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PROLOGUE

I

She slept in her bed and dreamt that she was in the woods. Which she had been, but that was a while ago, mind you. Almost a year earlier. In her dream she was lost and cold and confused. The others had teased and tormented her. Not all of them, true, but enough to leave her wondering exactly why they chose her. She couldn’t think of a single thing she’d done to any of them to cause the ridicule.

It was the other girls, naturally. Ever since her breasts had started developing, the boys were always more than glad for her company, as if the mounds of flesh on her torso somehow made a difference in who she was.

She slept and in her dreams she was not the same woman, but another, just as scared but also so very angry. All she’d wanted was to be left alone with her family and all she got was the hatred and fear that seemed the only currency her neighbors understood. She’d come to the New World for the same reason as the others: Freedom from the religious rules of the other places in the Old Country.

If she chose not to practice the same religion as the other pilgrims she failed to see how that should make it all right for them to torment her. Naturally enough, she tormented them back. She had every right, and if that made the other people who lived on the small settlement uncomfortable, then all the better.

And if killing their children and eating their plump little bodies was a sin, well, she had been sinning for a long, long time. That thought comforted her in the cold winter nights, when her arthritic hands were too swollen and painful for her to do more than burn a few pieces of kindling or warm herself near the oil lamp she kept for lighting her way.

That had all changed with the birth of her sons, and she was pleased to know that her lads were as strong and special as any children have ever been. In the dream there were a few brilliant moments of joy and an almost endless series of darker times. Where there was joy there were always children, hers or someone else’s.

Her mind focused on the darkness, and reveled in it, wallowing like a swine in the filth of violence, lust and carnage.

And in her bedroom, the girl moaned, her body moving sinuously across the bed, her covers tossed to the floor on the cold October night. Her sleeping mind reeled in the darkness of a life long gone, and her body moved to a tempo of its own.

The villagers came in the night, trying to sneak up on her and her children. She let them close in, let them burn her house to the ground, before she retaliated from the safety of the trees near the pond where she drew water. They thought her withered form an indication of her power and in that they were sadly mistaken. The first five did not die, but merely wished they could. She left them suffering as few have ever suffered before. But even then she knew that she could not win the fight. There were simply too many of them and she was not prepared.

She called to her children, and they came to her, roaring their defiance to the fools who would dare harm their mother. Patrick killed four men before they struck him down, more by accident than because they knew what to do to stop him. Robert killed an even dozen, and left most of the others screaming in fear, cowering before his power. His pale white hands were crimson long before they managed to stop him.

Or until he allowed them to think he had been stopped.

Jack did nothing, save watch from the woods, as his mother requested, though she knew it wounded him deeply to obey her wishes. Of all her children, it was Jack who could have hurt them the most, but she had other plans for him, just as she had other plans for all of her sons and for herself as well.

In the end, she let herself be captured. Oh, to be sure, she put up a fight, and a good enough one to convince them that she had lost. In the end, she was dragged down, just as she knew she would be.

Her death was not kind, and she howled her agonies into the air, cursing the men who hacked their blades into her body as well as those who took the skittish horses and forced her arms and legs in different directions and tied each to the reins attached to each steed.

Her death was a symphony of pain that crescendoed with her body being torn asunder. The fathers of her sons cheered as she died, celebrating her demise, unaware that they had done exactly what she wanted them to do. She had not plotted the encounter, but she took advantage of it once it was begun.

She planted her seeds with each drop of blood that fell from her ruined body. She fertilized the land about her with the ashes of her own remains. She died on Halloween night long before the land where she dwelled broke away from the powerful nation that spawned the majority of the early settlers. The flames that conquered her were pale beneath the full, harvest moon that seemed to look down on the bloody devastation.

And in her sleep, the girl moaned, her body trembling, unaware that she was asleep and not living out the death and memories of another. Unaware a man who should have known better was watching her. Though he never touched her, his thoughts were dark indeed.

II

He walked along the winding road that would take him into Beldam Woods, moving at a leisurely pace that still seemed to devour the distance. Though he had been walking for hours, he was not winded in the least. He had long since become accustomed to walking everywhere.

His hair, a little longish for a young man, was almost preposterous on a man of his advanced age, but he carried it well. The wind was cold, whispering the threat of winter’s caress, just around the corner. His skin was pale and made paler still by the hint of frost that blew along the same path he’d chosen. Perhaps most would have been shivering in the frozen breeze, but he was not like other people. He never had been.

The sun was not up, though there was a change from dark blue to light in the sky to the east, and the moon, not quite full as yet, was on the western horizon and fading away at a rapid pace. The late night was working toward dawn proper when he crested the last hill and laid eyes on his goal in the distance. Beldam Woods was a small town, nestled in the geography of upstate New York. Not far from Utica, but not in any way a part of that community. In comparison, Utica was positively urban.

“Norman Rockwell, eat your heart out.”

The sun crested the hills to the east and cast the first rays of light into the town. He watched as the warming beams of luminescence touched the steeples on the two churches, turning the cross on the Lutheran Church into a golden beacon and defining the wrought-iron crucifix on the Protestant house of worship. One of the two had been there when he’d last been in the town, but he was damned if he could remember which. The thought brought a thin smile to his bony face. He was, after all, damned either way.

From where he stood he could see the town square, which had changed only in the shapes of the buildings, most of them replaced with brick and modern supplies, instead of the wooden structures he remembered from his youth. There was a modern school down there, big enough to seat a few hundred children, and not too terribly far from that one, he could see the campus of the private academy he had read up on. Watersford Academy for Advanced Children, which from what he’d seen in the brochures, specialized in catering to the obscenely wealthy. Between the two was a long stretch of land that was perfectly groomed and well fenced. Even from outside of the town proper he could see the horses munching contentedly on the lawns. The only livestock raised at most of the farms these days were thoroughbred championship equines. Of course, the region was well known for fresh vegetables as well, at least according to his brother, Patrick, who had never bothered to leave the area.

His hometown had changed a great deal since he’d been near it last.

There were numerous signs in the area, all advertising specials for Halloween. Apparently there was a Haunted Hayride, sponsored by Watersford Academy and open to the public. There was going to be a party in the very center of the town for all of the children on Halloween night, and, of course, strangers were welcome. And anyone who wanted to act now could pull off the interstate, enter the town proper, and get a prize-winning pumpkin at the “Punkin Patch,” where a gathering of local farmers sold the gourds for bloated prices.

His tight smile broadened a bit as he contemplated that last sign. He’d been hoping for the right sort of place to set up his necessities in town, and that could well be the location he was looking for. The gnarled fingers of his right hand sought the trinkets he’d brought with him on his long journey from the west. Deep in his coat’s pocket he found the packet of pumpkin seeds—fresh, not salted and roasted—and he nodded. That would be a visit worth making, he suspected.

The sun glared into his pale yellowed eye, making him squint just a bit. His shadow stretched out long and lean away from his body, and he walked away from it, toward the town proper. He had been away from home for far too long, and it was time to pay his family a visit.


CHAPTER ONE

I

There is a time of year when the world seems, for however brief a moment, to stand perfectly still. The birds settle down and stop singing, the wind falls to little more than a sigh, and the oceans calm themselves from their normal, frantic pace, expectantly. Most people think that moment is set by a calendar, but humans are alone in this particular ignorance. The date hardly matters. You could no more tell the exact instant than you could know the moment of your first kiss, your first caress, or your last desperate gasp for air. To be sure, it happens every year, and normally around the same time of year, but the date? The day or hour or minute? No. Such measurements mean nothing in the greater scheme of things. They are merely points of reference and really, far less significant than the first time your lips are brushed by the lips of someone who is not obligated to kiss you by bonds of blood and family.

There is a time of year when summer dies again and is replaced by autumn. That is the time we shall speak about here. It’s just possible that every person recognizes that moment in their own way. For some it’s the first time they allow themselves to dwell on the past: on chances taken and those avoided; on friends known and almost forgotten until a sound, a scent, or even a shiver down the spine, reminds them to be melancholy. For some it’s the first time they realize the sun is setting earlier than it should, and the shadows that normally huddle close to their bodies are stretching out and trying to race ahead or hide behind them. For some it’s that first whiff of wood smoke caught on a breeze that was warmer the last time they thought about the temperature. It is a time of dreams not realized and lost chances. It’s a time of mourning and regret for some and a time of change for others.

It is a frozen moment, a suspended span of time where the world, the universe itself, seems to hold its breath.

And sooner or later, that breath is released, and the world is changed again.

In Beldam Woods the change came first to the trees. The leaves that had been green caught fire, blazing in a hundred different shades of yellow, orange and red. Oaks, elms and maples all shifted as the air became chilled and the days died a little bit earlier, giving way to the nights with their dry air and the hissed whispers of autumn’s first kiss. The summer had been a harsh one—more humid than usual and hotter too—and there were few people in Beldam Woods who were unhappy to see it pass, though, of course, many were sad for other reasons.

Beldam Woods was never meant to be a big city, or even a small one for that matter. Nestled as it was between granite deposits and foothills, the land simply would not permit outrageous growth. But it was comfortable and the people who lived there rather liked the way it sat. The rugged terrain might have made setting up dozens of shopping malls difficult, but the fertile soil still allowed for farming, and while few in the town made their living as farmers these days, many still had a plot or two dedicated to orchards or melon patches.

There wasn’t much to Beldam Woods, as far as towns go, but it was enough to leave most everyone who lived there comfortable. Oh, to be sure, there were exceptions, like Herb Doretevsky, who, by most people’s estimations, had been in a piss-poor mood for the last thirty-seven years of his life, but there are almost always a few who aren’t happy with their lot in life. The wiser people understand that perfect happiness can’t really exist for long without boredom creeping in. The casual philosopher might think the disenfranchised exist solely to keep that very boredom from becoming a reality. Quite naturally, they’d be wrong, but that’s not really the point. Beldam Woods was a town like many small towns. It was different only in that it wasn’t really designed to grow bigger, and for that reason it was safe from the worst of the changes brought by that demon known to one and all across the United States of America as “progress.”

The town had not stagnated over the years, because there was always at least a little new blood to keep things from growing too calm, but that was all right for the most part, too. There was crime in Beldam Woods, though not anywhere near the level of some of the neighboring towns, thanks just the same. Now and then one of the Everett Brothers would get into a solid brawl with somebody over some trivial slight, and it was hardly uncommon to find that a few of the easily distracted and just possibly overly energetic teens had done a little harmless vandalism. From time to time some boy with too much testosterone and not nearly enough common sense tried to get into the panties of a girl who was unwilling, and unfortunately, some of them succeeded. On those occasions, the situation was handled as best anyone could manage and the damned fool boy in question learned the hard way that rape was not exactly a minor offense. The lucky ones had the situation handled by the local police instead of by irate family members. Of course, not every case was reported, but most were.

Beldam Woods was a town like so many others, but there were differences. Every town might have certain staples, as it were, locations or people who could almost be stereotyped into them. Why? Because stereotypes exist for a reason. It’s not uncommon for at least a few teens to be ostracized by their peers and called names. It would hardly be unfair to say that most towns have at least a handful of young ladies who confuse the amorous advances from a handsome young lad for love and willingly offer their bodies as a show of affection. Town drunks? Oh yes. Town drunks, city drunks, country drunks. They exist, much as we might wish otherwise. Inevitably there are a few who just can’t figure out how to say no to an offered drink and can’t seem to keep control well enough to stay sober. Do small towns have drunks? Most assuredly, just like they have sober people and an occasional police officer to stop the former from becoming a threat to the latter. These sorts of people fill any town of any size, as surely as corpses fill graveyards. That hardly makes them carbon copies. Each has a different reason for the behavior, and even if they seem, at first, to mirror the folks seen in other towns, they are unique.

Every town is different, too. Most of the small ones have a main strip, and more often than not that little area has a few municipal buildings, a church or two, at least a few shops, and a park somewhere nearby. That’s hardly a sign that each is identical. They might seem so at first, but the difference is in the details, not in the appearance.

Beldam Woods had been in the same place for longer than there had been a United States of America and some of the families could—and would with very little provocation—brag about the fact that they were descended from the original settlers of the country. Others had been there less than a generation and couldn’t have given a damn about the pedigree of their neighbors. There were poor families who managed to live on remarkably little, and there were families with more wealth than common sense. Some lived in the town proper and others lived on the small farms that dotted the hills and peaks around the perimeter. The farms were not, as a rule, really notorious for the stock they bred or their yield of vegetables. They were better known these days for the wealth of the families living there. Some had been in the area for damned near forever, but a good number of them had settled in the last twenty years when, almost as if by whim, several families decided the slight rolling hills and the deep forest around the area were just about postcard perfect. A few of the newly imported families spoke with tongue firmly planted in cheek about changing the name of the town to “New Hampton,” but not with any serious notions.

A small number of the locals commuted to the city—Utica in this case—and others stayed in town and dealt with the travelling New Englanders who came through during various times of the year, some just slumming, some heading down to Florida for a winter’s escape and taking their time to see the sights along the way.

But really, this is a tale about the people of Beldam Woods, not the visitors who came to town. With perhaps a few small exceptions.

There are traditions that cover the world and some that are much, much smaller. Take for instance the twenty-odd year tradition in Beldam Woods, New York, of keeping alive a few old legends. Some of the old tales were told by children to other children for as long as there had been children in the area, like the story of the witch’s house, and how it was haunted. The tale varied from year to year and from teller to teller, but the root of it remained the same. Inevitably, there was someone who could swear on a stack of Bibles that someone they knew personally had a sibling or cousin who had actually seen the old house and gone in there. At least half the time said twice-removed acquaintance had seen or heard something. The other half had allegedly never been heard from again. If a third of the stories were true, the town would surely have been emptied of children decades ago.

Those stories are not what were on Douglas Habersham’s mind, however, though there was a connection. Habersham had been the head librarian at the Beldam Woods Township Public Library for over two decades, and during that time he’d told his fair share of stories about the local hauntings and legends that hid in the darker corners of the town’s history. Why? Because that was what the children wanted to hear come October and the death of the year. What child doesn’t like a little scare? Remarkably few as far as Douglas could tell. So, year after year, he told the stories about Hattie and her children.

Hattie, as the old legend said, was a witch. She was also an old favorite of the retired librarian. Retired, but hardly inactive. Though he no longer had the headaches of handling the budget or ordering new books and paying for them from whatever sources he could find, the notion of actually not working at the library was physically abhorrent to the man. He would sooner have dug his own grave than actually sit back and relax at home with little but his memories to keep him going. He had handed the reins of running the old building over to his replacement, but he still dabbled in the events that took place there. There was no question in anyone’s mind as to whether or not he should be the one to tell the story of Hattie. Even Sue Baker, who now ran the place, was the first to look on his telling of the old story as a tradition. Hellfire and brimstone, he’d told the very same story to her when she was only seven years old. She’d listened to the tale with the same wide-eyed fear and anticipation as the children did every year, and really, no one wanted to see a good thing brought to ruin.

Every year, the weekend before Halloween, Douglas Habersham sat in one of the comfortable old chairs that was normally left near the magazine racks in the adult section of the library. These days someone other than him would take the deceptively heavy lounger to the children’s wing, but it always got there for him, nonetheless. And every year, he sat facing a half circle of children, some old enough that they normally wouldn’t be caught dead in the “kiddie library,” except on that one occasion. Some would hem and haw and fidget endlessly, at least until Douglas started speaking. As soon as he began, they practically froze in place.

Douglas had a voice designed to entrance. His normal speaking voice dropped two octaves when he told his stories, and every child who heard him grew still, knowing that the words he said were meant for them alone. While he read, he looked to each child, found their eyes, and spoke in that rich voice that, at least according to Missy Falmouth, sounded like Vincent Price in his heyday.

Douglas always started the story the same way, with the same ominous warning, and it always got the attention of the little ones. “Listen carefully, children. What I tell you just might save your lives on Halloween night.” At least a handful of the kids would start, looking around to see if anyone was smiling, maybe pulling their legs. Inevitably, they would find that almost everyone in the room was wearing an expression of mild dread mixed with excitement. “I need to tell you about Hattie, the witch, and why you should be especially careful on Halloween. You see, Hattie is looking for children just…like…YOU!” His finger would flash out, stabbing at a tyke, and in an instant that child was frozen, petrified. The old librarian’s face almost seemed to change when he chose his victim: his soft features became sharp and sinister for that instant, and most quickly found it was all too easy to believe in witches…at least for that moment.

Then, quick as the snap of fingers, he leaned back in his chair again and his face became the same, kindly face they all knew. But when he spoke, oh, my, when he spoke, it was to tell the story that they all came to anticipate and dread.

“A long time ago, back when this place was little more than woods and a few cabins, there was an old woman who lived by herself just at the edge of the forest, where the marsh starts up and the hills begin to grow. Her name was Hatrice, but everyone in town called her Hattie.” If the issue had ever been pressed, and it had not, he would have admitted to making the name up. The old woman’s name was never mentioned in the old papers he’d found that told the story of the Beldam Woods witch.

“Hattie was old, older than anyone in town could even guess. Her skin so thin you could just about see her skeleton hiding just beneath the surface, like chicken bones wrapped once in a piece of tissue paper. She was small and bony and her face was wrinkled deeply. But don’t feel too sorry for her. As old and wrinkled as her body was, her heart was even worse.

“You see, Hattie was a witch. She’d sold her soul to the Devil and turned her face away from God. As small and withered and old as she looked, she was never, ever helpless.” And here he would pause, his eyes looking slowly from one child to the next as a wicked little grin swept briefly over his face. “More than one unwary traveler found that out the hard way and wound up in her oven, as a roast for her and her children.

“Well, even witches get lonely sometimes. Hattie was old, and now and then she needed help around her little farm, so she cast a spell on herself to make everyone see her as young and beautiful and she wooed three different men to her side.”

And here he paused as he often did, waiting for the light of understanding to come into the children’s eyes. A few seemed to catch on to what he was saying. Most did not and that suited him just fine. Someone else was welcome to explain the mating rituals of the average human being to the children. He just wanted to tell them stories.

“Each of these men helped Hattie to make a new child. They helped her gather the materials she needed and she used her dark sorcery to finish what each man started. Before she was done she had three children, but, like their mother, they were not human. Her children grew very fast, and before the fall had become the winter, her first child was large enough to be called a man, instead of a baby.”

He watered that part of the old legend down, and heavily. The documents he’d discovered, old papers that had no known author and were buried amid vast drifts of old town papers, stated that “the witch did seduce three respected men and use them to seed her.” And that after each of these seductions “she did fornicate with Lucifer, creating hideous offspring as never before seen by man.” Again, it wasn’t really his place to start a sex-education lecture, especially not during story time at the library.

“The first of her helpers she named ‘Old Bones,’ and he was a sight to see. All bones and teeth, with no muscles or skin on his body. He looked just like a skeleton, but one that could walk and one that sometimes got hungry. Old Bones couldn’t eat like you and me and he didn’t need to. But he was brittle; he had no way to protect his bones, so he had to take the bones of other people to add to his own whenever he chipped a toe bone or knocked a finger loose. And he was clumsy, so that happened a lot. Mostly he walked through the woods all day and night, seeking new bones to add to his body.

“The second of her helpers was called ‘Patches,’ and he wasn’t in much better shape than Old Bones. He wasn’t as clumsy, but Patches had all the skin that Old Bones didn’t, and not much to support that skin. So he couldn’t walk like you and me, but had to be happy with catching the wind and flying around like a kite. Well, how many of you have ever had a kite? How many times have you had a kite that got stuck in a tree? Just like a kite in a tree, he sometimes got torn, and when that happened he had to have new skin to mend what got done to him.”

And here, Douglas would always pause, waiting for the children to get over their small giggling fits or to recover from the puzzled looks they sometimes got. It was asking a lot that the younger ones to gather the meaning of what he said. Sometimes it took them a few seconds, but mostly they caught on quickly. Now and then a few of the kids would bring him pictures they’d drawn of Patches, and almost always they drew him as a kite with a mean face. Though there were no descriptions of Old Bones, there were a few sentences about what Patches was supposed to have looked like. The children were closer than they knew to what those descriptions said. In full the statements read: “The Beast called Patches is a foul-smelling thing, a piecemeal mockery of what a man should be. It slides across the ground like a fat, flattened serpent, and moves in much the same fashion. How such an abomination could exist is unknown to me, but I have seen the demon with my own eyes and know that these words are true. And when the wind was strong, I saw the demon flying in the air, moving like a bat or a great sheet caught by the breeze.” The description was preposterous, of course, and Douglas couldn’t help but wonder what sort of spirits the man had been possessed by. He suspected whiskey was the culprit, and probably not very well distilled at that.

“And where do you suppose Patches got the skin to fix himself?” Here Douglas inevitably looked at the children and scanned for the one who looked most doubtful of his yarn. It was always best to get the doubters involved, especially if they looked like they were going to start talking. “He got the skin from children he found out on the road, late at night when they should have been in bed. Children just like you.” He always spoke softly at that point, so that the children felt obligated to lean in closer and then when he had them within touching distance, he pointed to the doubter. To date, every one of the kids he’d singled out had damn near jumped out of his or her skin.

The story was scary, and he was the first to admit that, but then, Halloween was about a good scare and a laugh or two. Still, because he feared giving the children too many nightmares, he’d started using visual aids a few years back. In the illustrations he drew—which were not bad for a rank amateur, if he did say so himself—Old Bones had an oversized skull and goofy teeth, to take away a little of the sting from the story, and Patches sat on a log, sewing a patch onto his own belly. Patches had a cartoonish face and his tongue stuck out of his mouth in concentration. He looked about a terrifying as Casper the Friendly Ghost. That was okay. Even with the silly images to dilute the impact, most of the children were properly terrified by that point.

“Her last servant was called the ‘Pumpkin Man,’ or as some knew him, ‘Mister Sticks.’ He looked like a scarecrow, with a pumpkin head and bare tree branches for arms. Of all her servants, he was the meanest.” And here he showed his Disney-esque picture of a ratty old scarecrow with a scowling jack-o’-lantern head and beat-up suspenders. As with the other pictures, he made the creature fairly comical.

“Mister Sticks did not like many people, and he hated little children, because when he was very young he was picked on by a few of the local boys at a nearby farm. Those boys called him names and chased after him whenever they saw him, because they knew he was a monster.” And nowhere at all in the writings was there any mention of any of the three children of the witch ever being young, nor of their being abused by the other children, but Douglas always felt a few morals were good for a story. “He grew up mean, and he grew up hating everyone, but most especially, he hated bullies.”

Inevitably, Douglas Habersham would look around the room and find at least a few of the bigger children looking a little more sheepish than the rest. The thing about children is that most of them haven’t mastered the art of deception, no matter how well they might think they have. He made a point of marking those children on his mental to-be-watched checklist. There wasn’t much he could do about their behavior away from the library, but he made a point of keeping an eye on them around the smaller children from that moment on. That lasted all the way through to his retirement, and even after that, if he noticed anything, he let Sue Baker know about it.

“So the three servants of the witch, Old Bones, Patches, and the Pumpkin Man, did things for Hattie. They built her a shack to live in, and they hunted down food for her to eat. Unfortunately for the people around the area, what she liked to eat the most was little children, right around your ages.” And did the children gasp to hear THAT little morsel of information? Oh yes, indeed they did. “Old Bones used to hide himself in the woods, near the birch trees, and wait for little children late at night. And sometimes, he would lure them out of their houses with promises of candy and other treats. Any he caught were as good as cooked in a stew pot, and it wasn’t long before the children started listening to their parents’ warnings to stay inside after the sun set.

“When Old Bones failed to get the children, it was up to his brother, Patches, to do the witch’s dirty work. Patches could hide better than anyone else ever could. He could fold himself up and make himself look like a blanket or a nice leather coat, and children who were unwary found out the hard way that he was fast as a snake. Patches’s favorite trick was to make himself look like a nice new coat, just the right size for a child, and then wait in a place where a coat didn’t belong. The smart children left the unexpected prize alone, but a few got careless and they too were taken away to old Hattie’s stewing pot. After a while, the children started listening when their folks told them not to touch what wasn’t theirs, and that made things better for a time.

“But Hattie had one servant left, and he was the most cunning of all. He waited in the woods—and remember, back then there were woods all around the town and in between the houses, too—and he waited patiently. Now, some of you might have heard the story of Jack of the Lantern, the reason we carve pumpkins every year at Halloween. Well, the Pumpkin Man had heard that story too, and he made a lantern for himself and he lit it late in the night, then he waited for foolish children. I don’t know that there was ever a child who could resist trying to find a shortcut.” Here, again, Douglas always paused, his eyes looking over the children and looking for that little start of guilt. Most all of them twitched at least a little. “With a good shortcut, you can stay out a few minutes later than you should and still be home in time for supper or bed. Well, Mister Sticks, the Pumpkin Man, he knew all about staying out late, and he had done it a few times himself. So he knew just where to wait for the children who didn’t want to stay on the paths and thought for sure they could find their way home in the dark. All he had to do was wait for the children to come to him, and they followed him and his lantern all the way to Hattie’s house, desperate to find safety from the darkness.”

He let the kids think about that one for a few minutes, and knew that at least a few of them gave it a lot of thought before it was all said and done. It wasn’t that hard to believe that a kid might follow a stranger in the dead of night if that kid was properly lost in the woods.

“Mister Sticks was patient. He waited for them until they came to him and asked for his help. The only children who were safe from him were the ones that stayed on the paths and made sure they got home when their folks told them to be home. Those that didn’t listen were never seen again.”

He let that one sink in for a while, normally giving the children a good half minute or more to think about it. He liked morals in his stories.

“Well, what can I tell you about Hattie? She was a mean one, by all accounts, and evil as could be. There are stories I’ve heard passed down about how she put curses on some of her neighbors, from Milifred Todd—who she made grow old overnight—to Winston Harrow, who said rude things to her and lost his tongue for his troubles. His tongue just fell out of his mouth after she looked at him and made a sign in the air in front of her. She was a mean old witch if ever there was one.

“For a while almost everyone in town was too scared of her to even think about making her stop being so nasty. There’s a story of one man she turned into a dog, and how she turned his wife into a cat, just because they looked at her and then whispered something she thought might have been an insult. People around here hated her and they wanted her to leave the area, but more importantly they feared her. Witches like Hattie were few and far between, thank goodness, but when you ran across one, it was hard to know what to do.”

He could see the questions on their young faces, and if he were feeling particularly expansive, Douglas would answer a few of them. Normally they wanted to know what other horrid things Hattie had done, and he would make a few up as he went along. What few descriptions he could find of the things she’d allegedly done were a little too grim for little children. One account had her boiling a man in his own blood, from the inside out. Not really the sort of fare young minds should have a part of. At least not as far as Douglas Habersham was concerned. Children were to be protected from the worst things. They would have time later to deal with the darker aspects of life.

“Well, late one Halloween night, when the moon was full and the sky was clear, they decided to deal with wicked old Hattie, and her servants, too. Oh, the people in the town were scared, but they were angry about what she’d done to their children, so they got as many of the braver folks together as they could, and they went out to the witch’s hollow—yes, that’s right, out in the marshes just east of us—and set about getting rid of Hattie.

“Why did they choose Halloween night? Well, remember, not everyone in those days even believed in Halloween, or what it really means. Some of them didn’t understand that the dead come back to see the living on that one special night, or that goblins can roam around and cause mischief. They just picked that night because they thought Hattie would not expect them. They took their time and snuck up the old dirt road that led to her shack, most of them carrying lanterns and a few of them carrying dried wood and ropes. You see, they knew she was a witch, so all they had to do was go about getting rid of her the best way they could think of. Most people agreed the best thing to do was to burn her at the stake.”

And again he’d pause, letting them think about what that meant. Like as not there wasn’t a child there who hadn’t gotten burned a time or two, though hopefully none who’d been hurt too badly. The only time he’d ever changed the story was the year Tommy Wilkinson had been there. Tommy had, indeed, been burned rather severely once upon a time, and had the scars to prove it. The idea was to make the kids a little scared, not to leave them psychologically traumatized. The kid had gone through enough already.

“What they didn’t count on was that Hattie was expecting them. They thought they’d been clever and that she’d be unprepared, but Hattie was a witch, and that meant she had special powers. She listened to the wind and it told her what the people had planned for her.”

Inevitably, one of the kids who was a little older would ask how anyone could listen to the wind, and he would explain. “Have you ever heard the whistle of the wind between the trees on a cold, autumn night? The way the leaves seem almost to sigh as they roll down the street?” When they nodded, he’d smile. “That’s the way the wind talks, and being a witch, Hattie knew how to listen.” It was, as with most of his stories, complete fabrication. But it made enough sense to shut up the doubters and let him move to the finish of the story.

“Hattie thought she had the men who came for her that night. She sent her servants out to catch them all, and figured she wouldn’t have to go hungry for a long, long time with that many people to bake in her oven.”

The children normally leaned closer, and a few of them even held their breath. Waiting to find out what happened. “But she was in for a surprise. The men knew all about her servants, and what they did was wait until all three of the monsters had left the old shack in the woods, hiding themselves until Old Bones, Patches, and Mister Sticks were gone before they grabbed Hattie.

“Oh, Hattie screamed and cried and begged them to leave her alone. She swore that she was a God-fearing woman and tried her best to make those men believe her. But they were smarter than she thought, and they took her from her shack and burned that old building clean to the ground. Well, the witch showed her true colors then, because that old place was where she kept all of her magical fixings. Eye of newt and toadstools, even her broom.

“When her house caught fire she started cursing those men left and right and they learned just how mean a witch she was. One of the men fell to the ground, screaming and trying his best to get away, but she caught him with one of her simpler spells and he turned into a wild pig right then and there. His clothes fell off him, everything except his socks, and he ran away into the woods of Witch’s Hollow, never to be seen again. Another man had the gumption to try catching her hands so she couldn’t make any more magic, but she turned him into a tree right where he stood. Any of you who’ve ever been out to the Witch’s Hollow might have seen that tree. It’s black as night and covered with little red, spotted mushrooms. I don’t know of anyone who ever saw another tree like it.

“Well, those men were scared, but they knew what they had to do. The whole lot of them grabbed parts of the old witch’s shack that was still burning and chased after Hattie, because everyone knows that witches can’t abide fire. She tried to get away from them by running deeper into the swamp and throwing her hexes at all the other men chasing her. Some of them were changed by her magic—one turned into a snake as long as a school bus and another turned to stone and sank in the waters, but she made a mistake and fell into a spot filled with quicksand. All of the men watched as she sank into that deep mucky mess, and they waited for almost an hour after she’d gone down before they finally left the place.”

And here he’d pause again, waiting for the kids to calm down a little and waiting to administer the real fear of the story. Some of the children would breathe a sigh of relief, glad to find the worst of the story was over, but those few were the ones who hadn’t been paying attention to the details.

When Douglas Habersham spoke again, his voice was always little more than a deep whisper, and the children who listened could practically hear the fear in his voice. “The witch was dead, but her three servants were never found. They weren’t people. They were monsters. Some say they’re still out there, in the Witch’s Hollow, waiting for the right time to bring their mother back from the grave. But it may be that they aren’t waiting so much as planning. They could be almost anywhere at all, and now, with Halloween almost here, they might be coming into this very town, this very building, looking for fresh, tender morsels to take home and cook up as dinner.

“So watch yourselves, children. Be prepared and stay away from strangers. None of the monsters are very bright, but just in case, you should listen to the rules your folks make for you. Don’t stay out after dark, and never, ever go into the woods without a grown-up. And remember most
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