kryptonite, or what? Is that why you don’t want me to tell her?”

He is staring down at me now with obvious disapproval.

“You need a great deal of work,” he says. “More than I had suspected.”

“Get out of my tree,” I say.

“Respect might have to be your first lesson.”

“Get out of my tree.”

“This is not your tree. You do not have a tree. You do not have anything that I do not say you have.”

If he is trying to bait me, he’s doing a damn good job of it. I can feel my blood percolating.

“If you’re trying to bait me,” I say, “you’re doing a lousy job of it.”

He is not fooled. He is smiling again.

“Hello, Chuck, old boy,” he says.

Chuck whimpers, wags his tail, and cowers, all at the same time.

I’m not familiar with the controls yet, but I am going to do something to that man.

I concentrate, focus, funnel my rage into an infrared stare aimed directly at his throat.

“Oh,” he says sarcastically, “I believe it’s getting a bit warm.” His hand goes up to his neck, and he rubs.

I keep it up, and as I do his discomfort grows obvious.

“You hate me,” he suggests.

“Yup,” I say, without breaking concentration. I will not fall for his tricks.

He has both hands to his throat now, covering up, rubbing, shielding.

“Are you coming out of my tree?”

“Hey,” he says, “then we’ll be a pair, because you’re already out of your tree. Just ask your mother.”

I will knock him down now. I will knock him out of my tree, knock him out cold, knock him out of my life if I can. I will do this.

“You will not,” he says, removing one hand from his throat in a backhand motion as if returning a tennis serve.

It is as if a fireball has come shooting out of a burning building and blasted me in the chest. I fly backward, screaming as I do, the heat of the thing crippling me even before I slam back-first into a gnarly oak and crumple to the forest floor.

As I lie there, Chuck comes to me. He licks my face, breathes on my neck lightly.

“Good old Chuck,” my father says, still perched up in my tree.

Like I’m launched from a catapult, I shoot up from my prone position.

And seize my dog by the throat.

There is whimpering so loud it could bring animal protection people from three states. But it is coming from me. Chuck is silent; I feel things crackling in his neck as I press my thumbs in front, my fingers in back. He looks at me with sad, watery, understanding eyes, but he does not struggle one bit. He is giving in to me, or to one of me.

I am fairly sobbing with regret at what I see my own hands doing, while at the same time I can feel hatred, bloodlust, power madness. Stop. God, stop, I am thinking. But my body does not obey.

“What are you doing?” my father screams right in my ear as I see his small, ungodly powerful hands struggling to tear my hands off of Chuck’s neck.

Chuck closes his eyes. God, stop. Still I press and squeeze while the bastard fights me.

He is too strong—or thankfully, strong enough. I watch both hands, all hands, working around Chuck’s neck, all those monstrous staghorn rings, his and mine, welded to those evil fingers, as finally he removes my hands completely from Chuck, who falls forward and down, while we two fall backward and down.

We lie there, panting, the three of us, Chuck choking but okay, spluttering, recovering, looking around him as the blood and oxygen return to his brain.

I am sobbing now. I stand up immediately and stare at my purple, trembling hands.

The bastard is lying on the ground still, now sitting up, looking up at me dispassionately.

“What did I do?” I ask, going to Chuck and kneeling down beside him, stroking him, getting my eyes as close as possible to his eyes to apologize with the deepest inside of me to the deepest inside of him.

“You did what you are built to do. You went for the jugular.”

“I am not built to do that.”

“You are, Marcus Aurelius. How can you still deny it?”

“But this is Chuck. This is my Chuck.” As I say it, I become overwhelmed with the thought of it, and I take him in my arms and squeeze him so hard that this time he really does whimper.

“True. But when you ran out of ways to hurt me, you also realized he was my Chuck.”

“No way,” I say.

He doesn’t even hesitate.

“Chuck,” he calls.

Chuck bolts right out of my arms and rushes to him, jumps up to him and paws at him just like he would me, if he hadn’t seen me in years.

He controls Chuck. I am deflated, defeated.

Alone.

“Still,” I say, without much enthusiasm, “I am not capable….”

The bastard releases Chuck, who comes bounding back to me, bumping me, nuzzling me, then finally taking his seat directly in front of me like a stone lion guarding a palace.

“It is time,” he says slowly. Then, also slowly, he spits a long mouthful of blood like tobacco juice onto the ground in front of him. “It is time you stopped saying that. This”—he points at the small pool of blood—“is your doing. Your fire that burned the inside of my throat, your own fireball that knocked you out. And that”—he makes a circular, choking motion with his hands—“was you. There are two of you now, Marcus. One of them is capable—and I am choosing my words particularly carefully now—of absolutely anything.”

Before the chill manages to run completely through me, I feel it run through Chuck’s body, up his backbone from tail to top, and top to tail again. He looks at me from the most impossible angle, tipping his head straight back over his spine to see me upside down. I rub the underside of his chin.

I start walking a nervous circle around the periphery of the clearing at the center of the woods, at the center of my magic, bullshit world. I walk around once, twice, three times, picking up speed a bit every time, picking up Chuck the fourth time, circling the bastard, who takes on an air of patience, of low, benign, evil cool.

“Stop all this circle business, Marcus. You want people to think you’re a Wiccan?”

I keep pacing. Chuck stays right with me. I love Chuck more than ever.

“I believe.”

I say it for one elemental reason: he knows goddamn well what is going on inside me, with the two Marcuses, and we both know I am not up to the job of sorting it out myself. The other me—the new one, the magic one, the dark one—is the stronger one. If I don’t get help, I will go under. I believe, because I have to believe something.

“Good,” he says.

“That doesn’t mean I am sure exactly what I believe.”

“I know.”

“I need time.”

“Fair enough.”

“I need to work some things out for myself.”

“Of course you do. But don’t take too long.”

“What about Eleanor?”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

“You leave your mother out of it.”

“She thinks I’m crazy.”

“Stop acting crazy, then.”

“I have to tell her.”

“If you tell her about me, there is no turning back. If she becomes aware that I am having anything to do with you, then she will do whatever it takes to destroy me. She promised me as much when I left.”

I stop my pacing at the farthest point away from him in my well-worn circle. There is a clearly cut path now, of draggy footprints disrupting the thick padding of leaves and pine needles.

“Can she do that?” I ask, because I really, really want to know.

“It is not out of the realm of possibility,” he says.

What is anymore?

“Maybe I want that,” I say defiantly.

“You don’t,” he says. “But perhaps you do. What you definitely do not want is to force her into a choosing of sides. You do not want to set her on me, Marcus.”

“And why not?”

It is dead hot, steamy, humid, and thick, and has been practically all the time I have been in Blackwater. But when he speaks now, you could scrape frost off the trees.

“Because you do not want to set me on her,” he says, so low I can barely hear him.

I know my face betrays my terror of his power. So I look down and resume my maniacal pacing.

“She remains neutral—she remains safe,” he says. “At least from me. This war is not her fight, so do not bring her into it. I do not wish to see anything happen to your mother. Others may not be so generous. Be aware, Marcus. Make no mistakes.”

I keep pacing and pacing and looking at the ground and looking at Chuck’s tail and feeling such equal measures of raging fury and utter terror that I could conduct a war right here, within and without myself.

“Go,” he says. His expression is now one of resignation. “Go and find out. See for yourself, judge for yourself who is who. I trust your perception. Then it will be time for you to be taught everything you need. I am the one and only to teach you how to use your powers.

“So in the end, even if it is me you wish to destroy, it is I who will give you the means to do it.”

This is all swirling in my head faster than I am spinning through the vortex of this entire magic storm. I have worked up a brand-new sweat, and I’m treading so fast, I’m wearing a tiny moat around the bastard.

“And I will need you to call me Father,” he says.

“And I will need to let you know,” I say.

There may be another confrontation due here, but it will have to wait. Off in the distance, Eleanor has tracked me down, into the woods where she has never followed me. She hates the woods as if the trees were raining acid.

“Marcus!” she calls, then, “Marcus!” a little bit closer.

I look up and into the center of my circle to see what he is going to do. But he has already done it. He is gone.

Still, his voice remains.

“Swear to me you will not tell her about me.”

It does not feel as though I have a choice. He seems deadly certain, and deadly worried, about the Eleanor factor.

“I swear.”



By the time she reaches me, she looks totally haunted.

“I hate it here,” she says, looking all around as if something is going to jump out of a tree and bite her, or worse.

“So why did you come?” I ask.

“Because you had me—have me—worried to distraction.”

“There is nothing to worry about,” I say, taking her by the arm and leading her away from my area. Suddenly, now that she is here, I don’t like it. I don’t feel like I want her here. I feel dirty, dishonest.

She follows willingly. I feel, momentarily, the stronger.

“Don’t make me see a shrink, Eleanor,” I say. “There’s nothing wrong with me. Nothing but a lot of stress, from what happened back in Port Cal. Nothing that time won’t take care of. Time to think. Time to cool for a bit.”

“Hmm,” she says.

“Is that an agreement, hmm, or some other kind of hmm?”

“It’s a conditional hmm. I still don’t understand everything I think I should, Marcus. I still don’t understand all the details of the accident and that night and all.”

“I know,” I say. “I haven’t done a real good job of straightening you out. I think maybe the whole thing has me confused. Just let me work it out, let me think for a few days and piece things together, and I’ll be able to make more sense.”

“Hmm,” she says.

“Please, Eleanor,” I say. “Don’t you trust me?”

When I say this, I give her hand a gentle tug. Against her nature she stops there, still in the scary woods, tugs me back, then examines my face.

“I trust you. I have always trusted you,” she says. “But something is amiss. Something is making my hair stand on end. Now you tell me, Marcus Aurelius, that I have nothing to worry about. You tell me that there are no dark secrets to this story that you are not telling me about. You tell me that I can completely trust you. Tell me that, Marcus. Can you tell me that?” I have just been told, by someone who supposedly knows what he is talking about, that I cannot even trust myself. And even though he may be the most untrustworthy factor of all, my insides tell me he is damn right about that. I killed a snake with my bare hands not twenty-four hours ago. I attempted to do the same to my lifelong friend—my dog, my familiar, my guardian angel.

And though I do not remember my hands ever being on that one’s jugular, there is another far more serious death out there with my name on it.

Can I be trusted?

This is Eleanor, though. This is Eleanor.

“You can trust me, Eleanor,” I say.

And I say it with all my might.

She squeezes my hand, gives me a strange, questioning look, and agrees to trust me.

But it is not as automatic as it once was.



“It’s canceled,” Eleanor says, hanging up the phone.

“Thanks,” I say, mounting the stairs to my bedroom, to lose myself in a blissfully natural game of Brainwave.

The phone rings ten seconds after she has hung up.

“Yes, I did cancel. Well, Marcus and I just felt that that was a little bit premature. We decided”—here she whirls up toward where I remain frozen and eavesdropping on the staircase and gives me a brave but not too convincing thumbs-up—“that the better course was just a few days rest and care and feeding from his mother. Then, when he’s feeling more himself, we’ll see where we go from there.”

Now a clammy feeling runs up and down and all over my skin while she listens attentively to the voice at the other end.

Whatever it is, say no, I’m thinking, please, please, just say no.

“No, I don’t think so,” she says.

Yes. Go, Eleanor.

“I just think it’s a little bit soon. Well, I suppose …” She looks at me a little harder, in an analytical kind of way. “Tomorrow evening might be possible. Sure. Actually, it would probably do him a lot of good to get out and see some people, especially with him staying out of school for a bit.”

Oh, Eleanor, I think. Oh, this is going to be the worst. I stomp my way up the stairs, like a little kid who just doesn’t want to go to somebody’s house for dinner. Although the stakes are a great deal higher than that.

I hear her finish up the details, her voice getting more singsongy as she gets more into the idea.

“Marcus,” she calls up the stairs, as though she’s about to deliver the best possible news. I power up my game system and pack Chuck in around my feet.

I am never leaving the familiar comfort of Chuck’s company again if I can help it.

“Yeah,” I say.

“We’re going to dinner tomorrow night.”

She sounds happier and more unburdened than she has in a while.

“We’re invited to Dr. Spence’s. You’re going to see Eartha.”

Right. Well. No rest for the wicked.

I resist the urge to resist. Because Eleanor is pushed to her limit right now, and maybe because it’s time to suss the coven out once and for all. If I am watchful enough while I’m there, maybe I’ll be able to separate the fact from the fiction. Work things out for myself, like my father and I talked about.

But for now, please take me down to nowhere, Brainwave. Take me quick, and take me deep.


CHAPTER
4

I have not felt quite so normal since I was.

Normal.

Which, I must say, was a long, long time ago indeed.

Last evening was spent in my room, in my world, playing holy hell out of Brainwave, as if I had never left it. It was a pleasure being back in a world where everybody has some kind of magic and where every step you take is into a completely unknown level of an unknown universe, where you have no friends and no shortage of enemies and every move of the joystick is another foray into the realm of life and death and whatever it is beyond death.

It was all so warm and comforting. So familiar—like returning to a gang of trusted old friends.

I even felt so rejuvenated that I took charge of fixing dinner afterward. Since, on the other side of the wall and the other side of the reality equation, Eleanor was busy getting caught up on some dry and incomprehensible anthropology research distillation to impress Dr. Spence with. She was, like me, in some quarter of safe geek heaven.

That was last night.

This morning we got up and started the same thing, doing our own things, all over again.

I’ve been existing in a state of weird, antisocial bliss. School is in but I am out, and that is perfectly all right with everyone who matters. Chuck is being a dog, following his master everywhere and lovingly eating his scraps; Eleanor is being a mother, expressing just enough mammalian concern to be comforting but not enough to be a bother; and I am being a lazy-ass teenager, moping around doing nothing but eating, sleeping, watching TV, playing video games, eating, watching TV, and playing video games.

I am completely sated and sedated by the time we are supposed to go out for our relaxing dinner.

“Maybe we can skip it,” I say to Eleanor as we walk down the dirty little road in the direction of the Spences’ house. It hasn’t rained in who knows how long, and we kick up dust that clings to our legs as we walk.

“We cannot skip it,” she says. “But he can.”

She is pointing at Chuck, who is being perfectly well mannered as he tags along behind.

“Oh, you can’t send him home,” I say. “Please.”

“Mar-cus,” she moans. “You don’t bring a dog to dinner at someone’s house.”

“You do if the dog belongs to the mentally imbalanced teenage dinner guest who needs his dog. You don’t want me to go all imbalanced again, do you, Eleanor? You don’t want me to relapse in front of our hosts and everything, do you?”

She sighs, grips the bottle of red wine she’s carrying by the neck, and wields it like a club.

“He stays outside,” she says to me. Then she wheels on him with even more menace. “You stay outside. And don’t think I don’t know that you know exactly what I’m saying. Spare me the dog eyes.”

Eleanor quickens her step, and I look at Chuck and he looks at me like, is she onto us, or what?

She is not. What she is is anxious. She really wants this dinner now, wants to mix, wants to have some kind of a life. I would love for her to have a life and am ready to do all to give it to her. But what life will this be? Is she—great vicious irony after the life she has already endured—about to cast her lot with yet another band of witches? Maybe they’re the good guys, or maybe they’re the bad guys. But she wouldn’t care which witch, if witch they be, since her hatred of the whole scene is pretty thorough.

Still, she’s clueless where Dr. Spence is concerned. So it’s down to me to suss out who he really is. Who they really are. And to figure out whether to believe only part of my father’s story—the part about my dark side, which is undeniable—or all of it. What other choice do I have?



We are standing at the door. Eleanor has just pressed the bell and, though only the screen door is closed, we hear nothing. Nevertheless, Eartha is there before us like a wisp of smoke.

Like a fairly fantastic-looking wisp of smoke in a billowy, sunset-orange gauze dress and thin-strap sandals made of, I think …

“Snakeskin,” she says, looking down at them as she holds the door open for us. “Do you like them?”

“They’re gorgeous,” Eleanor says.

“I made them myself,” Eartha says.

“Did you?” Eleanor says with genuine awe.

“Grrr,” Chuck says to her and her sandals, insuring, if there lingered any doubt, that he will not be coming inside.

I am required to give him a token slap on the snout, which I do, with apologies to the hostess.

“Oh, that’s all right,” Eartha says. “It’s probably that the skin is so fresh.” She waves us in past her and lets the door smack in Chuck’s face. “Actually, I made them out of my own snake. Don’t know if you ever met my snake, but … anyway, she seems to have met with some foul play and, well, you know what they say.”

She stops. As if we all really do know what they say. She realizes we don’t and helps us out.

“When life gives you lemons … make yourself a nice pair of snakeskin sandals.”

She gives me half a smile. It gives me a chill. As if she were the killer of pets, not me.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Eleanor says. “But you are quite talented, just the same.”

“Thank you for saying so,” Eartha says.

“She gets it from her father,” says Dr. Spence, who sweeps into the room looking like a safari tourist. He too has sandals on, with beige socks and a khakicolored outfit of shorts and a shirt with pockets all over the place. His fleshy, hairless arms and some of his chest are visible, and I think he may be as white as nature allows. His round spectacles are half steamed from the heat, and his helmet of thick white hair adds to the overall blanched effect.

He’s an example of what Eleanor has described as academia geekus sheikus, which is supposed to be a look so superhumanly beyond the reaches of fashion that it attains a certain kind of cool. Were he not a college professor, I would think his appearance meant he wanted us to leave.

I make an effort to stop staring at him. I look over at his daughter, who is smiling at me in an unsettling, unreadable way. I look to Eleanor, who unsettles me even further by seeming to be taking in Spence approvingly.

“Come sit down,” he says, leading us straight in to his brightly lit dining room. We pass two ceiling fans and numerous open windows along the way and finally seat ourselves beneath one more whirring, wavering fan with blades so big it could be an inverted helicopter. The house is nothing like Arj’s—nothing like what I’d expect a witch house to be, from past experience. Not fancy, not even air-conditioned, and thus not immune to the oppressive heat.

“You were missed at school today,” Eartha says, edging her chair a couple inches closer to mine.

“Was I?” I ask with real surprise.

“Sure, all the guys are anxious to get you back.”

Chuck begins barking like a mad thing out on the porch.

“Stop it, Chuck,” I call. He does not stop it. He gets worse. Eleanor is mortified and points silently toward the front door.

He does not stop until I get there, at which point he becomes like a statue again. He is sitting up, loyal and obedient, right at the screen door, staring at me, beseeching me.

“What are you beseeching?” I ask. “What exactly are you getting at?” Though I know full well his mistrust of these people matches mine. Only he doesn’t know I am on top of it.

He just continues to stare.

I leave him and return to find the trio digging into corn on the cob, lobster, steamers, and corn bread, none of which was here when I left a minute ago. Not even the scent.

I look at Eleanor, who seems delighted. So I join in.

Despite what I had anticipated, the dinner has a fairly relaxed feel to it. Conversation between Dr. Spence and Eleanor flows pretty freely between the activities of opening clams, dipping them in clam water, dipping them in butter, eating them, wiping hands on paper towels, and going back for more. There are two big bowls of steamers for sharing, and one huge lobster and one huge cob on each plate. Corn bread is cut in brick-sized chunks and stacked in the center of the table in a basket covered over with a checkerboard cloth.

It is a potentially messy meal. But we each have our own large finger bowl full of hot water. They are crystal, I now notice. All the bowls are crystal: the ones with butter, steamers, dipping water. Even the bowls for our discarded shells are crystal, and the water glasses, and the wine glasses, crystal—the fine stuff, like somebody’s uncle uses to make music with at wedding receptions.

“Waterford,” Eartha says, noticing my noticing.

“Oh,” I say. “Lovely stuff. Very nice.”

The table, it seems, is covered with the stuff. With hundreds of little crystal-rimmed pools.

There are banks of chunky, yellow, round tower candles with extra-dancey flames. Some arranged on the wall opposite us, some behind the adults, some on the sideboard, and a bunch more on the rough oak mantle over the stone fireplace behind Eartha and me. There are flame-shaped lightbulbs as well, weaving above us in the light fixture of the giant, swaying ceiling fan.

The light is caught everywhere. It is picked up by the various waters on the table in front of us, picked up more so by each perfect cut in each piece of crystal, picked up and sparkled and tossed back to be picked up again and shot in still another direction for everlasting, everdashing light. Small gold laser lights everywhere.

Dr. Spence’s glasses are completely fogged now, as if he’s got no eyes at all. He is unbothered. Eleanor is unaware.

And he’s doing it. The haunted music thing, playing gently on the edges of the glass bowls and glasses, barely touching them, sometimes not even touching them, creating these amazing mad, crystal melodies almost too soft, too high, too sweet for the human ear.

Chuck goes absolutely nuts again, and I jump up and run out to the porch.

“What, what, what?” I demand.

He sits there, just like before, staring at me.

“Chuck, buddy,” I say, “I don’t know if you’re trying to help me here, going off like a broken smoke alarm every five minutes, but you’re not helping me here.”

I step quickly back to the dining room.

“Don’t you like lobster?” Eartha asks, looking at my plate and gesturing at the various shellfish graveyards at other places around the table.

The crystal music still plays, little lights zig everywhere like a firefly ballet, and Eleanor looks absolutely entranced. She hangs on every word Dr. Spence is saying about anthropology, music, Blackwater, the L.A. Lakers, and everything else he is an expert on, which appears to be … everything else.

“I love lobster,” I say distractedly.

“So when are you coming back?” Eartha asks.

“I am back,” I say.

“I mean, when are you coming back to school. We really miss you. I really miss you.”

This is a cold drink of water. I snap back, from falling into the music and light. I turn and face her.

“I don’t know,” I say firmly. Then I lean a little closer, look her more coldly in the eyes. “I don’t know when. I don’t know if.”

It is difficult to get these people off balance, but I appear to have done it.

“What are you saying?” she asks. “You are back. You are here. You went to do what you needed to do, and now you are back, Marcus. Time to join us again.”

“I didn’t join you before. Like I said, I’m not really a team guy.”

“Please, Marcus,” she says, exasperated, but careful at the same time. “Time does matter, you know. And I do wish you would stop toying with me.”

“Jesus,” I say, shaking my head. “Toying with you? I’m the jack-in-the-box here, getting cranked by everybody.”

“Really,” she says, businesslike. “Okay, so, did you find him?”

“Excuse me?” I let my mouth hang open to emphasize my shock at the boldness of her.

“Come on, Marcus. Did you locate him? Or did he locate you?”

“I thought you all knew everything.”

“Well we do,” she hisses. “And we don’t. What happened, Marcus, when you went back there? What did you find out?”

“Why are you so nervous?” I ask. “Why don’t you act so certain of everything like you were before I found … before I went home?”

“You’ve been with him. You have been with him, we know this. What did he—?”

“I wasn’t aware I needed to file a report,” I say.

“You’re … of course not, you are merely—”

I suddenly worry that Eleanor might be hearing this. But I look, and I see she’s not. It is as if she is isolated in a glass bubble. I could throw a pebble across the table at her and it would bounce back to me.

“And what’s wrong with my mother?” I ask her.

“Nothing,” she says, straight-faced, “I think she’s a wonderful woman.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Calm down,” Eartha says, putting a hand on my hand. “I’d say she’s just got a little crush on my dad. He is very charming, you know.”

Chuck practically starts spitting up organs, the way he’s barking. I get right up to go to him.

Eartha says, “Somebody really ought to shut that thing up once and for all,” in such a pointed way and with such intent it freezes me.

I stop, spin on her, and feel myself quake so intensely it makes my vision all but useless. The entire room is strobing on me as I try to focus in on her.

I am going to kill her, or we are. I can feel the me that would resist being folded and folded and tucked far away from the controls. For the most part, I do not mind. Or at least, I mind less than I ever have. Whoever we are, our hands are raised, ready to do whatever it is we can do, and it feels good.

Eartha jumps up at the sight of my transformed expression and scurries like a terrified animal behind her father who, for once, is shaken out of his mystic mumbo jumbo and jumps to his feet. He holds his hands out in a calming gesture.

“All right, Marcus,” he says evenly. “Okay, okay, easy. We are all friends here.”

I would not care if we were friends, which we aren’t, because I am overwhelmed by the desire—the absolute need—to take Eartha out. And I would never calm down, could not if I wanted to, but for my mother.

“What?” Eleanor says. “What is it?” She gets to her feet quickly, unsteadily, though I swear I have not seen her take a sip of her drink.

The music is gone now; the candles are still flickering but no longer dancing. It’s all gone flat. The room begins to stink with the decay of shellfish. Working on reflex alone, because I’m half out of my mind, I gather what there is of myself and step toward her.

“It’s just Chuck, El,” I say, looking at Dr. Spence but stroking her arm. “I’m going to take care of him now.”

“Yes,” she says, “please do. We are awfully sorry about this.”

“No bother. Please sit, Eleanor. Eartha, my dear, would you mind clearing this out and bringing in the afters?”

“Not at all,” she says, coming out from behind her father as I head off toward Chuck. The scene I leave behind is as calm as if nothing had just happened.

As before, Chuck is sitting there staring up at me. But this time, all I do is stand there, staring back down at him, shaking.

I know it now. More now. I know it like I knew it when I killed the snake, like I knew it further when I tried to maul my own Chuck, and like I know it further still and undeniably now.

I’m thinking of every measly, magical thing I’ve done since I turned seventeen, and every big evil thing, coming closer and closer together, and it is all so crystal clear. I am not controlling this thing. I am controlling it, in fact, less and less and less. And it is accelerating. As the power grows ever larger, bigger, faster inside me, I grow ever more powerless to contain it—to contain me. The original me—the one I know, the one I can trust—somewhat—fades as the other rises. I could have killed Eartha there. So easily.

“Jesus. What are the possibilities?” I ask Chuck. I decide here and now that passively sussing things out is not an option. I can’t continue to hope the truth will present itself to me, because waiting for that could mean waiting until it is too late and losing myself completely.

“Marcus,” comes a voice from behind me. Eartha’s voice. I turn toward her. “Coming to dessert?” she asks.

“That was quick,” I say, my voice cracking just slightly.

She frowns curiously. “I don’t think so, really.”

I check my watch again. Another two hours gone away.

Chuck quietly growls and whimpers behind me. He sounds like a motorbike stuck in mud.

“I need to use the bathroom,” I say.

“Of course,” she says. “Top of the stairs, second door on the right. Don’t be long.”

I mount the quiet, carpeted stairs as she returns to the dining room. I can hear the crystal music again.

I am in the bathroom. I don’t need to go to the bathroom. I am so tense it is unlikely I could go even if I wanted to.

But that isn’t what I came for. I came because I had to, because I had to see. What is up here, what they’re up to. Who they are. Am I expecting to find potions, cauldrons, chicken’s feet, eyes of newt, and wolfsbane? I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m going to find or even what to look for. But rather than waiting and seeing, I’m looking. And I have a feeling that when I find it, I’ll know.

And you always start by snooping around people’s bathrooms. Even with witches.

Good witch, bad witch, white magic, black magic. Are there such things? Are there any differences, or are we talking about nothing but teams? For all I know I’m just stuck in the middle of a contest between East Coast and West Coast, between the Celtics and Lakers.

And maybe I don’t give a damn which side wins. I’m not a fan.

But I don’t know yet, and I am finally aware that I don’t have a lot of time to decide. I know that, whoever all these people are and whatever it is they are really fighting over, there is a war going on inside me right now, and I believe—truly believe for the first time—that my better half may lose. Because I feel it: a darkness, an awfulness of potential that has never quite hit home before.

I paw around in their bathroom like a petty criminal, like a sleazy dinner guest, and all I find is bathroom stuff. Not particularly evil bathroom stuff unless you happen to hate pink or think there’s something very wrong with strawberry-scented hand soap and shampoo and air freshener and toilet cleaner and toothpaste.

I slip out of the bathroom, but instead of going where I’m supposed to go, I head down the hall. I peek into one door, which must be a guest bedroom because it is so perfectly neat and orderly, so perfectly preserved with matching purple everything, that it couldn’t possibly be used regularly. Further along, I encounter the same thing in the next room, where the colors are browns, but the effect is the same. A museum reproduction of a contemporary bedroom, or a room in a hotel nobody comes to.

There is only one more bedroom apparently, which has me wondering what the setup is, whether the Spences really even live here at all. I cannot resist examining the last door, carefully creaking it open and poking my head in…

… to be assaulted by the most foul stench ever, and a scene to match it. I slam the door, worrying that I have attracted attention, and I wait a few seconds to see if there is a reaction. There is none. The room, walls, windows, massive sprawling bed, I can still see it all, and surely smell it all up in my sinuses, as I lean my head against the door and hold on to the knob tightly, as if the whole mess will be trying to get out after me.

Every surface is coated, throbbing, glistening, seeming to be alive, as if it all belonged in the belly of some heaving beast. It is so powerful, the smell of decay and dead flesh, that only magic could confine it to this room alone. I have never wanted more to turn tail and get away. My breath is coming in gasps now, for fear of what is behind the door and what it means about the people downstairs.

But this is what I have come looking for. I sincerely wish I had the luxury of cowardice right now, but I will not, cannot run. And I cannot believe myself when I open the door once more.

“Holy shit,” I say as I pull violently away from the door, slamming it again, then staggering past it to the end of the hall. There is another, smaller door at the end here, that, when I open it, reveals stairs that lead up into darkness, into the attic.

I pause, to give myself one last chance to quit. Minutes are piling up, and it is some kind of miracle nobody has come looking for me. I must simply depend on that miracle to continue, because there is no way I can turn back now that I’ve come this far.

The attic is as still and odorless a place as the other was vile and boiling with decay. I feel my way around at first, waving my hands about, looking for a light. It is freezing. I see my breath, silver, even though the atmosphere is ebony blackness.

I walk directly into a string, no, a rope, hanging from above, and I pull it.

The light that comes on, comes across, sort of melts into the room, is all red and distorting. I try to make out shapes, to make out the dimensions of the room, the pitch of the roof, but I cannot. I can see no depth at all as I walk, no height either. I can see, in the reddened glow, just a mere foot or two in front of my eyes. It’s as if the light is not coming from above, not from sconces on the walls, or even from beneath me, but from me, and moving with me, like some kind of murky, red, miner’s headlight.

It leads me just as far as my nose and refuses to tell me what is beyond. It dares me to go on unknowing.

I do.

It is so freezing. I feel my hands stiffening, watch the plumes of my silver breath drift from my mouth like irradiated dry ice. I walk and walk and walk through this stuff forever, not knowing what I am about to trip over, but going forward and somehow never stumbling on anything as the space just goes on and on. I know that eventually there must be something out ahead, and I am scared to numbness over it, but nothing in me will allow me to stop. I fear stopping now, as if to make the fear sandwich complete, and I push on ahead faster and faster—not running yet, but not far from it.

It sounds like pavement under my feet, like the particular click and sluck you make when walking a rain-wet city street at night. I cover a whole block, two and ten and half a mile.

Bang. I have run smack into something hard and contoured that I never saw, never saw coming for even a second before hitting it. It is like a person, only with a concrete skeleton underneath. I am down on my ass, holding my face, wondering if I have broken my nose.

I get slowly back to my feet, and as I push myself up I realize the floor is something like marble. And it is wet, like with condensation from the heat seeping up from the world below, coming up against this ice world where I am right now.

I still can’t see anything when I stand up. I have to step forward, step a little closer, to figure out what is ahead.

I step closer, then closer. This must be where I met it. But I do not meet it. I step and I step, more carefully than before, with my hands out in front of me, feeling my way.

Where is it? What is it?

“Hey,” I call out, and hear a nothingness, a vacuum that instantly swallows all sound. “Hey,” again, and the sound of my voice is killed the instant it escapes, like a record suddenly played backward, then suddenly stopped.

Stopped. Like myself. When I realize, eventually, that my footfalls on the snappy, hard ground are no longer even making a sound, I freeze.

There is nothing. I feel it in the depths of me, that there is nothing but nothingness ahead of me. It is freezing and silent where I stand, surrounded by a more absolute nothingness than I have ever imagined possible, an aloneness that defies any description of merely being without friendship, love, or even company.

I think about company now, the company downstairs. Would I hear if anyone called me? Am I still in the house? Am I still alive? There is just so much nothingness here.

And there is more of it ahead. Infinitely.

I have been walking and running, I believe, for miles now, and I cannot see a way back. I turn one hundred and eighty degrees, and hope.

Carefully but determinedly, I take my first steps, my dull red beam barely leading the way.

Until I bump again into the thick, velvet rope hanging down from above. The rope that turned on the red light, not far from the door.

It’s as if I haven’t gone anywhere.

I pull the rope.

“I told you,” I think I hear Eartha’s voice say as all goes totally black, “it’s the second door on the right.”

“Hey,” I say, feeling around again. My voice carries now, atmosphere returns, but I get no response. I go forward, looking for that original door, find it, push through.

And into that awful, boiling stench of a room, with the living walls, the dead-thing soup of a floor. It is roasting—it is so incredibly foul. I stagger from one wall to another to another and find no doors, just walls warm and wet to the touch, until I come to the bed, the headboard, set up like a sort of shrine where the pillows should be. I look up over the headboard, up on the wall, and I see what appears to be a huge oil painting, vivid as life, somehow with a life of its own.

It is a life-size portrait of him.

Long black robes, long black hair, much longer and darker than the man has now, his hands are stretched out in front of him, palms down, displaying his rings.

He stares down at you, wherever you move, with those unmistakable, gray-green mismatched eyes.

I have both hands covering my mouth now. The smell is overwhelming.

He is younger in the picture, maybe ten years older than I am now, but I could almost swear this painting is of me.

But then, it could never be me. Because there I am behind him, to his right. Opposite my mother, who is behind and to his left. Chuck is at his feet.

My god.

I stand so calmly I am worried. So without emotion and without grounding that I split down the middle and instantly worry that something is wrong with me, that I am somehow a part of this whole rancid scene, rather than an appropriately horrified observer.

I walk the edges of the room, feeling around the bubbling, weeping walls. I feel around until I feel a door shape. Without thinking, without caring, I push and tear and work my way through the awful, thick, viscous film of it.

And emerge into the bright second-floor hallway.

Dry, unmarked, unsoiled. As I was before.

And once again, as I pull myself together mentally and emotionally, the memory of time hits me. I have been up here for so long, there can be no doubt among the Spences that I have seen what I’ve seen. I want to move myself elsewhere, out of this house, because I have never wanted to tangle with either of them, and I now want it much less. But of course, there is Eleanor.

I walk down the stairs—expecting chaos, retribution—and return … to a scene much as it was before. Coffee and cinnamon pecan rolls and blueberry-cranberry pie aromas fill the room, along with the low hum of conversation.

Dr. Spence turns one eye on me as I cross to my place. Eleanor’s attention remains fixed on him.

My heart is beating three billion times a second. It is coming now, has to be coming now, confrontation, something.

I look to Eartha. She is eating pie, unconcerned. I am covered in cold sweat as I wait for her to react, but she doesn’t. Could I possibly be getting away with it?

“Sorry,” I say, tentatively.

“Sorry? What’d you do, block the toilet?”

“No, sorry about the time.”

“What about the time?” she says, taking a sip of coffee.

I look at my watch. I have been gone no time.

None.

“Nothing,” I say. But I am still far from believing my luck.

“You want some pie?” she asks politely.

“No,” I say, “but I could sure go for a gulp of that brandy you have sitting there.”

She gives it to me, bless whatever it is these people have in place of souls. And for the rest of the evening I sit in a kind of shell shock, nibbling a bit of roll, taking a sip of coffee laced with brandy, and mostly staring off into the vastness of absolute nowhere.

The adults are having what seems to be a perfectly charmed evening. Chuck has given up trying to disrupt the proceedings, and thankfully some welldeveloped sense has told Eartha to leave me completely alone.

I want to leave, of course, want to get away from whatever the hell kind of evil these people have got going for them, but I can’t seem to move. And I don’t want to draw attention to what has happened.

Because, unbelievably, it seems I really have gotten away with it. Somehow, in the course of things, time got totally jacked, and it was like I never left.

Did I do that? Could I do that?

There may be some useful, not-so-bad, magical shit in this bag yet.



We are finally released from dinner after what seems to be a hundred thousand hours at that table. It may very well have been, with all the time-gymnastics at work.

The Spences wave at us all the way down the road, for as long as they can see us, which is probably a quarter mile of straight path. Every time I look over my shoulder they are still there, lit by the porch lights, still at it, arm in arm and chilling.

Finally it is back to me and Chuck and Eleanor and one sweet, honest piece of country road. Sanity.

“I want to move, Eleanor,” is my first statement when it comes time to assess the evening.

“What?” she says, incredulous.

I knew this wouldn’t be easy, but I was hoping to catch her still coming down from whatever dopey agreeable spell the good doctor had her under. Unfortunately, detox time appears to be instantaneous.

“I don’t like it here anymore,” I say.

“Anymore? Marcus, we just got here.”

“Well, long enough to tell. I get a bad feeling from Blackwater, Eleanor. I want to go. Just you and me and Chuck. And far away this time, like Alaska or Wyoming or one of those sparsely populated places.”

“Marcus,” she says warmly, putting a long arm around my shoulders and forcing us to walk awkwardly but not uncomfortably. “Marcus, you have had a bad time, and you still have to get through it, but you will. You mustn’t blame Blackwater. Blackwater is a perfectly lovely place. It’s got everything we need, right here.”

And everything we don’t, I’m thinking, and when Chuck ambles right up and bumps me from the opposite side, I know he agrees.

“Maybe Alaska will have everything we need,” I say.

She sighs indulgently. “It’s not just that this is a pleasant place, Marcus. I am establishing myself here. I think I have a future here, with the college, with my work with Dr. Spence.”

Shocks, like little dangerous fireworks, go off when she says his name, and I do not like it at all. There is something in the way that she says his name, something stronger than what was in there earlier, and it bodes very ill, I think.

“Eleanor,” I protest.

“Stop,” she says. “You cannot run from your troubles, Marcus. We carry our troubles with us—all of us do. It is a mistake to go looking for external solutions to internal difficulties. It is a trap, it is a diversion, and when you go about things that way, they always catch up to you in the end.”

As she mentions this last bit, there is a screech—followed naturally by Chuck’s mad barking—as a large bird, a hawk, makes what looks like a suicide bomb attack at us from straight above.

“Jesus,” I say, grabbing Eleanor and huddling, without exactly going down to the ground.

At the lowest point, just as the hawk changes course and begins his ascent, Chuck makes an incredible leap, rising a full seven feet off the ground in his lunge for the bird.

It screeches again as Chuck snares silver tailfeathers in his front teeth and falls back to the ground. He lands on his feet and trots proudly to me.

“Wow,” I say, taking the feathers and pocketing them. I pat Chuck’s flat, magnificent head and look up at the bird flying in new, larger circles. According to the theory of familiars reflecting their owner’s status and power, that bird belongs to somebody serious.

“See,” I say jokingly to Eleanor but quite seriously to myself, “this is a dangerous place. We should go someplace safe.”

She once more drapes an arm around me. She doesn’t bother to address the subject further.

We haven’t gone twenty yards farther, when I feel I must say more. Because in light of what I have just learned, about myself and about the Spences, I may only have one thing going for me. And I need to make certain. Especially since watching and waiting has been ruled out.

“El,” I say in a big fat way that makes her get ready for what’s coming. Well, not what’s coming, exactly—no way of her getting ready for that.

“Yesss?” she says suspiciously.

“What would you do right now if you saw Dad?”

I instantly know what she would do first. She would remove her arm from my shoulders and put a good four feet between us.

“I would probably kill him,” she says as we continue to walk side by side but so very far apart. “Except that he’s probably already dead. In which case, if I saw him, I would probably kill him again.”

I hadn’t thought it would go real well, but I hadn’t quite expected this.

“Jeez, Eleanor,” I say, “you talk as if he were, like, evil”

“Well, there is a compelling reason for that, Marcus Aurelius.”

I wait for her to elaborate. I wait in vain.

“Was there nothing good about the guy, ever?” I ask finally.

Now. There. There’s something. I have struck a little something there. I can see it. She slows down, falling off the pace. I ease up to keep in step with her, looking at her sideways while she looks down at the dusty earth illuminated in the pale white moonlight. She slows further, as if trying to shake me off in a race, only in reverse. She shifts her gaze to straight ahead, then up to the sky. I slow even more, and she then stops completely, her arms falling limply to her sides as her face continues to look for something in the moon rays.

“Good,” she says in a feathery, echoey sort of way. “Good. Good?”

It is as if she is not, for the moment, even talking to me. She’s talking to the sky, to herself, to him. Slowly, as though she’s kicking herself into motion, she resumes walking, but at a pace that barely qualifies as motion.

“Was there anything good about him? How do we define good? What is good? I don’t know, Marcus, if I have ever recognized good when I saw it. I don’t know if I’m such a good judge. What does it look like?”

I want to answer, if only because I suddenly feel so guilty for sending her into a tailspin. But when I speak, a mere warble comes out.

“I don’t know good. I might know bad. Yes, yes I do know bad. And I know tired. I certainly know tired, up close and personal. But you wanted to know about good, correct? Well. Well, son,” and with this, she comes back to me, grabs me around the shoulders with more force than before, lets the grip slip up to my neck and pulls me tight, the way a rough guy might do when he’s being buddy and bully at the same time. “I’ll tell you this. He may not ever have been good. But he was, for a time, great.”

This, among all the possibilities, never occurred to me. Not that the man couldn’t have been many things—but I never imagined Eleanor speaking in such terms as great. My lips remain tight, lest I rattle the moment.

“He had capacity, your father did, Marcus. Capacity for more, for more of everything, than anyone I ever encountered. If he loved a thing, he loved it within an inch of its life. If he hated a thing …” I feel it right here at the instant she speaks it, a shudder so profound that it shudders its way all the way up her arm and down my spine.

I wait, as we walk, for more. There must be more, I have to have the more.

“No,” she says, shaking her head, knowing what I am expecting, without my asking. Her eyes glisten. “No,” she says again.

“Please,” I say.

“No,” she says.

We walk a little faster, but not much. The air is buzzy with insects that visit but do not molest us. I hear things in the trees along our otherwise deserted dusty country road. I see the hawk, here and there, though it keeps a much more respectful distance now.

“He loved that bloody dog, I’ll tell you,” she blurts with some mix of bitterness and admiration, pointing aggressively at Chuck.

Chuck meanders along beside us, his head down as if he doesn’t want to be involved.

“Chuck was his dog,” I say. A statement, but a question.

She nods.

“Jeez, El, how old does that make Chuck?”

“I have no idea,” she says. “Chuck was around before I came along, that’s for sure. So he’s twenty years old, minimum. I know it makes no sense, but little does when it comes to your father. I learned that early on.”

“When it comes …” I repeat.

“Ya?” she says.

“You said, when it comes, as opposed to, when it came. As in the present—”

“No,” she says.

“Yes?” I venture.

“He is dead. He is dead.” She is speaking in slow, dramatic, drawn-out, unconvincing syllables. “He is dead. Praise the lord for your sake, Marcus, he is dead.”

“Why do you say that?” I ask, frustration causing my voice to rise a little higher than intended. “Are you saying he would hurt me?”

It is a relief, though a bit weird, to hear her laugh now.

“Hurt you? Marcus, you know that nature program where the gigantic, ferocious alligator was carrying its baby in its mouth? That was your father. He was a complete, senseless fool during the entire time you were expected. In fact, on the day you were born, he was, without question, the happiest, gentlest creature ever to walk this earth. And I know. I’m an anthropologist.”

This, I find, has me smiling hugely, completely against my wishes. Feelings like this are not helpful, they are not sensible in my position. I need facts, not emotions, as I sort through the who’s who. What would have been, what was—these are not things that are of any use to me now. I cannot be distracted.

I think about the bastard as I have experienced him. I think about the abandonment. I think about the slithery, threatening, scary son of a bitch who has been haunting me lately, and I find it easier to maintain my focus.

“Yes,” she continues, lost for a minute in her own reverie, “the most contented being ever. Then, twenty-four hours later, he was gone. Permanently.”

“Why?”

Her bared teeth are fully visible the whole time as she speaks the four words that effectively end the discussion.

“It was bullshit-related.”

We are walking up the creaky front steps of the house in dead silence when she adds her footnote, her small begrudging concession that will perhaps let us leave the discussion, if not the issue, of my father forever and leave it with the barest minimum of goodwill.

“The one thing,” she says, the bitterness having fallen somewhat away back on the road, “the one thing I will say and give him credit for, is this. When he went away, he took the bullshit with him. He spared you that, and for that alone I will be forever grateful to him. The bastard.”

I gulp guiltily, loud enough to cause her to look back over her shoulder as she pushes through the screen door, loud enough to cause Chuck an embarrassed little dog groan.

“Well, at least there’s that,” I say quickly.

And I did notice that was not the coldest use of the word bastard I have ever heard.


CHAPTER
5

I am ultimately summoned back to school by a phone call from the guidance counselor, Mr. Sedaris. The administration as a whole seems to be largely unconcerned about my absence. No contact from the principal or vice-principal’s office, no direct contact with Eleanor, nothing in writing on official Blackwater High stationery stating either their deeply felt concern for my well-being or their anger over my continued disregard for the rules of civilization and the American educational system.

No, it is only my man Mr. Sedaris who seems to have noticed my going AWOL from the program, and who sincerely wishes to see me gracing their hallowed halls once again, which he expresses in a personal phone call to myself.

Pretty decent guy, Sedaris, as witch guidance counselors go.

“We are all very sorry to hear about your loss,” he says solemnly.

“Thanks,” I say.

There is a silence. I guess he didn’t expect to be thanked.

“Well, it canbe a particularly hard thing, for someone of your age, in your situation—”

“What loss are we referring to?” I ask flatly. I like Sedaris, but I am at the moment not in a mood to be soothed. Nor to be gracious.

“Oh,” he says. “Oh, well, your … lady … was it Jules …?”

“It” I say bitterly, “was Jules, yes. But how did my business become public knowledge?”

He waits several seconds before coming back to me. When he does, there is a new, slightly harder edge to his voice. Apparently, patience and forbearance are running in short supply all around now.

“Right, Marcus, you know how it is. Everybody knows everything—”

“Nobody knows anything,” I cut in.

“We are a family. Everything that transpires anywhere within our—”

I hang up. I know the whole spiel, anyway, so culty and mantra-rich is the whole coven thing by now.

We are all one.

As if that is automatically a good thing.

Anyway, I don’t need the speech. I am ready. I was going back to school whether I was called back or not.

Because all the answers are not going to come out of my own head, and if I only try to look there and there alone, my head will be pillaged in the process. Terrified as I am of whatever it was I saw at Eartha’s house, I cannot avoid her; in fact, I would probably be in deeper trouble if I did.



It is eleven o’clock on the big white face that greets me above the doors when I enter school. I am late, but time no longer matters to me in that way. On a larger scale, time seems to be running short, and that is the only time I care about.

Sedaris is standing there waiting for me, as if we have arranged it. We have not.

“I don’t blame you,” he says, extending a hand.

I take and shake. “That’s good,” I say. “I am blameless where you are concerned. What in particular do you not blame me for?”

“For hanging up on me. It’s understandable that you’re carrying around a little anger at a time like this—”

“Mr. Sedaris,” I say, “you’re really starting to sound like a regular guidance counselor.”

“Oh,” he says, looking genuinely concerned. “Damn. Can’t be doing that, now.”

“No, you can’t.” I finish shaking his hand and walk on past.

“Let me take you around,” he says, “get you acclimated again, reintroduce—”

“If you don’t object,” I say, “I’d just like to reacclimate myself.”

Something about this tickles Sedaris considerably. A mischievous smile crosses his face as he asks, “And if I do object?”

I hadn’t thought about that. I hadn’t meant it as a challenge or as a bitchy remark at all. At least I wasn’t aware that I had.

But now, as he stands in front of me, asking, I feel a something, a scary something but a not-at-all unpleasant something, coursing through me.

Power. Strength that, while it may be uncontrollable, is somehow comforting. Sedaris is suggesting I am the boss here, that things are going to go however I say they go, and that—most important of all—I am in control. If not of myself, then at least of him. I’d like to think it’s true.

So, if he objects?

“I don’t know,” I say, returning his grin. “I honestly don’t know what I would do. Shall we find out?”

Calmly, like a surrendering prisoner of war, Mr. Sedaris folds his hands behind his back, nods to me, and says, “Nice to have you back, Marcus.”

“Well,” I say, turning and leaving him, “might be nice, might not.”

Which is exactly how I feel about it.

For various reasons, I float through the school like an apparition, hardly intending to head to my own classroom, and hardly caring who sees that I don’t. The first thing I notice is that the regular, mortal, nonmagical population of the school seems completely unaware of me. Not that I am invisible, exactly, as I stop to peer in through the one-foot square windows of each classroom I pass. On the contrary, I notice that one cannot fail to get students’ and teachers’ attention by looking in at their boring lessons. But they just as soon turn away again, as if I may be there physically, but I do not exist in their thoughts, their imaginations, their concerns.

On the other hand, something altogether new and unexpected is going on that was not happening the last time I was in this building.

I have been made aware of the fabric. That all-covering web of connectedness my father described, that makes all of our kind, all magics in an obair, knowable to each other. I can see instantly, can feel powerfully, when I am in the presence of a witch, even if it is only one, buried at the back of a classroom of thirty bored freshmen listening to a tired old woman reciting from Julius Caesar for the forty-fifth year in a row.

My eyes go to her, little mouse of a thing, as she stares back at me, up to me, deep into me, when all the others return to their texts or their naps. She is like the only candle in an otherwise darkened room, and I must look likewise to her, because she does not seem able to look away until I remove myself from her view and go to the next window.

Where the difference becomes even more striking.

They look up, they look away, look down, all the mortal, pedestrian students. And then they leave the others.

It makes me almost uncomfortable. For it is not merely curiosity, not merely even warmth or recognition I see.

It is something like awe. They stare at me, every witch, stare up at me slack-jawed, almost doltish, radiating an unmistakable aura. They shimmer in my view the way mortal kids do not, as if to illustrate the differencebetween warm, sentient beings with heartbeats and cuttable flesh sitting next to dull granite sculptures.

Again, I have to pull away from the window, not only because of the discomfort, but because of a building desire to get to every classroom, every window, and find out. I rocket from one little box window to the next, all along the first level, peeping in every window like a hyperactive voyeur, then racing up the marble stairs to the next floor, then the next, sticking my mad, anxious face in every last window.

I do my lone little bit of actual academic work of the day as I stand with my face pressed to the last of the last of the classroom windows. My first bit of normal high-school schoolwork in quite a while.

Almost certainly the last bit I will ever do.

I do the math, as I look in at this class.

And nearly the entire class stares back, shimmering, fairly humming with cumulative, ungodly magic.

Nearly half. Nearly half the students inside are witches. The key club, apparently, was just the top layer, the ruling class, the senate. There is so much more.

“Legions,” a voice says in my ear. “You will command legions.”

I know who it is. I’m surprised, in fact, that I have been in the building this long without having him come to me.

“Hello, Arj,”I say.

“Hello, Marcus,” he says warmly. “It’s good to see you.

I turn around to face him. “Yeah,” I say, because, really, I don’t feel like returning the compliment.



“Just like old times,” Arj says as we sit in the cafeteria. Sitting with us are Eartha and Marthe, who flank me either side, and Winston and Baron, who flank Arj across from us.

“Old times,” I say.

“We were starting to worry about you,” Marthe says warmly.

“Why?” I ask.

“Figured you’d make a mess of things,” Baron says.

I look at him. I do not have powerful, menacing feelings toward him at the moment, just the usual, low-level contempt. But it happens anyway.

His face goes red, purple, black. He starts clutching at his throat. He grabs for the drink in front of him but suffers such a St. Vitus dance of the hand that he merely splatters the table with fizzy orange. He falls, slides under the table, struggling mightily for every breath.

I feel nothing. Everyone else in the cafeteria has begun to notice. Half the place is up and staring, but my table, the council, all remain stoically seated.

“Please, Marcus,” Arj says patiently.

“What?” I say, taking a sip of milk.

“Please?” Eartha asks, touching my hand.

Winston shrugs. “Actually, I’m getting a little fed up with Baron myself,” he says.

I haven’t made any decision, not that I know of anyway, but the moment is broken. Baron makes his way back up to his seat, his face still grotesquely discolored, but his mouth respectfully shut.

I feel a kind of sereneness, certainly a satisfaction. And I know where it’s coming from.

The difference, between now and when I last spent time with the coven, is power. I know now, and I feel now, like I have power, more power, more and still growing, and I know they know it. I still fear them, certainly, and distrust them, surely. But I am convinced that they fear me more.

“What’s the problem?” Arj says loudly to the lingering gawkers, including a handful of anemic Goths—who do not shimmer with any magic in my vision. “You people never saw a guy choke on a chicken bone before?”

They all disperse rapidly, and we calmly get back to the business of business.

I notice the others at the table are all paying inordinate attention to my hands. Or anyway, one hand. One finger.

“Can I touch it?” Marthe asks.

It seems like a weird request to me, but harmless enough, so I nod.

She lays her fingers on it in an odd sequence, like the walking legs of a tarantula. She looks at it so closely, I feel like she is going to lick it, and when these noises come out of her—deep, sensual, as if nobody is here watching her—I feel she just might.

“Do you see?” Winston asks Arj.

“Of course I see,” Arj answers. “How could I not see?”

“So soon,” Winston says.

Arj shakes his head, in a kind of admiring disbelief.

“What?” I ask.

“We were just noticing how … thoroughly the ring has grown into you,” Eartha says.

Marthe is still lost in her fawning. I’m getting embarrassed.

“That’s enough,” Arj says, and she backs off.

“Yes,” I say, turning my hand over and back. “There doesn’t seem to be anything I can do about that.”

“No,” Eartha says, “there wouldn’t be. But you wouldn’t want there to be. You are the Prince, after all.”

“Please don’t say that,” I say.

“We have to say that,” Winston says.

Arj suddenly seems impatient. “We understand, by your presence here at the school, that you are with us,” he says. “That you have found what you needed to find and that you are ready to join us in healing our people.”

I find myself staring at him, is what I find. I find all of them staring at me. I haven’t really found much more than that, and I feel like telling them.

But I don’t. There are signs, finally, that I can at least control my mouth. And after seeing what I’ve seen, I am not willing to disagree with them anymore, to let them in, one way or another, on what’s in my head.

The bell screams loudly for everyone to get back to classes, and everyone responds. Nearly everyone. Mortal kids and magic kids alike stand like zombies, return trays, deposit rubbish in bins, as if the bell is somehow attached to their cerebral cortexes and they do not control themselves.

The Council and I stay where we are.

“Come on, Marcus,” Eartha says. “We know.”

“We know,” Marthe says.

“We know,” Winston says.

Baron, wisely, says nothing.

“We know,” Arj says, “and time matters. So please, let’s not mince our words.”

“Great,” I say. “Let’s not, then. Why don’t we start with all this ‘we know’ stuff. You all want to let me know exactly what it is we know?”

“We know that you have been back. To Port Caledonia. We know you saw what you did. You have seen your past, your future, your capabilities. We know you have been with him. You have felt his evil up close, and thus must be prepared to help us now. To undo the unspeakable tragedy he has wrought.”

He is very sincere, our Arj. As far as I can tell. He seems truly to believe this, that I am all packed and ready to go.

“I have done no such thing,” I say, snapping.

I stand, looking down at their expectant, witchy faces. Finally, I settle on Eartha, on Eartha’s most expectant, most heartbreaking, Jules-esque face. Yet not Jules now, so obviously not.

I remove the silver feathers, which I still have in my rear pocket.

“Recognize these?” I ask.

She demurs. She looks back up at me.

I hold the feathers high above her head. I let one drop.

It falls like a lawn dart and lands with a thikk in her shoulder.

She winces. Tears come to her eyes. She hangs tough.

“First, I am not part of your coven, so I will lie when I need to, as you all, I am sure, will continue to do. Second, I do not want to be followed anymore, by anyone. And tell that to your father.”

“He didn’t follow you,” she says in a thin and wavering voice.

I drop the second feather, which cuts through the air with the sound of an arrow shot from a bow. It sticks, alongside the other, in the thick of her trapezoid muscle. Tears start to fall silently down her cheeks.

“I guess I need to be more specific,” I say. “I do not want to be followed by anybody’s familiar either. I’m growing fairly sick of familiars, frankly,” I say, leaning down into Eartha’s face. “You know what I mean, don’t you?”

She says nothing. But Arj does.

“It is very poor form,” he says carefully, but forcefully. He stands up to me as he says it. “Very poor form among our people, to interfere with another’s familiar. Only bad will come of it. You have already done it once….”

This is new. The feeling I am feeling is new. It feels, for the first time since I was a young boy, like there is an honest-to-God fight brewing. And just as it did then, it feels like a fight at least part of me does not want.

I feel, right now, so alone, so frightened and tiny and out of my depth. Part of me wants to hit the ground and roll onto my back and expose my belly the way a weaker wolf does when he’s confronted by a dominant one.

That part is completely and decisively routed by the other part of me.

“Well then,” I say, turning from Eartha to lean as close in on Arj as it is possible to lean without touching, “rude familiars better be kept locked up, lest I revert to my bad form.” The voice emitting from me has only the remotest connection to my own. It sounds like I’m gargling granite chunks and burning coals as I speak.

Arj stays with me. He is, as far as I can tell, the best they’ve got and is not without a certain calm menace of his own.

“No one here denies your power, Marcus. But there are limits. There will always be limits. Do not forget that, as your father did.”

The instant he mentions my father, there is a searing flash across my brow, across my eyes, heat and blasts of red rocket-light, and, fleetingly, his face in my sight. He, himself, inside me right now, uninvited, filling me up. He has stayed away, giving me time. But now I can feel he is backing me up. I don’t want him.

I wince, cover my eyes, rub them, then look back up.

And am as stunned as I can be to find Arj, and all the rest of them, on their knees before me.

“Knock it off,” I say, looking around with no small wave of embarrassment overtaking me. But the cafeteria workers just go about their business, sweeping, mopping, stacking trays and clanging silverware and crashing plates into the giant steaming dishwasher. As if this were nothing out of the ordinary.

“Say the word,” Arj says, “and scores of your people will be here, sweeping down those stairs to join us here in front of you.”

“Really?” I say. “Then tell me what that word is, so I can be sure not to say it.”

“This is your life now,” Arj says. “This is to be your kingdom. At least it will be when we have accomplished our goal and won this war.”

“This war,” I say, thinking back to when my father first brought it up to me. “Are we talking about, basically, a whole nation of you people against one guy?”

“Do not be fooled,” Arj says.

“I’m trying not to be,” I say. “Answer the one simple goddamn question, and that will be a nice start.”

“He is not merely ‘one guy.’”

“Still. Still, you can’t answer a straight question. That’s hardly the beginning of trust, now is it, Arj?”

It is really starting to bother me, this idea of everyone wishing me to trust them, and still the lot of them talking like sleazy backwater politicians.

He opens his mouth to speak but nothing comes out, though he tries desperately.

“No, you answer me,” I say, pointing at Baron.

He grins. “It is everybody against the one,” he says with some satisfaction. “But the truth is, he is powerful enough that the odds are against us.”

“Without you,” Eartha says.

“Then the odds are against you,” I say. I decide, right now, that this is my speech, my declaration of intent, while I have the whole council here, while I have them prone before me and I am in official and final speechmaking position. I did not intend this, was scared to do this, but I cannot hold back.

“You are right about some things,” I announce. “I have learned. And I do believe he is evil. And so are you.

I hear gasps of dejection, I don’t know from whom. But I decide I don’t want to hear anybody’s gasps. So I cut their air. They concentrate now on regular breathing, and listening.

“I believe your fight, your war,”. I fairly spit the word over their faces, “is probably pretty even. So you want to be able to continue your line, and he wants … whatever it is that he wants, and I don’t really care who gets what. My only consolation is that there’s a fair chance you’ll just cancel each other out and in the end just disappear into nowhere. Which suits me just fine. So don’t ask me to play anymore, because I won’t play. Don’t ask me to fight, because I won’t fight. Don’t ask me to be leader, because I don’t want to lead anybody. You’re all the same. Enjoy each other.

“So thanks, it’s been a certain pleasure. But I’m going back to my life, to my home and my mother and my dog and my peace. And right now, I’m going back to class. To learn something.”

I hop down and march away from them, toward the big double-door exit to the cafeteria.

The truth is, though I feel almost invincible, I am waiting for the bubble to burst. Waiting to be ambushed from behind as I walk. Either in the conventional way, with someone throwing a chair at my head or rushing up to insert a steak knife in my kidney. Or in some novel, inventive, airy-fairy way with magic that would leave me both crippled and begging their forgiveness.

But … nothing. I walk out the cafeteria doors, and … nothing. Up the stairs out of the basement, and nothing. Nothing still on the first-floor landing, where I turn slightly to watch my back before I head up the second flight and the third with nothing, nothing, and nothing following me up the whole way.

With every step, I grow braver.

Could it be? Could it be that I have grown enough—in their eyes, in stature, in power and authority—that we have reached the point where I can say and do whatever I choose without fear of reprisal? Even if what I say is I quit, I decline, I refuse? That even if their power stretches beyond what I imagined, I am immune?

That thought fills me with such elation that I feel, for the first time in memory—since before what happened to Jules, and even months before that—like living and breathing and walking through the rest of this life may be starting to be a viable idea again.

It has been too long, in psychic terms, since I have sat properly in a classroom. But at least I remember where I am supposed to be.

When I reach the top floor, I walk to the very first classroom door, let myself in, and ease on back to the farthest row, the farthest seat from the teacher’s desk, head down all the way, just as I have done thousands of times before, in thousands of classes throughout the years, through thousands of happier, simpler moments.

I settle in, unnoticed by all.

Except, I realize, the teacher.

The new teacher.

Arj.

I run one tense hand through my hair and nearly pull out a chunk with the agitation I feel.

“You still fail to understand,” he says, speaking in the manner of every teacher of American history since 1945. He walks the length of the classroom, past a roll-down map of battlefield Europe, past the scribbled blackboard names of Patton, Montgomery, de Gaulle, and Rommel.

“The choices,” Arj says, over the heads of all the rapt students of history, but to me personally, “are not quite what you think they are.” He begins gesturing to points on the map with a long stick, but neither he nor I pay any attention to what he’s pointing at. “There is no neutrality. Not for you anyway. You cannot walk away from us. You cannot walk away from who you are. We are not—and by we I mean the coven as well as your father, for we know well what he is up to—asking you if you would like to participate in what is going on. You are a part of what is going on. What we are asking is, what side are you coming from?

“Opting out here is simply not viable. It makes no sense. Saying you want to be on neither side of this conflict is akin to saying you want to be on neither side of life and death. An alternative does not exist.”

I am looking all around me now to see if anyone else sees what I see, if anyone else hears what I hear. There is a healthy mix of magic and nonmagic in the room, but affiliation does not seem to matter. As Arj speaks, they all take notes, as if this will all be on a test.

“Then I guess I don’t really know what my choices are,” I say.

“Yes you do,” he says. “You have been there. You have seen. Remember about not lying, Marcus. Everybody knows everything. You saw. At Dr. Spence’s.”

Oh. Oh. I am ill, suddenly. I need to be sick.

Instead …”I don’t know what I saw,” I say honestly.

“You saw that running gets you nowhere,” he says quickly. “Remember the vast expanse, the big empty, the running forever and winding up where you started?”

My mind returns immediately to the infinite cold blackness that was the attic. I get a chill remembering it, and the feeling in my stomach turns to one as vast and empty as the void itself.

“But more importantly,” he says, “running gets you nowhere forever. And it gets you nowhere alone.”

There it is. The old certainty that whatever has happened can always be topped. Whatever is absolute is merely the skin of another layer of horror. That this has no intention of ending peacefully.

And Arj wastes no time in suggesting how horrific things could yet get.

“And who’s going to watch your loved ones if you are not around?” Arj says.

I jump to my feet and hear a roar so profound come out of me, I scare myself, not to mention finally get the attention of all those around me. I have both hands extended in front of me, ready to do damage, when I realize at the last instant that the teacher I am about to open up is not Arj.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he asks, with the practiced, quiet fury of an old-school schoolteacher.

“And where’d you get them bulgy eyes?” one kid blurts out, and half the class starts laughing.

The other half, the shimmering magical half, remains frozen and silent.

I hunch over and beat it out of class, with commotion continuing, and the teacher threatening everything from expulsion to bodily harm.

I am panting with combined fear and rage as I throw myself against the wall of the empty third-floor corridor.

I am sweating so much I am weak with dehydration. I still feel it pumping through me, more than just the pulse of a racing anxious heart, more than the overworking of my lungs trying to blow down walls and doors in front of me.

I feel it, the other, the bloody problem of all the goddamn problems. The magic. An obair, rising up like a crashing tide inside of me, getting so powerful all normal human internal combustion that has kept me alive till now is simply being pushed aside into insignificance. I feel as if at this moment, I could have an honest-to-God heart attack and it would make no difference to me whatsoever. I would continue to run—harder, stronger, faster, meaner—on an entirely different source of power.

One that heats me up to almost unbearable levels.

I crash into the boys’ bathroom across the hall.

I rush to the sink, turn on the taps, and thrust my head underneath the faucet. The cool water is soaking me through, running over the top of my head, matting my hair flat to my scalp. Over the back of my neck, closer to the source of the heat, helping to bring it down, bring it down, helping me think cooler thoughts.

I look up, dripping madly. My hair has gotten so long it hangs like a black shower curtain between me and the mirror, between me and unfortunate me.

Until I part the mess evenly down the middle, to release me.

My god. I look at my fingers as they pass before my eyes. My fingernails, without my noticing, have grown to the length of peanut shells. They are yellowed like old bone and are so thick and hard they would have to be cut with metal shears.

I stare into the mirror to catch my gaunt, haggard face, looking disturbed and sad, staring deep into me with those mismatched eyes.

Which are, of course, not my eyes at all.

“Time, Marcus,” is all he says to me. “Time.”

I cannot say Arj lied about the relentlessness of it all. I know I will never be rid of this, rid of them.

I reach my hand up to the mirror as he, of course, does likewise. His ring reflects my ring, both so incredibly twisted and imbedded inside us that they may by now be rooted in our feet.

I touch the mirror, my hand flat to where his hand is flat, and I feel the cool touch of glass there.

I hold that for seconds, then more, holding likewise his eyes with mine.

“Time,” he says once more. “Time, Marcus.”

“Time,” I say, and as I say it I begin to curl my fingers. My creepy, long-taloned fingers.

My incredibly, incredibly, alarmingly strong fingers.

My thrillingly strong fingers. I curl them, no longer feeling mirror glass, mirror glass no longer daring to resist me. I bend and bend, I force my fingers through his fingers. He fights back. He stops me. He reverses things momentarily, bending my fingers back, until I will have no more of it, until I feel that storm again inside of me, coming up through me, and I am breaking him.

First in spirit, because I am becoming by the second stronger than him. And then literally.

I see his eyes boring into me as he wills me to stop. But this is not enough. I bend his fingers, squeeze his bones, push and push until I am leaning into the mirror with my whole self.

And I hear the unmistakable snap of fiber, of cartilage, of the tendons in his wrist, and I see him fall away from me, backward, squirming and finally yanking out of my grip and spinning away into nothing but the deep white space behind him.

And I am left, again, with me. Nothing but me.

Smiling me, in the mirror. Unsettling, wicked, pleased, smiling me.



When I leave the school, I am figuring on going home, wanting nothing more than to spend whatever time I can away from the magical freaks at the school and the war and whatever business is keeping them afloat.

But I realize, after walking along in a haze of what I have to confess is a sort of power-induced intoxication, that I am not headed toward my home, my mother, my dog, my stream and my sanity. I realize, just before I arrive, that I am going to Dr. Spence’s.

Going right to the top, as far as I can tell.

I am ringing the doorbell, once, twice, and thrice, before anyone has a chance to answer it. Then I am knocking, over and over again.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Dr. Spence says a little testily as he slings the door open. “Oh, Marcus, what an unexpected pleasure. Please come on in.” He gestures me in with all the grace I cannot offer him. He seems too happy to see me.

“Look who’s here,” he says, just as she comes down the hall to see.

Eleanor.

“Eleanor?” I say.

“Marcus?” she says.

Spence just smiles.

“What are you doing here?” Eleanor and I say at once.

“Who is the mother here?” she says angrily.

“No, really, El,” I say, completely flustered by this. The thought of her here, in this house, with Spence, is making me sick to my stomach.

“No, you really,” she says. We are, for the moment, the two rudest people possible, caring not a whit how we are acting in front of this guy. At least, I am not caring.

“Let’s go,” I say.

She goes completely red in the face. She looks back and forth, from me to Spence and back again, the way you do when you’re trying to nonverbally tell somebody to stop embarrassing you. I do not take the hint.

“Why are you here?” I demand, sounding petulant.

“Listen,” Spence says, “how about if we all sit down to a cup of tea.”

“No,” we both snap at once. On one level, Eleanor and I are very much in sync.

“Go on home, Marcus,” she says. “Dr. Spence and I are working. I will speak to you when I get home.”

“Come with me,” I say. I cannot—literally cannot—leave her here alone with him. It would take a shotgun—more, even—to get me to leave here without her now.

“Marcus Aurelius,” she says, appalled at me. I don’t care.

“I’m not well,” I say, finally, desperately.

She growl-whispers at me. Again, a sign of embarrassment in front of company. “That is apparent,” she says.

I have only one tack left. But I must try everything.

“Please?” I plead. “Mom? Please?”

I cannot fail to get her attention, or to convince her of my seriousness, when I use her maternal title.

But that doesn’t mean she’ll go happily.

“I am sorry, Dr. Spence,” she says in a more mannered tone than necessary. “But as you know, Marcus hasn’t been entirely himself of late….”

“No need to apologize,” he says, graciously. “I understand everything.”

I’d been half-ignoring him till now, or at least making an effort not to look directly at him. But as he says this, I must look to see what he means by this remark.

He is indeed smiling. But it is not the kind of leer that indicates he has put something over on me, that he has scored points off of me, or that he has some secret, illicit knowledge beyond even what I already know.

Entirely different. It is a sort of kindness. A kindly smile, a familiar and benevolent smile.

It is, as much as I understand such a thing, a fatherly smile.

It shakes me to my roots.

I fairly haul Eleanor out of the house and down the front porch stairs with her still calling back that she will phone him later and that everything will be all right.



“Are you finally out of your mind, Marcus?” she demands to know after she has roughly shaken loose of my hand a ways down the road.

“How come you had to be there?” is my version of an answer to her question.

“How come I have to answer to you, is more to the point,” she says.

“Because,” I say, absolutely jamming on the brakes before saying anything more. Before saying any of the several things I might say that could make everything even worse.

Because I don’t know, do I? I don’t know what I am going to do, or who I’m going to do it to, or who I’m going to do it with. They are all bad guys. I cannot tell her about my father—because according to him, it would put her in danger. I cannot tell her about Spence for the same reason. Who is to say that if Spence gets cornered, he won’t expose the presence of my father and attempt to enlist my mother to aid in his destruction?

I’m simply not sure I’m ready to see him dead yet. And I’m certainly not ready to see Eleanor risk herself trying.

But maybe, just maybe, the third option is still somehow a possibility.

“We have to get out of here, Eleanor,” I say.

“Don’t start this again, Marcus.”

“Things are not good here,” I say. “It’s not working. I’m not happy.”

“Well I am good here,” she shouts, near tears. “And I am working, Marcus. And after all … after everything … you can just get happy.”

Whoa. I never saw this coming. She is coming all over emotional, in a way she does not ordinarily allow. I don’t like it. I want to reverse it, get this wicked genie back in its bottle.

But I can’t.

“It’s my time,” she says. “I have good work here. I have a life here, Marcus. And now there’s even more future for me, because Dr. Spence has gotten me even further involved at the college, to the point where I will be working on campus regularly. That’s a life, Marcus, do you understand? And it’s a future too. Do you at all understand?”

I unfortunately think I do.

“And not that I have to justify myself any further to you, but I happen to find Dr. Spence a fine man. A kind and warm man. And I am fortunate to have connected with him.”

Fortunate is the word that rings in my head. Isn’t it magical, the way fortune shines.

“I don’t like him,” I say. Proving I cannot control what comes out of my mouth after all.

“What,” she says through gritted teeth, “could you possibly have against him?”

Oh. Damn. Now where do I go? I can’t, can I? No, I can’t. Not yet anyway.

“I don’t know,” I say.

“You don’t know.”

She is repeating my words now, since I really am making rational conversation almost impossible. We have reached the point where something’s got to give. Something’s got to be coming here.

“You don’t like the man. You don’t know why you don’t like the man. And you would like us to move to Alaska, for no concrete reason. Have I got that, son?”

If this were not so serious, this would be a perfect me—Eleanor moment. If we were not talking about precisely what we are not talking about, I could say something like ya, that all sounds pretty nuts, El, but it ain’t nothin’ compared to the honest truth.

But I know I can’t.

However, there is something I can let her in on. Something I really must, finally, let her in on. I can keep the information quite specific, not bring anyone else into it. Hell, that’ll be enough, won’t it?

“Right,” I say. “Well actually, I do have something to tell you. Something to show you, to be precise.”

“Then show me, Marcus,” she says in a weary, but tolerant Eleanor voice. My Eleanor voice. We will be all right, I am certain of it now. I am doing the right thing, what I have to do. “Show me, and by all means, do be precise.”

I take her by the hand, much more gently this time, over the small footbridge that is the most direct route from here to the woods.



“What are you doing, Marcus?” Eleanor says tentatively as we emerge through the woods, through the clearing, reaching my tree. “I don’t like this. I don’t like it here. I don’t like what I’m feeling.”

I steady her, holding her by the shoulders, although I probably need more steadying than she does. I know full well how ferocious her feelings are on the subject of magic. But even more unsettling than that is the memory of when I last attempted this revelation, at another tree, in another woods, with Jules. I shudder at the memory of that past, at my guilt which, in the fever and confusion of everything else, can sometimes blessedly be if not forgotten, then ignored.

I hold Eleanor still, staring into her eyes.

She sees my eyes, sees something familiar and unwelcome, and turns sharply away.

“Eleanor,” I say.

“I hate this place,” she says.

“Why?”

“It gives me the creeps. This is a bad place. It just feels like a bad place. I want to get out of here, Marcus. Right now.”

“Not just yet,” I say. “First …”

The wind, out of nowhere—rather out of everywhere, since it seems to hit from all directions—starts to blow. It is a hot, desert wind, and it stirs the trees, the dirt and leaves and pine needles off the ground. It leans on us, makes us have to brace ourselves for stability.

“Marcus,” she says, clearly unhinged now. “Marcus, let’s go.”

“No,” I say calmly, and take several steps back from her. She can see it coming and rushes up to me, refusing to let this happen.

Chuck comes galloping out of the forest to lie sphinx-like by my side.

“I knew you’d be here somehow,” she shouts at him, accusingly.

I start to raise my arms, and Eleanor immediately flattens them back down to my sides.

“No,” she says, tears welling up in her eyes.

“I’m sorry, Eleanor,” I say, feeling myself start to go as well.

“Not again,” she says, crying freely this time, straining to be heard above the swirl and crash of the wind attacking the trees. “Please God, not again.”

“I’m a witch, Eleanor,” I say, sadly. I am sadder, madder about it than I have been at any time before. “I don’t want to be, but I am.”

“Damn you!” she screams, right in my face, right through my face, with a greater force than the hurricane around us. But it feels like it is not me she is screaming at. Or maybe that is merely what I hope.

“How many times can one life be ruined?” she screams.

“We can run,” I say, simply, weakly, unconvincingly. “We can leave it behind somehow, get away somehow.”

“You cannot run away from it,” she says, practically spitting at me. “You are it, Marcus. You cannot leave it behind. It will not leave you behind.”

She knows, of course. Of course she knows.

She stands in the eye of our private storm. Staring at me. Staring at Chuck. Tears stream down her face, and she looks suddenly exhausted, defeated, old.

She turns to pure rage. She winds up and kicks Chuck in the side, in the ribs, so hard he cries, a sound like a human baby bawling, and rolls onto his side before hobbling off behind a tree. Then she turns back to me.

Slaps my face, hard. And again, and hard again, and again, harder and harder still, until the side of my face is numb.

I drop my chin to my chest, stare at my feet, and prepare to absorb it for as long as it takes.

Instead, I hear her beat feet, running away. I look up and call in time to see her trip on a tree root, fall onto her hands and knees. I rush to her but she is up and, dirt-caked hands thrust out in my direction, warning me away.

“You stay here, witch boy, where you belong.”

She turns again and, sobbing wildly, is off in the direction of civilization


CHAPTER
6

I thought it was the right thing to do.

It was the right thing to do.

But the right thing and the smart thing are not always the same thing.

I should have known she would have reacted more or less that way. This, to Eleanor, was the worst possible news, the one thing she could never bear. It is the equivalent of a death in our little family.

I wander the woods with Chuck after Eleanor has left us. Of course with Chuck. Chuck is all I have now.

We wander and wander, no aim in sight nor in mind. We wander farther and wider than we have ever gone in these woods, in the Port Cal woods, in any woods anywhere.

Farther, in fact, than I ever imagined these woods could go. It is a massive expanse of forest, covering many miles, containing small waterways, populated with the sounds, if not the sights, of many different kinds of life. Birds chirp and cheep, some in songs completely foreign to my ear. There is scurrying all around, on either side of us, no matter what path we take. Claws dig into bark as this or that creature makes its way up a tree to get a better vantage point to take a gander at the two of us.

Because there is no mistake: Chuck and I are the center of our invisible neighbors’ attention.

Oddly, though, Chuck makes not a single dash to root anything out. His ears do not even twitch, the way they do when something moving under cover catches his attention.

It is as if none of this is new to Chuck, and he is not surprised by any of it. And I surprise myself in turn by not being surprised.

We walk and weave our way with determination through a fluidly changing landscape that moves from entirely coniferous woods, to oak and birch, to dense and viney rainforest. As the landscape changes, the temperature fluctuates, from hot to cold to temperate, and the moisture level changes too, from rain to arid air. We seem for all the world to be traveling all the worlds, through their intertwined network of secret woods. Had I not been the places I have been lately, had I not seen, felt, heard all that I have, this would be unnerving to me. But as it is, as it happens, it doesn’t even feel that strange. I feel somehow right about the incredibly moving world I’m speeding through. I feel almost familiar with it.

I walk blindly but surely, knowing not what lies in front of me, but certain of the fact that I want to walk, to travel, to progress, from the scene that is behind me, the truth, the reality, the shame and sadness that is behind me.

And walk I will. Walk I do. Chuck at my side and occasionally ahead.

Until finally we come upon our destination.

I recognize it as soon as I arrive, even though I have never before seen it, or anything like it.

It is a patch of intense emerald moss, the size and shape of a baseball field. I can smell the moss, the rich vapor of it rising in clouds with every step I take onto the soft carpet of it. I walk, feeling the ground give gently under my feet, until I reach the center of the great wide open. I turn to see my footprints and Chuck’s, still there behind us but closing up quickly, like wounds that instantly heal themselves.

And I make one long rotation where I stand, taking in the majesty of it, of the massive array of stones ten feet, twelve feet, twenty feet tall that stand guard around the rim of the emerald-carpeted field.

This is their place. I know it. I feel it.

“Of course you know this place,” he says from behind me.

I don’t look at him. I continue staring at the stones.

“Because it is likewise your place,” he adds. “In a way.”

“Because I am them,” I say.

“You are not them,” he growls.

“I am not you,” I say defiantly

He does not take up this challenge. He waits. He pats Chuck, I can see out of the corner of my eye, stroking him lovingly. Chuck responds, raising his head, leaning into him.

“You were not supposed to tell her,” he says. “You agreed not to tell her.”

“I agreed not to tell her about you. I didn’t say anything about telling her about me. She had to know.”

“Well, you saw what you did. You have made it much more difficult.”

“Made what more difficult?”

“Protecting her.”

Now I spin to face him.

“Why does she need protecting? What is going to happen to her? Why would my telling her about me change anything?”

“Marcus, these are very bad, bad witches we are dealing with.”

“They say the same thing about you!” I scream, and shove him hard in the chest, as if this were nothing more than a schoolyard fight.

He indulges me, does not respond to it.

“I understand your confusion. But we have to get past this now, because time is not your friend at present.”

“Nobody is my goddamn friend at present!” I say, shoving him twice as hard, sending him a good ten feet backward.

He calmly walks to me again.

“I am your friend, Marcus. I have always been. That is why I left you, to spare you.”

I try my shove move once more.

And feel the shock of it all the way up my bones.

It feels as if I have punched a steel wall with both hands. An electrified steel wall.

He continues. “They do not have our power, Marcus. That is why they fight through other means. In order to finish me, they need you. Just as they needed you and your mother, years and years ago. By telling your mother about this, you have only accelerated things. It could force their hand, so to speak.”

“Would they—?”

“The answer is yes, son. The answer to all questions about the coven that begin with the words would they is yes.”

I go into a panic, begin pacing madly, walking a circle, not knowing what to do, knowing what I have done.

He reaches out, places his long, bony hand on the crown of my head like a skullcap.

I calm. My mind is still a mess, but my heart slows, I can think, I can listen. I can feel myself turning toward my father. Not so much out of a sudden trust as out of desperate need.

“There is still time,” he says. “They will not do anything. Not yet. Dr. Spence is great trouble to us,” he continues. “All vile roads lead to him, which I think you already suspected.”

“Yes,” I say, “and when I found Eleanor there with him …”

A low, terrifying growl comes from him now when I mention this. It appears not to come out of his mouth but down through him, through the ground.

He still has his hand there, atop my head, gripping it, holding me somehow totally within his embrace, when we feel it.

As though responding to a sound in the air that isn’t actually heard, we all—me, Chuck, and my father—prick up and turn to look into the distance, the direction I came from.

“They are coming, aren’t they?” I say.

“Yes,” he says.

“Do we stay? Do we meet them?” I ask, terrified that the answer is yes.

He shakes his head. “This is theirs. We should not meet them on their ground.”

“Good enough for me,” I say, and the three of us make a calm but direct retreat across the field, through the standing stones, and out.

We immediately step into yet another world I have not been to before. It is like the surface of the moon, almost, a rolling, undulating landscape of bald limestone hills and crevices through which every imaginable type of flower pokes, one small stem at a time. It is colder, much colder, than the land we have just passed out of.

“What are we—?”

“You have been walking, my son, through your kingdom,” he says with a sweeping gesture. “You were earlier, and are now, walking through not only land but time. The ancient Celtic forests, bogs, hillocks—all under your aegis, if all goes according to the will of Cernunnos, god of Celtic forests.”

Already the limestone has given way to brown, marshy, thick, pungent peat squishing under our feet. This immediately gives way to fields of heather, before falling away before us and once again plunging into warm, dense forest.

“I still don’t know about you,” I say, following closely at his heels.

“I know you don’t. As time is an issue, perhaps you had better ask.”

I surprise myself by getting rather directly to the point.

“Can you tell me that you are not evil?”

He laughs for a good thirty uncomfortable seconds. Then, as it settles, he answers.

“No,” he says. “If indeed evil exists, then I am in part evil.”

“So do you doubt it exists?”

“I do not.”

“Jesus,” I say, backing off the pace a bit. “You know, I’m giving you every chance here to work with me….”

“You cannot live as long as I have lived, through all I have seen, and deny the existence of evil, son. Likewise, I believe that the individual who disclaims any evil content in his own nature is immediately to be feared and distrusted more than anyone. Because then you are in the presence of both evil and deceit.”

We walk through snow now, but we are not hampered.

“As I have told you, you are evil too,” he says. “You already understand this, I know. It is now your duty, your destiny, to learn to gather your strengths and overcome your mighty flaws to do what is right for your people, for the world. Such is the obligation you and I carry, Marcus Aurelius, that our adversaries do not.”

I find myself certain of one thing he has tried to instill: the sense of time getting away. I feel it strongly, that we have none to waste, and so I don’t.

“Why are they our adversaries?”

He stops and faces me. It is still snowing on us, and the snow caps his shoulders and his head, making him look older, more austere, more like a mountaintop statue than somebody’s father.

“The coven, Marcus, is an ignorant and hateful race. Because of you, because of the union of myself and your mother, it declared a holy war of purity. They’re so threatened by the reality of mortal blood mingling with their own that they have threatened the existence of us all. They have pledged that if they don’t extinguish this”—he points at me, touching my chest with his long-nailed finger—“then the flame of an entire race will go out with their efforts.”

“They claim the flame is going out anyway. Because of you. Because you had me. When you and Eleanor … because she was a nonwitch.”

He takes a deep, slow breath, continuing to tap my chest lightly. “They lie, Marcus. This is about you, but not in the way that they say. It is about their fear of you, your mixed blood, and their ancient, closed society.”

I am staring at the finger, contemplating it all.

“They say they want you,” I say.

“And so they do,” he says. “As I’ve said, they want us both. They want the throne. They want these.”

As he says it, he holds two fists up, at his shoulders. Then he extends two middle fingers toward the sky, bearing the two now-massive staghorn rings.

“And as you know,” he says, “these rings do not come off.”

“Oh my,” I say nervously. “Oh … shit.” I look at my own ring, at the Prince ring, which I now see has grown bigger. I feel the roots of it extending up my arm, down into my chest.

His rings, their root system, after all these years, must reach all the way to his legs.

“There have always been good and evil together, Marcus, beating in the same breast of every creature to draw breath. The essence of a life lies in one’s capacity to carry on a good struggle from within.

“The finest, the leaders, the caretakers of a people are the ones with the strength to carry on that struggle properly. That is how Cernunnos chooses.”

Emphatically now, he puts the backs of his hands, and the bulk of those rings, up in front of my face.

“Cernunnos chooses wisely.” He gestures around at the suddenly lush and warm and aromatic forest enveloping us. “He chose our line to rule centuries ago. We must be equal to this. That is how we know. That is how we know we are right.”

He grabs my hand now, holds it up next to his own so I can see them together.

“Cernunnos chooses wisely,” he says again.

Without another word, we travel on, beyond everything everywhere. He knows not to say more. He knows I cannot take any more inside a head that is full to bursting with millions of years of absorbed history. With evil, rattling away at the bars of its cage.

He knows too that he has reached me.

Just as I am convinced that there is no end to this journey, and no end to the ancient Celtic forests of our kingdom, we reach the end.

We walk through yet one more almost impenetrable thicket of trees and emerge.

To an immediate cliff edge.

It is Chuck, grabbing my shirt in his teeth, who keeps me from going over and falling all that way.

Which must be seven hundred feet, straight down. It is a sheer face, this cliff, as if a giant had sliced two great lands apart with a huge, serrated knife. At the bottom, past ledges and ledges and improbable horizontal trees growing into a stiff wind, is the crashing, screaming mayhem of the ocean’s edge.

“We’re pretty near the sea,” I say to him, looking straight down as puffin and tern fly sorties to and from precarious cliffside nests.

“We are always near the sea,” he says.

“And you were going to let me fall,” I suggest.

“It is your kingdom. You had better learn it.”

“So,” I say. “What now?”

“They have to be stopped. Immediately.”

“How? There are so many of them.”

“Spence. He is our problem. He is the Doctor.” Again, he holds up the fingers. “The Surgeon.”

“How do we get him?”

“Through she who would be Princess,” he says.

“Come again?”

“We must go the way they go. Up through the bloodline. We must have the daughter.”

“Eartha?”

“We need her. I cannot get near any of them without being detected by all of them. But you, son, can have her. She is, in fact, stalking you. And since you have eliminated her familiar, she is not as aware as she would be.”

“So what am I supposed to do about it?”

“She will come to you, and you will know the time is right. You will bring her to me, here.”

“And what?” I ask, getting that nervous, lost, things-are-bigger-than-me feeling again.

“We will convert her,” he says calmly. “And put an end to this detestable blood war.”

I find myself shaking with the suggestion, and I do not know why. It is warm, there is a sweet salt-air mist spraying up from the white foam at the base of the rocks, but I am shivering like a newborn pup.

“Convert her?” I say cautiously. “That sounds … what is that all about?”

“Magic, Marcus. An obair at its zenith. You have seen much of the worst of our world, and now you are to see its best. You and I are going to make things right. We are going to heal a deep, angry, weeping fissure running through the heart of our people.

“Through this girl, in this girl, our people are going to return to being one people. A magnificent people again. Like we have not seen in a generation.

“Like you and your mother have not seen, ever. A world we all should have had for a long time now, which we will have, finally.

“All of us, Marcus,” he says.

All of us.

Chuck has to grab me again before I stumble off the ledge, overwhelmed by the thought of it.

Healed. One. Together again. A family.

My family.

As it should be. The way it was supposed to be a long time ago.

But for now, he is gone. Vanished in the mist.

And Chuck and I begin the long walk—all the way back through time and forest—home.


CHAPTER
7

Sad and scary things happen to me on a regular basis now. But nothing so sad or so scary as the fact that Eleanor can no longer speak to me.

I have made several attempts over the last couple of days to make contact with her, to try and claw my way through the mountainous awfulness that lies between us. But each time she has burst into tears, barricaded herself in her room to punch demonically away at her computer keyboard, or, worst of all, fled the house entirely without returning for several hours.

I wonder if I should try and blurt all, tell her that once we pull off this one magic moment, a kind of father-son outing, we will all be one happy, royal family, and life will be more perfect than ever, with the one unfixable exception of Jules. Life will be what you deserve, Eleanor.

Probably not. Probably I have done enough damage already and should keep my mouth shut.

She still prepares meals for me, runs the house and, more and more, works for the good doctor. But she does it all without being able to face me or what I am.

What I do is I wait. I am like a death row prisoner in my own house, the way I do nothing but watch television, play video games listlessly, bathe, collect the sustenance that is silently slid toward me on a tray.

And sit in anticipation of a great and frightening moment, worrying that it will come too soon or too late.

I have been at this for three days solid when the time arrives. Eleanor is out, because I cannot watch her all the time, though I would like to. Chuck and I are lying out on the porch, listening to the stream babble meekly, when Eartha appears. I go hot and cold at the sight of her.

“Hi,” she says.

“Hi,” I say.

“I guess you’ve sort of dropped out of school, huh?” she asks.

“Ah, well, unofficially, I guess so” I say. Swallowing deeply, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

She wags a finger at me playfully. “You won’t graduate.”

I get up from my prone position and sit cross-legged.

“You want to sit?” I say, patting the dried-out decking beside me. She sits. “Watch the, ah, splinters,” I say.

She smiles, sits close enough that our knees are touching.

Despite myself, I notice that it feels nice. It feels warm. Human contact—if that is even what you call contact between the likes of us—is suddenly so valuable to me, so foreign, lost, and wonderful. She comes over all gentle now, none of the more powerful earlier bits coming into focus at the moment, and the tension in me eases a little.

“We aren’t evil, Marcus,” she says.

I turn away from her and focus on the water beyond.

“We know you were there,” she goes on. “At the seat, our church. We know, of course.”

“If you would do me the favor,” I say, “of please not saying we, anymore. I’m not really interested in what we think, as much as what you think, when you are speaking.”

I look at her and she smiles shyly. She nods. “If you really are interested,” she says.

“I am.” I’m staring into her and, whether she knows it or not, wondering if Eartha, stunning Eartha, really wants to do me harm. I find it so hard to believe right now, despite everything.

We look just like that for a minute, just like two seventeen-year-olds with simple, recognizable problems and feelings. Part of me—and I have begun to see my psyche as this massive wall full of drawers which are pulled out one at a time—completely forgets who or what I am dealing with right here. The larger issues seem so easily to float away now, here, with the world so far away from me. I see Eartha’s smile, I feel her knee just barely touching mine.

She comes to kiss me, and I cannot take her lips fast enough.

I close my eyes fully. I try to open them, but they keep defying me for as long as the kiss lasts.

And it lasts several minutes. It lasts not nearly long enough.

“I wish you would trust us,” she says.

The moment is temporarily cracked.

“Who is ‘us’?” I ask grimly.

“I wish you would trust me.” she says meekly.

“I would like to trust you,” I say. And I mean it.

“Come with me,” she says.

“Where?” I ask.

“That doesn’t sound like trust,” she says.

Chuck makes a half growl, half sigh. But I am going.

“Does he have to come?” Eartha asks as Chuck naturally tags after.

“Oh,” I say, having just assumed he was invited.

“You can bring him if you want, Marcus,” she says. “I was just”—she holds my one hand within her two as she says it—“thinking about the trust thing. Wondering if you need him.”

“It’s okay,” I say to Chuck as he makes that odd little noise again. “I’ll be fine.”



It takes nowhere near as much time to reach the standing stones as it did before. Probably because this time we walk through nothing more than normal terrain, encountering none of the ancient forests along the way.

“This is what you wanted to show me?” I ask.

“It is,” she says.

“But I already saw it.”

“I wanted you to see it with me. This could be all ours, you know, Marcus.”

“There you go with that plural thing again.”

“This time I mean ours. Yours and mine. I want to be your Queen, Marcus. I want us together, I want us leading our people.”

Again, the pervading sense of time, of needing to get to the point, takes over.

“This is used for dark magic, isn’t it, Eartha? This … theater or whatever, that’s what it does, right?”

“Certainly we use dark magic, Marcus. Do you think it would be possible to match your father without it? We do what we have to do, nothing more.”

“Well,” I say, “from what I understand, you all are capable of plenty more.”

“No, Marcus, no. Believe me, you are being deceived. We are not evil. Your father betrayed Cernunnos and our people by growing wildly powerful, by thinking he was beyond the reach of all—Cernunnos included. He failed to abide by ancient laws and traditions, and by doing so has jeopardized our very existence. We are the ones who are faithful to our religion, to our people, to our god.”

I hear it, but I cannot feel it. What she says may in fact make perfect sense to somebody else, somebody who has not been sorting through this stuff as persistently—and as persistently mind-bendingly—as I have. I don’t give a shit about the religion, frankly. I give a shit about my life. About what I want out of it. About what I feel.

And so I am not listening to words. I listen, more intently, to what I feel.

And what I feel is strong.

She has believable eyes. I am believing her eyes and disregarding her words. And still believing my father. Believing both.

My instincts, admittedly, are in tatters. I would not trust myself to make the simplest decision at this stage, let alone one that could determine the life or death of an entire people.

But I can do nothing. I am falling into her right now. Falling into those eyes, those once-familiar, newly familiar eyes. I am falling into her, onto her, under her.

“Trust me,” she says as we lie at the foot of a monstrous standing stone.

I am about to pledge my trust. Maybe we can’t actually consummate it, maybe my head will explode or I will simply evaporate, but one way or another I am going to make this happen, and the consequences be damned.

But then I feel it. Same as I felt it in this same spot the previous day. Same as my father and my faithful familiar felt it.

They are coming. Now. And it’s not me who evaporates but the mist in my head.

I get immediately to my feet, and I start pulling her along.

“What?” she says.

“I don’t like this spot,” I say, pulling perhaps a bit hard. She stumbles, almost falls, but regains her balance and keeps up.

“Okay,” she says. “Whatever you think, Marcus. I’ll go where you want. But I do wish you would just—”

“Trust you,” I say. “I know. I heard.”



Again, time is not what it was a mere few days ago. We reach the spot in what seems only minutes, and Eartha lets out a startled gasp when the density of the forest becomes instantly cliff top and sea air.

And he is there waiting.

She screams when she sees him, trying to back away and run through the woods, but I hold her in place.

“No, no,” she screams. “Marcus, you can’t let this happen.”

“Why?” I say. “Does this spoil what the coven was going to do to me at the church?”

“There was nobody at the church. Just us. The only one who spoiled anything was you.”

“Liar,” I say. “They were coming. I felt them coming.”

“No, I swear,” she pleads. “I swear, Marcus, I know nothing of that. I was there with you. Just you … just us.”

My instincts remain shot. From constant abuse. I believe her. I half believe her.

That is my problem: I half believe everyone.

“Listen,” I say, “don’t struggle. This is all going to be for the good anyway. Good or bad, we will all be one again after this. There will be no more war.”

My family. Will be back together.

“No,” she screams as he steps nearer. “No, Marcus, no, no.”

I wince as I hold her still, feeling like some horror dentist’s assistant. But I reassure myself, as I have reassured her, that this will bring it all to a close, that this moment of magic will at least stop all the awfulness that has been swirling around for so long. Whatever we get next has got to be better than what we have now.

She is screaming like an eagle as he comes right up.

And shows his hand.

“What is this?” I ask, seeing what it holds.

He raises a hand that has foot-long razor nails, curved, yellowed, pointed, like the bony claw of some great bird of prey.

“This is what has to be done, son.”

“This, meaning what?” I ask desperately.

“Mingling the blood,” he says harshly. “Completely. She must be opened and filled. With your blood.”

“What?” I scream, just as loud as Eartha is still screaming.

“When our bloods are mingled, completely, irrevocably, the blood war is over. The blood of us all is one blood once more. The infernal purity issue is dead forever.

“As long as you both survive it.”

My heart sinks like a stone. He doesn’t care about me—about anything. Why can’t I get it straight?

At that instant, I feel it again, and I see on his face that he does too. They are coming. The only one not sensing it is Eartha. She merely screams away, with superhuman stamina.

My father strikes, his long, middle fingernail catching Eartha at the hinge of the jaw just before I catch him.

“Don’t fight this, Marcus,” he says, the force of our struggle twisting his face upward.

“Don’t,” I say, pushing, pushing back.

“Don’t be duped,” he says.

“Stop,” I say. “Stop, just stop.”

Neither of us will give, and neither will stop to negotiate. I feel, as he does, the approach of the coven like a cavalry of thundering hoofbeats.

Eartha runs finally out of strength and breath, and I feel her go limp in my arms as he makes his final, fearsome lunge.

With everything I have, and much I never had before, I drive back, hearing the deep, foreign, gravelly voice come out of me, seeing my vision go all shimmery with the rage.

And I take his hand, snap the wrist, and shove the five deadly nails right back up into his own face, the skin tearing wide open in front of me.

Then I add one more shove.

Off the cliff. Down and down and down, into the surf.

I stare after him, watching him, absorbing the moment, praying to God or gods or whoever matters that this is the last view I’ll ever have of the selfish, evil, rotten bastard.


CHAPTER
8

“Oh, no, not by a long shot,” Dr. Spence says as he tends to the wound so close to his daughter’s jugular.

He is discussing the possibility that my father is dead.

“Power like he has,” he says, shaking his head solemnly, “it takes quite a bit more than a little scratch and a seven-hundred-foot drop to finish the job.”

The job. I wonder how much of what I am getting caught up in is just business as usual in their world, when for me every day feels like Armageddon, and frankly, the end of everything can’t come soon enough.

“But we don’t need him dead, Marcus. We just need his power taken. We need our throne back. We need him deposed.”

“The rings,” I say.

“The rings,” he says.

Eartha is sitting up on the kitchen table, looking shy and sorry, hurt physically and psychically and ready to quit.

The rest of the coven have gone.

“I knew,” Dr. Spence says, speaking tenderly to his daughter, though the words seem addressed to me as well. “I knew something was brewing, but I couldn’t tell what. I knew he was very much with us. So when I knew the two of you were also out in the forest, I realized precisely what he was up to.”

I feel a powerful shame at that moment, even if I am not certain I have earned it. I drop my chin to my chest.

“It is not your fault,” he says to me. “You are certainly not the first to be caught up in his web, and you have far more reason than most.”

I look at Eartha, who is the vision of innocence, her neck still angry and raw around the bandage that now covers the wound.

“The important thing,” says Dr. Spence, “is that you now know. It was an expensive lesson but a necessary one. He cannot be trusted. You must protect yourself from him. You must protect everyone from him.

“You must protect Eleanor from him. Yes? Yes, Marcus?”

This is, I think, the first thing my father and Dr. Spence have agreed on. Eleanor needs protection.

No, actually, the first thing they agreed on was Eleanor herself. They’re both big on Eleanor. Though only one of them left her.

I would so love to see Eleanor right now. I need to look out for her, just to be near and know that she is safe, even if she will not talk to me. Even if all she wants to do is slap me, I will take it.

“He cares not for you, for Eleanor, for anyone.”

“I know that, all right?”

“He left you.”

“I said I know that, goddamn it!”

“What you don’t know is that he left you as a sacrifice to this quest for power and immortality.”

I stare at him, trying to figure out what exactly I am being told. Is he just being sadistic, reminding me over and over that I was thrown away like trash? Or is there something more to it? I feel my whole body flush and burn.

“What are you saying?”

“When he abandoned you and your mother, Marcus, it was to appease Cernunnos. He abandoned you to us believing that we would eliminate you in the name of purity. When he left you as a baby, and your mother defenseless, it was his intention that you die.

“He sent you both to the slaughter.”

I cannot breathe. The walls come close, the ceiling presses down on me. I feel the rage and the humiliation at once. I hear thunder in my ears and see blood on every surface.

And I see his face and I cannot bear it. I am gasping. I need air. I need release.

“You will be going,” Dr. Spence says calmly, putting a hand on my shoulder to steady me.

I nod. He nods.

“I realize how this all must be for you, Marcus. It is horrifying, the truth, but all the more reason you must be made aware now. You will have to meet him, Marcus. The end of this is coming. It is coming quickly. He will not rest. He has come back for a purpose. You are central to that purpose and so is your mother, and no one will be safe until this is finished.

“He has come to see himself as a god. The equal of Cernunnos. That has been the source of all our troubles. You are the only one who can end this, Marcus.”

I have to go home. I have to make sure that Eleanor is all right.

“We need those rings, Marcus. And we need you.”

I take a deep breath, feel my own ring biting into my bones as it grows and grows.

“You need the fingers,” I say, pointedly.

He shrugs, helps Eartha down off the table.

“He can learn to live without the fingers,” he says coldly. “It will be nothing compared to all the pain he has caused and will cause.”

I say nothing, for I have nothing to say.

I walk out of the kitchen, down the hall, to the front door. I feel her at my back as I push through, onto the porch.

“Thank you,” she says softly, turning me around and kissing me on the cheek. “For what you did.”

She kisses me again, on the other cheek.

“And for what you are going to do.”

Her kiss lingers there lightly, on my cheek, for a long time. I close my eyes and just feel it. Think of nothing. Just feel it.

It feels so good. So right.



Eleanor is all right. In a way.

She is unharmed, is all. Still, she is not back to her old self, not anywhere near it. She will talk to me, but in very short, flat spurts.

Still, she is not presently livid with me. This is progress, at any rate. I will take what I can get these days.

We sit across the table at breakfast, on the verge of conversation, but the problem is neither one of us has the right thing to say. I am not a witch would be the right thing to say, on my part. It really doesn’t matter that you are a witch would be the right thing to say on hers.

But the knowledge that neither of us can deliver on that keeps us stealing glances at one another and then quickly returning to piling our scrambled eggs onto our toast and shoveling the whole thing into our mouths.

I am, in fact, surprised to find her still here. She has taken to doing almost all her work out of the house these days, hauling her stuff over to Spence’s house or to the college itself, as if she had an actual, full-time position.

Which does not please me at all, for the record.

“I’ll be working at home today,” she says, surprising me with information. “I don’t feel quite up to going out.”

As a matter of fact, this statement makes perfect sense, for Eleanor does not look up to going out. She has been coming down with something—or just plain coming down—since our bad time in the woods. She looks weak to me and gray in the face. As if age is coming over her at a slightly accelerated pace. Her movements, even, are slighter and more gentle than normal. So I am glad to hear that she is taking note and taking care.

Not least of all because I feel so totally responsible for it.

But for an instant, she brightens just slightly. “I have my own office now,” she says through the gloom of us. “At the college.”

And she breaks my heart doubly.

She breaks it first with the sound of her voice, so small and so sad, and so full of the same longing I feel in my own chest. Breaks it with the realization that she has been dying to tell me this because I am her best friend and she mine, and she hasn’t had something like this development to report for a long time, and my little problem has popped up at just the right time to pour ice water over the whole thing.

But she breaks my heart in a whole other conflicting way. Breaks my heart because I don’t want her to have it. I don’t want her out of the house, out of my sight, out of my reach, or away from my protection.

Out of the house and into Dr. Spence’s domain.

He may be all right. They may be my people and my coven. But everybody still bears watching.

And Eleanor is off limits. To everyone.

“Wow,” I say, and conversation of any kind feels not so bad. “That’s really something, Eleanor. That’s great. Moving along quickly now, are ya?”

She smiles demurely, and I know I am right about how she has been bursting to tell me, bursting to share.

We are not greedy or unrealistic, Eleanor and I. We know what is still lying there between us, against us. But we are both truly happy to have crossed this one little bridge, and we won’t mess it up by going for more. We smile. We eat.

Chuck is scratching at the porch door.

Chuck is not a scratcher of doors.

I go immediately to the porch and look out, down toward the water.

It is, of course, for me. It is the bastard himself, looking like he is fresh up from the grave, though we know already that he has not had the good grace to die at all.

He has come for me.

Standing there in the water the way he has many times before, he is now infinitely more unnerving. His face, where I have marked him with his own claws, is shocking in its savage redness, the sheared and fresh nature of his wounds, as if he has been deliberately keeping them alive. He stares at me, expressionless, waiting.

For he knows there is nothing he need say.

“I’m going out for a bit, Eleanor,” I say, walking to her where she sits and hugging her so hard and so long that I can only be making her feel weaker, not better.

Except that she then, halfway through, begins hugging me so long and so hard that I might not be able to leave the house at all.

It feels large, this moment … our moment. Like we both know much more than we are saying.

Which is, of course, true.

I head for the door—not the porch and the stream, for I know he won’t be waiting for me there—and Chuck comes ambling up right behind me.

“No,” I say to him, stroking his great face on both sides. “You need to stay. You can’t be there this time. And you need to watch Eleanor for me. You have to take care of Eleanor.”

He sits down there, right at the door, as if he doesn’t believe me. As if he expects to shoot right out as soon as the door opens.

“No,” I say, more emphatically, and shove him in the direction of Eleanor, who for once seems genuinely to want his company. He sits by her chair, and she rests a hand on his flat head.

That’s the way I see them this last time, perfectly framed in the doorway as I back out.



When I reach the seat of the coven, among the standing stones, he is not yet there. Not visibly there.

I walk through the honor guard of stones, across the glossy morning moss, to the very center, turning two, three circles, taking it all in.

Once in motion, I see the stones for what they are: men, women, witches—centuries, millennia old, giants among our people, now standing watch over all we do. They are all beautiful, and only rarely do I perceive in one or another anything of the venal, untrustworthy nature I have encountered regularly in my dealings with the live ones.

I feel almost safe now, here. Almost protected. I feel like I belong, as I have not felt before.

“Time,” I call out, loudly, into the cool dewy air.

He materializes, walks smoothly across the moss to me.

As he stands before me, I come close to pity.

His face is a mangled mess. Like butcher’s meat strapped across a human skull. He is still bleeding, though it is days later, from the wounds I gave him.

He is stooped a bit, one shoulder riding lower than the other, his neck listing about ten degrees to one side.

He is a sad, fractured figure.

Lightning. Streaking from the sky, diagonally down, cutting the air between the two of us, precisely between the two of us, sinking into the ground as I gawp, then—zing—back up out of the earth, blasting into my face.

I scream, am blinded, thrown backward fifteen feet to land with a thump on my back.

I writhe, grabbing my face, rubbing, trying to see what I can see.

I see him. Standing over me in a riot of exploding white and red and orange flashes.

“Don’t pity me,” he says dispassionately. “Pity becomes pitiful in the blink of an eye.”

I am furious, as much with myself as with him. I climb to my feet, malevolence on my mind.

And am stunned once again to find, when I stand, that I am standing over my father. Certainly two feet taller than him and big, broad, stony muscular. I look at my arms, my burstingly huge arms, I flex my muscles, I open and close my fists, and watch it all like watching a film of myself, but not myself. I pound a fist on my own chest just to hear the thud of it. Then I look down at him. I lean toward him.

And as quick as the lightning before, his hand, that sneaky malicious hand, is shot straight up under me, as if in a boxer’s uppercut, only with a long-nailed index finger extended like a sword.

And thrust up under my chin, through the underside of my mouth, tearing the flesh, the muscle, every fiber. I feel him, as if it were happening in slow motion, cutting my tongue, through my tongue, pushing upward still.

Until finally his finger, with its razor-sharp nail, is lodged in the roof of my mouth.

I fall backward, falling and falling and falling with all the bulk of my newfound size, falling like the greatest tree in the forest, long and hard….

And I crash with him on top of me, on my chest. His blade is still stuck through me, nailing my mouth shut, though my brain screams with everything I’ve got.

His horrible minced face is one comfortable inch from my own. He hardly looks like the man he was before. But those eyes.

Those damned mismatched gray-green eyes are practically bumping up against mine, as he speaks.

“You still have very, very much to learn,” he says. “You have all the power in the world, and not a clue what to do with it.”

What can I do but listen? And hate him. I can lie here hating him, and I do.

But then he quickly—not painlessly—draws his nail out of my mouth.

He gets to his feet and, ponderously, I follow.

I lean over and spit about a liter of blood on the ground.

“The rings,” I say.

“Yes,” he says, unsurprised.

“I need the rings.”

“Why are you so easily deceived, my son?”

“Please,” I say, “just let this be over. Please,” I am using a voice that is too pleading for my own good. Too weak to be trying to do what I am doing.

“I am to blame, I know,” he says. “You should have been taught by your father. You would know truth when you saw it, if you had been brought along. I am sorry, son. I am truly sorry.”

I spit more and more blood till the ground at my feet looks like a slaughterhouse floor.

“Don’t make me kill you. Don’t say you are sorry, and don’t make me kill you.”

“They have told you nothing but lies. Because you are the only one who can kill me, Marcus.”

“Liar. They don’t need you dead. All they need are those precious rings of yours.”

He smiles sadly. “Marcus Aurelius, there is no difference.

“Liar!” I shout.

He points with both hands at his chest, at his hips, at his legs.

“You know this by now, son. You can sense it. Feel inside yourself. Feel how deep are the roots of this thing. These rings do not come off of us. They come out of us. As I told you before, you are an assassin. You have been sent to kill me.”

I do not want to. I do not want to do what he says, do anything he says. I do not want to hear anything he says.

But I have heard, and I know. I find myself feeling inside myself. Feeling the ring, after so little time, touching so many parts of myself. I know.

But do I care?

“Liar. Bastard,” I say. “All you ever wanted was power. You sacrificed me for it. You sacrificed Eleanor. I do not know how much truth there is in what you say about the rings. But I am willing to find out.”

I step toward him. I lean down closer. I spit crimson on the ground at his feet.

“Because all you ever cared about is this,”. I say, seizing his hand and holding up his ring, his ring like mine.

He has made it clear—and the burning, gaping cleave in my mouth reminds me—that he can fight for this if he chooses. He can fight and can probably still win. I do not care.

He pulls his hand away from me. Defiantly, silently, he holds it in the air for another few seconds. Then suddenly he raises the other hand, the one with the ring that is his and his alone, the King’s ring, the Gods’ ring, the giant staghorn ring that looks so heavy he must have trouble holding it aloft.

He takes his other hand and grips it.

I see instantly his eyes go wet with physical pain, and more. He gives the ring a jerk and winces with it. Then he pulls harder.

I step back, almost feeling the pain of it myself.

He continues, and I hear it now, bone crackling, sinew tearing, as he begins twisting and twisting the ring, and the finger, in a circle, one and two and more full circles as the ring, if not the finger, begins to let go.

I half turn away. But I watch. I watch.

He is pulling, pulling, tearing. He is groaning now, screaming now. Blood comes up, bubbling up like water out of a hot spring, up out of the joint where the finger has let go at the knuckle.

His knees buckle. He straightens and pulls with renewed strength.

The finger is off of him now. The blood is three times the blood produced by my mouth, but still there are things hanging on. He pulls more and it comes out. He pulls more. Roots, bone, cartilage, ligament, all come streaming up like the chain of a ship’s anchor being hauled up out of murky, thick water, with blood and tissue attached everywhere.

Out. All of it, all the bits of him, all the solid and fluid and what-all in between is up and out of his body, a thick rope of pulpy human matter six twisted feet long in all.

He stands, silent, wobbling.

He holds the entire mess, the ring on down, out to me. Then, gingerly, with his four-fingered hand, he removes the ring easily from the dead finger.

“It is yours,” he says.

I take four, five steps backward, recoiling.

“Time,” he says, and falls in a heap to the ground.

I rush to him, roll him onto his back.

He reaches up immediately, touches his index finger to the underside of my chin.

And I scream with the burning, the cauterizing. But I do not pull away, and in a few seconds more, my bleeding has stopped.

He looks, to me, as near as one can get to death.

“You were not lying,” I say.

He smiles and shakes his head no.

“This is yours,” he says again.

“No,” I say again.

He holds his other hand out to me limply. “Then finish it now. Give them what they want. For we will not survive them now if you are not Prince. And I would not want to witness it if we did.”

“I won’t give them anything,” I say.

“Take it,” he insists.

I stare at the ring in his hand. I am terrified of it. I am terrified of it going elsewhere.

“Will you die?” I ask.

He holds up his Prince ring, the ring that is like mine. “Not yet,” he says.

I take the ring from him, but I do not put it on. I know there is no going back once it is on.

“Time!” he suddenly shouts.

“What?” I ask, “What? Father?”

He stares off, away, back in the direction of town. His eyes are clouded, but there is an alertness in his face, a concentration, and a desperate fear.

“Go, Marcus,” he insists. “Go now. You must get back now. Go home!” He is pushing me away.

I jump to my feet, feeling myself no longer huge and powerful, but myself, and yet strong enough.

“What about you?” I ask.

“I will take care of myself,” he says. “Go, go now! You must.”

I run faster than I can run, shoving the ring down deep into my pocket, sweating and teary and out of my mind with terror of what I do not know.



I freeze at the steps to the porch.

There is blood everywhere. The porch is awash in blood.

I walk slowly, stiffly, up the steps, toward the door. I can see from a distance that there is writing on it, in that same red.


We were afraid that you were not going to be up to it.
Shame we were not able to trust you.
We will keep Eleanor until you are feeling more able.



I burst through the door screaming, “Eleanor, Eleanor!”

Until the scream is strangled, jammed back into my throat.

The blood continues across the floor to the breakfast table, where Eleanor’s food sits exactly as it was when I left.

And at the foot of her chair, in a bath of blood, Chuck.

My Chuck.

I walk to him, breathing two hundred breaths a minute.

“Chuck,” I say in a squeak. I touch, I pat his flat, matted head.

I pick him up, cradle him in my arms.

I drop to the floor, sit on the floor, with Chuck in my arms, and that vile, evil, goddamned ring in my pocket.

I hold Chuck’s head in my arms, hold him tight, and I rock him, I rock him, I hold him, and I rock.


He is all sinew and menace with his graceful, effortless motions. It is as much the case that the trees adjust to avoid him as the other way around. From far away I am already locked and trapped within that gaze of his, as if his eyes are way ahead and will get here minutes before he does.

His eyes are like mine, only something more: awful, soul-searing, gray-green mismatched eyes.

“Up till now,” he says, in a voice both oil and vinegar, “it has all been introduction. Easing you in. Waking your sleepy head. You are awake now, and aware of the powers we are dealing with. Everything will be different from now on. Everything gets serious now.”



There is a point, obviously, where you become as frightened as it is possible to be. Then you either die right there, explode from the horrific tension of it all, or else …

Or else.

What?
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