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PROLOGUE

 


Throughout the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, accused witches were being burned at the
stake, pressed with weights, hanged, stretched, and otherwise
tortured and murdered. While citizens looked on, both men, women,
and in some cases, children, were brutally murdered in the name of
ridding the world of witches and paganism.

Few of those executed were
guilty of any crime; most were probably innocent and Christian.
Some were Satanists, others were just senile. Many were grotesque
in appearance or simply too beautiful for their own good, and
others were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Those who truly possessed
power were rarely apprehended by the witchfinders. Most “witches”
raised families and held jobs, using their powers for the good,
rather than to hurt or kill others. There were a choice few,
however, who abused their power, just as many in high positions
have done since the beginning of time.

This is the story of a
witch such as that, and of the kind-hearted souls who followed him
through time with only a slight hope of ever truly stopping
him.

 


 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Andover, New
England

April 1693

 


With a deep uneasiness in
his heart, Galen studied each of the three as they waited for him
to begin. They pulled their wraps and coats tighter around them but
shivered nonetheless. It was bitter cold, Galen felt it too, but he
would not light a fire to warm them.

The paths each of them had
taken through the forest to get to the isolated cabin, tucked in
the dense woods a mile west of Andover, were winding and unclear.
Galen knew that even with that fact on their side, they could be
intercepted as they departed. Smoke from a fire would be a beacon.
If the discussion went as planned, they would not be there
long.

“You know why we are
here,” Galen said. “It has been delayed to the point that it has
become dangerous.” He stood from the bench where he sat beside
Katherine and paced, his worn leather boots covering over four feet
with each footfall, the top of his head just inches from the seven
foot ceiling. “Vickar’s activities draw Hornsby and his agents
closer to us each day.”

“I’ve been questioned by
the pockfaced bastard,” Elliot said. Pine needles and bits of brush
poked from his jet-black hair from his trek through the heavy
foliage. His dark brown eyes looked tired, but as sharp and focused
as always.

“So has Katherine,” Galen
said. “Margaret?”

“He wanted to know about
Vickar,” Margaret said, her face worried. “He even spoke to my
Jenny,” she said, her eyes narrowing to slits. “He’ll burst into
flame before he puts my child through his tests—”

“Margaret,” Galen said.
“We won’t allow that to happen.” He looked into her eyes, praying
she saw his conviction.

Wisps of dark brown hair,
streaked with premature silver, jutted from beneath her hooded
cape. “Mr. Hornsby has seen Vickar speaking to me. I’ve told him
never to approach me in public, but he defies me.”

Galen shook his head and
pushed his dark brown hair away from his face. “Very little time
remains before we are accused. Now all of you know I am an emissary
of peace.” He looked at each of them as he spoke. “I abominate
violence in any form, but what I have to say tonight may change
your opinion of me—”

“Spit it out, Galen,”
Elliot said. “We’re all thinking the same thing.”

“We ask him once to cease
his activities, then we kill him if he refuses.”

Katherine stood, pulling
her wrap tighter around her petite frame. “You and I have discussed
this in confidence, Galen.” She rested against the wall of the
secluded woodshed. “If there is only one thing to do to protect
ourselves and our families, then no decision need be
made.”

“Only the decision of
when,” Elliot said. He looked to Margaret, Galen, and Katherine,
his arms folded across his chest. “That is all.”

“Very well,” Galen said.
“It must be done immediately. We must take action against Vickar
tonight.”

Elliot looked directly at
Galen. “Then we agree.”

“Tonight?” Margaret stood
from her stool. “I scarcely got free of my husband and children for
this hour. If I am to be present, I should not be able to do it
tonight!” Her frantic green eyes darted back and forth between
them.

Galen, Elliot, and
Katherine looked at her and smiled, each of them. So petite of
form, their Margaret, yet so powerful a witch when necessary. She
could well have put her husband and children to sleep with a wave
of her hand, yet she made excuses to leave them. It was typical of
their sweet Margaret, sworn to the life of a mortal unless sickness
required her magic. She was most purely a healer, but on the other
side, she could cause death if a situation so called for it. Her
threat to cause the witchfinder to burst into flame was not an idle
one.

Galen approached Margaret,
taking her hands in his larger ones, swallowing them as he towered
over her. “Margaret, it must be done, and you know it well. For the
sake of all our families, Vickar must be stopped and of course you
will be there with us.”

“We must be one,”
Katherine said. “You know it in your heart.”

Elliot dropped onto a
bench in the tiny cabin and a smile touched his mouth as he spoke.
“We shall attempt to persuade him to stop flaunting his powers as
though his is the only life he risks. Then we can live our lives
without fear, Margaret.”

“Even if Vickar does
listen to us—and I don’t think he will—what of our ambitious
witchfinder?” Margaret said. “Who shall prevent him from killing us
in his own good time?”

Elliot chuckled. “I’m
hoping Vickar laughs in our faces, Margaret. I long to put him in
his grave.”

Galen turned toward Elliot
and sighed. Elliot Stansfield Corey was a powerful witch. Not
typically powerful, as with the use of spells or the ability to
manipulate human actions; Elliot's power was over plants. He could
make things grow at a highly accelerated rate, such as vines or
grass or trees. His powers could protect and nurture, and that's
how he used them. Corn or any other crop could grow tall in one
evening, maturing into food for his family, but not if under the
watchful eye of the witch finder or a nosy neighbor. This sort of
activity would have him accused and convicted all at once, if
noticed. And it would be noticed. Because of that, Elliot was careful. But Elliot,
when angry, could also be foolish.

This was something Galen
knew too well. He glared at Elliot and knelt down before Margaret
and smiled, still squeezing her hands in his. The warmth made him
not want to let go. “Now, Margaret. Hornsby is occupied with
executing innocents, addressing accusations toward politicians and
their wives. Most of them are examined and dismissed because the
accused is in a position of power higher than his own. He’s not
found a witch yet that I know of.”

“I say we forget the soft
approach and just do away with him,” Elliot said.

Galen let go of Margaret’s
hands and stood, looking down at Elliot. “You seem to think this is
going to be easy, Elliot! Do you forget his power? That one or all
of us could die this night? I suggest you give his abilities the
consideration they deserve before it is made clear by Vickar
himself!”

Katherine did not rise
from her seat, nor did she move at all, but Galen turned toward
her. They shared a spiritual bond making words unnecessary between
them. As soon as their eyes met, she spoke. “We will kill Vickar
tonight,” she said, brushing her light blonde hair back from her
face, her pure blue eyes clear and focused. “He is evil and he will
laugh in our faces, and we will kill him. As we must.”

“Elliot, show me your
weapon,” Galen said. “Surely we have the knowledge to judge what
would and would not kill a witch.”

 


* * * * *

 


 


The stately home was dark,
but beyond the gloom of the window, a deeper shadow moved. It was
Vickar. Darkness was his friend and he often spent hours alone, his
mood growing as black as the magic he practiced.

Murdock Vickar sought
power and wealth. He sought the deaths of his enemies. He achieved
everything he sought through his sorcery.

Most feared Vickar, if
only for his dark, piercing eyes and sullen, shadowed face. The
power he had was not spoken of, yet all who encountered him
recognized it. The only one who did not fear him was Hornsby, the
witchfinder.

Galen was sure, watching
the deeper shade of black pass back and forth beyond the window,
that Hornsby would capture Vickar soon anyway, and though Vickar
could, if he chose, end his own torture whenever he pleased, he
would reveal Galen and the others for the pure joy it would give
him. He knew they despised him.

“Give me the weapon,”
Galen said. “As we agreed, I will do it.”

Elliot shook his head.
“You’re a big man, Galen. If he struggles, you may need to hold him
while I do it.”

Galen stared at him, then
looked back at the window. “Very well. But await my
word.”

Single file, they walked
from the cover of the low bushes toward the finely built home on
Kensington Street. The brickwork was exquisite, Vickar hiring only
the best masons to build the fortress. Galen imagined hidden
passageways, dungeons within. Such a befitting place for a man of
Vickar’s impenitence. Galen stepped up to the huge wooden door and
lifted the knocker. It dropped with a hollow thud, like the first
clods of dirt on a newly lowered casket.

A moment later it opened
and Vickar’s face appeared, the bloody whites of his eyes staring
out of a gaunt face. “Ah, you’ve come. I expected you.”

“Then you know why we’ve
come, Vickar.” Galen spoke. The others stood behind him.

“You’ll pardon me if I do
not light a lamp,” Vickar said, stepping aside as he pulled the
door open. “I enjoy the night, and see no reason to violate its
purity.”

Galen stepped inside, his
eyes slowly adjusting to the dimness. They would not be able to do
what needed to be done in this pitch. “We need to have a
discussion, Vickar. I would prefer some light if you wouldn’t
mind.”

Murdock Vickar remained
silent for a moment, staring at them.

He sees us perfectly in
this darkness, thought Galen. He hoped the
weapon beneath Elliot’s cape was not visible.

“Very well,” Vickar
finally said. He walked off in the distance until he was invisible.
Galen grew nervous until he saw the flame of a torch approaching.
Vickar walked past them and touched the torch to readied wood
stacked in the enormous fireplace around which the cold room was
centered. As the flames grew, the room flickered into
view.

The cavernous sitting room
was devoid of chairs. The cobblestone floor, uneven and cold,
reigned dominance. Vickar appeared perfectly content to stand and
did not offer a seat to anyone.

“Thank you,” Galen said.
“Now, the reason we’ve come.”

“To get me to stop, of
course. You want me to stop being what I am.”

Vickar paced toward the
fire, then turned back toward them, walking briskly. He wore a dark
cape that buttoned around his neck. His hair was parted in the
middle, pressed against his head with some kind of oil that Galen
imagined he could smell. It made his stomach turn, but it might
have been something entirely different that caused it.

“Unlike us, Margaret has a
family, Mr. Vickar,” Elliot said. “Hornsby has spoken with her and
her daughter, and they are rightfully frightened.”

“What does she have to
fear from him,” laughed Vickar. “She could turn his head around a
dozen times if she wished, then let it spin back.”

Margaret stepped forward.
“I would never do that, Mr. Vickar! God gave me the healing powers
I possess. To abuse them would be to serve Satan!”

“Ah, but some say you
serve Satan merely by having them,” Vickar said.

“To the point, Vickar. Why
don’t you fear Hornsby?”

“I own Gillett Hornsby!” Vickar said.
“He thinks I’m an imbecile, that I don’t know he’s inquiring about
me. Not only do I know, I encourage it. If he and his fools try to
capture me, try to examine
me—”

Katherine stepped forward,
her face inches from Vickar’s. Galen watched the fire flicker in
her intense green eyes, admiring her bravery and fearing for her at
the same time. God how he loved her. They would be married in the
spring. He took a step closer as she opened her mouth to
speak.

“You will die, Murdock
Vickar,” she said. “As surely as I stand here, you shall die at the
hands of Gillett Hornsby. You know I See, and that is what I See.” She turned away
from him and his mouth hung open in a half-smile. Suddenly, she
stopped and turned to meet his gaze again. “I will watch and cheer
if I am there when you are hung, Vickar. Hundreds of innocents dead
at the hands of the witchfinder, but your one dark soul would
justify them all.”

“Katherine!” shouted
Galen. “Do not speak with such a tongue!” Katherine’s words
frightened Galen, but not because she spoke them to Vickar. Because
she did see, she was rarely wrong. She probably did not even
realize the implications of her warning to him, but Galen
did.

It meant they would fail
tonight. Vickar would not fall by their hands. Galen longed to
learn what else she saw, but there was no way to back out
now.

Margaret stared,
shocked.

“No, let her speak. I’ll
let her know when I’ve had enough,” Vickar said, amusement on his
face.

Galen wondered if
Katherine really envisioned what she described. If so, it would
come to pass. If only trying to get Vickar’s attention, she had
succeeded.

“Hornsby himself will hold
the torch or be under that hood,” Katherine said. “He’ll touch the
flames to your pyre, or drop the floor from under you, and you
should look for me then. I’ll be the one smiling in
front.”

Vickar had stepped away
from Katherine. He stood near the fire and picked up a poker. He
stabbed at the sparking, popping wood, pushing the logs until new
flames reached toward the flue, as though stretching to escape Hell
for the kingdom of Heaven. He turned his back on Katherine and put
the poker back down, resting it against the stone
hearth.

Galen breathed a sigh of
relief.

But somehow when Vickar
turned, the poker was still in his hand. Galen looked again at the hearth, but it
was not there. What happened next was all too fast.

“Suffer you for your idle
chatter of the future,” Vickar said, “when you should have no
future beyond this night!” He lunged forward, jamming the poker
through Katherine’s chest with a loud grunt of pleasure. The curved
hook tore the wound wider as it pushed through, and Katherine’s
precious blood spilled out onto her shawl in dark red
ribbons.

Galen heard his own manic
voice screaming, “No, you bastard! No!” He leapt at Vickar, whose
face held a wicked smile even as Galen gripped his neck with all
his strength and dragged him across the floor away from Katherine’s
struggling body.

Margaret dropped to the
floor and lay her hands over Katherine, but Galen focused on
Vickar. With his evil power, he could overcome one man, even a
fellow sorcerer, with little effort.

“Move aside, Galen!”
shouted Elliot, removing the sharpened two-foot branch of hemlock
from beneath his cape and holding it high over his head, his arms
shaking with fury and fear.

Galen pulled his arm
backward and slammed a huge fist into Vickar’s cheekbone,
shattering it with one blow. He rolled from atop him and shouted,
“I’m clear. Now, Elliot!”

Tears fell from Galen’s
eyes as he watched Margaret remove the poker from Katherine’s
chest. She tossed it aside. His gaze returned to Elliot, who
appeared to be frozen in place.

“Elliot! You must delay no
more!” Galen could not wait any longer. He dropped down beside
Margaret and took her hand in his, while each of their other hands
covered the entry and exit wounds of the poker. Lowering their
heads, they began a low chant, a healing spell they had both
utilized in the past. The task of healing Katherine would require
all of their strength now, even Elliot’s.

Galen whispered, “He will
see all of us dead, Elliot. It is in your power now.”

With a scream that filled
the cavernous room, Elliot brought the shaft down with all his
might. Vickar, as though his senses willed it, rolled to his left
at the last instant, the lance plunging through his right eye
socket, breaking through the side of his neck with a sickly tearing
sound, then a hollow tap as the blood wet stick hit the stone
floor.

He lay still. Elliot
twisted the spear, jerked it from side to side, the sorcerer’s head
moving grotesquely with each motion.

“We need you, Elliot.
Hurry.” Galen and Margaret continued the low chant.

Joining them, Elliot lay
his hands atop each of theirs and joined the
incantation.

Katherine’s chest heaved
upward, her back arched. With a high-pitched gasp, she drew in an
enormous, sharp breath. The others lifted their hands from her body
and held them over her, joined together in a circle.

The hole in her chest was
gone. Galen was the first to release the others.

“Katherine, my
love.”

Her eyes flittered open,
focused for a brief moment, then gently closed once more. When they
opened again, she looked at Galen and smiled. “Did you . . . is he
dead?”

Galen looked behind him at
the twitching body of Vickar. His chest moved ever so slightly, but
he could not survive long. “As good as, Katherine. As good
as.”

Voices. Outside the huge,
wooden door. The sound of many torches burning together, clanging
metal. Galen knew immediately who it must be.

Hornsby. The
witchfinder.

“Leave him!” he said,
indicating Vickar’s body. “Hurry!”

While Elliot and Margaret
pulled Katherine to her feet, he snatched the torch with which
Vickar had lit the fire. “Follow me now!” He ran parallel to the
door and down a corridor. Small torches, spaced every ten feet or
so dimly lit the hall, and now and then a door presented itself.
Inside each one was more pitch-blackness, a trap to stumble into
with no way out.

“Elliot, when you
inspected the house, wasn’t there a door on the side
somewhere?”

“Yes, it should be up on
the right . . . any one of these rooms may lead to it!”

Behind them, the sound of
wood splintering and boots upon stone.

Galen’s body glistened
with sweat as he pushed open the next door. He stared at Katherine,
Margaret, and Elliot. “We must choose wisely or all we’ve done is
for nothing. Pray for us, all of you.” He waved them inside and
closed the door behind them.

The sounds of the
witchfinder and his agents grew closer. Galen and the others
huddled in the darkness, waiting to be found and dreading what
would follow.

 


* * * * *

 


The trial was held the day
after their capture. It was clear to Galen and the others that
Hornsby was particularly glad that Vickar was not dead. That was to
be his pleasure, as Katherine had warned.

The trial was all very
perfunctory, as Galen knew it would be. Vickar, unable to speak or
otherwise communicate, could not verbally give Hornsby details as
to any of their activities, but that wasn’t necessary. Hornsby had
gathered his own information. In his perverted pursuits, he had
examined Katherine. It attacked Galen’s sense of control, knowing
the bastard had touched her. Hornsby had discovered the tender, red
skin on Katherine’s stomach and back, and when his agents recovered
the bloody fire poker from Vickar’s home, he had correctly
concluded that she had been impaled and had survived it –
confirming unnecessarily that she was indeed, a witch.

Galen did not want to live
without her anyway, but a terrible sense of guilt consumed him.
Katherine would suffer far more than if she had simply died there
on the floor. Her vision had been nearly correct, though. She would
see Vickar burn, but not from the crowd; she would be one of the
attractions, and may or may not watch from her own pile of
kindling.

If she could watch Vickar
burn, Galen knew, she would.

He stood in the tiny cell,
his head brushing the ceiling, his legs barely able to stretch out.
It was bitter cold, and he felt for the others, wherever they were.
His only hope was that it would end quickly, that each of them may
be able to use their powers of detachment to separate themselves
from the bodies that would suffer such agony at the licking
flames.

He knelt on his swollen
knees and prayed, though to what god, he did not know.

 


* * * * *

 


The crowd was thin but
growing in number, the morning bitingly cold and baleful. As Galen
was led out to the platform, his arms and legs in chains, he looked
away from the crowd toward the gray sky, but still he heard
murmurs, some laughter, even someone clapping their hands together,
screaming ‘Burn witch, burn!’. When he opened his eyes again, a
piece of fruit so rotted it was unidentifiable spattered against
his cheek, but all that warranted his attention lay directly in
front of him. Five enormous pyres had been arranged on the
platform, the sticks pointing toward the heavens, straw tucked
between each one.

They were to be burned at
the stake. It was unheard of in New England. Galen had heard the
Scots and Germans had burned their accused for centuries, but
hangings were more common here. Poor Margaret and Katherine. They
would be even more petrified by this final torture.

Galen was led out first,
for though Vickar was deemed the leader by Hornsby, he was nearly a
corpse, mute and clinging to life. Galen’s shackles had already
turned his ankles raw, the wide, steel rings sharpened for just
that reason.

Despite the tortures, he
refused to give them the names of any of his loved ones. To block
out the pain, Galen simply detached from his body and hovered
overhead, watching the frustrated witchfinder and his henchmen
batter, burn, and puncture holes in his body. They finally grew so
frightened at his failure to react that they fled the freezing
cell, amusing even Galen, though he realized when he once again
joined his human form, the pain would be immense.

That was of no matter.
Hornsby wouldn’t get the satisfaction of seeing him suffer. Galen
knew his death would come soon, and to see Katherine again was his
only desire. She was aware of his love for her, but he felt a
desperate need to tell her again before they parted
forever.

As he stumbled out, his
body badly ravaged from the interrogations, he turned to watch
Katherine. The fear was so evident in her eyes that it tore at his
heart, but he held his tears and forced a slight smile. However
unconvincing it was, she smiled back, her bruised face and neck
clearly visible, even from a distance.

Galen stepped up onto the
platform, walked to the far end and was tied to the first fagot,
the largest of them all, to accommodate his size, no doubt. As two
agents tied Galen to the kindling, Katherine was led to the stack
beside him.

Be strong, my love.
Galen projected the thought, and she looked at
him. Dirty streaks lined her cheeks where earlier tears had fallen,
but there were none now. He moved his lips to speak his devotion
and words of strength, but suddenly his arms were jerked back and
manacled with chains, which also ran from each ankle, around his
waist, and wrapped around a center post behind him. Rope would burn
through, and to the Christian citizens of Andover, a bound, burning
witch was preferable to a burning witch running, without
deliberation, through the crowd, setting them on fire as it chanted
the last evil spells of its existence.

Elliot and Margaret were
brought out next, and a man’s wails were suddenly heard above the
crowd that had now grown to fifty or sixty people. Galen scanned
the group and finally spotted Margaret’s husband,
Andrew.

His clenched fists raised
high above his head, he shook them and cried toward Heaven. He did
not look directly at Margaret; the single time he was allowed to
visit, he was interrogated and she had told him not to. Hornsby
wanted to take as many as he could, and Margaret wanted her
children to be raised by their father, who could take another
wife.

Poor Margaret’s eyes were
squeezed closed, and she drifted into her own world of safety.
Nothing could be done now, even by one as strong as she. To truly
reveal herself as a witch by attempting to save her own life would
surely jeopardize the lives of her family. It was something Galen
knew she would never do. It was much the same for all of
them.

Elliot showed no signs of
fear, though his face was so battered he probably could not even
see. Still, he faced the crowd in silent defiance, his head held
high upon a bluish purple neck. Neither Elliot nor Margaret had
spoken to the interrogators; it was something Galen simply knew. If
only the witchfinders everywhere found only witches, it would all end soon;
those with true powers would never speak the names of the innocent
to stop their own torture.

Galen and the others
understood that the weakness of mortals was not their fault. The
pain was intense, and they would give up their mothers and fathers
to make it end. Sometimes even their children. By the time they did
so they were nearly insane anyway, and could not be
blamed.

The last to be brought out
was Vickar. A man on each side, they dragged him, sightless and
seemingly near death, to the pyre closest to the steps. As he was
tied, Galen stared alternately at him and at Katherine.

At least the world will be
free of him, Galen projected to
Katherine.

Maybe that will be a
comfort to those we leave behind, Katherine responded, and Galen agreed.

The job was finished.
Galen and the others turned their heads toward the crowd as Hornsby
made his way up the steps near Vickar. He banged his walking staff
on the platform floor and instantly quieted the crowd. They would
not defy him or any one of them could be the next examined for
suspicion of witchcraft.

“You see before you five
witches!” he shouted, waving a hand toward them. “You will watch
them suffer for their pagan ways this day!”

Shouts of ‘Burn the
witches!’ arose from the crowd, and scattered applause rippled from
one side of the street to the other like a spreading fire fanned by
a merciless wind.

Dead wind,
Galen thought. It is the
promise of death that drives this wind.

“We shall not hang these
five! For their crimes they shall be burned to ashes, cleansing the
good earth of their depravity! It shall be a lesson to all those
who follow!” Hornsby walked up to the hooded executioner who held
the torch, awaiting the command to light the pyres aflame. Hornsby
reached to take it from him, and at first, he appeared to refuse,
but quickly thought better and released it.

Galen didn’t remember
Hornsby actually carrying out the execution of any convicted
witches before. Clearly, he held a special hatred for Vickar, who
had purchased one of the finest horses in the land right out from
under him. Hornsby had saved for almost a year and, at a tavern in
Vickar’s presence, had discussed his intention to buy the animal.
The next day, Vickar rode up on the fine stallion, making sure
everybody in town noticed. He trampled an old woman crossing the
street, one of the horse’s huge hooves crushing her
skull.

She fell in his way, he
said. Hornsby was not the least bit concerned about the woman or
her family. It was the horse he cared about, and nothing else.
Galen knew that today Hornsby would get the remainder of his
revenge. From what he’d overheard, the horse was confiscated and
now belonged to the witchfinder.

“Have you anything to say
before I carry out your sentence, witch?” Hornsby asked, raising
the torch high above his head.

Galen watched as long as
he could, then closed his eyes. It would be over soon. Once the
crackling of flame met his ears, it would be the beginning of the
end. The next thing he heard chilled him to the bone.

It was Vickar’s voice, and
it boomed over the noise of the crowd and filled his heart with a
terror he had never before experienced.

“You will burn me now,” he
said. “But as my body twists in the flames before you, know that I
shall return!”

Galen looked at Vickar,
and impossibly, his mouth was still, his face still motionless.
Hornsby staggered away from him, the flames licking off his torch.
He stared at the burning torch dumbly, then threw it against the
straw and kindling stacked around Vickar.

It caught rapidly, but
Vickar was not finished.

“I shall come back to fill
the hearts of your children with terror, and their children, and
their grandchildren! I shall kill, rape and maim them, make
deformities of your future generations! And as these townspeople
look on, they will begin to bleed from all orifices until they
succumb to my power!”

The people of Andover
began running. Their eyes, their noses and mouths gushing blood, it
was a stampede of dying humanity, trying to save themselves from
the warlock’s evil curse.

The flames grew higher
around Vickar, and now his face was almost hidden by the
yellow-orange death sentence. Galen spoke aloud to Katherine this
time. He could not afford to allow her to miss his
words.

“Katherine! If Vickar
returns, so must we! We must not let him loose upon the world with
no one to put an end to him!”

“Galen!” she cried. “We
must come together! All of us!”

The executioner leaned
over and took the torch from the pyre, now fully engulfing Vickar.
He made no more sounds. Elliot watched the hooded man touch the
torch to the straw beneath him.

Margaret’s was
lighted.

Katherine’s next. She
screamed to Margaret, “Break free your hands, Margaret! Take
Elliot’s hand, and take mine!”

Margaret responded
instantly. Her powers were such that Katherine’s was a simple
request. In the next second, just above the flames that grew at her
feet, her arms were free. She stretched out on both sides. “Elliot,
break free and give me your hand!”

Elliot struggled,
concentrating with the whole of his mind and powers. The steel
wrist shackle shattered with a sharp, metallic clang, and his arm
was free. The flames around him already charred his legs and
elbows, but he threw his arm out and clasped Margaret’s
outstretched hand tightly in his.

Galen’s shackle fell open
and he took Katherine’s hand. As the flames grew around all of
them, he lifted from his body and hovered just over the flames. He
had to stay alive long enough to cast the spell. He projected it to
all of them, and knew that they would all understand.

“If Vickar shall return to
administer hatred and death, then so shall we return to put an end
to him forever. Katherine, Margaret, Elliot, Galen. We shall fight
the Evil One until his soul curses this earth no more!”

He plunged down into his
body again. In his mind he heard Katherine’s voice uttering the
necessary incantation, a voice he knew Margaret and Elliot heard in
their minds as well. When she finished the words that solidified
their mutual promises, he squeezed her hand one last time, then
closed his eyes, concentrated against the licking flames slipped
silently away from the burning shell that had been his physical
form on this Earth for the last time.

In utter silence, save for
the crackling of the swirling flames around them, the witches
bodies were burned by fire under the cloudy, early morning New
England sky. This fulfilled the sentence recommended by Hornsby and
handed down by the judge, and when it was over and the flames sank
back into themselves, the crowd was no longer. Some were trampled
by other dying men, women, and children – others had made it out of
the square only to die on the way to their homes.

All but Hornsby, who in a
strange twist of fate, was trampled and killed by his fine black
stallion the following day. As powerful as he had seemed in life,
his evil soul was mortal. Death, at least for him, was
final.

 


* * * * *


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Laguna Beach,
California

April, 2012

 


Peter Webster put the
paper down and stared at his twin brother across the round, glass
kitchen table. Despite the fact that they both shared the same
intense green eyes of their late father, they almost looked nothing
alike. Glenn normally dressed in the latest styles, and Peter,
educator that he was, settled for whatever he grabbed from his
closet so long as it was unwrinkled and clean. Both men had
handsome, chiseled faces and stood just under 6’5”, commanding
attention when they walked into a room, whether they wanted it or
not.

Glenn tended to want it,
being an attorney – Peter didn’t care either way.

“How much evidence did
they have on him, Glenn? A young boy was found in his house,
right?”

Glenn reached across the
table and slid the paper toward him. He smiled as he read the
headline:

 


JURY RETURNS NOT GUILTY
VERDICT

IN CLARK MOLESTATION
CASE

 


Glenn looked at Peter.
“Hey, that’s what I do. He wasn’t guilty of anything.”

“How can you say that?
What about the boy?” Peter’s eyes flashed anger at the thought.
“Think he was there running errands for some ice cream
money?”

“Not at all. I think what
I said in court. The boy was thirteen. You remember yourself at
thirteen? You had your own mind, didn’t you? Did things you weren’t
supposed to, sneaked out once or twice. Hey, I lived with you.
Neither one of us was innocent.”

“There were signs of
sexual relations, for Christ’s sake. The kid had severe bruising
around his testicles, didn’t he? I think had some anal tearing,
too.”

“You never jerked off too
hard when you were a kid? Did yourself in the pooper with a frozen
hot dog?”

“You make me want to
puke.”

The sliding door behind
them opened and their mother walked in carrying a bag of groceries.
Jean Webster wore blue jeans and a chambray shirt, and when she
smiled, Peter thought she looked pretty darned good for her
sixty-eight years, despite her gray hair and pronounced laugh
lines.

“Hi, boys. Any word from
Matthew?”

They both shook their
heads.

Peter stood, towering over
his mother, who was only 5’6” tall. Both Glenn and Peter had gotten
most of their father’s height, and towered over her. While they had
the same color brown hair, Glenn kept his fairly long, just to his
shoulders, and Peter kept his trimmed appropriately for his work as
a school principal.

“You got your hair done,”
Peter said. “Looks good.”

“Perm’s tight yet. It’ll
loosen.” She looked at the clock. “You boys must be hungry. Why on
earth is Matthew always late?”

Glenn scratched his head,
his eyes rolled upward. “Let’s see Jean, I’m not sure. Maybe
because he’s a fucking drunk?”

Peter cringed. “Quit being
an asshole, Glenn, and don’t call Mom by her first
name.”

“Now, Peter. If that’s
what he wants to call me, it’s his business. But I don't like the
language and I do prefer mom.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Glenn said,
feigning a sad face.

Peter shook his head and
took a sip of his cabernet. Their mother knew what was going on as
well as anyone. It was just easier for her to pretend certain
things weren’t true. Like the fact that Glenn, her wealthy attorney
son was a sleezebag, or that her youngest son was an alcoholic.
Putting the glass down, he said, “If we didn’t look alike, I’d
swear we weren’t brothers.”

“Let’s see . . . a
teacher, and an attorney. Yep. It’s hard to imagine we're related.
I personally try to hide it with the beard and
mustache.”

Peter shrugged. “It may be
a cliché, but at least I sleep at night.”

“I guess masturbation can
wear a guy out.” Glenn tilted back his lager and drank until it was
gone. “How long's it been since your wife walked out on you for
that surfer dude? Three years?”

Peter stood up. “You know,
this isn’t a whole lot of fun tonight—”

“Boys, stop it right now,
and Glenn, don’t be so ornery,” she said, a seldom-heard edge in
her voice. “And I don’t want to hear either of you call Matthew an
alcoholic.”

Peter sat back down and
glared at Glenn, then turned to his mother. “As much as I don’t
like to agree with Glenn, it’s true. So far Matt controls his
drinking to the point he hasn’t . . . well, let’s just say he’s a
functional alcoholic.”

“Well, I disagree,” their
mother said. “He’s been driving a school bus for years. He couldn’t
have kept his job if he drank as much as you say. Either way, we’ll
still wait for him to get here before we eat.” She unwrapped the
lettuce and started tearing pieces. “Peter, will you get those
steaks unwrapped please?”

“In the meantime, let’s
talk about you working for me,” Glenn said. “Being my brother, you
gotta have it in you. You can be a research assistant at first,
then we’ll see what happens.”

Peter looked at him,
dumbfounded. His brother's practice was dedicated to defending
criminals of the worst sort. It sometimes seemed to Peter that if
the case wasn't horrific enough, or if it didn't appear absolutely
unwinnable, Glenn wouldn't take it. And it often appeared to have
little to do with money. Not that Glenn didn't have his share of
it, but to take cases that were clearly long shots, representing
thugs and scumbags who could never pay him what the case would
demand was ludicrous. Still, who was Peter to question him. He'd
probably lost only one case in the last five years. His success
rate put him at the top, and the wealthiest criminals wanted him as
their counselor.

“How many times do I have
to tell you I enjoy teaching?” Peter put the package of steaks down
and leaned on the counter, staring into the face of his identical
twin.

“Remember that time when
we were like nine years old? We buried those frogs in matchboxes
and left them overnight?”

Glenn nodded. “Sure, then
we dug them up to see if they were still alive.”

“Did you know I had
trouble sleeping when they were buried? I thought about them all
night, wondering what it must be like in that tiny box covered with
dirt, in complete darkness. When we went back the next day and dug
them up, I was so relieved to see they were alive. I took mine to a
field and let it go again. I always thought it was like a lesson
for the frog. That it learned something about survival.”

“You’ve always been pretty
bizarre.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m bizarre.
When you found your frog alive, it pissed you off. You smashed it
with a hammer.”

“I don’t get your point.
What does this have to do with my question? Come to work for me—as
anything, maybe a researcher—and use that frog compassion for the human beings
I defend. You'll be on board—and in a good position, I might
add—when I run for Mayor.”

“Mayor of
what?
Purgatory?”

Glenn threw his head back
and laughed.

Peter shook his head.
“First of all, the voters and your opponents would eat you alive.
You defend pure, career criminals, and everyone knows it. You
couldn't win an election. Second of all, I’m happy right where I
am. To be honest, even if you found something for me to do, you’d
have to hold me at gunpoint to make me agree to work with you
and then I’d have
to give it some serious thought.”

“I don't believe what I'm
hearing,” Jean Webster said. “I’m proud of both of you, and your
father would be, too.”

Matthew Webster, the
youngest son of Jean and the late Edward Webster, did not show up
that night. So much for a Sunday dinner family
tradition.

 


* * * * *

 


When Peter arrived at
school on Monday morning, his best friend, Emma Sandelli, awaited
him. They had met twelve years earlier in 2000, when both were
attending the University of Southern California. He had been just
twenty-two then, full of ambition and apprehension, and she had
been focused on her goal as a trauma surgeon. While he never felt
anything more than a warm friendship with her, several of his
friends used to joke that she was secretly in love with
him.

He loved her because she
was a very close friend, and the lack of a romantic relationship
didn’t have anything to do with her looks or her personality. She
was a smartass, yes, but that was part of her sarcastic charm. She
kept her dark brown hair cropped just below her shoulders, and her
Italian-bred olive skin gave her an exotic look. The brown eyes
came from her parents, but nobody knew where she got the slightly
turned up nose that some described as ‘perky.’

But not in
front of her. That might
end up with a not-so-playful punch in the arm. And Emma could
punch. She insisted she wasn’t cute, but of course, she was, and
Peter was almost sure she knew it.

But as far as Peter and
her being an item, he always brushed off the comments. She was his
buddy, just like they were a couple of guys. They’d party, hang out
the next day. When Jill left him devastated, Emma did what best
friends are supposed to do—badmouthed her, recounted several times
when she'd been a complete bitch to her, and told Peter he'd be
better off without her.

After a while, when he
started dating again, his girlfriends would come and go, and Emma
was always there, his best friend. Now, looking back and picking
out key moments over the years, Peter realized Emma was probably in
love with him then, or had entertained feelings of love for him,
but most likely had given up hope for anything more than the close
friendship they’d always had. But still, here she was at age
thirty-two with no man in her life and practically only Peter’s
number in her phone book. No matter how much he teased her about
not having a boyfriend, she brushed it off, insisting she was
seeing someone, but wasn’t ready to introduce them yet. Peter never
believed it, but never pressed the matter. She was, after all, his
best friend. She would tell him what she wanted him to know, when
she wanted him to know it.

Peter almost dreaded the
next time someone would come between them, though it had to happen
sooner or later. When it did, it would probably be the kick in the
ass the other needed to start their life.

Emma sat on the low stucco
wall smoking a cigarette, her jeans dotted with ragged holes. When
she saw him, she smiled and waved, brushed her shoulder length,
brown hair away from her eyes and snuffed the cigarette out on the
bottom of her shoe.

“Hey Web,” she said,
burying the butt in a planter box.

“Hey Em. What’s up?” She
never met him at school, and in fact, wasn’t much of a morning
person at all. “Everything okay?”

“Great. Had some time
before work,” she said, giving him a quick hug and peck on the
cheek. “I have someone I want you to meet.”

Peter looked over at her
vintage ‘56 Volkswagen Beetle and squinted. “Where?” he
asked.

“Not right now, dork,” she
said. “It’s a woman I met at the trauma center.”

Peter rolled his eyes.
“Oh, how did I know it was a woman? Em, I don’t want to be fixed
up, especially to a trauma victim. I’m not that desperate
yet.”

Emma laughed and pushed
him, and her brown eyes twinkled. “Take a powder, Web. She’s a
pathologist. She came in for a first-hand look at a stabbing victim
I couldn’t save.”

Peter cringed, but it
turned into a yawn. “Sorry to hear it. You want to come inside? I
need a cup of java.” They walked into the one-room continuation
school where Peter served as principal. He led the way into his
small office in the front right corner of the building.

“We got to talking and I
asked her if she’d be interested in speaking to your class,” Emma
said. “She gives talks on forensic pathology—you know, what you can
learn from a corpse that might determine the cause of death or give
clues as to the identity of the killer.”

“Sounds like you’ve been
practicing. How did you get so close so quickly? You just met her,
right?”

“Like I said, I performed
surgery on the stabbing victim. He died, and we had a reason to
work together. Don’t worry, she’s very pretty.”

Cringing, Peter asked
“Where did the guy get stabbed?”

“The abdomen.”

“No, what
city?”

“Costa Mesa.”

“And I thought we were
safe here in Orange County.”

Emma rolled her eyes.
“Santa Ana’s in Orange County. Feel safe there?”

Peter shook his head.
“That’s north county. Anyway, sorry I drifted. The subject does
sound interesting. The kids ought to like it.”

“Of course they will.
She’ll call you today to arrange it.”

“Okay, but it’s just a
speaking engagement. If I like her I’ll think about asking her out.
Coffee?” Peter filled a cup with water and put it in the
microwave.

Emma looked at the jar
of Taster’s Choice and pinched her nose. “Yuck. Keep your instant. I only drink
real coffee. Anyway, Allyson said she’s open for
tomorrow.”

“Allyson?”

Emma smiled. “Allyson
Newland. And you are gonna love her. Gotta run.” She turned and walked back
through the main room toward the door.

“I’ll be the judge of
that,” Peter called after her. “What time you picking me up
tomorrow night?”

“6:00,” she called back.
“We’ll catch the carpool lane and make it to the Center in an hour
and twenty. But I’ll see you tonight at El Torito.”

“Hold up, Emma. I can’t
make it. I’m going to see Matt. Find out what’s happening with
him.”

She stopped in the doorway
and looked at Peter. “Why, what’s wrong with him?”

“He didn’t show up at
mom’s house for dinner last night. I just want to check him out,
see if he’s drifting too far into the booze.”

“Want me to go
with?”

Always willing to help
Peter out when he needed it, Emma’s eyes reflected genuine concern.
Peter shook his head. “Nah. I’m better off alone. Don’t want him to
think it’s an intervention or anything.”

“Okay, but tell him I love
him, okay? I’ll talk to you about it on the way to the game. I want
to know all about what you thought of Allyson, too.”

The phone rang on his
desk. Peter gave Emma a quick wave and sat in his chair, the
receiver in his hand. “Hello?”

“Peter Webster?” a
feminine voice asked.

“Yes . . . this wouldn’t
be Allyson Newland, would it?”

“How did you
know—”

“Emma just left. She said
you’d be calling me.”

 


* * * * *

 


The next morning, Peter
arrived at school early and drank too much coffee. He jittered over
some papers he was supposed to review but got little done. Allyson
had a sexy voice on the phone, and it had been a while since he'd
been with a woman. He could rest assured that if Emma set this
thing up, she'd already filled Allyson in on his marital status.
Now it almost felt like a blind date.

By the time Allyson
Newland arrived, he was on edge and nervous. All fifteen students
in the school were just coming out of their pottery course when she
walked in, and more than a few of the boys turned their heads. Her
hair, pulled back in a ponytail, was a gleaming platinum blonde,
her eyes a clear, almost Cayman green. Her narrow face and fine
cheekbones accentuated her beauty, and her long neck made a
wonderful transition to a body at which Peter had to make a
conscious effort not to stare.

Damn, she must be almost
six feet tall, thought Peter.

“Miss Newland, I presume.
I’m Peter Webster.” He held out his hand and she took it. His eyes
drifted to her breasts for just a split second, but one that he was
sure she caught.

“Allyson, please. I
understand your friends call you Web.”

“Emma calls me just about everything, but I don’t protest. She’s
earned it by putting up with me.”

“Is she your . . .
girlfriend?”

Allyson cocked her head in
a way Peter faintly recognized as the gesture of a woman trying to
be subtle but who knew she had failed miserably. Perhaps she
thought there might be a chance that Emma misunderstood their
relationship and was just being cautious. “No,” he smiled. “And if
you've talked to Em for even five minutes I'm sure you know my
entire life story, and not much of hers. We’ve just been close
friends since college. Gone through some times
together.”

She looked around at the
students and smiled. “Are they ready for me?”

Peter nodded. “Sure.” He
waved his associate, Holly Wrenfield, over. She was in her fifties
and had been teaching art and English for the continuation school
for eight years. Her brilliant red hair was as straight as corn
silk and hung from a center part to her shoulders. Her skin was
fair, and she smiled easily.

“Yes, Peter?” She looked
at Allyson, then back at him, and winked.

Peter glanced quickly
toward Allyson and was relieved to see she was watching the
students. With a slight glare, he said, “You want to bring the
smokers in from out back?”

“Oh, interrupt their
nicotine,” she said to Allyson. “You’re going to be real popular
with them.” She smiled and made her way toward the back
door.

“The kids can smoke
here?”

“The way we look at it,
they smoke anyway. Their parents have to sign off on it, and if
they can smoke out back, they won’t skip school just to escape the
meddling arm of the school administration. It works.”

“Makes sense to me,”
Allyson said. “I’ve just got a few things to bring in from the car.
Help me out?”

Peter helped her inside
with her laptop computer, an LCD projector and some other boxes.
After setting up, she spoke for nearly an hour, showed some
semi-gory PowerPoint slides and held the kids’ attention the entire
time. Even Peter was fascinated. When it was over, he helped her
back to the car with her things and wondered how to ask her for her
number. It was such an awkward feeling, and he detested
rejection.

As she opened her car
door, he fumbled with words. “Well, it’s been really great having
you here, Allyson. Maybe you can come back sometime.”

She leaned into her Audi
and pulled out a card. “Here. Take this and call me if you
like.”

He took it, and she said,
“Wait. Give it here.”

Confused, Peter handed it
back to her. She took a pen from her purse and wrote something on
the back of the card, then gave it back.

Her cell number. Peter
smiled at her. “I wanted to ask for that but I was having
trouble.”

Allyson smiled. “My
digits, as the kids say.” She hesitated. “If they still say that. I
can’t keep up. But anyway, now you don’t have to ask. See you soon,
maybe.” She dropped into the car, started the engine, and took
off.

As she drove away, Peter
laughed aloud. Humming to himself, he spun on his heel and went
straight to his office to waste the rest of an already perfect
school day.

 


* * * * *

 


The VW’s horn beeped out
front, and Peter grabbed his Los Angeles Kings jacket and ran out,
pulling the door closed behind him. It blew again, and he shouted,
“Lay off, Em! I’m coming!”

As he opened the car door
she said, “Man. I clean my mom’s attic, take a long shower, and
still I get ready before you.”

“Well . . . so what. I’ll
think of a good comeback later.”

“Comebacks have a shelf
life and that one’s already expired.” She backed the car up and
aimed it down the steep driveway, watching for oncoming
traffic.

Peter reached over and
pinched the back of her neck, glancing into the back seat. “What’s
all that crap?”

“Those were in a big trunk
in the corner of my folk’s attic. Stacks of pictures and stuff.”
She made a jerky right turn onto Pacific Coast Highway, better
known by southern California locals as PCH, and headed north.
“Check it out. Mom said the trunk’s not theirs. It was up there
when they moved in.”

“They’ve lived there what,
thirty years?”

“Twenty-six, and they’ve
never been in the attic. They just opened the hatch and put stuff
right where they could reach. Fucking trunk was like a time
capsule. Some clothes, lots of old photos.”

Peter laughed. “Potty
mouth. You ought to talk more like a lady.” He reached into the
back seat and grabbed a faded, black-covered album and put it on
his lap. When he opened the cover, dozens of loose pictures spilled
out onto his lap. He thumbed through them.

“I need gas,” Emma said.
“I’ll pump and you slide over to the driver’s seat.”

“You’re actually going to
let me drive your precious Bug?”

“It’s a special day. The
Kings are going to kick Edmonton’s butt and I really don't feel
like driving.” She pulled into the Chevron station and stopped in
front of the premium pump.

Peter closed the album and
put it on the floor of the passenger side. One by one, he fed his
long legs over the center console and put the seat all the way back
as he took the driver’s position.

“Let’s go,” she said,
hopping in. She lifted the album from the floor and opened it up.
“I love these old pics.”

Peter nodded and pulled
onto Coast Highway and into the late afternoon Laguna Beach traffic
rush.

 


* * * * *

 


Allyson pulled back the
cover and stared down, a deep sadness overcoming her. The little
boy’s body lay on the table, blonde hair the color of new hay,
recently cut, probably just growing out to a length the child was
content with when he shot himself.

Only five years old,
crusted blood bonded to the skin around his right eye, pooling
there after he accidentally discharged the loaded handgun into his
own temple. His little eyes, probably once a bright, inquisitive
blue, were puffy and forever closed now, the bullet wound
surrounded by a dark, circular abrasion ring.

Allyson did not move.
Instead, she stared at the boy for two full minutes before deciding
she could not end the day like this. Gently covering him, she
rolled the metal table back to number 217 and slid him into the
refrigerated drawer. Tomorrow. Little Jerry Walton wasn’t going
anywhere, the autopsy would probably not reveal any new
information, and it would wait until tomorrow.

Allyson Newland finished
her workday and walked lazily to her car. The Mazda fired up
instantly on a quick turn of the key and when she left the parking
structure, it practically guided itself to the Villa Rosa
Cantina.

It was already busy as she
made her way into a parking space a few hundred yards from the
door. She got her purse, threw it over her shoulder, and walked
inside, keeping her eyes straight ahead. The bar wasn’t as packed
as it once would have been, before the California Legislature ruled
that smoking would no longer be allowed in bars and restaurants.
Now half the patrons were on the smoking patio. She found a seat
easily.

“Help you?” the server
asked, her gum visible at the corner of her mouth.

“Sure,” Allyson said.
“Bring me a Lemon Drop and a Margarita.”

“Taking advantage of happy
hour, I see.”

Allyson smiled and nodded
as the waitress retreated toward the bar. What had she said again?
She’d already forgotten. Her thoughts jumped back and forth between
her father and the man she had met yesterday, Peter Webster. She
liked him instantly, his size, his face. His manner was casual, a
bit nervous maybe, which indicated he might have felt the same
about her.

Well, she had done her
part. Given him her number, even when he was too shy to ask for it.
That was about as far as she would push it, though. Instead of
taking the reins and just picking up the phone, she would do what
was expected of her like a moronic fairy tale princess. She’d hang
her hair down and wait for the bastard to climb up. If he didn’t
call in a week, she would drop a hint to Emma Sandelli. If she had
no reason to visit the trauma center, she would make one
up.

“Here you go,” the server
said, placing the drinks on the table. “That’ll be
$5.50.”

Allyson put seven on the
tray, and waved her off. “Thanks.”

Allyson placed the
Margarita on the napkin in front of the chair beside her. If any
men asked, it was her boyfriend’s drink and he would be right back.
It was easier that way. She came here only because life was better
than death, and though she loved her work, it was impossible for
her to leave a place of death and go directly to an empty
apartment. Coming here to people watch was interesting. Women
getting too drunk and letting guys feel them up. All the
testosterone-laden young studs keeping one eye on the ball game on
television and the other on any woman who walked by. Young, horny
couples and couples-in-the-works chatting and drinking and putting
on a show worthy of any National Geographic special on mating
rituals.

As fascinating as the
field of Forensic Science was, death couldn’t compare to life, and
too much silence sucked you in after a while. Some of her
colleagues could ignore the fact that each lifeless body once had
friends, parents, spouses or children, but Allyson could not. She
saw beyond the science, contemplating the lives that were now over;
who missed them, who they loved, what once made them happy and what
could bring them to tears.

“I’m not obsessed by it,”
she said aloud, startling herself.

“What’s that?” a man at
the next table said.

“Nothing,” Allyson said.
“I’m just practicing what I’m going to say to my boyfriend when he
gets here. He’s late.”

The pimple-faced man
smiled. “Let me know if he doesn’t show. I’ll gladly sit
in.”

Allyson smiled, sucked
down half of the Lemon Drop, and returned to her thoughts. Chalk up
one save for the mystery drink.

Then, surprising even
herself, she turned in her chair and leaned toward the young man.
“My boyfriend’s name is Web,” she said. “At least I’m pretty sure
it will be.”

He shrugged and she
shrugged back, still smiling.

`

* * * * *

 


“I like this one,” Emma
said. “Shows a couple of kids enjoying the simple stuff kids used
to do. Beach cruisers, feet up on the handlebars.”

Peter glanced at the black
and white photograph. “They weren’t beach cruisers back then,” he
said. “They just didn’t have stingrays and banana seats
yet.”

“Yeah, that’s right.” Emma
puffed on her cigarette and flicked the ash out the window. “Hey,
this looks like it was taken right here. Well, back
there.”

Peter glanced at it, but
could not see the detail. Laguna Canyon Road was busy, and an old
Pontiac LeMans lumbered along in front of him traveling under
thirty-five miles an hour. Peter wanted to ram it, but the
Volkswagen would take the worst of it, and Emma would beat him with
the junk parts afterward. Definitely not worth it. He would have to
wait until the passing lane reappeared.

“Those hills definitely
look like the canyon, over by Big Bend.” She gave him the
picture.

Peter held the wheel with
one hand. “Yeah, it is. See that formation of rocks . . . .”
Peter’s hands trembled and blackness swirled around his head. He
felt himself being drawn away, downward, as though inside the image
in his hand.

“Peter?”

He heard the voice as if
through fog, the vortex in his mind drawing him away from her,
though he had no idea to where. His legs began to move
uncontrollably and the car surged forward as a new world swam in
around him.

“Peter? Peter!
Chris!”

“Hey, Chris!” the voice
shouted. “You can’t beat me, you goof!”

Chris returned his feet to
the pedals and laughed, practically jumping on them to make the
bicycle go even faster. “I could beat you with no legs,
Stanno!”

“Yeah, that’s why I’m
ahead of you!” Stan pedaled as fast as he could, then cranked the
handlebars to the left, making a huge U-turn in the street before
once again heading up the canyon road toward PCH.

“I only let you get ahead
'cause your mom was taking that picture of us. Now get out of the
street, brainless, before—”

As he looked behind him,
the words lodged firmly in his throat. The huge black Cadillac came
from nowhere, going impossibly fast, bearing down on Stanley and
his bicycle.

“Stanno!” Chris shouted.
“Ditch it! Ditch!”

But it was too late.
Stanley Ross, Chris’s best friend in the world, turned his head
around in time to come face to face with his death sentence. Chris
saw the fear in Stan’s eyes as the huge, gleaming chrome bumper of
the speeding black Caddy lifted him up, propelling him fifty feet
through the air like an unlucky farmer caught in a tornado alley
nightmare.

The Caddy sped away with
out so much as a wink of a brake light. Chris saw a face peer into
the rear view mirror, then black smoke poured from the tailpipe as
the car accelerated away.

As he dropped his bike and
walked slowly toward the still body of his friend, Chris recalled
the reflection in the rear view mirror of the Cadillac. Not the
whole face, just his eyes. Even from that distance they were clear,
as though another light shone through them. No shock, no fear. No
sorrow touched those eyes.

Pleasure twinkled in that
rear view mirror. Pleasure and excitement.

Chris would find them
again . . . find the eyes again . . . find the eyes . . .
again.

 


* * * * *

 


When the world twisted
back into focus, sirens screamed in the far distance. Peter’s head
spun like he’d just gotten off the Disneyland teacups, and
something hard dug into his chest.

Peter tried to push
whatever it was away, but soon realized he was pinned between the
low-back seat of the Bug and the steering wheel. As he struggled,
it became clear why he could not free himself.

The Bug’s front end was
buried in soft mud at a forty-five degree angle to the ground, the
rear of the car pointing toward the sky. Peter’s eyes focused and
he saw Emma, limp, hanging by her waist in her seat beside him, the
seat belt the only reason she wasn’t crumpled on the passenger side
floorboard.

“Emma!” he shouted, his
heart pounding faster. Thick, green shrubbery pressed against the
car and through the open window on her side, poking against Emma’s
head as she hung unconscious and unmoving. Peter reached over and
frantically pushed the branches away, as if it could possibly make
any difference at all to this woman—his best friend—who might be
dead already.

What happened? Think! What
happened? Images of children on bicycles
swirled through his mind, but how did that make sense? Peter looked
behind him and saw the box of photos scattered all over the floor
of the car, and as he looked through the steering wheel at his lap,
he saw it there. The boys. The Cadillac.

He had been
there.

Emma’s head had come to
rest against the metal dashboard, the spider web crack on the
windshield in front of her telling part of the accident’s story.
Her head had whipped forward and broken the glass, the waist-only
seat belt more than inadequate. After, she had gone limp in the
belt as the car sank into the mud.

The steering wheel had
been there for him, his chest taking the majority of the
impact.

Peter tried to move again,
but a sharp pain ripped through his ribcage. He looked toward Emma
again as the setting sun shone through the rear window, its orange
light dancing off the bloodstained glass particles, creating a
strangely beautiful amber glow that was entirely at odds with the
scene in which they both were trapped.

Peter reached over and
felt her neck for a pulse, whispering, “Emma. Wake up, Em.” Blood
streamed from an angry gash in her forehead, and Peter tried to
stop it with shaking fingers. Her eyes still did not
open.

As the paramedics broke
through the shrubbery and headed down the slight embankment toward
the entrenched Volkswagen, Peter stroked Emma’s hair and broke down
into tears.

 


* * * * *


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Peter was by Emma’s side,
along with her mother, when she awoke.

She tried to lift her
head, then thought better of it. “Mum?” She turned again, and saw
Peter. “Web? Where am I?”

Yolanda Sandelli lowered
the rail and sat on the edge of the bed. “Baby,” she said. “I’m so
glad you’re awake. You’re in the hospital.”

Waves of relief washed
over Peter. “Considering it’s my fault, I’m extra glad you’re
awake.”

“What day is this? What’s
your fault?”

“Thursday night, eight
o’clock. You’ve been out for a full day.”

Emma let out a sigh and
closed her eyes, raising her hands to her face. The IV tubes
stopped her and she stared at Peter, then at Yolanda. “Will one of
you tell me what the hell happened?”

“I crashed your car on the
way to the Kings game, Em,” Peter said. “Might as well get that out
of the way.”

“You’ve drifted in and out
since they brought you here,” Yolanda said. “From the medicine.
Thank God you weren’t in a coma.”

“You crashed my
car?”

“You’re both alive,”
Yolanda said. “That’s all that’s important. Your father was here
all night. He had to go get some sleep, baby. I told him you’d
understand.”

Emma closed her eyes for a
moment, then opened them again. “My God, I remember. The Kings
game. Web, you were looking at that picture.”

“Yep. The kids on the
bikes.”

“Who won?”

“What?”

The Kings. Who
won?”

“Edmonton.”

“Glad I missed it. I
shouldn't have handed you pictures to look at while you were
driving the canyon.”

“There's more to it, Em,”
Peter said.

“Shit,” she said, memories
apparently worming their way back into her brain. “No, it was my
fault. I distracted you on the canyon road. Worse place in the
world to be distracted.”

“Don’t worry about
anything else, baby,” Yolanda said. “Nobody else was hurt. A towing
bill and the damage to your car, that’s it. Peter’s okay and it
looks like you are, too.”

Emma looked at the cast
that encased her leg. “Great. I’m out of work for a while,
too.”

“For what it’s worth, it
was a clean break, Em,” Peter said. “Should heal fast.”

“I’ve got to go now,”
Yolanda said. “I’ll be back this evening. Peter, are you staying or
do you want to walk out with me?”

“I’ll walk you out. Em,
I’ll be right back. Feel like talking a bit?”

“Sure. See if you can find
my doctor while you’re out. I want to ask about my
condition.”

“You got it.”

After walking Yolanda out,
Peter returned to Emma’s room and waited outside until the doctor
was done. When he came out, Peter asked, “How is she? Going to be
okay?”

Dr. Babcock nodded. He was
an older man, balding with bushy grey eyebrows atop dark-rimmed
glasses, a disarming smile. “She’ll be fine, Mr. Webster. Already
wants to go home, and I’m going to let her. First thing tomorrow
morning.”

Peter thanked him and went
back into Emma’s room. He sat in a chair beside the bed, held her
hand and apologized again.

“Don’t. Tell me about
Allyson instead.”

“You don’t want to
hear—”

“I do! I told you I
thought she was wonderful. Did you like her? Did we already talk
about this?” Her brow furrowed.

Peter shook his head. “We
didn’t get a chance. Crashed the car before we could.” He leaned
forward. “I have to talk to you about that, though. Not
Allyson.”

Emma’s expression grew
serious. “I remember some things. Your face . . . you were
somewhere else. Like having a hallucination, right?”

“I really don’t know, Em.
It was like I went inside
that picture you had. It took me right in, like I
was one of those kids.”

Emma looked at him, her
eyes concerned. “Did you get them?”

“What?”

“Did you get the box of
pictures from the car?”

“No, I was—”

“Get them, Web. Get them.
I’ve had a feeling about them since I first saw them. Where’s the
car?” Her eyes were panicked.

“Relax, Em. I had them tow
the car to your house. It’s in the carport.”

“Get the pictures out and
bring them to my house tomorrow after you get off work. We’ve got
to talk. We need to look at some more.”

“Something weird happened
to me in that picture, Em,” Peter said. “There was a Cadillac that
bore down on this poor—”

“Later,” Em interrupted.
“Dr. Babcock gave me another sedative and I’m drifting already.
We’ll talk about it tomorrow night at my house. God knows I’ll be
bored enough until my leg heals.”

 


* * * * *

 


Emma’s house was a rental
in north Laguna Beach, away from the congestion of downtown. It was
a wood-frame, single-story home many referred to as a
Laguna Charmer; a
quaint, typically small dwelling with polished wood floors, a
fireplace, a real front porch made for sitting and waving to the
neighbors, and two-prong electrical outlets entirely devoid of
ground-fault interrupt switches. The homes were individually
constructed by the original owners, and were generally built with
actual handcrafted woodwork within, simple as it may be.

The homes were so popular
among tourists that inevitably a Laguna Charmer tour was
established, whereby visitors would crowd on a bus and be driven
through the winding streets around the town, stopping long enough
to take pictures, and in some cases, tour the interior.

Most of these homes were
built in the 1920’s, during Laguna’s heyday as an artist colony.
Though Laguna still liked to represent itself as an artist colony,
the rent for shops and storefronts on Ocean Avenue and Pacific
Coast Highway ensured that only established, highly successful
artists could afford to set up shop there. And while Laguna
certainly had its share of those, the actual artists were rarely
seen in their
shops. They did their colonizing in absentia.

“Em, I’m telling you, I
was inside the picture living the scene, but I wasn’t me,” Peter
said. “I was someone named Chris, and I was twelve years old. The
kid on the other bike was my best friend, Stan. Em, he was killed
right after this picture was taken. A black Cadillac purposely hit
him.”

Emma looked at him, her
eyes squinted, her mouth twisted in disbelief. “Wait a minute,
Peter. I think this stuff might have happened right after the
accident. You hit your head, right? Your chest? You might’ve gotten
knocked out for a few, right? And how would you know you were
exactly twelve years old?”

“No, no, and no. I’m
telling you, that was the reason
I crashed. Not a result of the crash. And I know
I was twelve because at that age you are very conscious of your
age. The next year I would have been a teenager, so that’s a big
deal”

“And you say the kid was
dead? How would you know if someone was dead since you were just a
kid yourself?”

Peter looked her square in
the eyes. “I know, Em, or at least Chris knew.”

“You’re absolutely sure it
wasn’t a hallucination? A flashback from your acid
days?”

“If you’re not going to
take me seriously then why the hell am I here? And I didn’t have
any acid days, and you know it.”

The box of pictures were
on the floor beside the sofa upon which Emma sat. Her leg, cocooned
in a fiberglass cast, rested atop the oak coffee table. “Hoist that
box up here,” she said, patting the cushion beside her.

“We can look it up, you
know. Stanley Ross. Find out if a kid with that name died around
here.”

“That’s a good idea,” Emma
said. “Put it to rest either way.”

“Not quite. If it’s true,
then something weird is going on. I won’t rest until I figure it
out.”

“You can go back in. The
picture’s here.”

Peter hesitated. He’d
considered trying it, to see whether it would happen again, or if
he’d simply had an episode or seizure of some kind, but he wasn’t
sure he really wanted to know. If it was true, then something
supernatural was happening to him; if not, then he might be losing
his mind. “I honestly don't want to touch it right now. Don't know
if I could live that again.”

“You just said you
wouldn’t rest—”

“I know, but there are
other ways, like I said. Internet search of old newspapers, stuff
like that.”

“You might have to pay,”
said Emma.

“It’ll be worth it not to
go back in the picture.”

“That sounds
silly.”

“Don’t I know it,” said
Peter.

A knock came on the door.
“There’s our pizza,” Emma said.

“I’ll buy.”

“Put the box here, go get
the pizza,” Emma said. “I’ll peruse the pics.”

When Peter returned, Emma
was holding a photograph in her hand. Peter leaned over her and saw
a woman in her early to mid-twenties, strikingly pretty. Dark
ringlets of glistening hair surrounded a creamy white face, her
deep eyes and turned up mouth telling a story of her spirit.
Feisty. Something else in the eyes. Perhaps a touch of
loneliness.

“She’s a beauty. Any idea
who she is?”

Emma did not
answer.

“Anything written on the
back?” He walked back around the table and stared at Emma, seeing
immediately that her eyes were not focused on anything in the room.
She appeared to be staring across the room at someone who was not
there. Occasionally she smiled.

Peter put the pizza box on
the coffee table and sat on the floor opposite her. He started the
timer on his digital watch.

He would give her no
longer than five minutes.

 


* * * * *

 


The small restaurant was
quaint, like someone’s kitchen at home. Lilly Morris looked around
for her friend, her sunglasses on to prevent recognition by the
other patrons of the diner.

The bell on the door rang
as it opened, and in walked Ellen Carver, a sweet smile on her
face, as pretty as Lilly remembered. “Here, Ellen!”

The woman’s smile spread
across her face, and she hurried over. “Lilly,” she whispered.
“It’s so good to see you! You look radiant, as usual!”

“Easy for you to say. What
I wouldn’t give for your natural beauty, Ellen. Those red ringlets
are all the rage. I work and work, just to make sure I’m offered
another picture.”

“Nonsense. You’ve more
talent in your pinkie finger than . . . well, you know that. Let’s
sit over here. I’ve been dying to hear about your latest movie!
Who’s in it? Is it really Bette Davis?”

“Yes, but I’ve been more
taken with Mr. Flynn,” Lilly said. “The picture’s almost
finished.”

“Father got me here early,
so I have plenty of time before I have to start work.” She smoothed
her apron-dress and smiled in anticipation. “I’m all
ears!”

Lilly laughed and looked
around, hoping she had not drawn anyone’s attention. “I’ve
something more important to tell you than senseless chatter about
my work. There’s someone I want you to meet. A gentleman at my
church.”

Ellen’s eyes widened, her
face looking hopeful for a brief moment. Then she frowned. “You
know father. I’m sure he won't allow it.”

Lilly smiled. “He will if
you’re with me, because your father loves me.”

“It’s true,” Ellen said.
“He does speak of you constantly.”

“Come to my church this
Sunday,” Lilly said. “In fact, I’ll have my car pick you up and
take you there!”

“No! A limousine?
Really?”

“Absolutely.” Lilly
reached across the table and took Ellen’s hands in hers. “I’ll ring
your father tonight. Ask his permission, which he’ll give without
reservation.”

“Emma?”

“Who is Emma?” Lilly asked
Ellen.

Ellen’s face grew puzzled.
“I didn’t say that . . . who are you talking about?”

“Emma, wake
up!”

Ellen’s image began to
warp before Lilly’s eyes. It swirled into deep colors of brown,
white, red and tan, spinning in a blurry vortex. Lilly felt a
scream catch in her throat. What was happening to Ellen? She looked
around, and everything was now a haze, indecipherable.

She grew frightened as her
world disappeared before her eyes.

 


* * * * *

 


“Emma!” Peter stood over
his friend, her arms flailing, her eyes hysterical. “It’s okay!
Emma, it’s me, Peter!” He pulled her to him and held her close, her
pumping heart pounding against his chest, way too fast.

“My God, Web! My God!” Her
eyes focused on Peter at last.

He let out his breath and
rolled off the couch, leaning against it as he sat on the floor. “I
was scared to death, Em! Man, my heart’s flopping in my
chest!”

Emma's eyes still wild,
but tremendously calm compared to only a moment earlier, she put a
hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “I get it now, Web. That’s what
happened to you while you were driving. I was . . . I was
inside that picture.
Living the scene.”

“Are you okay?” Peter
asked, turning to look into her eyes. “You came out of there in a
panic. I tried to say your name softly, but—”

“No, I’m fine, but
I heard you say
it while I was in there. I even repeated it, and Ellen didn’t know
what I was talking about.”

“Ellen?” Peter asked.
“Who's she?”

Emma looked at him. “I
don’t know . . . now I don’t know. I knew as plain as day when I
was Lilly.”

“Wait a minute, Em. Let me
get a pen.”

“Kitchen. Next to the
phone.”

Peter got the pen and sat
down beside Emma, a pad of paper in his hand. “What was your
name?”

“Lilly.”

He wrote. “Last
name?”

“It didn’t come up. I
don’t know. I know I was someone kind of important. I mean, Ellen’s
father supposedly likes me a lot . . . wait a minute.” Her dark
eyebrows lifted over her face, and the glow from her intrigued eyes
overpowered the bruises and cuts on her face to make her appear one
of the healthiest people on the face of the earth. “I was an
actress. About to do a movie with Errol Flynn and Bette Davis—no,
wait a minute. I was doing it already.”

Peter stood. “Video
guide.”

“What?”

“You have a video guide,
right? Leonard Maltin or something? I’ll look up any movies the two
of them were in. If someone named Lilly is there, too, we’ll know
who you were.”

“What do you mean—” Her
face changed. The corners of her mouth turned upward, twitching and
creating a nervous smile. “Of course. We’re visiting our past lives
through these images.”

“As a preliminary
hypothesis, maybe.” Peter considered the significance of what may
lie before them, the dangers that may lay in wait. Did the journeys
affect them physically? They certainly did when he drove the car
off the road. But what else happened to them? He stared at Emma,
her bruises and cuts, her leg in the massive cast.

“What’re you thinking
about, Web?”

Peter shook his head and
stood to pace the length of the living room. “I almost think we
should leave this stuff alone. Kind of like taking drugs when
you’re not sure what affect they’ll have on you.”

“Web, you can’t be
serious. This is a discovery like . . . it could be the most
important discovery in history.”

“First of all, it’s not a
discovery. It’s a phenomenon. We can’t be the first to experience
this. Second of all, remember LSD? Mushrooms, peyote?”

“Sure. I remember
college.”

“Ha ha. Well, I didn’t do
acid, but you know better than anyone else I did try mushrooms and
peyote now and then. My point is, on the rare occasions I took the
stuff I never knew whether I’d come around to real life
again.”

“But you didn’t really
think about it. You just did it, like everyone else. And voila!
You’re still here!”

“I’ve got more to lose
now. So do you. This could be dangerous, Em.” He waved his hand at
her. “Look at you, for Christ's sake.”

Emma looked at Peter,
disbelief in her eyes. “Crossing the ocean to discover the New
World was dangerous, Web. So was going to the moon. Anything
unexplored is dangerous, but the possible rewards are
immeasurable!”

“What if this is just for
us, Em? What if this is supposed to be a private journey?” The
thought hit him like a wrecking ball. “It might not be meant for
the world.”

Emma looked at Peter, her
eyes searching. “What are you afraid of, Web? What do we really
have to lose now that we didn’t then? Neither of us have kids. It’s
all psychological. You’re just a full-fledged adult now, and you’re
worried about your mortality. My friend, Isabel, says we’re not
humans having a spiritual experience, but spirits having a human
experience. We should make the most of it. If whatever controls
this existence wants us to cross over, let’s go with
it.”

Peter shook his head. He
had allowed her to stay inside the image too long. There may be no
stopping her now. “I’m just saying this may be a revelation that
only we’re supposed to experience. To everyone else, these may just
be boring pictures.”

“Nah. I doubt it. It
depends on how much we can prove by what we report when we come
back out of the—”

“I’m not going back
in.”

“You’re not
serious!”

Emma looked at him like he
was crazy, and for a moment, Peter wondered if she might be right.
The chance of a thousand lifetimes, possibly. Learning who you
were, maybe finding out why we were put here, in these bodies, in
the first place. He wanted to say something wise, something
convincing. Nothing came to mind. “You’re hard headed,
Em.”

“Get the Maltin book. In
the entertainment center—”

“I’ll find it.” Peter went
to the television and retrieved the book. “Bette Davis and Errol
Flynn?”

“That’s what Lilly said. I
was probably just an extra.”

Peter sat beside her and
flipped through the pages, ran his finger down a particular page,
and stared at the text in front of him, not able to comprehend or
believe what he read there. Wild assumptions were playing out;
houses of cards that should have simply blown into nothing were
toppling to reveal hard facts beneath. What once was the stuff of
fiction novels was now eerily plausible. He looked at Emma, his
eyes frightened.

“What is it?” she asked.
“Is she there?”

Nodding, Peter said “She
wasn’t an extra. A film called The
Sisters, done in 1938. Lilly Morris was in
that movie.”

Emma sat up and her face
went pale. “I . . . you’re kidding.”

“Not unless there’s some
other woman named Lilly in the picture.”

“It was a popular name
back then,” she said. “Lillian.”

“Yes, there was Gish.
Others, I’m sure.”

“I’ve always loved Lilly
Morris,” Emma said. “She wasn’t a big actress, just character
roles, mostly. She was so sexual, though. For her time, I
mean.”

“I’m not sure I remember
her. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” She took the
book from Peter and read the description of the film.

“You need to rest, Em. No
more journeys tonight. At least we found out the year. 1938, or
thereabouts. Maybe ’37.”

“I’m going to see Isabel
tomorrow. I think she’ll help us figure this out.”

Peter smiled. Her psychic.
A crazy old woman who lived in a decrepit old shack in Laguna
Canyon. Peter had never been out there, but he knew the place.
There had been a party in the house next door when he was a
teenager. Psychedelic wall murals, black lights, drugs, typical
Laguna never seemed to change much from the 1970s. He shrugged. “Do
what you have to do, Em. I’m out of it, though.”

“I think you’re crazy Web,
but mark my words,” and here she went into her best Al Pacino,
“just like in Godfather III, I’ll pull you
back in.”

 


* * * * *

 


Peter finished school,
relieved that Emma did not call today as she had every day for the
last two weeks. As he walked to his car, he wondered if he should
go to her house. Over that time, Peter had not visited Emma at all.
She was bound to her house, and though Peter felt guilty for not
going over, her mother was there every day. Emma was well taken
care of.

When he arrived at his
apartment, he sat on the sofa, stared out the front window at the
Pacific Ocean across the street, and held the notepad in his hands.
Once in a while he glanced down at it and read the names written
there: Lilly Morris. Stanley Ross. Chris.
Ellen.

Who were they? He tossed
the pad on the coffee table. It didn’t matter anyway, because he
wasn’t going to find out. He reached for the phone and dialed
Allyson’s number, already committed to memory.

One ring. Two. His finger
twitched over the cradle, but he gripped the handset, knuckles
white. On the third ring, her recorder answered.

He hung up.
Fool! You’re a fucking wimp!

He picked it up again and
hit redial. This time he left a message. “Allyson, it’s me, Peter
Webster . . . uh, from the school.” Why
did he say that! Sounds like some stupid kid! “Anyway, I’d love to see you if you’d like to have dinner or
something. My number’s 555-0412, but I’ll call back later if I
don’t hear from you. Talk to you soon . . . I hope.”
Oh, great. Now sound desperate!

Hanging up the phone,
Peter felt like an idiot. A few seconds later, it rang.

“Oh, man. I’m not ready
now,” he said aloud. He stared at the phone for a moment or two,
then picked it up and tried to put on a happy voice.
“Hello?”

“Web, I am pissed at
you.”

“Em, you have every right
to be. Before you get mad at me though, I called
Allyson.”

“Fuck Allyson, Web! What
the hell’s going on with you? Are you really that freaked out about
this?”

“Why aren't
you, Em? What the hell
steels your nerves so much that this doesn't set you on edge? I'm
embarrassed about it, but I am
freaked out!”

“You’re embarrassed,” she
said flatly. With me, you’re embarrassed. You practically fart in
front of me for God's sake.”

Peter ignored the sarcasm.
“I’m downright scared, Em. I hurt you. It was like leaving my consciousness, and I
wasn’t in control.”

“I’m a fucking trauma
surgeon, Web. Don’t you think we could do this stuff with some
level of safety?”

“Yeah, when
I’m in there. Who’s
going to watch out for you when you go in?”
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