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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      








‘I know an antidote more mighty than the woodcutters and I know a fine preventative against malignant attacks.’


Homer, ‘Hymn to Demeter’













Part One




TEMPORARY AGENCY










1


When I was fourteen, a cousin of mine angered a Malignant One. It was a big case, a genuine scandal. Maybe you remember it. At the time, when it all ended, I just wanted to forget about the whole thing. But a couple of years have passed and I guess maybe it’s time to think about it again.


The Bright Being lived in the office building where my cousin Paul worked analyzing retail sales reports. I don’t know how she got there, really. We never did find that out. I don’t even know how long she was there. I mean, before Paul met her. Maybe she lived on that same spot long before the building went up. Maybe she even lived there for thousands of years, way before the Indians came. No one really knows how old the Beings are. Some people say – I read this in a book, actually – that the Bright Beings, the Malignant Ones and the Benign Ones, go back to the beginning of the universe. According to this Sacred Physics book, the Big Bang Story that broke open the cosmic ylem egg showered out the Beings along with all the quarks and tachyons and all the rest of them. The Beings came from a kind of impurity in the ylem, a sort of aesthetic flaw in the original story. So maybe the Ferocious One lived at that spot for millions of years, embedded in the granite of Manhattan Island, waiting for humans, for victims – like my poor cousin Paul.


Or maybe she never lived there at all until the building went up. Maybe the contractor summoned her, maybe he offered her space in her building in exchange for help in getting his contract bid accepted. I thought of this because of what happened later. And because of what happened with the Defense Department.


Even if you don’t remember Paul’s case, you’ll certainly remember the Pentagon scandal. How half the Defense Department turned out to be Malignant Ones and the other half paying them off. How a lot of people said the chairman of the joint chiefs himself was a Malignant One. That one never made it into the papers, but everyone heard about it.


And you probably remember Alison Birkett. It was the Pentagon scandal that made her famous, after all. Before that she was an unknown lawyer specializing in demonic possession. But then that peace group came to her with their suspicions of ‘preternatural harassment’, and she began to investigate, and to push. And she kept on investigating, and pushing, for something like five years, until suddenly the story was all over the papers and the TV, and everyone wanted to interview and photograph Alison Birkett. Remember the Time magazine cover? They shot her standing on the steps of the Supreme Court, wearing a sharp suit, with the wind blowing a few strands of hair across her face, and the word ‘Demonbreaker’ slashed across the bottom of the page.


I was just a kid then, but somehow Alison Birkett seemed really special to me. I watched the news every night on TV, hoping to see a feature about her. When one of the networks promised a special hour-long interview with her I begged my parents to let me stay up late that night. And I cut out the picture from Time and got a glass frame to preserve it and hang it over my desk.


I followed the scandal more closely than most adults, every detail. I still remember all the excitement, the new charges coming out every day in the paper. I remember the demonstrations, the peace groups in their rainbow robes and animal masks, chanting and waving those orange streamers in huge figure 8s as they marched on the Pentagon. And I remember the incredible excitement when the president ordered the Spiritual Development Agency to drive out the Ferocious Ones. They came in procession, with their twelve-foot banners and fluorescent masks, their drums and bells and electronic trumpets.


I was just a kid. I’d never seen anything like it. We all got off school, just like it was a national sacred-day, and I remember sitting in front of the TV all day long, watching ‘the big circus’, as my father called it. My mother went nuts trying to get me to eat, especially when they drew those huge lines out from the corners of the building, changing the Pentagon to a giant Pentagram. Wow, I thought, this is it, now it’s going to happen. And I was right, too. The TV blanked out the sound so we couldn’t hear the actual formulas the SDA chanted, but we could see the electric fire in the air as the Beings left the walls, only to get trapped in the triangles drawn on the outside of the building. And then when they did the banishment, and erased the lines, and declared the Pentagon ‘free and liberated’, I cheered and screamed and bounced up and down on the rug in front of the TV.


And I’ll never forget my father then, how much he shocked me when he said, ‘Oh, sure, right. And just in time for the commercials.’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘Listen, Honey,’ Daddy said, ‘our beloved Spiritual Development Agency puts on a good show, but don’t you believe everything they say.’


‘Mike!’ my mother shouted at him. ‘She’s only a child.’


I guess he realized he’d given me a little more cynicism than I could handle because he said to me, ‘I’m sorry, Sweetheart. Your daddy’s just shooting off his mouth.’


But the damage was done. ‘You’re lying,’ I screamed at him, and ran upstairs to my bedroom. There I took down the picture of Alison Birkett and looked at it while I cried. For a few seconds I hugged it, but then that seemed kind of dumb so I put it back on the wall.


I thought about all that stuff after everything that happened with Paul. I thought about the Pentagon, the things my father had said – and something else. Maybe if I’d done things differently, I could have helped Paul, really helped him. Maybe if I hadn’t been so trusting, if I’d acted early enough, I could have really done something. Maybe if I’d remembered what my father had said, I wouldn’t have expected the SDA to take care of us. I was only fourteen, remember. You can make yourself feel pretty guilty when you’re fourteen.


Of course, none of us knew anything at all about this when Paul went to work at that building. And when he met that – woman – and got involved with her, he never suspected she was anything different than what she seemed. I mean, you hear about such things happening but you never think it’s going to happen to you. Romance with a Bright Being? Come on. It sounds like something out of supermarket magazines, right? ‘I lost my husband to a Malignant One’, or ‘Movie star’s new boyfriend a Ferocious One! Details inside!’


Maybe Paul should have guessed something, or at least been a little more careful. Because he did get a warning. When he first got the job he went to a Speaker for a divination. He went to a Bead Woman actually, one of those women who use coloured beads to make their predictions. He took me along. Paul and I were really close, despite his being ten years older than me. We were each an only child and we kind of thought of each other as brother and sister, especially after Paul’s folks died in a car crash during his last year of college.


So we went to this Bead Woman who said her blessings and threw out her beads on a silk scarf. Right in the centre lay a red bead with yellow bands, and all around it lay a circle of little black ones. And all the others had scattered to the edges of the cloth. Danger, the Speaker said. Danger and isolation. Paul asked what kind of danger, but she said she couldn’t tell because all the other beads had ‘retreated’. They talked about it and then Paul decided that since he’d asked about work it had to mean danger at his new job.


So Paul decided to do an environmental enactment for his workplace. I helped him. It was fun. We went down to the big spiritual supply centre on 34th Street and got some sacred paper (made from old clothes worn by the major New York storytellers), and some sanctified chalk and some great miniature office furniture (I loved the little fax machine; it was so cute), and some little plastic dolls to signify Paul and his co-workers, and finally a package of official SDA flash powder. Then we went downtown to Paul’s studio in the Village where he had what has got to be the smallest sanctuary you’ve ever seen (growing up in the suburbs can be pretty boring, but at least the houses all have decent-sized sanctuaries). We drew a circle on the floor for sacred ground and set up the office inside it. Then we labelled one of the dolls with Paul’s boss’s name and just wrote ‘co-worker’ on the others, and set them out. Next we took the biggest doll and wrote Paul’s name on it, including his official enactment name. While Paul marched the doll into the circle I moved the other dolls back and forth, as if they were all happy and excited about Paul’s joining the company. After that, we sang songs of harmony and success while Paul wrote out a few ‘positive realities’ on the sacred paper. Paul burned the paper on a silver enactment tray and then scattered the ashes on the dolls at their miniature computer desks. Finally, we sang a couple more songs, general all-purpose praise stuff, while we set off the flash powder in the silver bowl that went with the tray. And then Paul took me down to Chinatown for dim sum.


Well, we certainly had fun. And maybe it would have worked – if the danger had been coming from his office. But in fact it came from another office entirely, one down the hall near the restrooms.


Later on, the SDA questioned Paul pretty heavily about his early encounters with the Being. I’m sure they were trying to get themselves off the hook, in case we decided to go public after all about what she was doing there. And who her clients were. But Paul didn’t know or suspect anything when he first saw her. Why should he? As far as he knew, she ran a temp agency. He only went past her office at all because it was on the way to the men’s room. In fact, most of the time when he went past it the office was closed. And the few times the door stood open he just saw her on the phone, or entering stuff into a computer. He did notice her. But all he saw was a beautiful woman – long wavy red hair, smooth curves, violet eyes. She wore suits most of the time, he said, kind of severe no-nonsense, with skirts just above the knee.


Paul noticed her and so did all the other guys in his office. But as far as he could tell she took no notice at all of him or any of the others. Some of them called her ‘the Ice Queen’. (Why couldn’t she have decided to melt for one of them instead of my cousin Paul?) A couple of times, he said, he tried speaking to her at the elevator but never got anywhere. Once, he said, he was standing outside her open office (he didn’t say what he was doing there) when her phone rang, and after she’d answered it she got up and went over to close the door. Paul said when he saw her the next day in the lobby he felt himself blush but she just walked right past him.


So what changed her? What made her suddenly go after him, of all the men who worked there? Paul was always vague about this with me, sometimes saying he had no idea, other times hinting he knew something, but didn’t think it was important. I’ll have to guess, but I do have an idea.


What I guess is that Paul did something which made him more attractive. I think he did one of the forbidden enactments. Now, I don’t mean anything really nasty. Paul would never do anything violent. But just before the Being got interested in him, Paul went on a holiday – a hunting trip, he said. A packaged tour. And he got nervous whenever I tried asking for details. That wasn’t like Paul. From around when I was twelve he would always tell me pretty much everything. So I think he went off to one of those ‘lodges’ men go to, and I think he did something a little more serious than dolls and tiny office furniture. Something with a vow of secrecy, and maybe a couple of ‘service’ women wearing nothing but body paint and soft furry animal skins.


Men do these things to increase their potency. That’s what the magazines say, anyway. Whatever Paul did, it sure got the attention of the ‘lady’ down the hall. He walked past her office one day just after his trip. She was writing on a chart or something, Paul said, when suddenly she stopped, put down her pencil and looked up at him. Directly at him. She looked curious, he told me, as if she was seeing some interesting animal she’d never encountered before. I remember he laughed when he told me this, just a few days after it happened. Of course, that was before he knew what she was. But I didn’t laugh with him. It gave me the creeps, even then.


Paul said he was so startled he almost ran away. Instead, he did his best to smile at her, but she was already back at her work. So he forgot about her until that afternoon when he was waiting for the elevator to go home. He was just standing there, feeling tired, when he heard a voice behind him. The funny thing is, he never remembered what the voice said, just the way it made him feel. He found himself closing his eyes and smiling, and swaying back and forth slightly as if he was balancing himself against a strong wind. He opened his eyes and turned around, and there she was. She had her blazer draped over her arm and she was wearing a satiny blouse, pink, Paul said it was, and I bet it was open pretty far down, but Paul didn’t say that.


In fact, when he first told me about this fantastic woman he’d met he sounded so gushy I should have suspected something just from that. He told me how she touched his arm and all the tiredness left him, how it was like sitting on the grass and watching the river go by. Paul never talked about girls like that. Paul never talked about anything like that.


They went out for a drink, then dinner, to some place Lisa knew. That was the name she used, Lisa. Lisa Blackwell. Goddamn her.


When they said goodnight they kissed, and even though it went on for a while that’s all they did. And then she smiled at him, ‘like a kid’ Paul said, ‘like she was younger than you’, (‘Thanks a lot’ I told him, but he paid no attention) and it was okay, he said, it was okay they didn’t go any further, because he knew they would do so, maybe the next time or the time after.


I said, ‘You better make sure she gets a little older first’, but Paul was unstoppable. He just wanted to go on about how okay it all was.


They slept together a few nights later. The SDA investigators made a big fuss about this. Paul told me they asked him over and over what it felt like, didn’t he suspect anything? He just kept repeating to them that it was like sleeping with an ordinary woman. That wasn’t what he told me. At the time he went on and on with one soupy description after another. He even told me how he prayed that when I started sleeping with boys I would find something so perfect. I said, ‘Maybe you and Lisa can coach us.’ But he was beyond sarcasm.


If Paul’s ga-ga language didn’t make me suspicious something else should have. He didn’t want me to meet her. Now, I didn’t meet all of Paul’s girlfriends. I mean, it wasn’t like he submitted them to me for approval. But usually, whenever he got serious about someone he’d invite me for lunch or something, so we could all get to know each other. With Lisa he got all evasive whenever I asked to meet her. I don’t think he knew he was doing it. He kept saying how he’d told Lisa all about me and how she couldn’t wait to meet me. But it never worked out. He would promise, but always ‘next week’, or after a sales conference, or an out of town trip.


Finally, we did make a date. Paul and Lisa invited me to go with them to the Summer Drum ceremony in Central Park. I don’t know how many people reading this have ever been to the Central Park Drum. Most towns have a Summer Drum, but not like this one. Over one hundred thousand people come, many after days of deep mud retreats, so that all they’re wearing is globs of dried dirt. People dance, sometimes on one leg, people fly the most amazing kites (some nine levels high, each with its own guardian spirit), people throw sanctified Frisbees painted over with patterns of perfection, groups of three hundred people or more go deep travelling in meditation together, people lie on the grass and hum for hours … And then there are the drums, as many as seven thousand of them. The first time Paul took me I thought we’d all bounce up into the sky when the drums started.


Paul and I considered the Central Park Drum something special between the two of us (maybe because we had to fight so hard the first time to get my parents to let me go). When the second Thursday in June approached and Paul just talked about Lisa, Lisa, Lisa, I really felt like he just wanted to get rid of me. So it relieved me when he called to make a date to meet him and Lisa at Founder’s Circle on 59th Street before the start of the ceremony.


The thing is, I never made it. My mom drove me to the train station and I waited there, holding my little travelling enactment bag so I could join in with the collective part of the ceremony. And I waited. I waited ten minutes, twenty minutes, half an hour, with all the commuters muttering about last straws, and robber baron prices, and the other drum followers checking their watches and saying blessings, until finally a garbled loudspeaker voice told us the train was cancelled. Fire on the tracks. Next train in two hours. Maybe. I called my mom and she offered to drive me into the city. I thanked her about twenty times, calling her ‘a true hero of the revolution’. She laughed and said she’d be right there.


Forty minutes later, she pulled into the train station. Roadblocks all up and down the highway, she said. Industrial action by the State Police who didn’t like the state budget crunch taking away their paid personal enactment days. So finally we set out, and in five minutes we had a flat tyre. No problem, I assured my mother, I’d done tyre changing in preparation-for-driving class. With Mom worrying about me getting my good enactment dress dirty I did the tyre a little more slowly than I would have liked, but then it was finished. Off again. Mom said she’d get the tyre fixed after she dropped me off.


We got onto the highway. Clunk, clunk – another flat tyre. So that was it for my trip to meet Lisa Blackwell. By the time the AAA towed us to a gas station and did a purification ceremony on the car, I knew Paul and Lisa would be lost among the hundred thousand.


That night, when I called Paul, he sounded relieved. He denied it when I told him, but I was sure I was right.


He began to look different. His weight went up and down. Sometimes he’d look as skinny as the star of a hunger enactment. Other times he looked all puffed up, like he’d eaten nothing but doughnuts for a month. I even asked him if he was bulimic. He claimed his weight hadn’t changed in two years. One time he came to my house for dinner and I got the strangest feeling, like he was fading away, like I could almost see the wall right through him.


His behaviour changed too. Nothing really wild. But he talked a lot. Paul always used to keep silent, especially at family parties. Now he made himself the centre of attention, telling jokes, spouting political theories, giving advice on the economy. And he bragged. Paul never bragged about himself, but now he was telling us all about his two promotions in two months, his special commendation from the CEO, even how much he spent for a new suit. I wanted to scream at him. Or kick him.


My folks didn’t notice anything. They just said wasn’t it great Paul was coming out of his shell? Wasn’t it wonderful he was doing so well? And in such a short time. And didn’t Lisa sound sweet?


How could we have been so damn stupid? He even told us how Lisa – wonderful sweet Lisa – had received a vision of Paul going all the way to the top. As if she’d done a ‘selfless offering’ and the Powers had granted her a psychic vision. Damn. If only we’d gotten the fog out of our heads maybe we could have intervened.


But it was up to Paul to recognize that something was wrong. He started getting strange dreams. There were lots of lights, he told me later, glowing on the sides of buildings, swooping down out of the skies, flaring up in front of his face. And when he’d put his hands up or made a noise he’d hear laughter. Except he wouldn’t see anybody. Other dreams, instead of lights he’d see holes. Holes in walls, in the street, in stores and lobbies of buildings. And nobody would see them but him. In the dream Paul would point out the holes to people. ‘Watch out,’ he’d say to an old woman, ‘you’re going to step in that hole.’ But instead of looking, they’d just shove him out of the way. Sometimes holes would appear in people’s bodies. In the dream he’d go over to examine them, sometimes even reach inside their bodies and find nothing but garbage. He’d call people over to help, but they’d all just laugh. A few times, Paul told me later, he woke up from these dreams feverish or even vomiting.


I asked Paul if he ever took the dreams to NORA, the computer for the National Oneiric Registration Agency. No, he said, once he woke up, he’d just wanted to forget about them. I asked him if he’d done enactments to cleanse his dream spirit. No, he told me, and looked surprised. He’d never thought about it.


Even awake, he started acting funny. If he didn’t see Lisa he just stayed home and did nothing, not even watch TV. He stopped seeing his friends, he stopped seeing me. He started getting scared at really odd moments. He’d see a bus pulling up to a kerb and suddenly panic as the door opened. As if a wild dog or something would come leaping out at him.


But what really worried him finally was Lisa herself. She never tired. At first, he liked that. ‘She can go on and on,’ he said to me once, before it started to scare him. When he was with her he never got tired, either. They could make love four or five times, he told me, something he said he could never do with anyone else. ‘It’s almost like inflight refuelling,’ he said. Of course, he was bragging again. And yet – I don’t think he realized this – he became all sad after he said it. We were drinking tea and I remember he stared into the cup like an old-fashioned Speaker looking for a message in the leaves.


Finally, he would fall asleep and dream his strange dreams. He always figured Lisa was asleep too, until one night he woke up in the middle of the night and she was just lying there, wide awake, staring at the ceiling, and smiling. When she turned and reached for him he jumped back. He had to go pee, he told her. She laughed. In the bathroom, he said, he thought his heart would punch right through his chest. He didn’t know why, he said, he just felt so scared. But then she called him and suddenly he found himself excited. You know, aroused. He told me it was like his ‘thing’ had gotten a life of its own and was running away with him.


After that, Paul tried to pull back from her, see her less, stay home, go out with friends. Nothing worked. I don’t mean he lost control, like some sort of drug fiend, or found himself calling her and hating himself for doing it. No, I mean he couldn’t stay away. He literally couldn’t. He would sit down, alone, in front of the TV with a rental movie on the VCR. He’d even put on pyjamas and get into bed. And then suddenly he’d find himself ringing her bell, with only the slightest memory of getting dressed, leaving the house with the TV still running, and getting a cab to 79th Street where Lisa lived. Or else he’d go to a bar with some friends, tell jokes and drink for half an hour, then excuse himself as if he was going to the men’s room, and instead just leave and go uptown to Lisa’s.


For a while he thought – he tried to think – it was an ordinary obsession. He even went to one of those groups for ‘love addicts’ where they do enactments to purify their bodies and ask their higher powers to shield them from the lower powers. But when the others talked of their need for reassurance because their parents had never loved them, or described the thousands of dollars they’d spent at singles’ retreats, Paul knew his problem came from another level.


He kept thinking he should do something, maybe a freedom enactment. But he could never seem to do it. He would plan one, set up his sanctuary with strings of flowers and twenty-four-hour candles, spray the air with purifier, and go off to work, determined to go home right away and fulfil the inner path, as people say. Instead, he’d let Lisa take him off to a disco and then her apartment, and by the time he’d get home, the candles would have burned out and flower petals would lie all over the floor.


One time he tied his childhood spirit string around his wrist when he went to work. Since Paul’s parents’ death the string had meant a lot to him. He used to keep it in a special glass case on his permanent altar. When he put it on that day, his wrist stung for a moment and he found he wanted to yank it off and throw it away. Instead, he left it on, and suddenly the pain vanished and he closed his eyes and smiled. He went to work, he told me later, more cheerful than he’d felt in weeks. At lunchtime when he saw Lisa she ‘twitched’ (his word) when he kissed her. That night, when they made love, she said she wanted to play and gave him some kind of costume to wear (he wouldn’t say what). Only, he had to take everything off, including the string. The next morning when he got dressed he couldn’t find it. They searched the whole bedroom, until Lisa persuaded him he better get to work. She’d give it to him when she found it, she said. Sure.


And then, one night, Lisa had some kind of appointment. So Paul stayed home for once and was watching Slade!, that cop show on TV where the hero investigates possession for the SDA. In the episode, Slade goes to a Southern town to investigate some mysterious deaths and gets stonewalled by the local sheriff’s office. At one point, a woman is running through a swamp, trying to escape a group of Malignant Ones who’ve taken the form of dogs and cats. She takes refuge in a cabin and bars the door. Inside, she recites the Standard Formula of Recognition. You know, ‘Ferocious One, I beg you to release me. I know that nothing I have done deserves your Malignant Intervention.’ Well, in the story, she gets halfway through the formula when one of the dogs smashes through the door and knocks her to the ground. Then, after they all attack her, they change into the local cops. Shock. Horror. Commercial.


But for Paul the real shock came with his reaction to the Formula. Without realizing it, he started to say it out loud in his apartment. He got as far as ‘Ferocious One, I beg you to release me. I know—’ And then he stopped, gasping in pain. He felt, he said, like someone had kicked him in the stomach. When he stopped speaking the pain eased, but he was shaking and sweating. A couple of minutes later, he thought of trying it again, but just the thought filled him with terror. The panic stopped as soon as he gave up the idea of trying to say the Formula.


Paul didn’t sleep much that night. He just lay in bed, wondering if he should call the SDA emergency number, telling himself it could wait until morning, jumping every time he heard a strange noise outside his apartment or even the wind against his window. Over and over again he thought how if he wasn’t saying the Formula he should do something else, maybe set up a ring of protection, or else just write down his fears on sanctified paper and burn them. Instead, he just lay in bed, terrified. But when morning came, it all seemed okay again. Paul found himself laughing at his ‘paranoia’. His suggestiveness. He shouldn’t watch so much TV, he told himself.


Two days later, however, he managed to tell Lisa he was sick and was going to leave work early. Come to her office, she told him. She could make him feel better. Heal him. Her friends told her she was a natural healer. She had healing hands, they said. Her friends said she should quit her temp agency and run a hand sanctuary.


Paul realized he had never met Lisa’s friends. Not a single one. Nor her family. He started to feel clammy and cold, and thought how he didn’t need to lie to go home sick.


He left his office but he didn’t go home. Instead, he changed his suit for jeans, T-shirt, dark glasses and cap, and sat in a diner across the street from the building. When Lisa left he followed her. At first, he tried to stay close to the buildings, even duck into doorways. But after a couple of minutes, when she didn’t look back, he got bolder, even moved up close. This is ridiculous, he told himself. If she did spot him, she probably would just laugh at him. Never let him forget it. Maybe he could convince her it was some sort of sex game. He half felt that way himself. He would get aroused and instead of him following her, it felt like Lisa had hold of his penis, like a tow rope, and was pulling him along (his image, not mine).


He followed her to a hospital, the huge Mirando Glowwood Sanctuary for the Healing Arts on 7th Avenue. Paul expected they would need passes to go up to the rooms, but no one seemed to take any notice of either of them as he followed her past the front desk to the giftshop, where she bought a mixed bouquet of flowers, and then up a couple of flights of stairs. Paul found himself relaxing. After all his suspicions, she was just visiting a sick friend.


Paul never found out what was wrong with the man in room 603. He was so concerned that no one gave him away he didn’t even bother to notice if the floor focused on any special area of medicine. When Lisa entered the room Paul strolled past the doorway, slow enough to notice a man asleep or unconscious in a private room, with a man and woman in chairs beside the bed. Friends of Lisa, he thought, with a guilty thrill that he finally could meet some of her friends if only he could think up an explanation for how he got there. But then the man and woman just got up and left, seemingly without even noticing Lisa was in the room. Paul pretended to be reading the names posted outside a room down the hall until the two had left, and then he moved back to just outside 603, where he could look inside without being noticed.


Lisa had pulled back the sheets and now was unbuttoning the man’s pyjamas, all without him moving or opening his eyes. Paul said he looked like he’d been lying there, unconscious, for a long time. There were sores up and down his body. When the man’s body lay all exposed, Lisa began to undress. Paul told me how he wanted to run, to get as far away as he could, but he couldn’t make himself move.


The moment Lisa straddled the man, he came alive. Or rather his body came alive, thrusting into her and thrashing on the bed. The man himself stayed unconscious, his face as blank, Paul said, as the sky. Nor did anyone else seem to notice anything. The bed thumped, strange noises came out of the man’s throat, yet people just walked by – patients in bathrobes, visitors, nurses. Once, a woman in one of those candy-striped volunteer outfits bumped into Paul, smiled cheerfully and walked on, taking no notice either of the pounding noises inside the room or Paul staring back at her terrified.


As the body rolled about with Lisa the sores opened up, spitting out a thick mixture of blood and pus, like a fountain with ten or twenty spouts. Paul watched it soak the bed, ooze down onto the floor. He watched Lisa scoop it up in her hands and smear it all about the man’s face. She’s killing him, he thought, and knew he should run for help, or at least cry out. But he just stayed and watched.


When Lisa finally lifted off the man, he went limp again, draped across the drenched bed. Only now Lisa took the flowers she’d bought and placed them on the man’s genitals, where they – clung. That was the word Paul used. The flowers seized the man’s crotch like some animal feeding on his discharges.


Despite everything, Paul said, he was sure he didn’t make any noise. He didn’t gag, or shout, or anything. Lisa just stood there, naked, with her back to him and said, in a friendly voice, ‘How was that, Paul? Was it what you expected? Was it scary enough? Or should I have laid rats on him instead of flowers? I could still do that if you like. I just thought this might be more fun.’


Paul wanted to run, but he couldn’t. He could hardly stand upright as Lisa turned and came towards him. ‘Ferocious One,’ he managed to say, ‘I beg you—’


Lisa laughed. ‘Paul, Paul,’ she said, ‘it’s much too late for that. And why would you want to send me away? Haven’t I told you I love you? Didn’t I promise to make you rich?’


‘Promise?’ Paul said.


‘Go to work next morning. My intuition tells me your boss wants to send you on a management training course.’ She stepped towards him.


‘No!’ Paul shouted, and then he did jump back, out of the doorway. Finally, people were looking at him. A man on crutches stopped to stare. Paul said, ‘I never … I thought they just—’


‘Oh, Paul. You don’t really think you got all those promotions by your own talents, do you? Trust me, darling. Let me take care of you. Let me help you.’


Now Paul ran. Pushing people out of the way, he hurtled down the stairs and out of the lobby into the street. He ran as hard as he could, pumping his arms like you see on TV (I can see him, with his cap and dark glasses, and his mouth gulping for air. Poor Paul. Poor dumb Paul).


A few blocks down he dared to turn around. Lisa wasn’t following. At least he didn’t see her. Maybe she’d taken some other form. Maybe she’d disguised herself as an old woman walking on the other side of the street. Or a cat sitting on a stoop. Or a car parked illegally in front of a pump. What did he know, after all, about Malignant Ones and their powers? It’s the kind of thing you learn in school, fourth grade sacred studies class, and then forget right after the test.


When he saw a cab, he started to hail it, then stopped. What was an empty cab doing in midtown at that time of day? Maybe that Russian-looking cab driver was Lisa. Or another Malignant One coming to her aid. But maybe it was a Benign One. A Devoted Being who had noticed Paul’s danger and jumped in its taxi to come to his rescue. How could he know? How could he know? How could he tell the difference? He took the bus.


Crammed in with shoppers and office workers, Paul wished he could just close his eyes, let the crowd hold him up, and sleep. Finally he made it to his apartment building and the fear hit him all over again. Lisa had a key. Lisa didn’t need a key. She probably could fade right through a closed window. But if he didn’t go in, where could he go? How could he live? He told me later he imagined himself lying in some corner outside the men’s room in Grand Central Station.


When he told me all this, he stopped at that point in the story. ‘What happened?’ I said. ‘Did you go inside? What did you do?’ He wouldn’t look at me and I knew he’d done something he thought was terrible. Finally he confessed. He said he went to the super and told him he’d smelled gas before and was nervous to go back in, and would the super check for him and wave out the window if everything was all right? ‘I gave him ten bucks,’ Paul said. ‘Can you believe it? Ten bucks and maybe that thing would be there waiting for him?’


‘But it’s okay,’ I told him. ‘She wasn’t there. So he ended up with ten dollars for doing nothing.’


‘I guess so,’ Paul said. I’d never seen him look so low.


‘And you got here safely,’ I reminded him.


‘Right. So now you’re in danger too.’


‘Come on,’ I said. ‘All we’ve got to do is figure out how to get rid of her.’ I almost blushed, knowing how dumb that sounded.


When Paul got inside, he said, he ran all around, checking the bathroom, the closets, even the small cabinets under the bathroom sink. He didn’t know what he was looking for, he just had to look. What could he do, he thought, what could he do? I imagined him standing there, outside that tiny sanctuary of his, maybe hitting his hand against his forehead.


While he was trying to figure out what to do next, the phone rang. Paul reached out, then stopped. When the answering machine came on, he waited through his announcement. And then she was there, telling him cheerfully, ‘Silly Paul, why don’t you pick up the phone? You know I won’t harm you. I’ve got some wonderful ideas for later in the evening.’ Then her voice sharpened. ‘Paul! Pick up the phone.’


Paul told me later that he had no idea how he managed to resist. His hand moved out to the phone, he stood there almost touching it, his hand shaking. He probably would have picked it up if the doorbell hadn’t rung. He jerked his hand back and ran to the door. The super stood there, looking confused. ‘Sorry to bother you,’ he told Paul, trying to look over Paul’s shoulder. ‘What’s that?’


The answering machine, Paul told me later, had screeched, as if someone had run a fingernail along the tape.


Paul thanked the super, told him everything was okay, said goodbye – and then asked him please to stay there. While the poor confused man stood in the doorway, Paul got out his carryon bag and threw in some clothes, his shaving stuff, and the cat’s claw he’d gotten during his first winternight initiation.


I’ve wondered since if the super was really a Devoted One. Isn’t that what they do, help you at some crucial moment? No way to know. People always say the Benign Ones lift you gently, the Malignant Ones knock you down with a club. But Paul wasn’t thinking about anything like that. He just pulled his stuff together as fast as he could. And called me.


I still feel good about that. He called me, his fourteen-year-old kid cousin. I know I didn’t protect him, not in the long run. And I guess he didn’t expect me to save him or anything. But he needed help and he called me. I’ll always love him for that.


‘Ellen!’ he said when he got me on the phone. ‘Ellen. Oh, my God.’


I said something dumb, like, ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Lisa,’ he said, and stopped.


‘What is it?’ I asked him. ‘Is she hurt?’ Dumb.


‘She’s … she’s not—’


‘She’s not hurt?’


‘She’s not human!’


‘No!’ I said. ‘Oh Paul. Oh God.’ He didn’t have to say the label. I knew. Stupidly, I said, ‘Is she there?’


‘No. No, of course not. Of course she’s not here. She just called … I couldn’t – What can I do? I tried the Formula. She laughed at me. I got sick the first time. And then she just laughed. Ellen, what am I going to do?’


‘Get over here,’ I said. ‘Where are you?’




‘Home. My place.’


‘Get out of there. Right now. Come here.’


‘I don’t want you getting hurt,’ Paul said.


‘Don’t worry about that,’ I said. ‘I’ll protect us.’ Brave talk. ‘Just get the train. Take a taxi from the station. Ask for Johnny or Bill. Tell them you’re my cousin. You got that? Johnny or Bill.’


‘Yes.’


‘Hurry.’


‘Shouldn’t I do an enactment?’ Paul asked.


‘Do a quick one.’


‘What should I do? I can’t think.’


‘Um – do you have flash powder?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘How about that traveller’s amulet I gave you that time you went to Europe?’


‘It’s in my sanctuary.’


‘Great. Go put it on.’


Slow seconds passed while I heard Paul moving things around and cursing. Finally he came back on the phone. ‘I can’t find it,’ he said. Panic pushed his voice up. ‘She must have taken it.’


‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘Just … just sprinkle the powder around the edges of the floor and especially on the threshold. And—’ I was thinking fast. ‘Write down – take off your shoes and socks and write out – Do you have an SDA body marker?’


‘Yes. I think so.’


‘Great. If you can’t find it, don’t worry. A regular pen will do. But use the marker if you can. Write down the Formula for a safe journey and a safe arrival on the bottoms of your feet. Then light the powder—’


‘Should I put my shoes back on?’


‘Yes, of course. Light the powder on the threshold and at the same time ask the Devoted Ones for help, and then jump over the powder. Have you got that?’


‘Yeah,’ Paul said.




‘Okay. Leave the phone off the hook so I can hear. And when you leave give me a shout so I can hang up my phone.’


It took Paul at least five minutes, during which I could hardly breathe I was so scared I’d hear him scream or something. Finally I heard the hiss of flash powder and then, from a distance, ‘Okay, Ellen.’


Softly, I prayed, ‘Bless your feet, and bless your hands, and bless your eyes and mouth. Earth move you in safety and joy across Her shiny face. Go, Paul.’


I went downstairs, acting calm so my folks wouldn’t find out anything and panic. I figured the last thing we needed was my folks getting hysterical. They’d call the police or something, or just start screaming and no one would do anything.


I got a piece of sanctified chalk and some of my own flash powder and matches from my altar and stuck them in my skirt pocket. Then I went to the kitchen for a glass of milk and cookies. Wholesome. A kid getting a snack. I strolled outside and as soon as I was out of sight of my folks I got to work. I walked three times around the house, flicking drops of milk from the glass onto the ground as I prayed to the Hidden Mother for blessings and protection on the house and all our family. Next I crushed the cookies and scattered the crumbs along the flagstones and the driveway and out to the road, calling for Devoted Ones to flock to Paul’s aid and lead him safely out of danger to my house. In the street I drew a box for the house and then two stick figures for Paul. One showed him inside the house, holding hands with a smaller stick figure (me). The other showed him outside with a circle around him, protection against a pair of bat-like wings above his head. Lisa. Then I drew dots from the Paul out in the danger place to the one safe in the house. While I made two little piles of flash powder, one on each Paul, I called once more on the Benign Ones to help him, thanking them in advance. ‘Devoted Ones, we thank you for your devotion. We know that nothing we have done deserves your precious intervention.’ I fired up the flash piles, waited ten seconds, then dashed back inside.


Upstairs in my room I took all my stuffed totem animals and lined them up on the windowsill. ‘Take care of him,’ I begged them. ‘Please guard him now. Please.’ I didn’t move from that window until I saw Paul step out of the taxi. Then I threw myself downstairs and out the door.


Maybe I should have stayed at the window until he actually got to the house. I don’t know. Maybe if he’d made it all the way under his own power he would have stayed safe, with the strength later to fight back. Because maybe something was taking care of him, feeding him, and when I ran out to get him, I drove it away. Or maybe I weakened my own safety enactment by leaving the house. I don’t know. When I saw him – he was limping, with his face screwed up, as if he’d twisted his ankle – I filled up with joy and fear at the same time, and just couldn’t wait. If I did something wrong, if I made it worse, I hope Paul forgives me.


We told my folks Paul had hurt himself running and needed to sit down in my room while I brought him some tea. When I got Paul alone, and brought up the tea, I opened a fresh can of blessing powder, sprinkled some on his face and then his bad ankle (he fell running for the train), and finally around the edge of the room. And then I had him tell me everything. It was pretty scary. A couple of times, like when he got to the flowers in the hospital, I had to stop him, holding up my hand like a traffic cop until I could catch my breath. When he finished, I hugged him, with my head on his shoulder so he wouldn’t see me cry.


I knew I couldn’t do that for long. We had to take care of him. We had to get him some real protection. As well as sprinkling some more blessing powder, we touched our amulets together, stuffed our pockets with prayers written on sanctified paper and put Nora and Toby, my two most powerful stuffed totem animals, in their SDA sanctified travelling cases to take with us. Then I called the taxi company and asked them to send Billy right away.


As we headed downstairs, the phone rang. We were almost out the door when my mother called from the living room, ‘Paul? It’s for you. It’s a woman.’ You’d think she’d find it confusing that someone would call Paul at her house. But no, her voice sounded like wasn’t it wonderful that she could help two such marvellous people get together. Paul started to walk towards her. I stared at him for a moment before I realized what was happening. When I grabbed his arm he almost shook me loose. I held on, though, and hollered to my mother, ‘We’ve got to leave, Mom. Tell her she missed him.’


‘Won’t that be rude?’ my mother said. ‘She sounds so sweet.’ But I already had Paul out the door, where, thank the powers, Billy was already pulling into the driveway.


That has got to be the scariest trip I have ever taken, worse even than my high school wilderness initiation. Everyone looked like a Malignant one – the driver cutting us off on the Expressway, the traffic cop halting our lane, the boy roaring past on his motorcycle, even the bag lady sleeping on the sidewalk outside the Nassau headquarters of the SDA.


We told the secretary we needed to speak to an investigator. ‘Urgently,’ I said. She sent us to a woman about twenty-five, with large amazed eyes. She wore a red blouse and a cotton jumper and had her hair pulled back with a velvet band. While Paul was talking – he got pretty worked up, waving his arms and trying not to cry, he was so scared – the woman, Julie her name tag said, wrote everything down, constantly telling Paul it was all right, he was safe now. ‘Your SDA’ would protect him.


After she finished taking down his story she went for her superior, a man about forty or fifty, very businesslike, but still basically friendly. Until he asked Paul where he’d met the Ferocious One. ‘I told you,’ Paul said, ‘at work.’


‘Fine,’ the man said, ‘but where exactly is that?’ He smiled at Julie who looked embarrassed that she hadn’t gotten such a basic detail. Paul told him the address. He froze. His pen stopped in mid-air, his head in mid-nod. Finally he looked up at Paul and said, ‘And you say she worked in an office?’


‘She ran a temp agency,’ Paul said.


The man’s mouth twitched. ‘Just a moment,’ he told Paul, and walked off. Looking a little confused, and embarrassed, Julie told Paul again that everything would be fine. About a minute passed and then Julie’s boss called her from a doorway. He said, ‘Ms Stoner,’ instead of Julie. When she left the room he closed the door behind her.


About five minutes later the man came back alone. He said, ‘Now then, Mr—’ He looked at his clipboard. ‘Mr Cabot. Why do you think this woman, this Lisa, is a Malignant One?’


‘Think?’ Paul said.


I stepped forward. ‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Please, young lady,’ he told me. ‘I’m trying to check your—’ His voice went up in a question.


‘Cousin,’ I said.


‘Cousin, fine. Your cousin’s story.’


‘You can check it a lot easier if you tell us your name,’ I said.


He sighed. ‘John Sebbick.’


I smiled sweetly. ‘Thank you.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Paul said to him. ‘What do you need to check?’


Sebbick said, ‘You must realize, Mr Cabot, we get a great many claims made here. People accuse their coworkers, neighbours—’ he smiled, ‘—lovers all the time.’


‘I’m not accusing her,’ Paul half shouted. ‘She’s a Ferocious One.’


‘So you say.’


‘I told you what she did with that sick man. In the hospital.’




‘What you say she did.’


‘I don’t believe this,’ Paul said. ‘Why won’t you believe me?’


‘Excuse me,’ I said, and smiled as big a smile as that goddamn bureaucrat. ‘Mr Sebbick, this man has come to you for help. Isn’t that your job? To help him?’


‘Young lady,’ he said. He looked like he’d pat me on the head if he wasn’t afraid I’d bite him. ‘The SDA does not need children to tell it its job.’


I wasn’t going to let that one stop me. I said, ‘What are you going to do for him?’


‘We will investigate his story,’ he said.


‘That’s not good enough,’ I told him. He looked at me like I was a Ferocious One. ‘He needs protection,’ I said. ‘How are you going to protect him?’


Sebbick said, ‘We will determine who needs protection in this case.’


I took Paul’s arm. ‘Come on,’ I said, ‘let’s get you some real help.’ He looked at me, grateful, as if he thought I could beat down the whole SDA. I felt myself blush and turned Paul around before that bastard Sebbick could see.


Outside, Lisa was waiting. I didn’t need Paul to introduce us, I knew her immediately. She wore a strange triangular-shaped dress, with wide sharp shoulders and hard narrow hips. Her face shone and her golden hair lifted softly in the breeze. She stood back against a black convertible with its top down. She smiled, and for a moment I walked towards that smile, until I realized what I was doing and stopped myself. Next to me, Paul was shaking.


‘Poor sweet Paul,’ she said. ‘I told you, you don’t need to be frightened. I have no plans to harm you.’


‘Leave him alone,’ I blurted. Great. Really effective.


She looked down at me. She seemed suddenly much taller. The points on her padded shoulders gleamed, like knife blades in the sunshine. She said, sweetly, ‘This must be your little cousin. What a lovely child.’ Her mouth opened very wide. ‘Would you like me to swallow you?’


I felt dizzy, nauseated. My feet slid around, as if I was standing on ice, as if the street would crack open and drop me into freezing water. Somehow, my hand went out and found a parking meter. ‘Ferocious One,’ I said, and gasped as a pain shot into my side. ‘We beg you—’ The pain became unbearable, and I knew it would stop if I just stopped talking. I said, ‘We beg you to release us.’ My side ripped open and I screamed. When I looked down I saw blood and meat pouring out onto the sidewalk. I jerked my eyes away as I forced the final words out. ‘We know that nothing we have done deserves your Malignant intervention.’ And the pain ended. I gasped in relief, and when I looked down my clothes weren’t even torn.


Sometimes the old stuff works better than we know. The Formula comes to us from the Tellers after all, and not the SDA. Lisa pretended not to notice, but she backed away. Laughing, she slid into her open-top car. ‘I told you,’ she said to Paul, ‘you don’t need to be afraid of me. I’m on your side. Even the SDA will help you if I tell them to.’ She laughed again, and then she looked at me. I held on to the parking meter. She said, ‘Goodbye, Ellen Pierson. I’m sure we will meet again.’ And then she drove off.


On the way home, Paul decided to tell my folks. Well, they reacted just the way I knew they would – Mom crying and fluttering her arms, Daddy ranting about the SDA and its ‘ineffectual posturing’. Only, they added a new twist. They attacked Paul for involving me. ‘A mere child,’ my mother called me. Cute.
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