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June had fallen hotter than usual on Woodhill, and evening hadn’t brought a cooling breeze to move the stagnant air. Even now, with full night clotting the tree-shaded streets, the smells of car exhaust and heated asphalt oozed over the window sill and coiled around the furniture in my mother’s tiny apartment.

I was sitting over a book of Coleridge in the ancient rocking chair, too hot to sleep, trying to stir the air by rocking. A puff of sluggish breeze lifted the light muslin curtain, and a ghost of smoke stung my sinuses. I looked up from my book and out the window. Nothing moved under the streetlamps, and my neighbors’ porch lights shone on silent lawns and gardens.

Pain burst in my head, and my book fell from my limp hands and struck the floor. I clutched my temples, rocking forward over my knees while my brain felt like it was about to boil out of my head. Little Samoth, my unwanted demon familiar squealed and giggled under the bed. Red King’s back, Hal darling, and White Night’s broke his head.

The little monster was mostly nuisance and annoyance, but it sometimes served as a kind of oracle. I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists. Something was on fire in Woodhill, and Little Samoth was babbling about red kings, which meant Alistair had come back. I couldn’t huddle there pampering a headache. 

Forcing myself out of the rocker, I groped my way to my boots and started shoving my feet into them. “Mother,” I shouted as I yanked the laces. “Fire.” I grabbed my coat, then the sword-stick I used as a cane.

My mother burst from her bedroom, swinging her robe around her, with her phone already in her hand. “Where?” 

“Finding it now.” I threw the door open and staggered down the steps in a limping run. I still had a bad hip and healing wounds in both legs, my side and my shoulder, but I caught my stride, listening until I heard shouts in the distance, then screams accompanied by the distinctive crack and pop and roar of superheated gas. My head still hurt, but I could ignore it as long as I had something else to focus on.

My familiar demon scuffled in the shadow under a hedge. Alice falling down the rabbit hole, Hal darling. 

I had no idea what it meant by that, but I followed its voice, a metaphysical intrusion only I could hear. 

I sprinted down tree-lined sidewalks and across tiny lawns. Neighbors emerged from houses, roused by the neighborhood phone tree, shouting questions across yards and streets. 

Someone joined me on the sidewalk, slowing to match my staggering pace. “Hal, were is it?”  

I recognized Dutch Seeger. A tall black man with a lean face and an athlete’s build—sleek and perfectly-groomed even in his running clothes. I remembered him from high-school where he’d been a few years ahead of me. He’d played baseball rather than football, good but not great. He lived blocks north on Elm, so he must have been out for a night run. 

I shook my head at him, didn’t try to answer his question. It was hard enough to run on my bad leg without wasting breath to explain that I didn’t know much more than he did. 

My demon still flitted ahead, a flash of long white ears and blood-pink eyes.

Dutch followed me, evidently trusting that I knew where I was going. A few of my neighbors who had been dithering on their front porches responded to the sight of purposeful action and followed us.

Smoke writhed among the branches of the maples now, and Little Samoth cackled and chattered. I broke out onto lower Birch street and threw up a hand to shield my eyes from the glare of green and yellow flames crawling over the front of a two-story square Craftsman-style cottage. 

Pain stabbed through my right eye and out the back of my skull, and I dropped to my knees on the sidewalk in front of the burning house.  Something engulfed the northeast corner of the house from the ground to the second floor, a pool of un-light—a color that slipped the eye and eluded the mind. No one could have seen it with normal sight, but my right eye had been damaged in the explosion in Iraq. Since returning to Woodhill, that eye had begun to see things that didn’t exist in the three dimensions of our physical universe. The pool of unlight lashed whips of invisible anti-lightning around the side of the building, igniting air and wood and brick. My right eye felt like it was boiling in my head. I dug the heel of my hand into the socket and squeezed both eyes shut.

White Knight’s fallen, and all the kings men can’t get him up, can they, Hal darling?

I knew a para-dimensional intrusion when I saw one, but the thing in the flame wasn’t a door; it was a suppurating wound on reality. I breathed through the pain in my head and opened my left eye. The normal eye was always easier. When I saw concrete sidewalk under my knees, I uncovered my occult eye as well.

“Hal, what’s wrong?” Dutch shouted.

I twisted my head so I could see him. “Who’s house?”

He was staring at the burning house, his brown eyes wide and his dark face weirdly sallow-looking in the green-tinted light. “Joe and Amy Greene and their kids.”

I clamped down on a cry. I knew those kids—Nathan, who had adopted me as his personal Boo Radley, and his sister, fresh-faced kindly Claire. Those were my kids in that burning house with a metaphysical intrusion looming in one corner. Forgetting pain, I scrambling to my feet and sprinted for the corner farthest from the intrusion with Dutch behind me. 

Something brayed inside the house, something animal, not the roar of superheated gas. A girl’s voice joined it, terrified and defiant at the same time.

I mounted the top of the side porch in one stride, reaching for the knob just as it rattled and flew open. A small body, all skinny stick-limbs and knobby joints, knocked me back a step. Nathan twisted his hands in the front of my shirt and threw himself back the way he had come.

“It got Claire, it got Claire,” he screamed. He pulled as if he meant to drag me into the blazing house after his sister. I got him by the arm and swung him around me, dropping him lightly to his feet on the grass at the foot of the stairs. He charged back, but Dutch spun him, pointed toward the street and shouted at him to go get help. 

That got Nathan running the right direction—away from the house toward people who could take care of him.

The side door opened into the laundry room. Dutch and I went in, ducking under the roiling layer of black smoke along the ceiling. Another scream—Claire, less fierce, less furious, more afraid. I turned toward the sound. The splintered remains of a shattered door hung open on my right, but Claire’s voice was coming from my left, about twenty feet away—the same direction as the unlight intrusion if my memory of the house from outside was accurate. 

“Claire...” I tried to shout, but a lungful of hot smoke choked the shout into a cough.

The only thing visible through the smoke was the fire itself—green and yellow and flashes of red crawling along the ceiling. I crouched, but even where the air was slightly more breathable, the smoke shut out all light from the windows. 

Suddenly, the alien, animal cry stopped, cut off mid-measure. Claire’s screams ended at the same moment. Lost consciousness? Dead? Or just gone? I got down on my belly and crawled, gasping for breathable air.

What little light filtered through the smoke was useless as long as my eyes continued to stream and burn. I stretched my arm, sweeping the floor ahead, hoping to encounter a living body, but my fingers knocked against a table leg, scraped through broken glass. I dropped my face to my forearm, my skin stinging with the heat, my throat and chest burning. I couldn’t stay where I was, but for all I knew, Claire might be just beyond my fingertips. If I backed away and left her, she wouldn’t survive until another rescue arrived.

My stomach heaved. A bubble swelled and pushed up toward my chest. Then it wasn’t my stomach; it was a memory surging up from my underbrain—a forest and a path lined with fruit trees. 

Not now. I tried to concentrate on crawling forward, but heat rolled over my shoulders and down my scarred back, and fire made me think of fire hounds in another world and the huntsman bending over the neck of his cat mount in another world. I’d been on my last strength, trying to get home before the route back closed forever. The hunter had raised his veil, and I had seen his face. The hunter had done had given me the power to get home, but the sight...if I ever remembered what I had seen under the veil, my mind would turn inside out. I pressed my forehead to the floor, concentrating on the present moment in a burning house. If I could find Claire, I could get out before the bubble burst.

The hunter raised one gauntleted hand to the tattered yellow veil. 

Somewhere, Little Samoth wailed.

I twisted my mind away from memory and back to the now. Get Claire. Get out.

Then timbers cracked overhead, and sparks rained on my back and shoulders. I jerked, remembering heat and pain and terror outside a burning mosque, and in that moment of inattention, the bubble became a bottle. The cork flew out, and the memory spilled. I made a last mind-convulsing effort to blank the vision—like stifling a sneeze—and instead of remembering, I felt a jolt like an electric current lance down my side and through my outstretched arm. 

My right hand and arm—the entire right side of my body—had been scarred almost a year ago by a fire I had barely survived in Iraq. More recently, a demon goddess had touched me, drawing fine black threads through and around the healed burns. She had once tried to use those threads to draw me back to her, but I had escaped, and she seemed unable to reach me outside her prison world

Now the threads stretched and writhed, twisting around my scars like binding roots, and they began to grow. Out of my skin into the carpet, they probed and writhed, slithering over glass and shattered furniture, crawling through fire without burning. I felt wood and glass and tasted char wherever they went, but I didn’t feel Claire. The vining threads reached the corner of the room where the incursion had chewed and lashed the air, and still no Claire. 

Something tugged my heel. I jerked, confused, until a hand closed on my ankle and pulled. Dutch was still in the house. Roof beams cracked overhead. We had to leave. 

Then the threads crossed the threshold of the incursion, and I screamed at the sense of wrong that blasted up my arm. This new kind of door had no right or reason to exist. This was no angle turning in a direction impossible in a three-dimensional universe. This was a wrenching tearing wrongness like a limb torn from a socket. I felt the taint of Alistair’s monstrous goddess in it, but Claire been dragged through that door, and I had to go after her. I tensed to pull myself up and throw myself through after her.

Then the incursion snapped shut, and the recoil blew a numbing shock all the way down my side. It blew the cork back into the bottle and forced the bottle back into the recesses of my underbrain. 

Dutch yanked my leg, but my right side had gone numb. I had no feeling or control of my arm and leg, and I let him pull me back, dragging me over splintered wood and glass until some feeling returned to my paralyzed limbs and I could roll over and hitch myself across the littered carpet, though my right side still felt spongy.

We came to the broken bedroom door I had passed by in my rush to get to Claire. The parents had been in there. They would have gone after Claire themselves if they had been able. I crawled through the door, groping for anything alive. My hand came down in something sticky and stringy. Hair. A woman’s. I ran my hand over her face and tried to feel for a pulse, but her neck ended in a ragged stump.

Then Dutch had my arm, dragging me back. In the laundry room where the closed door had kept the air less thick and raw, I pulled myself up and staggered out into the red-flickering side yard. People in heavy fire gear passed me. Someone shoved a mask over my face and pushed me toward the street while cold, oxygenated air ran down into my scalded lungs. 

Dutch collapsed as we reached the Medic One vehicles, vomiting and coughing at the same time. I had to respect him for holding himself together this long. 

They had Nathan bundled in a blanket on a collapsible gurney next to one of the aid cars. He lay on his side, his little face white, his eyes staring straight ahead without blinking.

I stumbled against the gurney and groped for his hand. I squeezed his little fingers too tight, but his flinch almost made me collapse with relief. I’d thought somehow something had got to him while my back was turned.

Someone took my arm. “Hal? You’re Hal Crompton, right? I know your mother. We have to get a look at you.”

Nathan’s hand suddenly clamped on mine, and he struggled to sit up. “Hal? Where’s Claire?”

I started to say that I didn’t know, but the effort of speaking made me cough up the too-familiar taste of ash and scorched lungs.

I blinked and realized I’d lost time. I’d been sitting on the back of the van for a few minutes. Nathan still had a death grip on my left hand, tethering me to the gurney beside me. A medic had a BP cuff on my right arm. Another one had hold of my right hand, plucking splinters of glass out of my scarred palm and fingers. I probably had slivers all down my front where I had crawled across the floor. My back had started to hurt with new burns on top of the older scars. It was going to be bad. Not as bad as the first time when I’d nearly burned alive on the sands of Iraq but it seemed at that moment as if I’d never stopped burning.

“Crompton.”

I jerked, startled by the familiar voice. I tilted my head and saw Detective Griffith in front of me, the short, black Woodhill detective who, despite her lack of stature, had a gift for towering over witnesses and “persons of interest.” Her partner, the lugubrious Detective Tuttle shook his head, his long face conveying his profound disappointment in me. 

I couldn’t reply with the mask over my mouth and nose, and I couldn’t have spoken without choking anyway. 

Detective Griffith had her fists planted on wide hips. “First the Blackwood house. Now this. What’s your thing with fires, Crompton?”

The woman working on my right hand raised her head. “Seriously, detective? You can see he can’t talk.”

Griffith curled her lip. “It’s something mental with you, isn’t it? Starting fires.”

My mother’s voice cut through the surrounding noise and startled the detective out of her stare.

“Henry, what are you doing here? You and Nathan should be on your way to the hospital. Debbie, why are they still here?”

The medic taped off the bandage she’d been winding around my hand. “Hi, Ella. We’re just getting them loaded up now. Skyway Emergency’s expecting them.”

Detective Griffith blocked my mother’s way. “Nobody’s going anywhere until he tells me what he was doing here when the fire started.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Nathan’s nearly unconscious, and Henry couldn’t tell you his own name right now. Henry, you do whatever the doctors tell you. I’ll be right behind you.

“Come on, Hal.” The medic taped off the bandage and stood up. “What do you think, guys? Are we gonna have to put him on a stretcher to get him in?”

I never saw exactly how my mother diverted Griffith and Tuttle. I managed to get into the ambulance and onto the stretcher beside Nathan’s more or less under my own power. Beyond that, I mostly drifted in a fog of pain and confusion, conscious of motion and lights and flashes of institutional ceilings and people talking and rushing around me. Then someone probably gave me a sedative, because I blanked out.
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I woke in a darkened room, lying on my side on a bed with shiny metal siderails. I had the fuzzy, nauseated feeling that came with morphine. I’d never liked the stuff. Mora lay curled in a vinyl-upholstered reclining chair beside my bed with her long legs tucked up on the armrest. Her cheek lay on her curled arm. Her straight blue-black hair was coming out of its untidy knot at the back of her head, and she cuddled her tiny laptop computer like a teddy bear.

I blinked at her sleeping face and tried to recall which of the last few hospitalizations this was. I’d spent most of the last year in hospitals, being treated for burns over half my body and a shattered hip and shoulder, but I hadn’t known Mora then. At least, I hadn’t seen her since she’d tutored me in geometry in high school. I hadn’t really known her until after I came home from Iraq. 

My head swam with morphine fog, and I saw myself in high school, kissing Mora the gangling, plain-as-soda-crackers little band-geek math-nerd over a geometry book at the back of the library. I smelled leaf-smoke and sweat and heard the clack of shoulder pads on the field...Mora in her red band uniform...the tiny piccolo trumpet in her hand...Of course. She always did the piccolo trumpet solo from Penny Lane during halftime...cold lips on mine, October frost forming in my sweaty hair while the crowd chanted my name...we’d won Homecoming...married when she graduated...we had two children...Nathan and Claire... Something felt wrong about that picture. The kids. Weren’t they too old? Claire was thirteen. We couldn’t have a thirteen-year-old daughter...

Something slobbered and chortled in my ear. Alice down the rabbit hole, and White Queen’s waking up, Hal darling. 

I fell back into the present with a seasick bump and a surge of regret. No, I’d been too stupid to think of kissing Mora in the library. The girl I’d kissed after winning Homecoming had probably been a cheerleader. Or several. And I’d graduated and gone away and come back broken.

Mora opened her eyes, saw me watching her and uncurled. “Are you experiencing pain? The doctor indicated you would have some minor pain from the recent burns, but they were not severe.”

I was too nauseated from the morphine to feel any pain. 

My sense of history was coming back. The last time I’d been in this hospital was after I had tried to stop Alistair from waking his dreadful goddess and he had shot me.

I decided with a sinking sense of inevitability that I was back for a third time, which meant new wounds, which meant it would take me that much longer to get all the way back to full strength.

Mustn’t sleep, Hal darling. Alice is lost, and Red Queen wants your head.

I slapped at the cold slither of squid tentacles on my neck, but my loathsome familiar was never quite where it seemed to be. It scuttled to the foot of the bed in a flash of blood-pink eyes and long white ears and disappeared over the edge. A moment later, I heard it slobbering and giggling under the bed.

“Your manifestation?” Mora had never been able to see Little Samoth. It was, she theorized, a metaphysical manifestation drawn from my psyche by a para-dimensional alien god-thingummy, hence not actually real in any sense except that its claws sometimes left pinprick holes in my clothes and skin. If not for those bleeding scratches, she might not have believed in the thing at all. 

White Queen believes six impossible things before breakfast, Hal darling.

I started to nod, then changed my mind. No need to trigger my shaky stomach. “What happened to...?” My throat felt as if I’d been breathing broken glass. I clenched my diaphragm against a cough. 

Mora bit her lip, an almost unprecedented break in her natural sang froid. “Neither Claire nor any remains consistent with those of a teenage girl have been found in the house.”

I risked inhaling enough to speak in a rhaspy whisper. “She was there. I heard.”

She nodded. “The results of preliminary arson investigation suggest a marked similarity to the fire which destroyed Blackwood house, including the employment of an unknown and unidentifiable accelerant.”

I tracked the implication. Shortly after my return from the prison world, Alistair’s mother had disappeared in a similar fire that had burned Alistair’s old home to the ground. We’d assumed Alistair had kidnapped her. But Alistair hadn’t known Claire. I tried to picture him, the ascetic in his red bathrobe, or as I had last seen him, wearing his father’s old polyester suit—serving Claire coffee in the Blackwood sitting room, but the scene turned into the Mad Hatter’s tea party, and Claire jerked the cloth off the table, spilling dishes and tea and doormouse and all.

I pulled myself together. “Not an accelerant. Something like Alistair’s doors.” 

“You observed an interstice?”

“Not quite. Same kind of...unlight, but not natural. Didn’t unfold. Felt more like...infected wound.”

She frowned. “You achieved tactile contact?”

“Not exactly.” I clenched my right hand. “Tried to find Claire. Couldn’t get close. Couldn’t breathe. Suddenly remembered the hunter and hounds.”

Mora arched one brow. I had told her about the hunter and what I thought would happen if I ever remembered his face. 

“Had to keep that out of my head. Like not thinking about an elephant.”

Mora nodded.

“Couldn’t stop it...” I paused a moment to get hold of my stomach, which was threatening to stage a resurgence. “Caught it just in time, and it sort of...spilled into the threads instead.”

I flexed my hand for explanation. “They grew like vines. Like reaching out with my hand. Then, at the door, I felt Her holding it open.”

She nodded. “Given the other indications, I had already inferred Alistair’s para-dimensional alien god thingummy had provided the necessary energy.” 

I was pretty sure thingummy wasn’t a real science word, but Mora used it with indisputable authority. I shook my head. “I don’t understand. She put the marks on me. Hunter shouldn’t affect them.”

Mora nodded, her eyes abstracted on the middle distance. “Initial theorization suggests that the imprint left by Alistair’s para-dimensional thingummy acted as a shunt, diverting the energy invested in you by the hunter, which in turn activated the imprint.”

“So I’m juggling two evils trying to turn me into a puppet. Or a meal.” I scratched the back of my right arm, resisting the urge to claw at the lines woven around and through the scars. 

“On the contrary. Both entities are morally neutral. Any moral outcome derived from manipulation of the imprinting must be imposed by you.”

My eyebrows climbed half up my forehead. “Neutral?” I rasped. “Slethyrl was going to torment me for thousands of years.”

“That is her source of sustenance.” We ascribe a moral value to her actions relative to our own preference to not be tortured and eaten. And the hunter responded to your intrusion like any other territorial predator but ultimately enabled you to get home before the interstices closed.”

“Not for charity.”

Jabberwoks and bandersnatches. They’re the plots the hunter hatches. 

I hated when Little Samoth agreed with me. I rubbed my forehead. “All right, so Alistair is back. But he wants to get Slethyrl out of prison. I can’t see what good it does him to murder the Greenes and take Claire.” I squeezed down the thought of bright, brave Claire at Alistair’s twisted notion of mercy. 

Mora nodded. “I couldn’t find an apparent connection between Alistair and the Greene family.”

“Except me.”

She blinked. “You hypothesize that your association with the Greene family prompted Alistair’s choice?”

“Is there another explanation?”

She pursed her lips. “We currently lack sufficient information to form any conclusion. In the interest of collecting further data, I propose we interview the primary witness to the abduction.”

I shook my head. “Can’t make Nathan relive that.” 

“He will inevitably relive the experience. By assisting us to find his sister, he may regain some sense of control which will diminish the trauma. It would be best for him if you were to see him as soon as possible.”

My stomach churned. Nathan had been relieved to see me last night, but that was before he knew I had come too late to save Claire. “Is he here?”

“His grandmother has already taken him to her home.”

“What about Dutch? They brought him in too.”

“Holland Seeger was released shortly after initial admission with minor burns and smoke inhalation.”

“What about me?”

She sighed and gave me her reproachful librarian face. “Your injuries, while of the same nature, were substantially greater and come on top of your previous wounds, including damage to your lungs. I believe your mother to be somewhat exasperated.”

That sounded like a Mora-joke. At least it made me smile. Then I had to cock my head to hide the way the expression distorted the scarred side of my face.

I was stuck at the hospital well into the afternoon before a pulmonary specialist listened to my lungs, scowled at me and told me I could leave but I’d have to take it easy for the next several days—regular gentle exercise to prevent pneumonia or bronchitis without straining scorched tissues. I didn’t try to tell him that I already knew that drill.

I wanted to go straight to Nathan’s grandmother’s house, but when I got home, I was so short of breath I had to lie down. We couldn’t mount the expedition until the following day. 

Mora arrived at my mother’s house a little after noon, and my mother handed us a bag of her chocolate chip oatmeal peanut-butter cookies.

“Tell Magda to come up for tea,” she said as we were going out the door. “That will give you a chance to talk to Nathan alone. And Henry, go slowly and rest when your lungs get tired.”

Nathan’s grandmother lived on the southwest edge of Woodhill in a sagging nineteen-seventies fourplex with dirty-grey siding that had been white when it was last painted. We climbed the stairs to the half-rotted walk that crossed the front of the building. The boards felt spongy underfoot which would have been unnerving enough even if the front walk hadn't stood out over the edge of a small gully full of thorny vines whose tips probed at the cracks between the boards. 

In response to my knock, a dark eye half buried in folds of skin peered under the chain latch. I made introductions and tried to keep the scarred side of my face averted while the eye twitched from me to Mora and back. 

“You're Ella's boy, the one with the bad face.” The eye’s owner sounded like she had half a mind to slam the door and call the police.

“Yes ma'am.”

The door closed, and I heard the chain rattle before it reopened and Magda shuffled backward, a stocky, muscular woman with a heavy mouth and ash-grey hair. She studied us suspiciously.

Green and orange shag carpet matched the orange-flowered sofa against the far wall. The carpet needed a good vacuuming, and dust coated everything with a thin film. Nathan huddled in a crocheted afghan in the corner of the sofa, bent forward over a drawing pad with his shoulders bowed and his head down so that he looked like a gnomish old man, more his grandmother's peer than her descendant. 

"Nathan, this is Mr. Crompton and his friend here to talk to you. They don't want you telling them any lies about monsters. Only crazy people believe in monsters, and they put crazy people in the asylum."

At the sound of my name, Nathan's head jerked up. The drawing pad hit the floor, and the child launched himself at me. He struck my legs like a miniature rhinoceros and almost toppled me off my feet. “Hal, a monster got Claire and my mommy and daddy.”

“I know, buddy.” I pried at the python grip of his skinny arms to get enough slack to kneel and get my arms around him. He still wore the pajamas he’d been wearing the day before, and he smelled like smoke. 

The grandmother said, “Baba Yaga comes in her house with chicken legs and snatches little boys who lie.”

After what Nathan had been through, he'd laugh Baba Yaga right out of her hut, chicken legs or not. I said to Mrs. Schaub, “My mother has cake and tea for you while we're here to look after Nathan.” 

Mrs. Schaub looked like we were trying to get her out of the way so we could smoke pot and ply Nathan with hard liquor. “Well...” She looked from me to Mora and back.

She eventually let herself be talked out the front door. 

The three of us waited by unspoken agreement until we heard Mrs. Schaub’s footsteps die away down the walk. Finally, I relaxed. “Okay, buddy, let's sit down where we can talk.” 

Nathan scrubbed his wet face and runny nose on the back of his hand. He'd already left a wet spot on my shirt, and I was afraid it wasn't all tears. He squeezed himself into the corner of the couch between the back and the armrest, pulling the afghan over his head like an old woman under a shawl, and I sat down beside him.

Mora set the cookies on the table in front of us. “I will attempt to locate a plate.”

Nathan’s grief had lightened a little when the bag appeared. “Gramma says I can't have cookies because I'll get the diabetes.”

“These are medicinal.” I passed him a cookie. 

Something clattered in the kitchen, and Mora called, “I am attempting to locate a plate by placing randomly distributed objects into associative arrays.”

I said, “She's kind of like a visit from the Cat in the Hat only with bigger words.”

Nathan produced a grimace-smile and a sort of wet, choking noise that would have been a giggle under better circumstances.

“So tell me what happened,” I said.

“Gramma says I can't, 'cause there’s so such things as monsters, and if I lie, the witch will put me in the asylum.”

The convoluted logic of that would make me dizzy if I tried to follow it. 

“It’s okay to talk about it to me,” I assured him. “I know you didn’t imagine it.”

He pulled the afghan further over his head and stared down at his knees. “I told the police lady, and she said I was lying and it was a guy who got Claire and killed Mommy and Daddy, but it wasn’t ‘cause I saw it.”

My chest tightened with anger. “Did she say what guy?”

He shook his head and pulled the blanket all the way down over his nose.

“Did she ask you if I was there?”

The blanket nodded. “But I said it wasn’t a guy, it was a monster, and Gramma got mad, and the police lady got mad and said I was letting the guy who got Claire get away.”

I held the little shaking body against my side. “It’s not your fault. All you can do is tell the truth.” It wasn’t the time to suggest that he didn’t necessarily have to tell the whole truth when it was likely to just confuse the issue.

“But you believe me, right?” he asked.

“I believe you.”

Little Samoth crooned, All mad here, Hal darling.

Accustomed to being the only person who could hear my familiar, I didn't at once recognize the significance of the stiffening in the little body leaning against my side. When I did, I looked down at the child's bent head. “Did you hear that?”

“Nuh-uh.”

“It said, ‘We’re all mad here.’”

“That’s the Cheddar Cat from Alice,” Nate whispered just as Mora came in from the kitchen with a plate and a self-satisfied expression.

“He can hear Little Samoth,” I said.

Mora sorted some clutter into associative arrays on the coffee table to make room for the plate, then dumped the cookies onto it. “That might suggest a previously unrecognized connection between Nathan's family and the Blackwoods.” 

“It would?”

“Your meta-psychic manifestation has no impact on unaltered human senses.”

I looked down at the Nathan-blanket. “Why would Nathan have altered senses?”

“As he exhibited no previous receptivity to your manifestation, I propose that the sensitivity was triggered in the same way as your own, by exposure to extra-dimensional stimuli. Such exposure might be sufficient given an existing pre-disposion.”

“Why a pre-disposition?”

“If a pre-disposition were not a requirement, then everyone present at the incident would have the same sensitivity.” She handed us each another cookie, then went and curled herself into a recliner across the room.

We chewed cookies in silence for a while.

Finally, Nathan raised the blanket enough to expose his eyes. “Hal, what if Claire’s not...like Mommy and Daddy?”

I took a breath. “I think Claire’s alive.”

Nate pulled the blanket off his head and sat up, looking at me. “Really?”

I nodded. “I think there’s a good chance. You remember I told you about Alistair?”

“The bad guy who was your friend?”

“That’s right. Mora and I are pretty sure he caused the fire at your house and took Claire. Or sent a monster to get her and take her back to him.”

His eyes widened. “You know where the Alistair guy is. You went there before. You could go get Claire.”

I winced. “We don’t know exactly where Alistair is now, and we don’t know how to get there. Yet,” I added as I saw his face start to crumple. “But there’s no point in taking Claire if he didn’t want to keep her alive.”

He clutched my arm. “Hal, you gotta find out where she is. Everybody’s gone. Her and Mommy and Daddy...” He sounded so bewildered I had to look away even as I pulled him harder against my side. 

He’d gone to bed one night knowing his parents and sister were nearby, warm and safe, then he woke up and they were gone and the world was utterly changed. How could something so huge be so sudden? 

Now that he had some hope both of being believed and of getting his sister back, Nathan pulled himself together enough to tell us what had happened.

He had been asleep in his room on the second floor of the Greenes’ home when something woke him up, a bang and an earthquake. He had thought it was the big earthquake, “the one they taught about in school and said to go home and tell our parents to have lots of water and canned food” and he had been about crawl under his bed for shelter. 

Claire had run into his room and shoved her cell phone into his hand, having already dialed nine-one-one. She told Nathan to tell the operator where they lived, and that there was a fire and somebody was in the house. Then Nathan was supposed to climb out the window and down the tree like. Then she ran out again.

Nathan made the call and gave the required information. Then he heard his parents scream. Then Claire screamed. Nathan forgot he was supposed to go out the window. He ran to the top of the stairs and started to go down, but Claire was already coming up as fast as she could.

Claire had screamed for Nathan to run, then she turned around and Nathan saw the monster. It looked like cross between a horse and a starfish, and it had a mouth and a lot of teeth. Claire “karate kicked it,” but it grabbed her leg and pulled her down the stairs. Nathan had tried to grab her hand, but she was gone too fast, and he couldn't reach her. All he could see was her face because she was looking up at him, and she was scared, and he had never seen Claire scared of anything before. He tried to follow the monster, but there was too much heat and smoke. Then he saw his parents. “They were all chopped up,” he whispered. “With pieces. I saw Mommy’s head.” He buried his face in my side, and my shirt got a lot wetter.

After a while, Nathan explained that after he saw his parents, he got too scared to save Claire, and he had run to the back door so fast it was like the Flash, “...only Evil Flash, who uses his powers to run away.” 

I understood that kind of fear. It had saved his life, but it would always be burned into his brain that he had run away and left his sister and parents behind. 

“You did your job, Nate. When you couldn’t do anything more to help, you went for reinforcements.”

Mora said, “If you had made the error of attempting further offensive action, Hal and I would be required to rescue you as well as your sister, and we would have less data on which to operate.”

When Mrs. Schaub returned from her visit with my mother, she saw the mostly-empty plate of cookies and threw a tantrum over us giving Nathan “the diabetes.” Mora and I tried to smooth it over by claiming we had eaten most of them ourselves, but that just painted us in the light of thieves—never mind that we had brought the cookies with us. 

Her real outrage erupted when she saw the kitchen, somewhat cleaner and better organized than it had been as a result of Mora’s search for a plate. Nathan smuggled us to the door and let us out with an apologetic expression while his grandmother ranted about Cossacks and vandals.
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Chapter 3
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When we had gone a few blocks from Mrs. Schaub’s home, Mora said, “I need to examine the Greenes’ house.”

“Burned houses are dangerous,” I said. “Tell me what to look for, and I’ll take care of it.”

She shook her head. “Despite your facility for processing environmental micro-cues, you are not attuned to the kind of details I would be looking for.”

I judged her perfectly capable of investigating the scene behind my back. Better I should be there to look after her, so I changed our course and took Mora to the Greenes’ residence. The house lay eviscerated like a half-eaten carcase. The fire had chewed away half the front wall, most of the supporting studs, and most of the roof over the street side of the house before the emergency crews got it contained to the northeast corner where the otherworldly incursion had broken through.

The side door had been left ajar, and no effort had been made to secure it, given that looters could walk freely right through the front wall.

Mora started to push by me toward the arch between the hallway and living room. I pulled her back. “Not that way.”

“I need samples from as near the ignition point as possible.”

I moved in front of her, staying close to the wall to avoid weakened floor joists. The planks felt firm. The old-growth redwood that framed these old houses was dead dry but so hard it had surprisingly good fire resistance. When I reached the arch, I could look straight through the fire-blackened living room and out to the street. Daylight streamed in through ashy dust and fell on shattered furniture and toppled bookshelves. Charred books lay heaped in blackened drifts. The floor had been chewed through at the northeast corner of  the room, exposing the pit of a basement.

The upper story had taken the lion’s share of the damage. Incandescent gas had boiled across the beamed ceiling of the living room and up the outer wall of the second floor, exposing the skeleton of the roof and through that, the June sky.

I studied the corner of the room, trying to interpret the scars and stains. The incursion hadn’t blown out the corner of the house. There was no debris field or blast pattern. Flame had radiated from a single ignition point near the corner of the room. I cocked my head, trying to focus my right eye, tuning out a handful of roiling interstices, looking for a trace of the lashing unlight intrusion, but I saw nothing outside the mundane.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
2,
’»The~ /

Maﬁﬁér

The Black&vi)}ﬂ Curse 2

Melissa McCanr;





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





