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            BURN THE WITCH

          

        

      

    

    
      Walpurgisnacht.

      Why did Melanie keep saying that? I can’t get the image of the demon-freak out of my head—her creepy all-white eyes, her little hands raised high while she grimaces in madness. She kept saying the word for “Walpurgis” in its original German, Walpurgisnacht. She said it so much, it felt almost like a tic. At other times she barked it like a dog.

      Walpurgisnacht.

      Alone in the main hall of Jonathan Brewster Taylor Library, studying at a long wooden table surrounded by the familiar aisles of books, it’s always quiet. But this morning it’s very quiet. Because everyone’s gone home for the summer. There’s a stack of books to my right, and a history book opened up discussing the Walpurgis Night. I need to learn everything I can to stop her.

      Walpurgis Night is a festival that takes place on the evening of April 30th. It’s the day before Hawthorne’s better known witch festival: Beltane. Here at Hawthorne, Beltane is a huge ordeal when frat boys drink and dance half-naked, in drunken revelry with bare-breasted ladies near bonfires. Of course, Allie’s group loves it. But we really never celebrated Walpurgis. I hadn’t even heard of Walpurgis until I looked it up.

      The two holidays have a lot in common. Beltane is a Celtic ceremony, whereas Walpurgis is German and Scandinavian. The festival of Walpurgis Night, Walpurgisnacht in German, celebrates the life of St. Walpurga, a saint who fought illnesses, like rabies and whooping cough, along with—you guessed it—witch curses. Upon this night, people lit bonfires to burn effigies of witches. And, like so many other Christian holidays—Christmas, Easter—it’s likely that this saint’s holiday was established by the church on a night already celebrated by pagans. After all, Walpurgis Night and Beltane fall celestially between spring equinox and summer solstice. So witches were probably gathering around bonfires on April 30th way before Saint Walpurga was even born. Under Celtic tradition, Beltane heralds the meeting of the three-headed goddess and the green man. The three-headed goddess represents a woman’s youth, middle age, and old age. I suppose the green man with horns represents nature. And, like the Greek god Pan, this depiction fits well with the church’s hellish imagery of Satan. Walpurgis is different. In Sweden, on Valborg, they sing songs while lighting bonfires. In Germany, they dress up like it’s Halloween, play pranks on people, and cause all sorts of noisy raucousness to scare evil spirits away.

      Like so many things I’ve learned about the occult, Walpurgis is confusing. Walpurgis features villages where witches chant and dance around bonfires on one hillside, while effigies of witches are burned in large pyres on the other. What a creepy mix of witch-love with witch-hate. But that sort of fits Melanie, doesn’t it? Melanie wants to use her witchcraft to hunt witches. Still, the creepiest thing to me is that this little demon-girl seemed to perfectly understand the holiday while I had to research it all morning in the library.

      “Hello, Liam.”

      It’s a familiar voice. Cline is wearing thick black gothic lipstick, and her lips and face are emotionless. She’s wearing black suspenders over a white T-shirt. Her dark hair is short, and her eyebrows are shaved. A large bald, broad-shouldered man stands beside her. He is pale with a large shaggy blond beard and is wearing all black with purple shades. I recognize him as Kurt, the male leader of their cult.

      “Ninety-three,” Kurt says with a solemn nod.

      Whatever the hell that means.

      “How is she?” Cline asks, deadpan.

      “In a lot of pain,” I say, closing the book. “What can I do to save her?”

      “Help us kill the girl,” replies Cline with a shrug.

      “Silvia and I returned to Alabama,” Kurt says. “The house was abandoned. You guys called the cops? Well, it wouldn’t be surprising if the place was condemned after the body of her father was discovered. And with both girls dabbling in occult witchcraft, they probably were sent to a funny farm. But sanatorium or not, we have to find her. We can use divination. If we do that, you can help. Knowing what she did to our god, she’s probably not only after your unborn child, she probably plans on killing your wife. Your wife is, after all, the leader of your order too.”

      “Melanie hunts witches,” I reply.

      “Have you been invoking the Ritual of the Pentagram?” asks Cline, nodding.

      “And the Lesser Ritual of the Hexagram,” I reply with a nod. “Yes, I’ve studied your rituals.”

      Cline smiles at Kurt. I think it’s one of the only times I’ve seen her smile.

      “We don’t have the doctor,” Cline says, “but we have you, witch. And we have your book. You cast with your Book of Shadows and lead your coven, and it might be enough to send this abomination into the fire. We propose summoning the girl astrally in your backyard during ceremony. There we can trap her once and for all.”

      “But can we get rid of the Ekimmu while still leaving the girl unharmed?”

      “That girl murdered Luminous!” Kurt rages. “She even killed her own father. Possession or not, Melanie’s mind is diseased. Maybe brilliant, but seriously fucked up in the head. And now this little piece of shit is preparing to kill your⁠—”

      “Meet me at my house tomorrow for ceremony.”

      “Does Alondra know about us casting at your house?” Cline asks.

      “She’s too sick.”
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      “Tonight under the blessed stars of Astraeus, upon the trees of Cernunnos, by the light of Gaia and the magic of Hecate, we congregate as a united circle. Once more, our two circles meet as one.” Alondra wrote these words in my book, Broomstick, when she prepared her eulogy for Lucius. I’m reading my wife’s words to the Abaddon Order again—while perspiring. It’s hot as hell on this humid summer evening. And despite the pleasant smell of the forest mixed with the burning embers in our cackling fire in my backyard glade, these flames are sure not helping quell this heat.

      Rachel nods to my left, and Bill nods to my right. They’re both hooded in black cloaks. Rachel’s bright gold hair glows yellow in the firelight. Bill’s grown a goatee, like my thin beard, which is growing out now. There are a few more black-robed witches near us, but the majority of the attendees tonight are on the other side of the fire wearing scarlet.

      “We preside among friends,” I continue, “but tonight is bittersweet.”

      I take a deep breath and shut the book.

      “You all know why we’re here. My wife is sick. Silvia and I witnessed the possession of the girl in Alabama. That little demon-freak admitted to attacking your leader. She killed Lucius. We’re up against a powerful force. I saw this girl conjure pouring rain inside her house and then drag Agnes along the ceiling of her living room. This is Agnes, mind you, our headmaster and witch leader, the most powerful witch in the world.”

      “It’s possible Alondra isn’t sick because of Melanie, Liam,” interjects Rachel.

      I turn around and look back at my house. All the lights are off, including those on my outdoor patio, but from our backyard, under the half moonlight, I can make out the large floor-to-ceiling window of the upstairs bedroom. Alondra is up there, in pain.

      “Our order doesn’t ascribe much power to you witches,” says one of the red-robed males. “The possessed girl’s spellcasting causing your so-called powerful witch leader to fly around a room doesn’t impress us. The demon-possessed freak could do it to anyone not schooled in hermeticism.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Kurt objects. “Liam and Silvia said the girl admitted to attacking the doctor. That’s all we need to know. Liam, whether she hurt your wife or not, the girl is guilty. And we are here to punish her.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” I reply with a nod.

      “We’ve already sent curses, guys,” Silvia says. “It hasn’t hurt that little freak yet.”

      “That girl killed Lumi, Nancy!” cries a female stranger. “Lumi! I mean, god, as far as I’m concerned⁠—”

      “Terry, I know!” Silvia shouts back. “I know! Fuck, I was there, okay! I’m saying we haven’t gotten to the kid, that’s all, dummy. I brought you all here to Hawthorne to change that with Liam’s coven.”

      “Show me this child’s home and I’ll bleed her,” says another man. “That’s far simpler than their witchcraft.”

      “We have the address,” says Kurt. “The beast is residing at a relative’s home in Montgomery. It’s true, Silvia, that there is no evidence that our curses haven’t touched her yet. Androgyne watches. The girl is alive and well. And so, tonight, we change all that.”

      “We intend to use divination by witch flames.” Cline folds her arms, nodding to everyone in the group across from me.

      Silvia once told me that Kurt was their leader. I don’t think so. I think this woman has led the group ever since Lucius died.

      “The girl’s a witch, so we will attack her with witchcraft. With the help of your coven, Liam, and your book, we will manifest the girl in your fire and burn her to death.”

      “But what makes you think they can help?” asks another male member, laughing. “Half their members are on break from studying. Alondra’s coven is a circle of students.”

      “Stop fighting them,” says another woman. “Their leader wants to stop this girl more than we do. His wife’s sick.”

      “And I don’t doubt his power,” interjects Cline. “Silvia told me of Liam’s spellcasting. Plus he has the book. One of the doctor’s lifelong dreams was to find his grimoire. He told me that was the whole reason he came here to America. As far as I’m concerned, the decision’s made. We’re here to cast magic with witches tonight. With your casting last Ostara, witches, you united with us. In the same respect, tonight we will honor your High Priestess and come together once more.” She turns to a girl beside her. “Darbie, present our gift to their High Priest.”

      “I don’t trust witches,” says yet another male member, spitting by his side. “They spend more time fucking under moonlight than casting real magic.”

      Some red-cloaked witches laugh.

      “Enough!” cries Kurt, jumping up. He removes his robe and throws it to the side. Now he’s wearing only shorts under his thick, shaggy golden beard. “Tonight, we are two pillars made stronger under moon worship!”

      Then he grabs a short sword lying on the grass. Not knowing his ways, I fear he’s going to charge someone with the ceremonial sword. Instead, he slashes the blade in the air, chanting something under his breath while creating swooshing sounds with the blade.

      He steps in one direction, recites gibberish, and then turns and slashes in another. I recognize a few words from the Qabalah. Then I hear the names of biblical angels. He’s obviously performing their Ritual of the Pentagram—though a far more aggressive and violent version than any I’ve ever studied.

      After making a full circle, he thrusts the sword into the grass and kneels before me. Then breathing heavily, glaring into my eyes, appearing ready to tear me apart, he says, “We follow the law, brother.” He bows his head deeply. “Ninety-three. Ninety-three. Ninety-three.”

      And he bows his head again.

      Silvia strikes a small handheld metal drum, making a tone like a bell.

      Slowly, Kurt rises, walks around the fire, and then sits back down across from me. But he doesn’t avert his intense gaze from me.

      “We present our order’s wand as a gift to you, Liam,” says Cline, standing and gesturing to the red-cloaked woman named Darbie. “Normally it is given to initiates, but you have already ascended the Qabalistic cross and passed D’at by trauma because of that filth. So we offer this as a weapon against our common adversary. Darbie, present your wand to him.”

      Darbie removes her hood. Like Cline, her eyebrows are shaven, but Darbie has a shaved head and darker skin. She takes a long, thin wand from a pocket in her robe. Then she walks all the way around the bonfire. Beside me, she drops on one knee, like Kurt did. She presents the long black stick to me with both extended hands.

      “This is my wand,” Darbie says, gazing deeply into my eyes. “Shaped by sculpting holly wood from the holly tree. From base to zenith, I focus my intent and direct my magic along the four cardinal directions in the plane of illusion we call Kenoma. Blessed Androgyne offers my wand to you as lead wizard of your clan. Do you accept my gift from our order?”

      I take the wand with a nod.

      “Hail Satan,” Darbie says quietly with a smile, bowing deeply again.

      “Hail Satan,” murmur the others.

      Kurt leaps up, slashes his sword through the air once more, and dances around the bonfire.

      And the bell is struck again.

      I remember that when I met Lucius, their leader, he once called magic theater. Well, the way Kurt’s dancing about and Darbie’s carrying on, now I get why.

      “Present the chalice,” Kurt says, panting. “Fill the cup under the temple of blessed Sophia. Tonight, we are the guests of moon worship. We partake in moon magic through your goddess, Hecate. As said by blessed Androgyne, we shall use witchcraft to battle witchcraft. Drink from our cup, wizard. In our order, our doctor used special herbs to reach a higher astral plane. But, being your guests, we will partake in your witch brew tonight.”

      The bell tolls again. Then Silvia nods to Rachel.

      Rachel stands up. She walks behind me. But then…she hesitates.

      “Liam,” she says, cocking her head back, “are you sure Alondra is okay with this?”

      Rachel’s not concerned if we drink mandragora. Unlike me, she’s taken mandrake a dozen times before. I think she’s worried we’re practicing a ritual with strangers—and without Alondra.

      I lie with a nod. It’s not like I can ask her right now.

      The bell tolls again.

      One of their ladies in red gives Rachel a very large silver chalice. Rachel opens a small wooden barrel and pours our mandragora into the chalice.

      Then I look back at the large-windowed upstairs bedroom again. I sat with Alondra up there for a couple hours after dinner. She was shaking in bed, groaning in pain for hours.

      “You still want me to run the ceremony, man?” Bill whispers, touching my shoulder.

      “You know the words better than me, Bill.”

      Rachel hands me the chalice, now filled with red, sticky goo. By the flickering flames, it doesn’t look much different from blood.

      Then Darbie walks around the fire and stands behind the flickering bonfire right across from me. Eyebrow-less and bald, she looks creepy in the firelight.

      She bows.

      “Drink, High Priest,” Darbie says, gesturing toward my cup. “Drink. Drink and you shall be reborn. Blessed are you that feels the energy of the eternal maker of our firmament—blessed Sophia. Let her magic course through your body. With the help of herbs, this circle, this fire, your blood, and now my wand, unite tonight as we amplify our mutual intent. As above, so below. As below, so above. Drink, wizard, drink. And dissolve into the blessed knowing.”

      The cup shakes in my hands.

      “Lee,” Bill says, tapping my shoulder. “It’ll be fine, man.”
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      Kenosha sits in her green robe across from the bonfire. Agnes sits beside her in her blue cloak. And Alondra is next to me, smiling. We’re meeting in my backyard to try to rid me of my Ekimmu demon possession. There’s no other way I’d be crazy enough to ever attend one of their witch ceremonies.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re burning him! My God! Stop this, Cadence! You must! Stop it now! You’re hurting Bill!”

      “Devil.”
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        * * *

      

      I taste a horrible bitter taste. So I throw up.
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        * * *

      

      “Whenever and wherever I fail, I ask God to forgive me. Forgive my sins, for they are as numerous as the stars in the heavens, but my love is as eternal as the waves upon the sea. Agape. Agape. Agape.”
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        * * *

      

      Scarlet robes fade in and out of focus. The red seems to be part of the flames. Alondra once told me that our magic worships the moon, while theirs worships the sun. Seeing red beside flickering yellow light makes me feel as if I, indeed, am facing the sun.

      I rub my eyes.

      Rachel looked so serious and worried before. Now she’s running naked around the fire, laughing, bucking up and down like a steer, spitting fire into everyone’s face. Long horns have grown from her head. They’re like stag horns. But like a dragon, she spits flames into everyone’s face. No one screams or runs. I’m laughing. Because, I mean, come on, it’s obviously not real fire.

      I disrobe.

      “Revelare,” I say, pointing my black wand at the fire. “Revelare, Melanie. Reveal yourself.”

      “Burn the witch,” says Kurt.
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        * * *

      

      “Kiss me.”

      Silvia stands naked, gazing up into my eyes.

      “Kiss me.”

      She embraces me tightly, her pale, naked breasts pressing against my bare chest. Her long golden hair shines in half moonlight. I gaze down at my naked body and my erect cock.

      “Love me,” she repeats with a giggle. She closes her eyes and licks her lips. “Kiss and love me. We are one. Kiss my lips, High Priest. Kiss me.”

      “I’m married, Silvia,” I say with a chuckle.

      But I put my head on her shoulder. And my hands can’t avoid groping her soft skin, on her back and down her legs.

      “I’m so worried, Silvia,” I say, squeezing her more tightly. “I’m so scared.” Tears fall from my eyes. Silvia runs her tongue along my cheek, licking my tears.

      “Me too, Lee,” Alondra whispers in my ear. “God, it hurts so bad, babe.”

      Silvia runs her fingers through my hair, and her lips touch mine gently.

      “Be calm,” Silvia whispers in my ear. “Blessed are you that feels the energy of the eternal. And now, let our magic course through your veins. Now that we’re free to do as we please, I invite you to lie with me by the fire tonight. Take me. Come and be with me. Make love to me. It will enhance our magic. That’s what your friend and I did. Remember? The circle will become one in our sex. Ceremonial tantra can fix everything happening to your wife. Can’t it?”

      “That’s not funny, Silvia. I love my wife.”

      “Your friend made love to me,” Silvia whispers, gazing into my eyes. “It bound us as one, together in love. Why can’t you love me too?”

      “You’re my friend.”

      “Your friend was my friend. My friends are your friends. We are all friends under fire. I am woman. You are man. Break the chains. This world is made of man and woman, yin and yang, ones and zeros. Two pillars. Take me and embrace me. And fuck me. Do you smell it? Our sex. Don’t you feel it? That’s wet. Earthy. Muddy. Abaddon. Abandon. Abaddon. Ground, wind, fire, water. Love… Embrace and make love by the flames for the sake of others so that we may finally die alive. Let death cast out our alchemy and join together our very souls before this fire tonight. Together, all for the sake of your eternal married life.”

      “No, Silvia. No.”

      But I feel her running her fingers down my legs. Every time her hand draws close to my cock, I lurch back.

      “Stop it, Silvia,” I say with a laugh.

      The flames of red and orange light dance along the trees of the surrounding forest. It’s not our bonfire. Thick cords of light are coming down and entwining into large strings. These cords are the width of the tree trunks, but as bendable as strings, plasma flying around in darkness, celebrating the union of our energies in knotted ecstasy. And everything spins around my focal center, and wherever I look I see shapes. Red, green, and blue figures in the shapes of triangles, stars, circling my forest glade. I understand that these figures—lines, triangles, squares, and circles—create everything. And all is climaxed by the sex of our whispers. And our mystical humming. The whispers appear in every crack and crevice, on the ground, on the bark, in all the gaps between tree branches, along Silvia’s soft skin, and in every opening on her body, the body of our circle, within and without her, and before and after, all time.

      “Lux tenebris,” Bill says commandingly.

      “Lux tenebris,” says the group, in trance.

      Bill’s naked body faces our bonfire, and he is raising an athame in his left hand. His lips twitch and his eyes are open wide, facing flickering fire. For he, like me, drank from the silver chalice.

      I stare into the fire.

      “We anoint ourselves in black magic,” Bill says. “Abaddon. We are witches among guests tonight. Follow our way, newcomers, for you are on Hawthorne’s hallowed ground now.”

      “We follow.”

      “Repeat the words of darkness then,” Bill says with a nod. “Lux tenebris. Lux tenebris. Lux tenebris. Circulo. Satana.”

      “Lux tenebris. Lux tenebris. Lux tenebris. Circulo. Satana.”

      “Hoc circulo, Satana,” Bill says. He grins at me and nods. “Hoc circulo. In wisdom, I ask for guidance by the light bearer of the East. Lucifer. Morning star. Venus. Hoc circulo. Lucifer. Lucifer. Satana. As I feel the power of mandragora course through my veins, I invoke the power of Hecate, goddess of witchcraft. I ask for a dual torch to light each column. Invoke the abomination here and now within our fire. Revelare. Show the abomination, so that we may smite the earthen element. Oh mighty ones, reveal filth in the flames of this Hawthorne bonfire tonight before you. Revelare.”

      I stare at the fire, directing my wand and focusing all my intent.

      A figure appears! A small black witch’s robe stands in the center of our large burning bonfire. The flames are as tall as a person, but the robe is small, small enough to fit a child. There’s no struggle. Because nobody’s inside the robe. It’s just Melanie’s small black robe, as if hanging on a stick, burning. The robe is like a statue, motionless, with only the fabric of the robe fluttering in the flames, but it still feels evil, reminding me of the still Ekimmu demons. The stillness feels unsettling. This burning of her robe feels like…well, I suppose, like an effigy. Sort of like the effigies of witches in bonfires on Walpurgis Night.

      “Revelare! Revelare! Revelare!”

      There is a flash of brilliant white light. The white light remains, making me squint.

      Then, slowly, things become clear.
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      “Ouroboros. Shed your tail and leave my hallowed ground. Viper, leave in peace. I am the Hawthorne Witch. Spiritus. Spiritus. Spiritus.”

      The white light brightens more and more. As my eyes slowly adjust, I find myself in the center of a wild, grassy field surrounded by trees under bright yellow sunlight. I…I haven’t moved. This is my backyard!

      The yellows and greens in Alondra’s backyard are vibrant in the bright white light. Every leaf is translucent, a chartreuse color, shining as the sunlight passes through every leaf and blade of grass. The forest, which was dark and foreboding, now reflects a golden hue in the sunlight. There’s even a glow in the fine particles of dust in the air.

      I turn to my house. Painted white, it reflects brighter than ever, shining like alabaster stone. The large bedroom window seems to reflect like a bright mirror. Birds chirp. Leaves stir. And the fresh air smells only of leaves and grass. Gone is that burning smell. I feel the opposite of what I felt before. I feel at peace.

      “Shed your tail and leave, devil. Do not disturb my hallowed ground. I am the Hawthorne Witch. Spiritus. Spíritus. Spiritus.”

      There, at the center of our wild, grassy glade, before a pile of old logs—our extinguished bonfire—sits a young woman, cross-legged, wearing one of our black robes. Alondra? I’ve seen my wife sit like this in meditation in our backyard. Walking closer, I find the woman staring intensely at a book by her side: my book, Broomstick. She’s whispering to herself. No…humming. I’ve seen Alondra do this, too, in concentration. But no, this isn’t Alondra. Allie is about her age though. The lady’s eyes are shadowed in black, and her fingers and neck are adorned in gold and silver. Her lips are black. She has long dark hair like Allie, but darker skin.

      “Ouroboros,” the woman repeats almost in a whisper. “Shed your tail and leave my hallowed ground.”

      I just stand over her. I don’t know for how long. It could be seconds, minutes, maybe an hour. But I just stand. Because everything feels good around here. Everything. I feel so much peace. It’s how I imagine heaven.

      Tears pool in my eyes. I don’t know why, but the tranquility makes me sad.

      I fall to my knees.

      Is it from lack of sleep? Worry? Whatever happens after our ritual, my wife could die. And even if Alondra doesn’t die, she may lose our child. All the strain of the past week seems to weigh heavily enough on me to make me break down, because, I think, I feel unburdened around this stranger. Her sense of ease is juxtaposed to and backward from everything I feel inside.

      “I’m lost.”

      She stops humming.

      “Please, stop hurting her,” she says quietly.

      “Who?”

      “My friend.”

      She looks up. Her eyes aren’t mesmerizing, like other witches’; they’re brown and innocent.

      “A witch is attacking us,” I say, shaking my head. “We have to do something. A girl that threatens the life of my wife and child, and our friends.”

      The woman just smiles. Then, slowly, she moves her hand along her black robe. The sound of the fabric brushing over her arm seems loud amid the silence. Her movements are precise, fluid, as if she’s performing a magic trick. From her right sleeve she takes out a card. She lays the card on the green grass. I recognize it as an arcana card from the tarot deck. It’s an image of a man walking carelessly one step away from plummeting over a cliff. This is called “The Fool” card.

      “Il matto,” she says, nodding slowly. “You cannot cast shadows in darkness, Father. Lead a demon to harm, and the demon shines darkness back upon you. The Wicca witch knows this.”

      “I only see a witch threatening me.”

      She shakes her head. Then she reaches under her sleeve again, pulling out a second card. This one is the grim reaper. She lays the “Death” arcana card beside “The Fool” before her lap.

      “La Morte,” she says, gazing at both cards now. “Change in you? But I feel only dark witchcraft. Indeed, death. Too much grounding leads to mud. If you insist we are dust, father, then to dust you go. You cannot shade darkness. Just as you cannot burn light. If there is darkness upon darkness upon darkness upon darkness upon darkness upon darkness, what do you think you create? Choose one path and the other, and stand forth in the center. You cannot find your way by one path alone.”

      But I shake my head. I don’t understand.

      Very rapidly, she chops her hands through the air, reminding me of Kurt’s swordplay, as if her hands are ceremonial swords. This sudden brisk movement feels jarring amid the tranquility. Yet her moves are smooth, like a dancer’s. Her limbs move so fast that they lose focus and her arms blend together, as if she has more than two arms. Returning into focus, she runs two left fingers along the dirt and grass, while reaching high with her right arm, pointing two fingers up to the cerulean sky above.

      She presents an empty left hand before me. Then she turns the hand upside down and turns her palm back up. Now lying in her left palm is a large silver crucifix. It’s as if she’s performing another magic trick. She closes her eyes and presses the crucifix tightly against her chest, still pointing two fingers of her right hand toward the sky.

      “I gave my body and soul to my lord, Jesus Christ. Who do you give yourself to? Either left or right, down or up, earth or air, fire or water, all perennial paths lead the same way. What perennial path do you live by?”

      “I am lost.”

      “Mother taught only right-sided magic. She did this to fight the evil you sowed. But had she believed in balance from the start, I really don’t think I ever would have had to come here to Hawthorne.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I am the Hawthorne Witch,” she says with a gentle smile. “My name is Cadence. As you continue to play with dirt, you form mud. Malkuth. I ask once more, what path do you follow, Father? Qlippoth? Belial? Vanity? Venus? If you are truly lost, then leave. Those that choose to create confusion in this world multiply shadows. By the left, I prophesy great suffering. By the right, you can be my light. This is not because you choose only the left. It is because you follow nothing right.”

      And then she actually laughs.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Il matto,” she says, still laughing. “Il matto. Ask yourself when your head becomes clear. My friend once taught me that—” She looks up at me, squinting. ”When there’s imbalance in this world, darkness can be cast out by light. Just as light can be covered. But neither ever leaves us. If you look too far west, all joy that remains is pain.”

      “Who told you this?”

      “Melanie.” Then she returns to staring forward. “Please stop hurting her, Liam. Every time you hurt Melanie, you hurt Hawthorne. Open your eyes and see the evil you and Alondra are casting.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Leave me then, devil.”

      Oh, Liam. Liam, if you only could have just left her in peace.
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