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Critical Praise for Abattoir




Serena of Fallen Angel Reviews says:

“Mariah
is a pleasingly strong character who isn’t afraid to give of
herself. Mike is a satisfyingly eerie man who you are never quite
sure of. This makes for a lot of fun exchanges and peeks into the
psyches of the two of them. I give this book 5 Angels. It was a
very enjoyable read with fascinating topics. Thanks
Ms. Walder.”


Johnna of Novelspot says:

Mariah is a wonderful heroine;
strong and self-assured enough to survive the horrible blows she is
dealt and come out even stronger. Her relationship with Mikhail is
a pleasure to behold, one of those rare and special dances that
take place in life. It was a joy to get to know these two.”




Cupid’s Library
Reviews, gave 5 Cupids, and says of this
book:

“This book is so in-depth
it is fantastic. I could feel Mariah's heartbreak. She is such a
strong, intelligent, and at times stubborn heroine. Yet her
feelings of loss are described in such detail and length it nearly
broke my heart.

Cassie Walder has managed to create a plot that just presses on,
never slows down and keeps you guessing until the end.”


Prolog




1386, The Eve of Samhain




The first quarter moon and the stars
gave some light to the clear night. Margery looked up and wished
that they might have the light of a full moon for the ceremony
marking her elevation as a full priestess of the Goddess. Soon, she
would have power, more power than some could imagine. She smiled at
the thought. No one would ever hurt her again. They might touch
Margery, but it would be Raven, the priestess of the Goddess, who
would respond in ways they couldn't begin to anticipate. She would
use power, even the darkness, to make good come for everyone who
deserved good and to bring justice to those who harmed people
smaller and weaker than themselves. Power would be hers. She would
be strong enough never to be hurt again. She would be strong enough
to handle the darkness without being harmed by it.

While the bonfire burned brightly in the
center of the village, a few women and men, still secretly loyal to
the old religion, gathered away from the rest. They had left the
village to assemble at a farmhouse a half mile from the village for
their own bonfire and ceremony. In the hubbub of the festivities of
their village, these few people would not be missed.

In the way of their ancestors, Berthe, the
high priestess of their group, had cast and consecrated a great
circle, large enough to hold their own bonfire and everything else
they needed for this night. The Corners had been called, invoking
the spirits of the cardinal directions; the spirits of earth,
water, fire, and air. Blessed salt had been sprinkled around the
edge of the circle, and a brass censor of incense had been walked
around the circumference to consecrate the place for their use on
this night. Great pillar candles on stands had been lit at three
cardinal directions; south, east, and west. An altar had been laid
at the north. Candles were lit on that altar in honor of the God
and Goddess, as well as to honor the earth, the power of the
north.

Berthe, the high priestess, called out
an invocation of the Goddess, “Great Goddess, Maiden, Mother,
Crone, come manifest thy power, bring wisdom within our
circle.”

Ulrich, the high priest, invoked the
God, “Great God, be with us in this circle. Bring balance and
strength to the power we seek. Male and female. In life, in death.
Be here now as this night life and death are thinly
separated.”

The members of the coven danced around
their bonfire, naked, chanting the invocation that had been old
before any of them had been born, “And so it is, we gather again,
the feast of our dead to begin. Them by name we invite to come here
this night.” Each of them called out the names of their dead. When
the list was completed, they chanted, “The Ancients have come!
Great be their power! Past ones are present this very hour! Welcome
within are the dead who are kin, Feast here with us and rest here
within, our hearth is yer hearth and welcome to thee; old tales to
tell and new visions to see!”

Berthe spoke, “Ancestors, we've
invited ye here to witness and aid our people as we bring our young
fully into the old arts. The veil is thin between life and death
this night. Witness and sustain us.”

Within the circle, the people stopped
dancing. Ulrich called from before the altar, “Those who would
receive power, who would give themselves to the service of the
Goddess, step up now to the altar, in purity of intent, skyclad as
ye are, and be reborn into a life of the craft.” He held a lethally
sharp sword in his right hand. Berthe joined him at the altar and
took her own sword in hand.

Margery and a young man, Jorgen, walked from
the circle to stand before Berthe and Ulrich. Both young people
knelt before the high priest and priestess. Ulrich placed the tip
of the sword in the center of Margery's chest just over her
breastbone. Berthe touched the sharp point of her sword to Jorgen's
breast.

Both Berthe and Ulrich spoke in
unison, “Thou wouldst enter a state of power, a place where birth
and death, dark and light, joy and pain meet and are one. Thee ist
at the threshold of the Gods. Hast thee the courage to step through
the open door? It would be better for thee to fall on my blade and
perish cleanly than to make this step with less than purity in thy
heart.”

Margery smiled. She could hardly
contain her joy. “I come in purity of heart, giving myself to the
service of the Goddess and her holy consort. I seek the state of
power, the place where all things are one, where I can be united to
the Goddess.”

Power! Margery felt it. At the spot
where the sword still touched her, warmth and tingling entered her
body. She felt it flow into and through her. The warmth spread from
her chest, up her throat, to the top of her head. The warmth and
tingling traveled from her chest, down her arms, to her fingers.
The power she felt moved from her chest, down her trunk, through
her womb arousing her like no man had ever warmed her. Then the
heat and tingling traveled down her legs. There was no part of her
body that she didn’t feel this in. Power. She held the power. This
was all she had ever wanted—to be strong. The rest of this was
formality. She had what she had come for. Now, she needed to work
out a way to hold onto this power and to make it grow. That
wouldn’t be easy. But she would do it. She would be strong. No one
would ever hurt her again.

She sighed raggedly; barely hearing
that Jorgen's words were similar, except he said, “where I can be
united to the God.”

The high priest and priestess returned the
swords to the altar.

Berthe spoke, “This is the
responsibility of a priest or priestess. To learn and master the
arts magical for the aid of all. To never use the power for any
wrongful end. To be the hands and eyes and ears of the Goddess and
God among mortals. To be open to being possessed by the Goddess or
God as they will. Ye have both studied for a year and a day
following your dedication of yerselves. Do ye accept the
responsibilities?”

“Aye, gladly,” they both
answered.

“By what name would thee
be known among us?” Berthe and Ulrich asked them.

“Raven,” Margery
answered.

Jorgen answered, “Wolf.”

“Rise, Raven and Wolf, and
come.” Ulrich instructed.

Walking counter clockwise around the
circle, they stopped at the east compass point where the candle
burned. Berthe and Ulrich spoke, “Hail, Guardians of the
watchtowers of the East, and all the mighty ones, powers of air.
Behold Raven and Wolf who seek to serve our Lord and
Lady.”

They continued around the circle addressing
the guardians of south and west, the powers of water and fire.

Back at the altar, Berthe and Ulrich greeted
the guardians of the north, the powers of earth, and invoked the
Goddess and her consort, asking for their acceptance of young
couple as priest and priestess.

Berthe knelt before Wolf, Ulrich
before Raven, for the five-fold kiss. “Blessed be thy feet, that
have brought thee in these ways,” they said as they kissed the feet
of the one before them.

“Blessed be thy knees,
that shall kneel at the sacred altar.”

“Blessed be thy womb
without which we would not be,” Ulrich said just before he lightly
kissed Raven's groin.

“Blessed be thy manhood
without which we would not be,” Berthe said, then lightly kissed
the tip of Wolf's erect penis.

Rising to their feet, Berthe and
Ulrich spoke, “Blessed be thy breasts, formed in strength and
beauty.” A light brush of the priestly lips were supposed to grace
the right and left breast of both young people.

Margery/Raven drew a deep breath as Ulrich's
kisses were far more than perfunctory. This was supposed to be
ritual. The great rite was supposed to be only a symbolic form
tonight. But Ulrich was behaving as though he wanted it to be very
real, as though he wanted to have sex with her.

“Blessed be the lips that
shall utter the Sacred Names.”

Berthe and Ulrich turned away from them,
back to the altar. They returned with a long length of cord, each.
Margery had spent a month of evenings to make that fine linen
cord.

Margery/Raven stood still as Ulrich measured
her from head to toe and marked that with a knot. Berthe measured
Wolf. The high priest and priestess measured the distance around
their heads and chests, knotting the long cord to mark the
distances. They each rolled the cord onto a wooden spool.

Taking their bollines, white handled knives,
both Berthe and Ulrich dipped the knife tips in salt, then ran them
through the candle flame on their side of the altar, cleansed them
in the holy smoke of the incense, before immersing them in the
cauldron containing water.

Ulrich took Margery/Raven's hand, as Berthe
took the hand of Jorgen/Wolf. A short shallow prick of the
knifepoint drew blood from both the new priestly members of the
coven. Several drops were squeezed out onto the cord belonging to
each initiate.

“Should you betray the
lives of the others, this will be used against you,” both Ulrich
and Berthe warned their voices solemn. “There is no mercy for
traitors.”

Jorgen/Wolf standing next to her
shuddered at the threat. But Raven only smiled and thought;
I have no intention of betraying anyone. But, if
I did, it would be only after taking back my measure and burning it
so that it couldn't be used in baneful magic against me. To do
otherwise would be stupid. And I’m far from stupid.

After Berthe and Ulrich placed the
cord on the altar, they returned. “Kneel. Place one hand on your
head and the other on your heel. Repeat the oath,” Ulrich demanded.
“I swear on my mother's womb and my hope of future lives, mindful
that my measure has been taken, and in the presence of the Goddess
and God, the guardians, the ancestors, and all the mighty ones, all
that is between my hands I give to the God and Goddess for their
workings. I accept the power and vow to use it always for
good.”

“So mote it be,” the rest
of the coven answered after Raven and Wolf repeated the
oath.

“Arise, Raven, Wolf,”
Berthe said, “and be annointed priestly members of this
circle.”

Mint oil sat in a small bowl on the
altar. Berthe and Ulrich each traced pentagrams on the foreheads of
Wolf and Raven. “May your mind be free.” Moving lower, they each
made an oily pentagram on the breastbone of both. “May your heart
be free.” Moving lower still, each of the high clergy traced a
pentagram on the groins of the initiates. “May your body be
free.”

The coven began to chant as they began
to dance again around the fire, “Blessed be! Powers of air,
strengthen thee. Powers of fire, warm thee. Powers of water,
cleanse thee. Powers of earth, sustain thee. Live free, work free.
Blessed be!

Blessed be! East's Air to take, North's
Earth to make, South's Fire to glow, West's Water to flow through
thee. Blessed be!

Blessed be! Powers and praise for all
thy days, as ye walk what'er the ways, strong powers to raise.
Blessed be!”

“Brothers and sisters,”
Berthe said at the end of the chant and dance. “The coven faces
danger. We have tonight brought two more priestly members in, but
last week we lost four. We need to raise a powerful spell of
protection to keep evil actions from harming us. Let us perform
together the great rite as a symbol for power within the circle,
raise a power chant, and then cast the spell for protection of our
people.”

Margery/Raven felt Ulrich’s eyes dart to
her. She tried not to look at him. But she couldn't help
remembering the way that his lips had been more than warm as they
had caressed her in the five-fold kiss.

“Man is not above woman,”
Ulrich chanted.

“Nor woman above man,” the
group answered.

“But together in unity and
power.”

“I am the representative
of God,” the men said.

“And I am the Goddess,”
Margery/Raven answered, along with the others. She felt as though
she were suddenly a passenger in her own body. She’d heard
descriptions of being possessed by the Goddess. Margery had
dismissed those as fantasy. Now, she knew better. She was the
Goddess. The Goddess was her. This was more than power. This was
being the Power.

Margery/Raven along with the other
women around the circle lay down on the ground, face up, arms out
straight from her shoulders, legs spread, so that she formed a
pentagram with her body. “I am the five points of
power.”

“You are the altar. Let me
worship you,” Ulrich said as he knelt between her feet.

The priestess Raven rose to her knees, as
did all of the women in the circle. She reached for the chalice of
wine on the altar.

“This chalice is the
Goddess.”

Ulrich retrieved his athame. “The
athame is the God.” He lowered the blade into the
chalice.

Raven drew a shuddering breath and moaned as
the real impact of the rite manifested in her body. Spasms of
orgasm shook her, a stronger release than any she had ever felt.
Even if they had been doing the rite physically, she couldn’t have
been more overcome with the pleasure of making love than she was at
the moment.

Ulrich said, “Joined, they are one in
truth and power, one in creation.”

He placed the ceremonial dagger on the
altar and took the chalice from her and sipped, then he passed her
the chalice with a kiss. “Drink, Goddess.”

She sipped the wine, then passed the
chalice to Jorgen/Wolf with a kiss. “Drink, God.” The cup passed
around the circle, kiss and cup between all.

Ulrich began a power chant.

“I bring to form, a power
storm, from air and water fire and land, I take the power in my
hand.

I take the power in my hand, to use to bend,
the power descends, from air and water fire and land.

From air and water fire and land, the
power flows as the fire glows, the pow er comes as water flows, I
take the power in my hand.

I take the power in my hand, power of earth
to make, this power I do take, from air and water fire and
land.

From air and water fire and land,
flowing stream and burning brand, for good of coven let all be
planned, I take the power in my hand.”

Margery/Raven joined in the power chant, as
did those who had sipped from the chalice. When the chalice
returned to Ulrich, he placed it on the altar and rose to his feet.
The chant continued. They began to dance again as they chanted, the
chant growing faster as they moved faster. The air took on a scent
of coming rain. Overhead out of what had been only moments before a
perfectly clear sky, high lightning streaked in bright flashes.

Raven dropped out of the dance when
they reached the altar. She picked up her athame lying there.
Pointing it at the sky and circling it around her head, before
pointing it at her heart, channeling the power to herself, she
spoke the words, “Earth, air, fire, water, listen to me the
Goddess's daughter! I take the power in my hand, the power to
protect my little band. Our enemies shall see their downfall, then
the power return to me complete in all.”

Ball lightning formed over her head.

Several people near her stopped chanting and
dancing upon hearing her words. The entire coven turned to face her
as the high lightning in the upper sky changed and a bright
lightning strike darted down to the ground hitting in or near the
village.

She continued, drawing the power into
herself. “I draw this power in this hour, within me to forever be.
I bind myself, my heirs, my line, to wield the power eternally
mine. No rule of magic shall I abide, powers of darkness and light
in me reside. So mote it be.”

Berthe looked at the newly made
priestess in utter horror at Raven’s having taken free will from
her offspring, throughout time, binding them to this power. This
kind of power would be a profound burden. Coercion like this was a
profoundly serious crime, major harm done to her own offspring.
Yet, this young woman had done this unthinkable thing. She had made
herself powerful. Berthe had known that one thing Raven wanted more
than anything else never again to be at anyone’s mercy. Not being
hurt by any other man, ever again, had been very important to
Margery, now Raven. That was a laudable goal—to be safe. Yet, she
hadn’t thought that her former student would do something this
utterly terrible in pursuit of that goal. With great power came
horrifying danger, danger that the child couldn’t even begin to
imagine. Even if Raven intended nothing but to use the power for
good, this much power would be a draw for the darkness. “Oh, Raven,
you don't know what you've just done to yourself and your children
throughout time.”

“I've made them powerful,”
Raven stated.

“And a lodestone for evil,
if they ever practice the magical arts.” The horror in Berthe’s
voice chilled everyone except Raven, who revelled in it.


Chapter One




Sunday, October
31st,
Present Day

Seventeen hundred
hours


Prince George’s County, Maryland




“It’s not too late to turn
around and go back to Georgetown. I’m not exactly in a party mood,”
Mariah Jensen spoke to herself as she pulled John’s Hummer into the
drive leading to the farmhouse. She sighed. “Brenda invited me to
this gathering. She’s trying to be especially kind after John’s
death. I don’t want to offend her. I’ve always liked Brenda. Well
almost always.” She looked at her reflection in the rearview
mirror. “Now, you’re talking to yourself. This is not a good sign,
Mariah. You should have just stayed home. You’re going to be
nothing but a wet blanket on the party, ruining everyone’s time.
So, just go back home before you completely spoil the
evening.”

Someone had followed her from Georgetown. The
surveillance was extremely well done. But that was nothing new.
Whoever it was had been with her for the last three weeks. Most of
the time, the only indicators she had of the surveillance were the
itch between her shoulder blades and the tingling on the back of
her neck; that sensation of being watched. Both of those
indicators, she trusted implicitly, in spite of the fact that she
hadn’t yet been able to spot the surveillance team. She just knew
that she was being followed. Mariah wasn't the only one who had
realized she was being followed, either. So, she wasn't crazy. Not
quite completely crazy, at any rate, although lately she felt about
half crazed in her grief over John's death.

This morning on her run, Mike Borokov, her
neighbor and running companion, had spoken to her about the
surveillance.

“One of us is being
followed,” Mike said, an odd edge to his voice, about half way
through their run, breaking the companionable silence that usually
stretched between them.

“I haven't seen anyone,”
she replied as she continued to run, not wanting to think about it,
much less to talk about it, or deal with it.

“Mariah, stop! Look at
me.”

“I need this run, Mike.
What do you need?”

Mike had worn his “poker” face,
absolutely devoid of emotion. It was a cold expression. Mariah
still could almost feel the disappointment that had come from
him.

The knowledge she had hurt him hurt
her more than she wanted to admit. Then again, she knew that she
wanted his approval far more than it was safe to want anything from
him. Over the years they'd known one another, he'd become entirely
too important to her.

Getting too close to him was about as good
for her as standing too close to a bonfire. Yes, he warmed her in
the chill of a cold world. Getting too close could burn her
seriously and scar her for life, at best, and utterly destroy her,
at worst. Over the last three years, she thought she'd found the
perfect distance, close enough to enjoy the warmth and far enough
away to stay mostly safe. Now, she knew that she'd only been
fooling herself. The only way to deal with this man without risking
harm was to avoid him altogether. But, she couldn't do that. She
enjoyed his company far too much to be able to ever completely
distance herself from him.

He rubbed the knuckles of his right hand over his
full, bushy, gray beard. She looked at the way he was stroking his
beard and wondered what it would be like to have him touch her,
stroke her, like he touched his beard.

God! I have to be crazy. That's the only excuse for
me to fantasize about a man so out of my league. He's never been
more than friendly, in a protective—almost avuncular— fashion. Yet,
I can't help wondering about him, thinking about what it would be
like to be in his arms, to be his woman. This is totally nuts. He's
not at all interested in me as a woman. In three years, he's never
once spoken to me in any way that would indicate he had feelings
for me beyond friendship. He's never touched me, not even to shake
my hand.

His voice was strained when he spoke
to her. “You've never lied to me before right now. You lie badly.
I’m happy that you haven’t had enough practice to be skilled at
dissemination. Don’t do it again. Ever. It’s unworthy of
you.”

“I didn’t lie!”

“You said that you haven't
seen the surveillance. I don't believe you.”

“I haven't seen them! I've
'felt' them for weeks. I know they’re there. I know it! They’re
very good at fading into the woodwork, whoever they are. But I
haven't seen them.”

“Now, there's a
gloss.”

“Get off my back, Mike.
Please. I'm under enough stress at the moment. I don't need
this.”

“No, you don't. Sorry. As
for the surveillance team, yes. They’re very good. Just how long
have you known they were there?”

“I became aware of them
the day after John was murdered. I really don't think they were
present before then.”

Mike nodded and smiled. “Mariah, you
are an intuitive person, sensitive to your surroundings. You remind
me of the hound who was my childhood companion.”

“Oh, now there’s a
compliment to turn any woman’s head,” she retorted as she had
rolled her eyes before she let loose with a disgusted
sigh.

Mike was quiet for a moment. “You’ve
never been the type to fish for compliments,” he said, his voice
thoughtful. “Do you want me to flatter you, now, young
woman?”

“No. Flattery is something that I can definitely
live without. I can also live without insults.”

“How did I insult
you?”

“You’re comparing me to a
bitch.”

“My dog was a male. He,
like you, was very sensitive. He always knew when anyone was
looking at him. He was special. And that’s why he reminds me of
you.”

Special, yeah
right. But that Mikhail Ivanovich thought of her as
'special' in any way touched her heart. Mariah wasn't sure if that
was a good thing or a bad thing. Mike was definitely out of her
league. Yet, she wished that comment had come from a more favorable
conversation other than one because she was under surveillance by
person or persons unknown.

The “invisibility” of the watchers
meant they were professionals. Oddly enough, that realization was
reassuring. Professionals, at least, were not as likely to cause
real trouble—until or unless, of course, they were ordered to act.
Then there would be hell to pay. She didn’t want to think about
that possibility.

In all probability, she knew the
surveillance was likely just the FBI checking up on her. With her
security clearance level, working in a Presidential support
capacity, she was always subject to random checks. Heaven knows it
wasn’t the first time in the years since she had been posted to
D.C. that she been under surveillance. But that had usually been
just a spot check of a day or two. That the watchers had stayed
around so long was unusual, and more than a bit threatening. That
they had taken such care to hide themselves made that threat even
stronger.

They had followed her all the way out here.
She hadn't sighted them. But she still felt the surveillance.
Mariah made a mental note to sweep the Hummer for a
transponder.

She parked the Hummer H1 on the gravel
parking lot in front of a long metal and concrete building. A sign
on the building read, “O’Neill’s Farm Organic Meats, Inc. Organic
Meats direct from our farm to you” and gave their business
hours.

Mariah looked out through the windshield and over
the hood at the building. She thought about selling the Hummer. It
was a very nice vehicle. John, rest his soul, had loved it. He’d
paid well over a hundred thousand dollars for it. She'd had it
appraised last week. Two appraisers told her it was worth eighty
three thousand dollars. It made her nervous to drive around in
anything worth more than the price of an average family home in
some parts of the American midwest, and much more than the cost of
a whole village of homes in most third world countries. But, John
when he’d titled it, and put it in both of their names. So, it had
passed to her outside of the probate process, automatically by
right of survivorship.

The Hummer was hers, no matter what else
happened to the estate. The Hummer, their joint checking account,
their joint savings account, their joint brokerage account were all
hers without question, passing to her by joint survivorship
provision. John had reacted to the cause of their earlier break-up
by combining many of their assets in anticipation of their upcoming
marriage. His attorneys had thrown a fit at his refusing, this
time, to ask her to sign a prenuptial agreement to protect his
assets in case of divorce. Instead, this time, he'd gone to
extremes of giving her joint ownership of most of his current
assets.

Additionally, she'd been the beneficiary of
his servicemember's group life policy. She'd already invested the
insurance money in a tax efficient, no load, mutual fund. She
didn't even want to think about that money.

Nor had she particularly wanted the vehicle.
The Hummer was very much an indicator of the way that John's mind
had worked, rest his soul. He'd liked big, powerful, machines. This
vehicle was not to her personal taste. It was just too big, too
expensive, and cost too much to insure—especially in the District.
John had loved this monster. The possibility of getting rid of it
felt strange. But keeping it would feel worse. The vehicle was a
symbol of everything that she had lost when John died. Just looking
at it reminded her of how much she missed John.

Yep, she decided, she’d take digital
pictures of the Hummer tomorrow. Then she’d scan the recent
appraisal, which included a full mechanics assessment, into a pdf.
When all that was done, she’d list the H1 on Ebay or one of the
other car sale sites to see if it would sell. If that wouldn’t
work, she could always pay a broker to sell it. But she didn’t want
to pay that commission, if she could sell it herself with minimal
hassle.

Besides, as she spent most of her time in
the metro area, she didn’t usually need a car. Public
transportation was quite good, here. So, when she rarely needed a
car, like tonight, she usually rented one.

Mariah sat in the Hummer for a moment longer,
reluctant to get out of the vehicle, debating on whether to stay or
to drive back to Georgetown. Lord, she didn’t feel like being
around people, particularly not like being around a group of
strangers. The only person she knew in this group was Brenda. She
was seriously tempted just to turn the Hummer around and go
home.

She looked in the rearview mirror and saw
Brenda standing there at the garden gate, obviously waiting for
her. With a sigh, she removed the keys and put them in her shoulder
bag. She couldn’t be rude enough to run away now, no matter how
much she wanted to.

It was just a Halloween party,
although Brenda had called it by another name— sow-in. Mariah had
looked that up on the internet, “sow-in holiday”. Sow-in was the
pronunciation of Samhain; a Celtic word meaning summer’s end. She
supposed that was reasonable enough. Brenda’s last name was
O’Neill. But, Mariah wasn’t really comfortable with Brenda’s
declaration that she was a practicing Wiccan. Still, Brenda was her
friend. The invitation to tonight’s gathering was Brenda's attempt
to be kind.

Brenda greeted her warmly as she
walked up to the garden gate of the homestead. “Mariah! Welcome.
Come and meet my sister, Carol.”

“You introduced us at
graduation.”

Brenda smiled. “That's right, I did.
I'd forgotten.”

“Thanks for the
invitation, tonight,” Mariah replied as she came through the front
gate. The house and garden were encircled with a fieldstone fence.
A pretty stone walk flanked with arrangements of gourds and
pumpkins was the way up to the house. This was a homey, welcoming,
sight.

Brenda waited for Mariah to pass, then drew
a line on the ground just inside the wooden gate. Mariah, feeling
an odd tingle, turned to face Brenda, catching sight of her unusual
action.

“What was that?” Mariah
demanded.

“What did you feel?”
Brenda asked with a smile.

“A static discharge on my
scalp.”

“Very good, Mariah. I just
closed the circle in preparation for the celebration. I thought you
were highly sensitive to the power. Glad to see I was right about
that.”

A woman who could have been Brenda came out
of the two-story farmhouse. Brenda's identical twin sister Carol
wore a black and red belted floor length shirtdress with a black
handled knife sheathed in the belt.

“Why is she wearing a
knife?” Mariah demanded, a bit alarmed.

“That’s an athame. A spell
knife. It’s a ritual tool, for the gathering, not a weapon. In fact
the edges of it are dulled on purpose. No real cutting is ever
supposed to be done with the athame. She’s leading the ceremonies
tonight. Don’t worry,” Brenda reassured her in a low voice. “It’s
nothing to be concerned about.”

Carol walked over, a big smile on her
face. “Hello, Mariah.”

The intensity of Carol’s gaze unnerved
Mariah. But she wasn’t about to show the other woman how disturbing
she found the assessment.

Carol continued with a nod and in a
satisfied tone, “Yes. Just as I remembered. Brenda is very right
about you. You are strong. Very strong. I’d go as far as saying
you’re the strongest person, outside of my family, I’ve ever
met.”

Mariah fought back a laugh. This woman
was laying it on rather thickly. What did she really want? She
smiled and asked, “Strong. What makes you say that?”

“One of my skills is
spotting people of power,” Carol replied. “Brenda shares that skill
with me. She wrote me about you when you roomed at the Air Force
Academy together.”

“Did she?” Mariah demanded
as she felt her eyes narrow on Carol’s face. “That was years ago.
You remember a letter from that long ago?”

“It’s rare to find anyone
so innately strong. When one is found, it is not an easy thing to
forget.”

Mariah shrugged. “I am who am I. No
more, no less.”

Carol laughed. “Do you rely on your
hunches and trust your instincts?”

“Mostly.”

Carol nodded. “You could do great
things with a little training, maybe even without
training.”

Mariah looked at her. “I’m not at all
sure that I believe in any of this stuff. There’s a
family legend about an ancient curse on us, giving us power and
sorrow if we ever use the power. I don’t believe that
either.”

Carol looked intensely
interested.“Fair enough. Come. Tonight is a celebration. It’s a
time of reflection, a time to put off pain, to move beyond bad
times, and to step out into a happier future.”

“From your mouth to God’s
ear,” Mariah replied.

Carol laughed. “Or to the ear of the
Goddess. Come. We’ll have dinner.”

“And what do wiccans have
for dinner on Halloween?” Mariah teased.

Carol smiled. “I can’t speak for all
pagans. Historically, this was the date on which cattle were
slaughtered and salted for the winter. So, tonight, we are having
pot roast and root vegetables with biscuits, along with spiced
cider. After the bonfire, we’ll have pumpkin cake and hot
chocolate.”

“Sounds
lovely.”

“What were you expecting?
Eye of newt and tongue of bat?” Carol asked with a
chuckle.

“I had no idea. I’ve known
Brenda for a long time. But I didn’t know anything about her
religion until a week ago when she invited me here for tonight’s
gathering. She always told me that she was a certified
pagan.”

Brenda laughed. “Pagan is another word
for who we are. There’s still a lot of bias against witches. So, we
generally keep a low profile. It’s easier to dismiss invitations to
worship services with a ‘No. I don’t think so. I’m just a certified
pagan at heart’ than to explain that your concept of the deity, and
your religious tradition, is so much different than
theirs.”

“So, why are you being
more open now by inviting me to this, what did you call it—Sow-in
celebration?”

Brenda smiled. “Samhain, yes. And why
being this open? You’re a friend. You’re hurting. This can be a
time of a fresh beginning, of healing. If anyone needs to put aside
old pain, accept healing, and move on with her life, that's you. As
for being more open now, well, my obligation to the Air Force is
over next May.”

“Are you going to resign
your commission, Brenda?” Mariah asked in concern.

“Not planning on it. But,
I can stand the prejudice a little better at this stage of my
career than I could earlier in my life. Besides, you’re the only
one in the Air Force who knows that I'm different than most people.
Are you going to spread the word that I’m Wiccan?”

Mariah shook her head. “Your religion
is no more of anyone’s business than any other aspect of your
personal life. I can’t think of anyone who would be narrow minded
enough to hold your religion against you.”

Brenda smiled. “You might be surprised
about that. Come on in. Dinner’s ready and staying warm in the
oven. You’re the last one to arrive.”

The dining room was large. Twenty people
were gathered around the dining room table. Empty place settings
were set for twenty other people.

Carol stood at the head of the table.
“Sisters and friends,” she said. “We’ve gathered tonight to
celebrate Samhain, places at the table have been set not only for
us, but for our honored dead, as well. We all have people we’ve
lost, people we remember tonight. Let’s invite them to join us.
When they have come, let’s eat in reflective silence as we listen
for insight from our honored dead.”

She lit the candles before her. Carol
removed the athame from her belt and drew a pentagram in the air.
She placed a cone of sweet incense on the brass burner at her right
hand. She lit the incense. Then she laid the knife on the table.
“And so it is, we gather again, the feast of our dead to begin. By
name we them invite to come here this night.”

Carol called out a name, then one by one
around the table, everyone at the table added a name.

“John,” Mariah said on a
choked whisper when it was her turn to name someone.

When everyone had named a spectral
guest to invite to the meal, and it was once more Carol’s turn to
speak. “Welcome, our honored dead, friends and kin, Feast here with
us and rest here within. Samhain is here, dear ones draw near.
Here, sit with us and talk, be our guides on this mortal
walk.”

Carol and Brenda left the dining room for
the kitchen. They brought out trays containing platters of meat and
bowls of vegetables along with trays of golden biscuits, all of it
obviously hot out of the oven.

Dinner was eaten in silence. It was a
reflective meal. The meat was tender and delicious. Flavorful root
vegetables—potatoes, carrots, onions, parsnips—accompanied it along
with a rich brown gravy. The biscuits were light, fluffy, and
melted in her mouth. The cider was nicely spiced with cinnamon,
nutmeg, and ginger.

After dinner was finished, Carol and Brenda
rose from the table and motioned for everyone to leave the dining
room.

They all gathered in the living room.
Small tables were set up in the room. Cards, oddly shaped dice and
a book, a black bowl half filled with water, a talking board with a
planchette for pointing, a pair of bent copper tubes, and a
pendulum; one divination tool per table. She walked over to the
table with the talking board. Placing her hand over, but not
touching the triangular planchette, she asked, “Is anyone really
there?”

The planchette moved on its own to the
word “yes”.

Mariah jerked her hand away quickly.

Carol came over before Mariah could
walk away. “You’ve never used one of these before?”

“I’ve seen the commercial
versions. But I never have used one. My family doesn’t do things
like this.”

“You’ve got the attention
of the spirits. Go ahead, ask your questions.”

“No. I don’t think so.
I'll pass, thanks.”

“Why?” Carol
demanded.

“This is entirely too
weird,” Mariah confessed. “This is way out of my comfort
zone.”

Carol laughed. “I can understand that.
It's really harmless in this setting. Besides, you have more
natural ability than you want to admit.”

Mariah sighed. “I was always told to
stay away from these sort of things, that they were profoundly
dangerous.”

“In the wrong hands, they certainly can be very
dangerous. People can get into a world of trouble if they aren’t
careful to cast the right spells for protection before and
banishing afterwards. Possession is a real threat, particularly for
weak minds. That won't be a problem for you. I’ve cast the circle
and set the wards. When everyone is done with the divination, I’ll
banish whatever evil may be lurking. There is nothing to worry
about now.”

“You take this very
seriously.”

“Only a fool doesn’t take
spiritual things seriously.”

“And you’re not a
fool.”

“No, Captain. I’m not. And
I don’t appreciate being taken for one.”

“I can’t really think
anyone would be stupid enough to do that.”

Carol smiled. “You might be
surprised.”

“Very little surprises
me.”

“No, I don’t think much
does. This is good. A woman has to be strong when she approaches
the other side. Touching the world beyond the veil is nothing to
take lightly. While we can open the door and invite those on the
other side to join us, we cannot command them to join us. We are,
after all, only human.”

Mariah smiled. “As opposed
to?”

“Being the
goddess.”

“I see.”

“You may at that. I have a
feeling that people tend to underestimate you, Captain Jensen. You
are very quiet, as a rule. Thoughtful. Taking everything in, and
keeping your own counsel unless you need to say something. That’s
rare, Captain.”

“Mariah. Carol, my name is
Mariah. And you don’t know me that well, if you think you’ve just
described me.”

“Giving someone your name
is to give them power over you.”

“No one has power over me.
I simply don’t allow it.”

Carol smiled and nodded. “I see that.
But that strength and power did not come from your military
training. You’ve always been a strong willed person, making things
happen for you, haven’t you?”

“No one always gets
everything they want. If I was able to get everything I wanted, I
certainly wouldn’t have lost John to that terrorist bomb three
weeks ago.”

“You miss him,
terribly.”

“I miss him like I’d miss
my arm if it were suddenly ripped from me,” she answered, unable to
keep her pain out of her voice. “I can’t imagine ever not missing
him. I know I’ll get used to it. His ashes are to be inurned
tomorrow afternoon out at Arlington. Maybe that will bring some
small sense of closure to this. I hope so, but I have my
doubts.”

“One thing for certain,
it'll be a rite of passage. Funerals always are. These ceremonies
are more for the living than for the dead.”

Mariah nodded. “Yes. I know. John
wanted a military funeral. It’s just taken a while to get the
arrangements made. Once the decision was taken to have his remains
cremated, there was no true urgency in scheduling the ceremony. We
worked it around when John’s unit would be in the States. They
deserved to say goodbye to him.”

Carol sighed. “Yes. Now, listen
carefully to me. Tonight, reaching John will be easier than it will
be any other night during the year. This is the beginning of a
period outside of ordinary time. The veil is thin tonight. Thinner
than it is any other time of the year. You’ve invited John here.
You might as well listen to him.”

“You really think he could
be talking to me through the board?” Mariah asked, finding the idea
bizarre beyond measure. But, at the same time, she wanted, really
wanted, to believe that she could talk with John even once
more.

Mariah knew that necromancy—trying to
contact the dead, trying to get them to talk of things unknowable
to mortals—was a terrible sin, forbidden by the Church. Now, if God
sent the spirit of a saint to talk to someone in a vision, that was
vastly different. And to ask the Saints and the beloved dead for
their prayers was another thing. But to seek out two way
communication with departed souls for the sake of divination was
considered dangerous enough that the Church had long ago forbidden
it, following the Old Testament admonition, “You will not permit a
witch to live.” The witchcraft referenced was very much in the
model of the Witch of Endor whose “magic” had been in contacting
the dead. That much she remembered from her childhood religion
classes.

Not that she was really much of a
Catholic these days. She went to mass on Sundays, but rarely on
weekdays—except if they were holy days of obligation. Confession
was a twice a year obligation, Christmastide and sometime during
Lent or Easter. She couldn't remember the last time she'd prayed or
gone to church when she wasn't obligated to do so. She labeled
herself Catholic in the same way she was a brunette. It was
possible to change, but she'd always come back to it because it was
who she was.

“Just ask the identity of
the speaker. That’s one way to find out. The guardians have been
called; the watchtowers of North, South, East, and West invoked. I
cast the great circle, taking in the house and the grounds out to
the stone fence. That’s a convenient great circle for my group. You
are protected here. It’s safe to ask your questions.”

She watched the talking board as the
planchette moved around randomly on its own. This was entirely too
strange for words.

Mariah looked at Carol. “This sort of
thing might happen to you all the time.”

“No. It doesn’t. I’ve
never seen this strength of a connection. It’s amazing to me. But I
know enough to get out of the way and let the supernatural
happen.”

“I don’t believe this.
Mind if I take a closer look at the equipment?”

“I’ve nothing to hide,”
Carol said. “Examine it all you wish.”

Mariah picked up the planchette. She
examined it and found it to be nothing more than a three-inch
equilateral triangular piece of pine cut from a piece of a two by
four with a black and white painted pointer tip. She examined the
board. It appeared to be a piece of exterior grade plywood, painted
white on one side and adorned with: the words “Carol’s Talking
Board”; the alphabet in capital letters; numerals; a few basic
words—”yes”, “no”, “maybe”, and “goodbye”; and some punctuation
symbols—quote, comma, question mark, exclamation mark, period,
apostrophe, and the word “space”. The painting on the board was
sealed with several coats of clear polyurethane to make it slick.
Then Mariah she examined the table, on top and underneath. There
was nothing out of the ordinary about any of it. No magnets. No
motors. No electronics.

So, why had the pointer moved like that?

“Satisfied?” Carol asked,
her voice somewhat amused. “I painted the board myself last week.
There is nothing tricky there.”

“This is beyond strange,”
Mariah admitted. “I can’t see anything that’s making it move. How
are you doing this? I don’t understand this.”

“I’m not doing anything at
all. Get beyond the physical, Mariah,” Carol urged. “Let yourself
experience the spiritual connection. The only mobility the
planchette has is whatever is done by your mind and the forces of
those beyond the veil.”

As she was examining things, the rest of the
group had gathered and stood by in silence.

Mariah replaced the planchette on the board.
Immediately, it began to quiver, hovering over the board. This
couldn't be real.

“Go ahead,” Carol urged.
“If you haven’t offended the spirits by your disbelief, you might
still be able to reach them. They're still here.”

Mariah looked at the board. Should she
or shouldn’t she? She didn’t really believe this was possible. Yet,
what if she was wrong? Would she forever miss the opportunity to
talk with John one last time? The idea of missing that chance
hurt. Why not? I can play along with this
and find out what they really want from me.

She cleared her throat and fought back
her own scruples. “John, are you trying to speak to me?”

The planchette moved on its own to the
“yes”.

“I’m listening. Talk to
me. Convince me that this is you. Give me proof of who I am talking
to. This is very hard for me to believe.”

The planchette moved away and back to
the “yes” then it began spelling. R-E-M-E-M-B-E-R-”space”-W-H-E-N-”space”-W-E-”space”-B-R-O-K-E-”space”-U-P-”space”-6-”space”-Y-E-A-R-S-”space”-A-G-O-?

“I remember.”

She watched as the triangle moved around the
board spelling out words as before.

SHOULD HAVE TOLD THE ATTORNEYS TO PISS
OFF!

Mariah couldn't stop the nervous laugh
that boiled up in her throat. “It’s over and done with. Can’t be
changed. Life is what it is.”

BE CAREFUL, MY LOVE. THERE IS MUCH DANGER.
MORE THAN YOU CAN IMAGINE. DANGER FROM SOURCES YOU WON’T BELIEVE.
HELP FROM SOURCES THAT WILL SHOCK YOU. I CAN’T PROTECT YOU. YOU
HAVE TO PROTECT YOURSELF. STAY ALERT. BE PREPARED.

“You're making me sound
like a boy scout.”

A BOY SCOUT. 'yes'. NOT A BAD ANALOGY. BE
PREPARED FOR ANYTHING. THERE IS MUCH DANGER.

“So you've said. Danger
from what?”

WATCH YOUR BACK. TRUST NO ONE COMPLETELY.
DANGER. WHOLESALE SLAUGHTER. POOLS OF BLOOD. DEAD FRIENDS. BE
CAREFUL.

“Terrorism?”

'no' NOT THAT SIMPLE. DARKNESS. EVIL.
MADNESS. BE CAREFUL. I LOVE YOU. NOW AND FOREVER. STAY SAFE. PLEASE
BE VIGILANT. WATCH YOUR FRONT. YOU HAVE WATCHERS AT YOUR BACK
ALREADY.

“Watchers at my back?” she
echoed.

The planchette moved to 'yes'. THEY'LL
PROTECT YOU AS THEY CAN. BUT EVEN THEY CAN'T BE EVERYWHERE AND
THEIR STRENGTH, THOUGH GREAT, IS NOT UNLIMITED.

“Who are they?”

The wooden triangle pointed to 'no'.

“No, what?”

CAN'T TELL YOU. YOU WOULDN'T BELIEVE ME.

“And that would be
different, how? Do you really think I believe any of
this?”

ROFLMAO! THAT'S YOU. ALWAYS SKEPTICAL. DON'T
CHANGE. STAY SAFE. I LOVE YOU, MJ.

Tears welled up in her eyes. Only John
had ever called her MJ. “I love you, too, John. Always. I’ll try to
stay safe.”

I WANT YOU TO BE HAPPY, SAFE, TO HAVE
SOMEONE TO HOLD YOU, LOVE YOU AS YOU NEED TO BE LOVED. LIVE EVERY
MOMENT OF YOUR LIFE TO THE FULLEST, LOVE. BE HAPPY. WHEN LOVE COMES
AGAIN TAKE HOLD OF IT WITH BOTH HANDS AND HOLD ON TIGHT. ONE WHO
LOVES YOU IS ALREADY WAITING. MY JEALOUSY OF HIM WAS FULLY
JUSTIFIED. YOU’VE GOT AN INTERESTING LIFE AHEAD OF YOU, IF YOU CAN
COME THROUGH THE NEXT DAYS. REMEMBER, THERE ARE MORE IMPORTANT
THINGS THAN A CAREER IN THE USAF. LOVE IS MORE VALUABLE THAN A
CAREER. CAREERS END. LOVE NEVER DOES. STAY SAFE, MJ.

The tears fell silently and
uncontrolled.

“I’ll try.”

The planchette moved to the word,
“good”.

“Do you know who killed
you?”

The triangle moved to “yes”. TEENAGER
MADE THE BOMB, BELIEVING HE WAS DOING SOMETHING NOBLE. I WAS JUST
COLLATERAL DAMAGE, NOT THE INTENDED TARGET OF THE
BOMBER.

“We’ll get the bastards,
John. I promise you. They’ll pay. Tell me who they
were.”

The pointer moved to the word, “no”. I
DON’T WANT YOU PUTTING YOURSELF AT RISK BY GOING AFTER THEM. LEAVE
THEM ALONE. THEY WILL PAY. MY DEATH IS THE LEAST OF WHAT THEY HAVE
TO ATONE FOR. JUSTICE WILL COME FOR THEM SOON. ALREADY IT IS TAKING
SHAPE. THEY WILL PAY. SOON.

Mariah sighed. “I miss you,
John.”

I LOVE YOU, MJ. STAY SAFE. BE HAPPY, MY
LOVE.

The planchette moved to
“goodbye”.

“John?”

There was no response.

“John?”

Still no response.

“He’s gone,” Carol
said.

“Goodbye, my love,” Mariah
said through her tears.

Brenda looked at Mariah. “Are you
okay?”

“No. I don’t think I am,”
Mariah said, her voice small and shocked. “But I'll
survive.”

“Of course you will.
You're a strong woman,” Brenda said.

“Anyone else want to do
some divination?” Carol asked.

“After that?” Brenda
replied with a strained laugh in her voice. “No. Anything else
would be anti-climatic.”

“Would it be? I don’t know
about that,” Mariah replied as she dashed the tears from her left
eye.

With her left eye closed, she looked out of
her damaged right eye. The scar tissue there usually made for a
very blurry field of vision. Yet, suddenly, her vision in that eye
was clear, letting her see a tall, terribly thin, blond man in
evening clothes. He looked at her and smiled, showing a mouthful of
razor sharp fangs. She dropped her hand from her left eye and
focused in on the place where the man had stood just a second
before. Nothing. No one was there.

Trying to give herself some time,
trying to pull herself together, trying not to doubt her sanity,
she walked over to the Tarot table and picked up the deck.
How could someone be there one minute and not
there the next? It makes no sense. Either he hadn't been there at
all, or he was still there. Either way, I am hallucinating. That
isn't reasonable. But then again, what about my life has been
reasonable over the last few terrible weeks?

“How synchronous is all of
this, I wonder?” Mariah said, trying hard not to think about what
she had just seen, or not seen. She shuffled the cards thoroughly,
then she offered them to Brenda to cut.

As Mariah dealt out the ten cards of a
Celtic cross spread, Carol said, “You are no stranger to the
Tarot.”

Mariah looked down at what she’d done
before looking at Carol. “Actually, I’ve never touched a deck of
Tarot cards in my life, until now.”

Carol smiled. “Past life
experience.”

Mariah rolled her eyes. “Hardly.” She
no more believed in past life experience than she really believed
that had been John speaking to her. Or that these cards would say
anything appropriate. Oh, she wanted to believe. But there had been
nothing there that she hadn’t known. No new information. Nothing
that someone couldn’t have known if they had done some
investigating her background. And that warning about danger. Pah!
There was always danger of one sort or another.

She didn’t understand what Carol wanted from
her. But she didn’t like it. This wasn’t going to be pretty. She
just couldn't believe that Brenda was involved in this attempt to
set her up. That betrayal hurt more than she wanted to admit.

Mariah turned over the central two cards.
The first card was a two of wands. The second was the Justice
card.

She felt Carol’s sharp glance. Mariah
looked at the other woman. “Okay, how would you read
that?”

“Those first two cards are
the central issues in your life right now. Your personal power and
justice, responsibility, decisions, perhaps even cause and effect.
Read the cards below and above the central cross. Here and here,”
she said, tapping the table near the cards in question. “The bottom
card gives the cause, the top card gives the goal. Together, they
will flesh out the reading. Those cards will inform the rest of the
reading.”

Mariah turned over the bottom card.
The card’s image was a skeleton with a scythe. She sighed again.
“So, the root cause of this is death. Say, that’s a surprise,”
Mariah said, her voice holding a fair amount of sarcasm. “Tell me
something that I didn’t know.”

“The death card can mean
an ending, a transition, elimination, or even inexorable forces.
It’s not necessarily just death. The Tarot is not that easy. There
are shades of meaning. Tarot can be learned in a couple of hours.
But, it takes years, if not a whole lifetime, to gain true mastery
of this form of divination. Like Poker, it can be learned quickly,
but takes a lifetime to master,” Carol told her.

Brenda said, “Besides the cards are
just a tool to open up the reader's own senses. They are a pointer,
a crutch, nothing more.”

Carol nodded. “Now, Mariah, turn this
card.”

“Seven of Pentacles.
Assessment, reward, direction change,” Brenda said thoughtfully.
“This reading so far says that the central issues in your life
right now are personal power and responsibility. That the root
cause is inexorable forces and that the goal of these forces is a
direction change in your life.”

Mariah rolled her eyes and looked up at the
ceiling. She didn’t want to deal with this. But this very much
looked like it was going to reveal what these two wanted from her.
That was good.

Direction change. Yeah right. It didn’t take
a brilliant mind to know in what direction they wanted her to go.
They were laying it on pretty thick.

Turning over the left most card, she saw it
was a Three of Swords.

“Heartbreak is receding.
It’s a quality you must let go,” Carol said. “Turn the rightmost
card in the cross, now.”

Mariah reached down and flipped the card.
The Lovers showed.

Carol laughed. “Very nice.”

“Like I’m really ready for
another relationship,” Mariah replied her voice dry.

“It’s in your cards,
Mariah,” Carol told her. “But this could also mean that your
personal beliefs and values might change in the future, or that you
could have a highly sensual romantic relationship. Turn the bottom
two cards in the line of cards to the right of the
cross.”

Mariah turned them. The bottom card was a
Five of Cups. The card above it was a King of Pentacles. She shook
her head.

“This card,” Carol said,
pointing to the five, “is how you see yourself. It means loss,
bereavement and regret. The other card is how the world sees you.
It means bold, forceful, creative, inspiring, and
charismatic.”

Mariah closed her eyes and shook her
head. “That’s obvious, about the loss and bereavement. So, I see
myself as mired in loss, bereavement, and regret, while the rest of
the world sees me as creative, inspiring, forceful, charismatic,
and bold.”

Carol nodded. “That’s how I’d read it,
yes.”

She laughed. She couldn’t help
it. Man, man this is really laying it on
thick. How did they do this? Had to be in how Brenda cut the cards.
Then again, Brenda always had possessed nimble hands and a sharp
mind for cards. No one in their group would play cards with Brenda
more than once for money. Once was all it took to teach that
lesson. So, it isn’t totally out of the realm of possibility that
she had manipulated the deck to get the kind of reading they wanted
to give me. If they did manipulate the deck, what is their goal?
What do they want?

“Turn the very top card.
That will talk about the outcome of all of this.”

She turned it face up. The Empress.

Brenda spoke, “So, the overall outcome
is one of motherhood and abundance.”

“Or of her learning to use
her senses and being more in tune with nature and the divine,”
Carol offered. “It’s awfully hard to read. And it could be many
things.”

Mariah turned the final card to find it
being the Magician card.

“Tell me what you think
that means?” Carol demanded.

“That the answer lies in
magic?” Mariah offered, cynicism in her voice.

“Not precisely. Action,
awareness, concentration, and power, are all the keys to an
abundant future,” Carol said.

Brenda looked at the cards. “This
really is an amazing reading.”

“Why so amazing? It didn’t
tell me anything that I didn’t already know about
myself.”

Brenda picked up the cards and put
them back into the deck. She shuffled them and dealt a different
kind of arrangement using all the cards in stacks, like a Solitaire
spread. “Let’s see what kind of reading I get for you.”

Essentially, Brenda’s reading was the same
as Carol’s had been.

Another woman, an older woman called
Alice, brought out her own deck of cards and sat down. Mariah
noticed that the cards were heavily worn through use. “Allow me to
give you a reading.”

Then the woman dealt yet another type
of spread, using all the cards, laying them out in a circle. That
reading was remarkably similar. Alice nodded. “I'd say the goddess
is desperately trying to tell you something through the cards. But
the proof of this would be to get similar readings through
different types of divination, like the I-Ching. Someone bring me
the book and straws.”

Mariah sighed heavily. “No. I think
I’ve had quite enough.”

Carol laughed a certain nervousness to
her voice. “Yes. Perhaps you have, Mariah. Why don’t you sit down
on the sofa and rest for a while. The remainder of us will finish
our own private divinations.”

Mariah sat down and closed her eyes. She
forced herself to be calm.

I can’t believe any of this. The dead don’t
talk to the living. And if they did they wouldn’t talk through a
homemade talking board. This just doesn’t work this way. It’s a
delusion. A trick. How they did it, I don't know. But I don't
believe this. At all.

And those Tarot readings? This is just too strange
for words. They're setting me up for something. This Carol person
wants something from me. I just have to figure out her angle.
Considering my security clearance, it could be anything. This could
be a warped angle to get material for blackmail. It could be
anything, from a harmless prank to an extortion set-up. Perhaps
they have learned about John's money and want a piece of that.
Perhaps they want classified information. I don't know what they
want. Any way, they aren't getting anything from me. I don't care
if the whole world knows that I was here tonight. They have nothing
with which to blackmail me.

She made this happen, somehow. Brenda’s
obviously in on this up to her neck. What did they use? Have I been
drugged? Between the herbs in dinner and the incense on the table,
it might have been possible. No, I don’t feel as though I’m working
at diminished capacity. Was this all a hypnotic suggestion?
Whatever this is, it can’t be real. It simply can’t be real.
Physical laws don't bend like this. And Jungian parapsychology is
an utter crock.

This is all one very unfunny Halloween
prank. I don’t know what to make of this. The one thing that I’m
certain of is that none of this is real. But, if it’s not real,
what is it? Some kind of set up, obviously.

So, operating on the principle that this
isn’t real, how can I warp their minds and turn this very unfunny
joke back on them? They’re witches, at least that’s the claim. What
would freak them out? I don’t know enough about their religion to
know how to push the buttons or even where the buttons are to
push.

She opened her eyes and looked at the coffee table
in front of her. Lying there were several books about magic. She
picked one of them up. Maybe reading this would give her something
from their own philosophy to use to turn this joke back on them.
Carol said she was not to be taken for a fool. Well, Mariah would
rather be damned and boiled in oil than to let them take her for a
fool.

She sighed as she looked around at the
group. They were all busy with the various divination methods. But
no one was using the talking board. She didn’t blame them. That
little demonstration that Carol had orchestrated was entirely too
spooky. It had obviously scared them off from use of that
device.

It was about a half-hour later when
Carol called an end to this stage of the gathering. Brenda's sister
stood with that two edged dagger in her hand. She drew a pentagram
in the air over their heads. “Watchful guardians and towers, Land,
Air, Fire, Water, all powers, as we leave this room, protect us in
the outdoor gloom.”

“Sisters and friends, as
we go outside to enjoy the bonfire and to burn away our problems
from this last year, and seek strength for our goals of the new
year, let us always remember the rule of three.”

“The rule of three?”
Mariah asked. “What’s that?”

Brenda answered, “Whatever you work
for others, for good or for ill, comes back to you threefold. It’s
a basic statement of Karma.”

“So, you don’t curse
anyone.”

“Never. But the goddess
has her own mind on such things. She doesn’t like people hurting
others and always makes them pay,” Brenda replied.

“Always?” Mariah asked.
“There is always justice?”

Carol replied, “Always. Sometimes
immediately, other times with some distance. All injuries done to
people will have payback. Justice is inevitable. The Goddess is
just and wise. She is a woman; maiden, mother, and crone, and has
tremendous patience. She always teaches her children and punishes
them so that they can learn the errors of their ways. It might not
be in this life. It might be several lives later. But the
punishment does come.”

“Is it,” Mariah asked,
“possible to set forces in place to speed up or shape the form in
which the justice will take for truly evil people?”

“Like people who set
bombs, perhaps?” Carol asked, her voice pointed. “Are those the
people you would call evil.”

“Yes. People who set
bombs, who plan mass murders, who send young children to their
deaths as suicide bombers, who train children to hate in the name
of a religious faith to such an extent that they build car bombs.
I’d really like to see those people pay severely for the pain they
inflict on others.”

“Pain inflicted while
cloaking evil in the garb of righteousness?” Carol
asked.

“Precisely.”

Carol said, “No. We won’t speak curses
on people, even people like those. While it is understandable that
people want revenge, as in your case for the death of a loved one,
the craft, as we work it, may not properly be used for those
purposes. Doing so is against our code of ethics. We are prohibited
from harming anyone, and that includes ourselves. Except in a few
cases, we can’t ethically cast spells on other people.”

“What cases are those?”
Mariah asked.

“In dire cases, when
people need either protection or healing and are unable to deal
with it themselves,” Brenda replied. “And when people ask for the
help. We don’t cast spells of healing for anyone without their
permission. To do so would be to infringe on their right of chose
for themselves. We try never to impose our personal will on anyone.
Freedom of choice is important to us. Stepping on other people's
right to choose for themselves is among the greatest of
sins.”

“So, if you knew that
people were going to be harmed, you couldn’t cast a spell to stop
someone from hurting others because that would be infringing on
that person's right to choose to be hurtful?” Mariah
asked.

“The argument could be
made that if a named person is creating negative actions harmful to
people, that the most loving things would be to stop them from
further harming themselves and others,” Carol replied. “But any
coercive spells, making someone do anything by magic, are
profoundly dangerous and thus strictly forbidden.”

“Forbidden, by whom?”
Mariah asked.

“By the general traditions
of the Old Religion,” Carol answered.

“What about Black Magic? I
thought that was by definition harmful.”

Carol sighed. “There are people who
practice what they call black magic. I know a few people who do
engage in this sort of practice. We agree to disagree on the
philosophical basis of our practice of the craft. I prefer to work
within the world as it is. As a rule, they prefer to shape the
universe to their liking. I don’t believe I’m wise enough to know
what is best for everyone. Besides, the argument is often made that
magic is colorless, and that it is only the uses which could be
classified.”

“I see.”

“I don’t think you do. But
let me explain. Spells are like pebbles through into a pond. There
is the initial impact, then the results spread out, rippling far
beyond the initial hit and getting bigger even as the strength
fades. Words have power and they must be used judiciously. It's
only prudent to do much divination before casting any spell to see
how it will impact as often spells have unintended consequences.
Maximizing the good and minimizing the bad is one of the goals of
any spell. One of the things a Wiccan is taught is to listen much
and speak little.”

Mariah smiled. “I see. You said
something about going outside?”

The group had gathered out in back of the
house. The bonfire was indeed burning.

Carol walked to a black draped altar
table north of the bonfire. She lit candles on the table and placed
hurricane lanterns over the tapers. She picked up a cast iron
cauldron from the table. “Sisters and friends, you’ve all prepared
for tonight by examining yourself. Each of you were asked to think
of at least one sorrow from last year and to write it down on a
small piece of paper. We will now burn those papers, giving up
ownership of the pain, putting it away, giving it no longer any
room in our souls, in preparation for moving on with the new
year.”

Mariah sighed. If only it were that easy. I could write down my pain and
loneliness and burn the paper, banishing the pain and getting rid
of the loneliness. Now, that would be truly magical.
It's a lovely thought. Too bad it doesn't work
that way.

She watched as Carol took a taper and
lit it from the bonfire. Then Carol set fire to the content of the
caudron. Blue flames shot up over the rim of the cast iron pot.
“We’ve sorrows old and sorrows new, a cauldron full of flame that’s
blue. We drop our pain, one by one, to watch it burn to be all
done. The end of old heartache, so we might a better future make.
So mote it be.”

“So mote it be,” the group
answered.

Carol dropped her own paper into the
cauldron. “Burn old pain, burn away, no more mine this
day.”

One by one, the members of the group took
their papers from their pockets and walked to the cauldron,
dropping the paper in, repeating Carol’s words, and watching the
symbol of their own personal pain burn to ashes before walking
away. Mariah held back.

Brenda spoke to her in a low voice.
“We’re waiting for you, Mariah. Go burn your sorrow. You’ve mourned
for John. He wouldn’t want you to go on hurting
forever.”

“Like this is really going
to help?” Mariah answered in an equally low voice.

“What can it hurt? Besides
the Tarot tells you that your sorrow is already receding. You have
to move on with your life. You can’t live your life in a constant
state of sorrow. John would have wanted you to put away the pain
and move on. He said so.”

“You don’t really believe
any of this stuff do you, Brenda?”

“Always the skeptic,
aren’t you, Mariah? Sometimes, I wonder that you can still call
yourself Catholic.”

“That makes two of us.
But, I'm more Catholic than I'll ever be anything else.”

“Go on! You wrote the slip
out. Go burn away your pain. Disown it. Put it away. Free yourself
from the pain. Think of it as a psychological exercise if nothing
else.”

Mariah sighed. She walked over and
dropped her slip of paper into the flames, standing there until it
burned to ashes but she didn’t repeat the rhyme.
No change. The pain is still there. Of course it
is. Did you really expect magic to solve your problems? You aren’t
that naïve. But this keeps Brenda happy.

Carol spoke again, “The turning of
time’s wheel, old pain to heal, new joys to feel. Now, we’ve put
away the pain, time to think of new year’s gain. Our goals, dear
Lady, we offer you, consigning them to fire blue. Spirit of fire,
gently glow, carry our offerings, our petitions, that we may
grow.”

“Lady,” Carol continued,
“hear my plea. This year I seek to grow in love, more like you to
be.” Then she dropped her second slip of paper in the
cauldron.

Everyone else dropped theirs in one by
one, stating their wish for the coming year, most of them were for
spiritual growth. Mariah came up at the last. “I have only one wish
this day, to see that all murderers for their actions pay. This is
my goal, my prayer, my plea, that none who’ve done murder may from
justice flee.”

An ice-cold gust of wind blew through the
group. The bonfire flickered. Mariah shivered with the sudden
cold.

Carol looked at Mariah in horror.
“Sweet Mother! What have you done?”

* * *

Free! Somehow this group of women gathered
here around this fire was responsible for his being able to be back
in the world. Here, but not here, not really. He needed to find a
body and the power to keep it for his own. This group had the power
to call him forth from the other side, the power to bring him back
here. They also had the power to vanquish him, to send him back to
that shadowy world in which he had resided since Nathan’s spirit
had dragged him along in 1889. The power in this circle was
unmistakable. How best to use it? Was there enough power here to
let him become immortal once he took on a human form?

The more pressing question was, did they
know he was here?

“Words have power,” he
heard the woman standing before the black covered table say.
“Especially in a circle, when the goddess and guardians are
listening. Remember what I told you about spells and their ripples.
This one may have unintended consequences. Something evil has come
back into the world.”

So, they did know he was here. It was time
to get away as soon as possible. If they could summon him, they
could send him back. Avoiding experiencing the cold darkness of
that loveless place again was at the top of his list of
preferences.

“This is all too beyond my
comfort zone. I’m out of here,” one woman said in a tone of disgust
as she stormed off, another woman following her.

He watched as the group joined hands
and began to dance around the fire, singing, invoking the spirits
of air, earth, fire, and water; all the group except the two. He
followed those two women, curious about them.

“Mariah?” the second woman
called.

“Thank you for an
interesting evening, Brenda. I’m going home.”

“Let me open the circle
for you so that you can leave safely.”

If he could have laughed, he would
have. This was just too funny. The expression on the first woman’s
face was incredulous. Yet, in spite of the emotions on her face,
her voice was gentle and unfailingly polite, very much the lady in
spite of her wearing trousers. “I would appreciate that, Brenda.
Thank you again for a unique Halloween experience I won’t soon
forget.”

The woman called Brenda sighed. “John
wouldn’t have wanted you to mourn for him forever. He’s dead. You
have a life to live. Don’t waste it in grieving for him.
Please.”

“I know your heart is in
the right place. I just don’t believe any of this. I’m not a very
good Catholic, that's true. But the things you believe are so far
out of my worldview, I can’t even get my mind around
them.”

“You won’t let yourself
believe. That’s okay, you know. No one is going to force you to
believe in anything. I wanted to give you a diversion, something
else to think about besides your grief over John’s death for one
evening. Even if this hasn’t promoted healing for you, it has been
a distraction, taking you out of your grief for a little while,
hasn’t it?”

“It’s been an interesting
evening. Thank you for caring. But I need to go home now. I will
respect your traditions. So, please let me out of the
circle.”

Brenda nodded as they reached the gate.

He watched as she smudged out a line in the
soil just inside the wooden gate.

“Goodnight, Mariah. Gentle
dreams.”

“Goodnight, Brenda. Thank
Carol for me. It was a very good dinner and an evening I won't soon
forget.”

The woman called Mariah walked through the
gate. He followed her through before the other woman could close
the circle again. If he stayed here within this area of power,
there was a chance that the energy he felt building from the circle
of women would be sufficient to send him back to the cold and the
darkness. The more distance he put between himself and these
workers of magic, the better he’d like it.

He had a new chance at the world. He
intended to take it and run with it. He’d need to find a body to
use so that he could move through the world. Oh, how he wanted to
live again, to move in flesh among men and women, especially among
women. Although, if these women were in any way a representative
sample of women in this age, he would definitely have his task cut
out for him.


Chapter Two




Monday, November 1

Early morning




Mariah awoke, hearing a scream. Sitting up
in bed, she realized that she was the one screaming. Adrenaline
surged through her. Her heart was in her throat. But how could it
be there when it was pounding like a jackhammer against her
ribs?

It was only a dream. She was in her own
bedroom, the first floor suite off the kitchen in her townhouse in
Georgetown. She really wasn’t in 1888. She wasn’t on the dirty,
smelly, cold and foggy streets of that district in London known as
Whitechapel.

No, it had only been a dream. She hadn’t
really just murdered a drunken prostitute on the streets of
Whitechapel, in the middle of a heavy fog.

She hadn’t been a man wearing a dark suit.
She hadn’t strangled the prostitute as the whiskey soaked woman had
lifted her skirts in preparation for having sex. She hadn’t felt
the other woman’s throat yield under the man’s hands that were
hers. She hadn’t seen the utter horror in the other woman’s eyes,
then seen that horror fade away with the woman’s consciousness. It
was only a bad dream.

Mariah hadn’t lowered the unconscious
drunken hooker to the ground with the woman’s head at her left. She
hadn’t taken a razor sharp knife and slit the other woman’s throat,
only to watch the bright red arterial blood spurt up onto the
wooden fence. She hadn’t felt elation and a sense of increased
power as the woman had died. No, she had actually done none of
that. It had only been a dream.

With a man’s hands, she hadn’t expertly
disemboweled the woman, taking an organ as a prize. She hadn’t
wrapped the kidney in a handkerchief, still warm from the woman’s
body. She hadn’t placed it in her pocket inside an oilskin pouch.
This had been just a nightmare.

She hadn’t walked away into the fog, leaving
the body behind on the ground to be found by the Metropolitan
Police. She hadn’t gone back to rooms in a slightly better part of
town, removed the kidney from the packet, cut it in half, sliced it
thinly, sauteed it with onions, and savored it along with a bottle
of red wine. She really hadn’t enjoyed the taste of the human
organ, comparing it favorably to deer and beef kidneys. And she
hadn’t preserved the rest of the organ in a bottle of strong wine.
No, this had just been a vivid, loathsome, nightmare.

She hadn’t sat down and wrote this
note to George Lusk:”From hell.

Mr Lusk,

Sor

I send you half the Kidne I took from one
woman and prasarved it for you tother piece I fried and ate it was
very nise. I may send you the bloody knif that took it out if you
only wate a whil longer

Signed

Catch me when you can Mishter
Lusk”

Mariah hadn’t waited two weeks then sent the
other half of the kidney with this note to George Lusk who had been
the head of the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee. She hadn’t been
delighted to pack that into a three inch square cardboard box and
to pay a dirty street urchin a half a crown to deliver it.

She hadn’t done any of that. It was just a
nightmare. A particularly, peculiarly, vivid nightmare, but a
nightmare all the same. That’s all it was. It hadn’t been real. She
didn’t need to be scared. But she was. This terrified her. It was
like no other dream she had ever had.

Mariah looked over at the clock. Two
fifteen. She remembered seeing the digital display of the clock at
midnight. But she wasn’t about to get back to sleep anytime
soon.

The phone rang.

She picked up the cordless handset on
the second ring. “Jensen.”

Climbing out of bed, she went to the
kitchen, holding the phone to her ear. Hot chocolate. That’s what
she needed. That would relax her and let her get another hour’s
sleep. Maybe.

Her cat, a Calico named Amelia, rubbed
against her ankle. The cat had shown up on her doorstep when she
had lived in the basement apartment while rehabbing the main part
of the house. Mariah had named her after Amelia Earhart because the
cat was pretty to look at, personable, bold, and a lousy flyer.
Mariah's brothers had teased her she had named the cat Amelia in
hopes the animal would disappear. Amelia cat had been good company
for the last three years. Mariah had never thought of herself as a
cat person until Amelia had come into her life. Now, she couldn't
imagine life without the undemanding company of this cat.

“Mariah, are you okay?”
Quintin Colter asked over the phone as she walked towards the
kitchen. “I heard you scream. Are you okay?”

Quin was her tenant, living in the
self-contained basement apartment of her townhouse. Captain Quintin
Colter, USMC, worked out at the Navy Yard as an investigator with
the office of the Judge Advocate General. He had rented the
apartment from her for the last two years. He was a quiet and
thoughtful man, a graduate of the Naval Academy. Since they both
worked out at the Navy Yard most of the time, they often rode the
buses together to and from work. She counted him among her
friends.

Mariah sighed as she turned on the
kettle. “I’m fine, Quin. I’m sorry that I woke you.”

“What’s going
on?”

She figured she owed him an
explanation, even though she was embarrassed. “I just had a
nightmare. It’s nothing to worry about. Sorry to have disturbed
you. Go back to sleep.”

“I wouldn’t say that it’s
nothing. You sounded utterly terrified.”

“Yeah, well, I was,” she
said on a sigh. “That’s the nature of nightmares, isn’t
it?”

“I suppose so. You want
some company? I could come up and lend you a shoulder to cry
on.”

“It’s too late. Besides,
I’m not fit company for anyone. I’m a basket case right now,
Quin.”

“I’ve got a big basket,”
he only half-teased. “It's not good to be alone when you hurt so
badly.”

“I’m going to make some
hot chocolate and try to relax a bit. Maybe I can get back to
sleep.”

“If you change your mind,
I’m just downstairs. And I’ve got a new bottle of brandy. Might be
more effective in putting you back to sleep than hot
chocolate.”

“You’re a good friend,
Quin.”

“Always, Mariah. I’m here
for you. Just say the word. Hey, I’ve even got a can of
anti-monster spray I could bring up.”

She laughed, in spite of herself.
“Anti-monster spray? You’re kidding? Where in the world would you
get something like that.”

“No. I’m not kidding. It’s
an invention of my sister. Her kids have nightmares about monsters,
so she created this aerosol spray, like a bug repellant, only it
chases monsters away.”

“Yeah, right. That sounds
like your sister, Quin. I’ve only met Elaine once, but that really
sounds like her.”

“Works for her kids, even
though it's just a can of air freshener with a new glossy label
glued on.”

Mariah couldn’t help laughing again.
“I’m not a gullible six years old child.”

“No, you’re not. Thanks be
to God,” he said, warmth in his voice.

Since John’s death, Quin had been making
comments like that, now and again. Never anything totally out of
line. But, words warm enough to let her know that he found her
attractive. Even in her grief, she was still woman enough to
appreciate the attention.

“Quin. Thanks for your
concern. I’m fine.”

“What was the nightmare
about?”

“It was
stupid.”

“Was it?” he asked, doubt
in his voice. “Since you don’t scare easily, I doubt that it was
stupid. Sounded to me like that dream scared you
shitless.”

“Putting it
mildly.”

“Tell me about
it.”

She sighed again as the water came to
a boil. She poured some water into a cup containing hot chocolate
powder and mixed the drink. “It seemed so real, Quin. It was as if
I were there.”

“Where?”

“You’ll laugh.”

“No, I won’t.
Promise.”

She sighed and decided to tell him.
“London in the fall of 1888, in the Whitechapel
district.”

“The Ripper?” he asked in
obvious surprise. “You had a nightmare about the
Ripper?”

“Yep.”

“Shit. That would be
enough to scare any woman. Those murders were terrible. Have you
been reading Ripper lore lately?”

“No. This dream came out of nowhere. It seemed so
real. I can’t remember ever having a dream that vivid.” She sipped
her hot chocolate. “It was as though I were the killer, seeing his
actions through his own eyes.”

“The Ripper is dead. These
murders were more than a century ago. And the Ripper was definitely
a man. Although there were rumors that the Ripper was actually a
deranged midwife. But the actions were quite probably done by a
man.”

“I’ve never known much
about this series of murders, but the images were so real. I
smelled the stench of horse manure, garbage, coal fires, the
dampness of the nasty thick fog. I saw him, from his own vantage
point, strangle a clearly drunken prostitute as she lifted her
skirts out of the way to prepare to have sex with him against the
brick building. I saw him strangle her and lower her to the filthy
ground before he slit her throat, then expertly incised her abdomen
and removed an organ. It was terrible. There was arterial bleeding
splattering up. He took her kidney and put it in his pocket in an
oilskin pouch to take away as a souvenir of the murder.”

Quin was quiet for a moment. When he
spoke his voice was thoughtful, “That’s pretty well the way at
least one of the murders happened. Did you get the name of the
victim?”

She sighed raggedly. “Catherine
Eddowes.”

“Yep. That fits. Was that
all there was to the dream?”

“You know a lot about the
Ripper murders. Was there a George Lusk involved here?”

“Sure.”

“A letter and half a
kidney preserved in wine?”

“Yes. The Eddowes woman
had Bright’s disease, and the half of a kidney sent showed signs of
that ailment which leads some people to believe that the ‘From
Hell’ letter was actually from the Ripper.”

“'From Hell' letter?” she
squeaked.

“The Ripper taunted Lusk
who was the head of the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee, saying
that he'd send him the knife as well as the kidney.”

“The kidney that he had
fried and was very nice.”

“That's it. You know of
the letter?”

“God. So, this didn’t come
completely out of my imagination. It came out of my memory. I just
don't recall ever reading about the case.”

“The Ripper is ubiquitous.
His influence is in a lot of fiction. There are lots of works of
fiction twisting Ripper lore one way or another; books, films, tv.
The 'From Hell' letter was used in a film starring Johnny
Depp.”

She sighed, her breath heavily. She wished
she could believe that was all this was, just her memory conjuring
up the most graphic horror she knew about in response to the
warning about wholesale slaughter since those were the most
horrific murders of women she knew of.

“You sure you don’t want a
shoulder?” Quin asked.

“It wouldn’t be a good
idea, just now, Quin. I’m not fit company.”

“No. But you need someone
to hold you.”

“It would be a very bad
idea,” she answered, her voice low. “I’m way too vulnerable right
now. It would be too easy to reach out to you for
comfort.”

“Nothing wrong with that.
I thought that's what friends were for, to give aid and
comfort.”

Mariah sighed. “Come on, Quin, you
aren't either stupid or a child. Just like me, you were raised
Catholic. I'm sure you got the same lectures about avoiding
occasions of sin. Trust me. This isn't a good idea.”

He was silent for a moment. “Are you
afraid that I'd take advantage of you?” he asked in a low, rather
hurt, voice.

“No. I'm afraid my control isn't what it needs to
be, right now. I'm very much afraid I'd take advantage of you. That
would be a terrible mistake for both of us. Better not to get in
the way of temptation.”

“Why? We're both adults. We're friends. Neither of
us are virgins. And we're both healthy. If I can help you get
through the night, I'm here for you. Anytime, any way, you need me.
You have to know I'm here for you.”

“I don't want to use you to put a bandage on my
pain. I don't want to hurt you. And I don't want to be hurt by
doing that. Besides, Jeannie would have my scalp, with full
justification.”

“Jeannie and I aren't
engaged any longer. She broke it off.”

“I’m sorry, Quin. That
can’t be fun. When did that happen? Why didn’t you say
anything?”

“You’re going through your
own grief hell. You don’t need to be dealing with my problems,
too.”

“You love her.”

“Love isn’t always enough.
And a one sided love is utterly worthless, Mariah. It can feel good
for a while. But it's only slightly better than being
alone.”

“Unfortunately, that’s
true. So, what happened?”

“Jeannie’s old flame came
back on the scene. The two of them flew to Vegas and got
married.”

“That’s a rather decided
way of ending your relationship.”

“Isn’t it?” Quin answered
dryly. “She didn’t even bother to tell me she was breaking off our
engagement. We were supposed to go to a concert on Thursday
evening. She left a message on my machine that she was sick and
couldn't come. Then they flew out of Dulles on Thursday night. Her
sister brought me the ring on Friday, at noon, along with a ‘Dear
John’ note. Jeannie’s new husband is in the Air Force and is being
deployed to Europe. Right now, they’re in California, getting ready
to leave the States.”

She sighed heavily. “I’m
sorry.”

“You sure you don’t want
me to come up?”

“No, Quin. I think you had
best stay downstairs. Both of us are on the rebound. It would be
too easy to make a serious mistake in our joint misery.”

“You’re a wise woman,
Mariah. Far wiser than I am because I’m more than willing to risk
the hurt to take a chance on your falling in love with
me.”

“You were just the one
talking about how useless a one sided love is.”

“True. But I'm willing to
take the risk.”

“No, Quin. My heart is
just too raw. I’m not ready to get serious about anyone. And you
aren't either.”

“Who said this had to be
anything serious?”

“Sex is always serious for
me. Sex and commitment are so tightly linked I can't separate them.
I'm not ready to commit to anyone. I'm still grieving for
John.”

“That’s one of the things
I like most about you, Mariah.”

“That I’m an oldfashioned
prude?”

“Hardly a
prude.”

“Then what?”

“That you are an officer
and a gentlewoman, in every sense of that last word.”

“Thank you,
Quin.”

“My respect for you is
endless, Mariah.”

“You’ve been a good friend
to me, Quin.”

“Get some
sleep.”

“Thanks for
caring.”

“You might as well thank
me for breathing.”

Mariah sighed. The last thing I want is for Quin to be in love with me. He's
an attractive man. I'm fond of him, as a friend. But I don't love
him. Perhaps, I could learn to love him, in time. He's a good man.
Is Quin the man who is supposed to be waiting for me? He'd be safer
than Mike. At least no one would think twice about two people in
the Services marrying. But no, John had never been jealous of
Quin.

There you go again, Mariah, treating party
games as though they were real. They weren't. It was all a trick.
So, just forget it. Don't give that episode with the board any
credence. It's not trustworthy.

“Good night, Quin. Sorry I
woke you up.”

“Try to get some sleep.
You’ve got quite a day ahead.”

“I’m going to finish my
cocoa and head back to bed.”

“Sleep well, Mariah. I’ll
be at the funeral.”

“You don’t have to do
that.”

“Sure I do. John was a
good man. I need to say ‘goodbye’ to him.”

“That’s nice of you,
Quin.”

“You say that like it was
a surprise.”

“It’s not. You’ve been a
good tenant and a good friend.”

“I want to be more than
your friend, Mariah. You have to know that I'm falling in love with
you.”

She sighed again. “Don't. Let’s not
rush into anything.”

“Just tell me that there’s
hope,” he asked.

“I don’t know. I can’t
even think about this right now. Thinking about anyone else feels
like being unfaithful to John. I loved him for a decade, since we
were at the Air Force Academy together. It’s not easy to move on,
even though I know he’s dead.”

“I understand. It wouldn’t
be an easy thing to pick up and move on. Try to get some sleep,
Mariah. And don’t worry.”

“Easier said than done.
Worry’s become my middle name lately.”

* * *

The cold spirit hovered nearby. So, he could
easily reach her in her dreams. That’s interesting. He needed to do
it again, just to be sure. Horrifying women in this way was almost
more fun than actually taking their lives. But this was not
productive for his long term goals.

He wanted to live again, to feel a woman
beneath him, to enjoy a good meal and some fine wine. He simply
wanted to feel. It had been a long time since he had actually
enjoyed sensations, feeling them with limbs that belonged to him.
Being in her dreams was a good start. Yet, it wasn’t the same as
actually acting and enjoying the sensations in real time.

He wanted to be a man again. But he wanted
to be more than mortal. He’d gone through the alive/dead/alive
sequence once too often. When he came back to full sensation this
time, he needed to make sure that no one would ever again be able
to send him back to the cold darkness. Never again did he want the
endless stretch of unloved nothingness.

But he would need power to accomplish this.
Lots of power. Where would he get it? The women in the circle
hadn’t had enough power to send him back. Or maybe they would have
had if he hadn’t fled. It was hard to say. Either way, they
probably wouldn’t have enough power to make him immortal. But,
maybe taking their power would be a good start towards that goal.
Before he could do that, he needed to be enfleshed once more, even
if that were only in the most limited of forms, even if that meant
only that he was living vicariously through another after taking up
temporary passenger status in the man’s mind. He needed a corporeal
form, or access to a corporeal form to have any real impact in the
physical world.

He watched as she placed her cup in the sink
and rinsed it out before going back to bed. So many improvements
have been made in living conditions since his day. He could hardly
believe some of the improvements. He waited until she was asleep
again before touching her mind, before showing her more of his
memories. Touching her mind, showing her the memories, let him feel
the emotions once more. But more than that, through her he felt the
physical sensations. He’d never had that experience in a woman’s
mind. Then again, he’d never tried to take possession of a woman’s
mind until now. This was a heady sensation, far more intense than
any he had ever had with another person. He wondered if it would be
the same in the mind of every woman, or if there were something
unusual about this particular woman’s mind. That was something he
needed to explore more. The scientific method required repeated
experiments.

He’d show her Mary Jane Kelly. Marie
Jeanette. One of the only two he killed indoors. He’d taken his
time with this one. Would showing her this let him relive the
sensations? He hoped so. That was his finest moment.

The memory of her still excited him. The
twelfth of November 1888. He’d followed Marie Jeanette to her
lodgings. Then he had done amazing things he would never forget.
That murder had been his masterpiece. That killing had been almost
beyond the power of press to describe. But, he would never forget
those few hours or the sense of power it had given him.

* * *

Mariah woke up shaking, cold, and nauseated.
She ran for the bathroom. Violently ill was entirely too nice of a
phrase to describe how she was. The hot chocolate had tasted much
better going down. She threw up until she thought she had nothing
left to lose, then she continued for some time after that bringing
up stomach acid. Her throat and nose burned. The taste of ketones
filled her mouth. But that vileness of taste and feeling was mild
in comparison to the mental revulsion she felt in the wake of this
last nightmare.

The images of her dream were simply too sick
to be borne. Mariah tried to put them out of her mind. Yet, they
lingered there, one horrid image after another. She couldn’t rid
herself of the images. They were just too real, too horrible, too
deeply engraved on her psyche to push them out.

A woman lay dead on a bed. Her throat was
slashed repeatedly to the bone. There were splashes of bright red
arterial blood on the walls behind and to the right of the bed, not
yet turned brown through oxidation. Blood soaked through the linen
sheets into the thin mattress and then pooled on the wooden planks
of the floor beneath.

Marie Jeanette's skin, her flesh, had been
peeled from her belly and thighs in layers. Those flaps of flesh
lay on a nearby table. She’d been disemboweled, completely. Small
bits of fish and potatoes had spilled out of the woman’s stomach
when that organ had been pulled from her belly.

The images were so real, she could almost
smell the odor of blood and bile.

Her organs were scattered over the bed,
intestines at her right side, spleen at the left. Her breasts had
been cut off. One breast lay at her right foot with her liver. The
other breast, her kidneys, and her uterus were all shoved under her
head.

Several ribs were severed, giving easy view
into the void of her chest.

The smell of blood and bile in the small
room was overwhelming.

The woman’s heart was cut out and removed
for a souvenir, a trophy. It was in his coat pocket in another
oilskin bag, like the one used for the kidney of the Eddowes
woman.

Marie Jeanette Kelly, the woman on the bed,
had been utterly and completely butchered. There was no other word
to describe the devastation that had been worked on her. But aside
from the physical damage, what made Mariah feel the most ill was
the satisfaction, the joy, of seeing this woman die and be
butchered. Again, the dream was as though she were seeing the
murder through the eyes of the killer; seeing this series of
actions and feeling his emotions during it. It was like reliving a
profoundly sick memory.

Mariah couldn’t get rid of the images in her
mind, or the feeling of crazy elation she had felt in her dream
during the dissection of the woman. She looked in the mirror over
the sink, after brushing her teeth and gargling with mint mouthwash
in an attempt to get the taste out of her mouth and throat, barely
knowing the woman who glared back at her.

“What kind of monster am I
that I’m having these dreams? How can I even imagine this? How am I
able to picture these scenes?”

Knowing that she wasn't going to be able to
get back to sleep, she took a long hot bath trying to relax. Amelia
curled up on the ledge of the garden tub, keeping her company.
Mariah reached out and stroked the fur of the cat.

Amelia mewed.

“You're such a good cat,”
Mariah answered with affection.

* * *

As usual, Mike was outside of her house
waiting for her when she came out. She had first met him right out
here on this section of sidewalk. It had been the day that she had
looked at the house with the idea of buying it. That day had only
been three years ago, yet it felt like she'd known him all her
life.

* * *

During the house showing, the saleswoman had
played up the charm of the Victorian townhouse. But, all Mariah
could see were the myriad problems; the bad wiring, the roof that
needed more than simple repairs, the plaster that was perishing—had
perished in many places, the lack of central heat and air, and the
plumbing that needed replaced. At least the foundation of the house
was sound. There was something here to work with.

The only question was, did she want to put
this much effort and money into the place? There were condos she
could buy in D.C. for much less than she'd spend in the initial
purchase price plus the cost of restoration and maintenance. Mariah
had just about talked herself out of even making an offer on the
townhouse because of the tremendous amount of work and money
required to make the house even livable, let alone the beautiful
place she knew it could be.

Then she had met Mike Borokov. In that first
glimpse, she knew him to be a man who wore danger with the ease of
a favorite shirt. Raw sex appeal came from the man with the same
effortlessness used in his breathing, and with about the same
amount of thought as went into breathing. Sexy and dangerous were
just two of his personality traits.

He hadn't been the type of man she normally
found attractive. Mike was on the short/ average side for a guy. He
was clearly a practicing Jew from the skullcap he wore to the
fringes of the prayer shawl sticking out from beneath the vest of
his dark suit to the full beard he wore. His hair and beard were
mostly gray. And yet, she had found him very attractive, more
attractive than any other man she had ever met.

“Ah, Mike, hello,” the
saleswoman said, a heated blush coming to the other woman’s face.
“Mike lives next door to the house you were just looking
at.”

Mike had smiled at the realtor.
“Emily. Hello.”

Hearing the slight accent, and
recognizing it, Mariah had greeted him with “Zdavstuyte” Hello.

His smile had made her tingle all
over. “Kak vas zovut?”
What’s your name?

“Menya zovut Mariah.” My
name is Mariah.

“Otkuda vy?” Where are you
from?

“Ya iz Soedinyonykh
Shtatov Ameriki.” I’m from the USA.

Then he’d laughed, bold and full of
humor. “Then by all means, let us speak English.”

“That’s just as well.
You’ve almost exhausted my spoken Russian vocabulary,” she told him
in equally good humor.

“Mikhail Ivanovich Borokov
at your service, Miss Mariah. Are you thinking of buying the Henson
wreck?”

“If I can get it at the
right price so I can afford to rehab it, I might be interested.
With a few months hard work, and a small fortune in materials, it
could be a breathtakingly lovely home.”

“I'm sure it was lovely at
one time a lovely home,” Mike allowed. “Now, it's an utter
disaster.”

“That's an understatement
of British proportions. I’m surprised the place hasn’t been
condemned by the city given the shape it's in.”

“It’s not that bad,”
Emily, the real estate saleswoman, protested.

Mariah remembered rolling her eyes.
“Oh, no? The wiring hasn’t been touched since the early 1900s by
the look of things. Right now, the wiring alone makes the place a
major fire hazard. The electrical and mechanical systems in this
place belong in a museum. There isn't even a service disconnect
panel in the main house. The main house is wired directly into the
lines. That has to be changed. They changed it in the basement when
the apartment was modernized. But they never changed it in the
house. Probably because they were afraid of the
expense.”

“I don’t think it’s really
that bad,” Emily protested, her voice weaker.

“Yes, it’s
REALLY that bad. In addition to the
electrical problems, the plumbing looks original, as if it hasn't
had more than really spotty maintenance work on it since it was
installed. There are lead water supply lines. That's against code
almost everywhere because of the health risk involved. I'm almost
positive it's against D.C. building codes, as well. The heating is
substandard and ancient.”

Emily cringed.

Mariah continued ticking off the
problems. “The plaster walls and ceilings are perishing, having
failed in several rooms, particularly on the third floor. There's
patches of damp throughout even the first floor walls. Every bit of
plaster in the place has to come out. Repairs aren't possible at
this point as there's not a sound area of plaster in the place to
anchor a patch to. At least there's no major asbestos abatement
problem. Neither the walls of the house nor any of the water pipes
nor the ducts were ever insulated and there was never any asbestos
tile or ceiling panels installed,” Mariah said.

“That's good,” Emily said,
brightening.

“The house needs a new
roof, desperately. The exterior needs tuckpointing before the
bricks start falling out of the exterior walls. The windowsills are
all mostly rotted out. All the windows need replaced. The doors,
interior and exterior need replaced. I think most of the floors can
be salvaged with a good hard sanding and refinishing, after
replacing a few planks. But the third story will have to be
completely redone, quite likely from the point of jacking up the
roof and reframing the entire floor. I won't know the extent of the
work that needs done until I can look at the state of the framing
after all the plaster and lathe is gone. The fireplaces are an
utter horror and an open invitation to the house burning down. They
all need reworked.”

Emily sighed. “I think you are
overstating the problems.”

“No. I'm not overstating
anything. The house needs to be gutted and rebuilt from the
exterior walls. I stand my by original assessment. I’m very
surprised it hasn’t been condemned.”

Mike nodded. “I’d say Mariah’s assessment was as
good as any about the shape of the house. The place is in truly sad
shape. You have a good eye, Mariah. I take it you’re a
contractor?”

“No. I worked in
construction on my grandfather's construction crews during the
summers from the time that I was old enough to be a 'gopher' until
I left for college. I hope I’ve learned enough to handle the rehab
of the house. This house will either be the proving of my skill or
an utter, unmitigated, disaster. That’s if the executor takes my
offer on the place. And there’s no guarantee of that, as I’m about
to offer just about what the place is worth, which isn't very much
by D.C. standards given the shape it's in.”

Mike has smiled. “I’m certain it will
be your masterpiece when you finish the work on the
place.”

“From your mouth to God’s
ear. But, my budget is profoundly limited. If I can’t get it for my
price, I’ll have to walk away. There will be no other choice,”
Mariah said.

“Few people’s budgets aren’t limited,” he agreed. “I
have looked at the house myself, thinking I might put in an offer
and put some people to work in rehabbing it for the purposes of
resell. But if you want it to live in, and not to hold it for
resale, I’ll be happy not to put in a bid on the place. The house
needs someone to live in it.”

“Thank you. Living out of
a hotel is quite annoying. Thank God, the basement apartment is
habitable. Otherwise, I wouldn't be able to entertain the idea of
buying this at all. I can't afford to buy a place I can't live
in.”

“You’re new to the
area?”

“Just posted here last
week. I’d been warned that area real estate was ungodly expensive.
But until I started looking, I had no idea just how true that
was.”

“Military?”

“Air Force.”

“Andrews?”

“No, in town.”

“Ah,” Mike said with a
smile.

“Lieutenant Jensen, are
you really interested in putting in an offer?” the realtor
asked.

Mariah sighed heavily. “Like I told
Mike, if I can get this for the price I need to get it for, I’ll
take it. Frankly, the only saving grace of the building in the
shape it’s in now is the fact that the basement apartment is
habitable.”

“And when the house is
finished, you’ll be able to rent out the basement and have an
additional income to offset the mortgage,” the realtor offered,
hitting the selling points.

“At this point, I can’t
believe that any bank would give a mortgage on the place. Any
inspector’s report would reveal all the problems I’ve enumerated.
Most people with any sense would be frightened away by the scope of
the problems. Bankers have a nasty habit of not wanting to put
their money into any property that requires a long term
rehab.”

Mariah watched as the realtor
swallowed hard. That had told her all she needed to know. “So, when
were you going to tell me that there had been a bad inspector’s
report on another offer?” Mariah had asked in an all too soft
voice.

Emily looked like she had just
swallowed a frog. “I, er…”

“It's okay, Emily, I know
how the game is played. Was it a bank or the potential buyer who
balked?”

“The bank. Financing fell
through,” Emily admitted sheepishly.

“Which was why you showed
this to me, after you knew what my finances were. In hopes that I'd
be charmed by the place enough to plop down the cash.”

Mike laughed, a sound of pure joy.
“Living next to you is going to be interesting, Mariah.”

She remembered smiling at him. “Maybe.
If the estate takes my offer, we'll find out.”

“They'd be stupid not to
take the offer. You've thoroughly inspected the place. You know
what you are getting into,” Mike said.

“I hope so. The termite
inspection has been done?” she asked Emily.

Emily looked at Mariah. “Yes. There
was no current infestation found. So, do you want to write a
contract on the house?”

“We can close by the end
of the week, if they take the offer. If they reject this offer,
there won’t be a second offer from me. I'm not going to putz around
with this. I have to have someplace to live, soon.”

Mike had smiled at her. “A woman after
my own heart.”

Mariah remembered swallowing harder than she
should have as she had realized that Mike’s heart was definitely
something she wanted. But even then, she had been wise enough to
know that the man had most assuredly been out of her league.

* * *

Even after three years, Mike still took her
breath away. Although she knew him to be at least old enough to be
her father, there was something about him that still drew her,
strongly. But she wasn’t going to be stupid enough to let him know
how she felt about him.

He was relatively young looking, apart from
the color of his hair and beard. No one would guess how old he was
just by looking at him. She certainly didn't know his age. Mariah
had never asked him that question. But given the fact that he had
been a full Colonel in Army of the USSR before he had defected to
the US well over twenty years ago, he had to be in his mid sixties,
at least.

Yet, he projected the vitality of a much
younger man. The only physical hints of his age were his white hair
and beard, along with a few laugh lines at the corners of his brown
eyes. Certainly, there was no sign of age in his slim, athletic,
form. Mike had the build of a runner who also worked his upper body
with weights.

He certainly wasn’t male model pretty. But,
he simply oozed testosterone. She’d seen him turn female, and some
male, heads just by walking through his neighborhood
restaurant/bar. She'd seen the way that he'd turned even the heads
of the people on the Georgetown campus where he also taught part
time. He was an attractive man who wore power and sexuality the way
most men wore their skin.
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