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    In a place of neither time, nor space, nor matter, nor dimension, the following conference took place. It was never recorded, and the creatures living in the physical world never knew what transpired. But for the beings in the Other World, the event was a momentous occasion because it was the first such meeting since the Great Agreement establishing all there is.


    “You know I don’t like coming here.”


    “Yes, but the Agreement must be preserved, and this is a most difficult matter.”


    “But the troublemakers are under your jurisdiction. Why don’t you just handle it?”


    “It’s not so simple. They were improperly called forth.”


    “But they went anyway?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why did you allow them to go?”


    “I didn’t. When I found out about it, it was too late.”


    “Is it a clear violation of the Rules?”


    “Yes.”


    “So why don’t you handle it?”


    “Because according to the Rules, exorcising them is your responsibility.”


    “You mean it’s come to that?”


    “Yes.”


    “You know, if you treated them better, you might not have these problems.”


    “I didn’t want them to begin with.”


    “Yes, I know. But I made some handsome concessions in the Agreement to get you to take them, and they remain your responsibility.”


    “Yes, yes. Let’s get back to our problem. There is simply no provision in the Rules for a situation like this. I’m responsible for all action to be taken in the matter, but my hands are tied. I’m not permitted to exorcise the troublemakers.”


    “Yes, it is a problem. I’m not allowed to intervene in a disciplinary matter between you and your charges.”


    “And I’m not allowed to dislodge them so I can deal with them.”


    “Hmmm. Must we act quickly?”


    “From my standpoint, the sooner they are punished, the better. From your standpoint, haste is advisable because they’re very destructive, and they will cause great damage to the place they inhabit.”


    “I think you should handle everything. I yield my authority to you in the matter of the dislodging.”


    “Very well. Now, should we also suspend the Rules so I can act immediately?”


    “We’d better not. The Rules have served us since the Beginning, and we’d best not tamper with them any more than we have to.”


    “That could mean a long delay.”


    “I don’t like it any more than you do, but I don’t see how we can suspend the Rules.”


    “I suppose you’re right. I’ll wait.”


    “By the way, where is this place they’ve escaped to?”


    “It’s called Rancho Lucero—a small town in New Mexico.”


    “Hmmm. Well, is all agreed then?”


    “We are agreed.”
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    While ritual magic has been practiced by man ever since the beginning of his existence, so little has been learned about the art that even the most experienced of its practitioners are delving into things about which they know very little. And few magicians, no matter how learned, fully realize the extent of the powers they are attempting to manipulate.


    
      
    


    —translated from the Theurgicon
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    “All right, Mr. Thompson. All right. I’ll come take a look.” Mike Ryan hung up the phone, ran his fingers through his sandy hair, and grimaced. Oswald Thompson was a pain in the ass.


    The man was so conservative that he probably considered Ronald Reagan a liberal—which was his business. The problem was he kept trying to make it Mike’s business. Once, he had come into the office bearing an armload of papers which he dumped on Mike’s desk—proof, he said, that zip codes were a communist plot.


    This time it was chickens. He wanted Mike to come look at a bunch of dead chickens in a deserted area along the river. As far as Mike was concerned, a few dead birds dumped where no one was likely to find them were not that big a deal. But they were to Thompson, and that meant Mike would investigate. There were a lot of crazies around who felt the same way Thompson did, and the entire pack of them showed up at town council meetings, loudly denouncing whatever upset them at that particular moment. Mike did not want it to be him.


    He sat for a moment, staring at the office. Dirty beige walls. Green floor tiles. Two wooden desks facing the door, a two-way radio squeezed between them on a small table. To his right, beyond the vacant desk, was the cooking area with its tiny stove and refrigerator, a small counter with a sink and worn-out red linoleum. His eyes continued travelling around the room, taking in a stand of gray metal filing cabinets, beat-up wooden chairs along the walls, the doors to the storage room, bathroom, and jail. A hot, dingy office two or three times as large as it needed to be and a jail that was almost always empty, that was all there was to the police station in Rancho Lucero, New Mexico.


    Oh, well, the facilities were adequate and beyond that unimportant. A shiny new building would not make the police department one bit more efficient.


    And efficient policemen did not sit and stare at the walls when they had calls to respond to. Even when the caller was Oswald Thompson.


    With a sigh, he pulled his 175 pounds up to its full six feet, grabbed his khaki hat off the two-way radio, and walked out the door. It was already hot at nine in the morning; the day promised to be another scorcher. It was going to be one of those days.


    He backed the patrol car away from the “Police Vehicles Only” sign, plowed through the deep gravel in the parking area, and pulled onto Rancho Lucero’s main road.


    He passed a small, deteriorating adobe house sandwiched between a gas station and a fast-food restaurant. On the other side of the road, a flatbed semi carrying a bulldozer chugged by. The bulldozer seemed to eye the little house greedily, as if to say: Your time will come. I’ll be back.


    Rancho Lucero was in a state of transition. It had been a sleepy little adobe village; it was becoming part of suburbia.


    Twenty miles away, Albuquerque was doing what most major southern and southwestern cities were doing—expanding madly. But New Mexico’s largest city had problems its counterparts in other Sun Belt states did not. It was trapped, hemmed in by mountains, military reservations, Indian land, and large tracts of acreage of dubious ownership because of ancient Spanish land-grant deeds. So the city seeped out through mountain passes, squeezed around the lands it could not claim, and generally spilled out anyplace it could find to go. One of those places was Rancho Lucero.


    For years, the town had been not much more than a few farms and a general store, a place where people from the city could come in the fall and buy vegetables from roadside stands. Now the farms were becoming subdivisions; the roadside stands were becoming gas stations. In twenty years or so, freeways, shopping centers, and tract houses would probably hide all traces of what had been there before.


    There were some people who said the town should try to preserve some of its old streets and buildings before it was too late. As far as Mike could tell, it was already too late—not that he really cared. Things had worked out well enough for him.


    Six months ago, the old town marshal had died in office—of natural causes—and Mike had become Rancho Lucero’s first police chief.


    The marshal had been a one-man department; now the town had two policemen. Mike had hired Erminio Gabaldon, a local resident whose only experience had been working as a security guard and, briefly, as a sheriff’s deputy. The latter position ended after seven months when the voters ousted the incumbent sheriff. But none of the applicants for the job had had any better experience, and Mike found Erminio to be a good, hard-working officer—for six-hundred-fifty dollars a month, he was damn good.


    The Rancho Lucero police chief’s job had great career possibilities. All Mike had to do was wait; as the town grew, the police department would grow—one officer under him now, maybe two in a year, maybe ten in five years.


    And there was another advantage to being in Rancho Lucero. The thirty-minute drive to the city gave him an excuse to see less of his mother. She had always wanted him to be something on the order of a happily-married, devoutly-Catholic, neatly-dressed accountant who lived in a big suburban house, had three kids, and belonged to the PTA. And she took every opportunity to remind him of it. Mike, of course, failed on every point. He was a single, nonreligious, casually-dressing policeman who rented a small apartment, had no desire to raise children, and would never even dream of belonging to the PTA. Rounding out his faults were his hair—it was on the shaggy side—and his sleeping habits—around, until he got a steady girlfriend.
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    Mike slowed the patrol car. Was this where Thompson had said to turn? It must be. He pulled off the highway onto a small dirt road which narrowed into a pair of ruts after the first hundred feet. The foliage got denser as he neared the river; bushes screeched against the side of the car, and the two-way radio antenna rattled and vibrated with each slap of a branch. Then the road turned left into a clearing.


    There was Oswald Thompson—wiry, tanned, western hat and boots, standing beside his red four-wheel-drive pick-up with “Thompson Land Surveying” on the doors in white lettering.


    “Over here.” He started across the clearing. “We’ve got to go down by the river bank.”


    Mike climbed out of the car and followed him.


    Thompson carefully picked his way around bushes and cacti until the river was in full view. This time of year there was very little water in the Rio Grande; most of its wide bed was quicksand and puddles. A muddy brook wandered where it pleased between the banks.


    Thompson pointed. “Down there.”


    Mike stepped up beside him and looked down. There in the muck at the river’s edge were thirty or forty chickens in varying stages of decomposition. Groaning, he eased himself down the small bank and bent over for a closer look. The stench hit him squarely in the nostrils, and he immediately straightened up.


    “Ha,” Thompson laughed. “The breeze is behind us. There’s no warning until you’re right on top of it. Then it hits you.”


    “Yeah.” Mike looked up at Thompson. The surveyor was standing three or four feet above him at the top of the bank, leaning forward, watching him closely. Looking up at Thompson from that angle—the long, weathered face, the thin, tight lips—Mike thought he knew how a dying animal must feel being watched by a vulture. The only thing wrong was the eyes. A vulture’s weren’t blue.


    “After I called you, I examined some of them. Their throats had been cut—each and every one of them.”


    Mike cautiously sniffed the air and decided it was safe as long as he remembered not to bend over for any more close inspections. “The way they look, they were dumped here one at a time over the last several weeks. Some are badly decomposed, and others look almost fresh. It doesn’t make any sense. Why would anyone make all those trips down here with one or two dead chickens at a time?”


    “You don’t know?”


    “If I knew, I wouldn’t have asked.”


    “It’s them—the Devil worshipers.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Hell, man, the chickens are used for sacrifices—some kind of black magic they believe in.”


    “That church of theirs is—”


    “Church?”


    “That’s what they call it. Anyway, the place is a good three or four miles from here. Why would they come all the way down here to dump off their dead chickens?”


    “How the hell would I know? Maybe they think the Devil won’t like ’em unless they take their sacrifices at least four miles away for disposal.”


    Mike was not sure just how all this was going to come out, but he had the uncomfortable feeling that he was not going to be able to forget about the damn dead chickens until he did something to satisfy Thompson. Mike had no desire to get involved with the Church of the Four Elements. The Satanists had never caused him any problems, and their church was out of the town limits. It was not his concern. But the goddamn chicken carcasses were within the town boundaries, and to Thompson, the only thing worse than communists was Devil worshipers. It was definitely going to be one of those weeks.


    Mike scrambled up the bank. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before the wind shifts.”


    “Aren’t you going to pick up the chickens as evidence?”


    Oh, boy. Here we go. “Listen, Mr. Thompson. What the hell would I do with them? They’d rot and stink. Where would I put them?”


    Thompson nudged his western hat a little farther back on his head. “I’m sure you could find a place. You could freeze them.”


    Not in my freezer. “You don’t understand. I have no reports of any chickens stolen or anything like that. The only apparent crime here is littering or maybe illegal dumping. Even if the Devil worshipers did sacrifice the chickens in some sort of ceremony, I doubt there’s a law against it—unless the chickens were stolen. I’m not even sure it would constitute cruelty to animals. Believe me, there’s not enough indication of any serious crime here to merit taking all those rotting chickens back with us.”


    Thompson sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”


    They walked back to the clearing and stopped beside Thompson’s truck.


    The surveyor pulled off his hat and mopped his brow with his sleeve. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I was doing here?”


    “Is there any reason why I should know?” Mike asked, noting Thompson’s close-cropped gray hair. The flattop was a badge of membership, just as long hair had been for the hippies. It proclaimed: I am a conservative!


    Thompson fanned himself a couple of times with the hat, put it back on his head, and ignored Mike’s question. “I’m checking out the area because I’m going to run a line through here to a brass cap about a mite up the river. It’s to tie in the boundaries of the River Estates subdivision.” His sun-parched face beamed with pride. “It’s the biggest contract I’ve ever had. Not many small surveying outfits like mine ever get a contract like that. You’ve got to spend years building up a good reputation. You know, I’m going to have to hire two extra crews. It’ll really be big time.”


    “I’m sure it will, Mr. Thompson.”


    “Aren’t you going to ask me where I telephoned you from? There’s not hardly any telephones here, you know.” He motioned toward the river.


    “Okay, how’d you do it?”


    “From right in here.” He slapped the door of his truck. “I figured I’d need good communications with a big job like that subdivision, so I had a mobile phone installed. How about that!” He checked his watch. “Oh, oh. I’ve got to get going. You’ll let me know if you find out anything about what those Devil worshipers are doing, won’t you?”


    Mike said he would investigate thoroughly and not relent until he was satisfied the dead chickens did not represent a threat to life, limb, or property from the Devil worshipers or anybody else.
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    After Thompson had gone, Mike leaned against his car and surveyed the clearing. Beer cans and liquor bottles were scattered around its edge, but the cans were rusty, and the labels had rotted off the bottles. Apparently, this had been a parking spot for lovers at one time, now forgotten or simply abandoned in favor of some other secluded place.


    He waited another minute to make sure Thompson was well ahead of him, then got into his car and pulled farther into the clearing where there was room to turn around without backing up. Two-thirds of the way through his turn, he stopped the car. In front of him, a trail of flattened grass and weeds led away from the river and disappeared behind some squat yellow bushes. He started to go on, then hesitated. A fresh path in a place like this made him curious. He turned off the engine and got out.


    Barely discernible at first, the trail soon became a clearly-defined rut threading its way through the gaps between trees, brush, and cacti. Squeezing between two tall bushes, Mike found himself in a small clearing which had been concealed by the dense foliage. The trail did not continue; this was where it led.


    Mike frowned. So who came here so often they wore a path to the spot, and why? The place was obviously used for something. The grass was badly trampled, and there were indentations in the ground where objects of some sort had rested.


    He moved slowly through the clearing, carefully examining the gouges and pockmarks in the sandy soil; it was impossible to tell what had made them. But the earth was firm enough to hold footprints, and it was full of them. Most of the tracks were fresh, and they were all made by the same person, someone who wore shoes which left a distinctive crisscross pattern in the sand—probably work shoes or hiking boots.


    He stopped. There was a large brown stain in the earth right in front of him. He scooped up a handful of the discolored dirt and let it trickle out between his fingers. Chicken blood? Could be.


    He brushed the dirt off his hands and viewed the clearing from his new vantage point. There were several small stones strewn around. They looked as if they had been arranged in some sort of large, circular design, then scattered. Why? So the design would not be apparent to anyone who stumbled onto the spot?


    Then he saw something else. He bent down, picked it up, and brushed it off. It was the stub of a black candle.
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    Erminio Gabaldon had just arrived at work. Standing by his desk, he checked over his uniform; everything was as it should be. His khaki shirt was starched, its sharp military creases pressed firmly in place. The line of buttons down the front of his shirt, his belt buckle, and the fly of his pants were all perfectly aligned. The leather of his gun belt and holster gleamed from repeated polishings, and he could almost see his round, dark-skinned face in the spit shine on his shoes.


    However, there was something starting to intrude on the view of his shoes—his stomach. He had always been stocky, but now, only a year away from forty, he was becoming … well, fat. And his hair. It was still thick and dark, but on the top, near the back, there was a spot where the comb met less resistance than it once had.


    Plopping down at his desk, he turned his thoughts to other, less depressing matters. He liked being a policeman. Sometimes Mike would get on him for being a little overzealous when it came to dealing with longhairs—and young people in general, unless they were close-shorn and displayed a “responsible” outlook on life—but Mike was fairly easy to work for, and despite their differences, they made a good team. The two-way radio yanked him from his thoughts:


    “Unit one to base.” Mike’s voice crackled over the speaker.


    Erminio grabbed the microphone. “Go ahead, unit one.”


    “Erminio, have you heard anything about any chickens being stolen?”


    “Negative.”


    “Are there any poultry farms around or any place where there are a large number of chickens?”


    “There’s a lot of people that have chickens, but I think only the Gonzaleses and Barnes Farms have very many.”


    “Call them for me, will you. And ask if they’ve had any problems with chickens being stolen.”


    “Ten-four, boss.”


    “I’m going out to talk to the Devil worshipers. If anything important comes up, call me.”


    “Ten-four, boss. What do you want with those awful people out there?”


    “It’s too much trouble to explain it right now. Just check on those chickens. And watch your radio procedure—no editorial comments.”
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    Maria Torres stood by the crib, watching her son. He was asleep—little pudgy arms and legs, a wisp of dark hair, a round little lace which was more a ball of baby fat with features than a face. Rafael was six months old, and in Maria’s eyes, he was the most beautiful baby there ever was. He made it all seem worthwhile—becoming pregnant at sixteen and married at seventeen, the run-down little two-room house with plaster falling off the walls, the plumbing that never worked, the cockroaches she was unable to get rid of, making a pot of beans stretch three or four days. None of it mattered when she admired her baby.


    Sometimes she would sit outside with Rafael and stare at the new homes climbing the hillside at the south end of Rancho Lucero, imagining what it would be like to live there. But she tried not to think about such things too much. She could hope to move out of this tiny, dilapidated house at the end of a dirt road and have a nicer home, maybe one with three bedrooms like Mrs. Chavez’s place across the street. But the new houses—those were beyond her grasp. And always would be. The secret, she knew, was not to be sad about it, but accept her place in life, to accept what pleasures came her way, and to be grateful for them.


    Leaving Rafael asleep in the bedroom, she went into the kitchen-living room and sat down at the small wooden eating table. She reached for the pad on which she kept her shopping list, then hesitated at the sight of her arm. Had it always been so thin? She had always weighed less than a hundred pounds, but was her arm that skinny? Grabbing the shopping list, she decided there was nothing wrong. After all, her mother had always said: Maria, you’re nothing but a few white toothpicks and some long black hair. Her mother—that was something else she should not think about.


    Maria abruptly shifted her thoughts to her husband, David. He had gone to see Mr. Thompson about that job on the survey crew. David had done some surveying work for the New Mexico State Highway Department. He had experience, and Mr. Thompson would see what a good man he was. David would get the job. Then maybe they could afford to eat better. Maybe they could even get a better place. Suddenly, the future seemed full of promise.


    She made a notation on her shopping list. Carrots. Things would be better. Just wait and see.
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    Ricky Claussen hated her. She stood there at her blackboard and acted like she knew everything there was to know. It was never any fun. Keep Quiet! Ricky, don’t! … Give me that note you just passed to Charlie.… You’re in the eighth grade now; you should start acting more like an adult.… You have to stay after school.


    Yetch!


    Yetch to you, Miz Harmon. Yer ass sucks green slime, and salamanders come out yer ears.


    Watching her scribble on the blackboard, Ricky decided she looked like a big plump toad with sort of yellow, sort of gray hair hanging to its ears. A big toad in a flowered dress. School, he had long since decided, was a stupid waste of time. And Coronado Junior High School in Rancho Lucero was the stupidest school there was. And Miz Harmon’s English class was the stupidest class in the stupidest school.


    Ricky’s favorite pastime was being the class cut-up. When he acted up and did silly things, the other kids laughed. He liked that. He liked having the other kids notice him. And it was something to do besides diagram sentences. Yuk! Who went around diagramming sentences anyway? No normal person would do it. That was for sure. Only Miz Harman did it. But she was stupid. Anybody could see that.


    He tore a piece of paper from his notebook and put it into his mouth. Reaching into his shirt pocket, he pulled out a rubber band. Yeah. He would fix her.


    The paper was good and slimy now. He took it out of his mouth, rolled it into a tight, soggy ball, put it against the rubber band, stretched it back, and let fly. Splat! on the blackboard, just missing Miz Harmon’s nose.


    First a snicker from the corner of the room, then a roar as everybody was laughing—everybody except Miz Harmon.


    “Ricky! You come here this instant!”


    How did she know? She had her back to me!


    Ricky got out of his seat and sheepishly approached the front of the room. What would it be? A scolding?


    Staying after school? A trip to the principal’s office? Would they call his parents? Oh, God, no! Anything but that!
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    In Albuquerque, Jill Kelly sat at her desk, looking forlornly at her typewriter. It was the third time she had typed the letter, and the third time she had screwed it up. She leaned back in her chair and let her thoughts wander.


    Mike. She loved him. But did he love her? He was so busy being police chief that he had no time for a real relationship. They had a good sex life, but so many other little things seemed to be missing—things such as long walks holding hands, quiet evenings in front of the fireplace, movies on Saturday night, dinner with her mother and father. Maybe that was what she should expect from a policeman. Still, it seemed the relationship had developed—was it ever anything else?—into: Hi. I’m in a hurry. Take off your clothes. Wham-bam. See you later. Got to get back before the crooks steal the town.


    She sighed.


    Despite the inroads made by the women’s movement, your looks were still the thing that determined how far you would go. And her looks, she knew, would take her almost any place she cared to get to. She was about five-seven, shapely, and blonde. Her waist was narrow, her legs long and slender, her breasts firm and large— but not too large, just the right size to balance out her figure. Those attributes, she was sure, could easily make her the wife of a doctor, lawyer, or executive. Yet here she was, alone in the outer office, a lawyer’s secretary instead of a lawyer’s wife.


    Still, she could picture what she wanted—even though she wondered at times why she wanted it. The scene was a big church, her family and friends on one side, Mike’s on the other. It would be summer; her white wedding dress would be cut to show off her attributes. Mike would be in a tux, his light brown hair professionally cut—still on the long side, but not so shaggy. He would have her hand, his blue eyes moist, his fair Irish face looking almost boyish, and he would say, “I do.”


    Oh, good grief! At twenty-four I daydream like a teenager! She yanked the screwed-up letter from the typewriter and shoved in a fresh sheet of paper.


    She would fall in love with a cop. She had rented the house in Rancho Lucero partly because she wanted to get out of the city, but mainly because she wanted to be near Mike. Now she had a twenty-mile drive to work and back each day and a wham-bam love life. Oh, well. She would not be easily defeated; she would get Mike to the altar yet.


    In the meantime, the law firm of Abernathy, Gleason, and Jones needed a letter typed.
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    A small hand-painted sign nailed to the fence post read: “Church of the Four Elements.” Pulling off the highway, Mike followed a short stretch of dirt road to its end and stopped in front of a plain stucco building which looked more like a pseudo-adobe tract house than a church.


    The place was about two miles north of the Rancho Lucero town limit, visible from the road, but just barely. It stood in a flat desolate area—cacti, range grass, scrub brush, arroyos, and no neighbors. If isolation had been sought, it had certainly been achieved. On the reasons for that Mike refused to speculate.


    He radioed in to say he had arrived, then got out of the car and walked to the front door. The building had no markings of any kind. A small sign hanging from a nail in the door said: “Open. Come in.” He stepped into a hallway where he found another sign pointing the way to the office.


    There was no churchy odor here, no smell of old wooden pews and vintage hymnals. Instead, there was a subtle pine fragrance in the air. Incense? He was not sure.


    At the end of the hall, the door to the office was open; he could see there was no one inside. Then he heard a thump through a closed door to his left. He listened for more sounds; there were none.


    Opening the door, he looked into a large, dimly-lit room. At its far end, a man dressed in black slacks and a black knit shirt was working over what looked like an altar. He was polishing it.


    Mike surveyed the room, trying to take in as much detail as possible before letting his presence be known.


    Heavy black curtains covered the walls and windows, shutting out any external light. The altar was a large, flat piece of polished hardwood about ten feet long.


    It was low, only about four feet off the floor, and there was something odd about its shape. It was not a normal rectangle; it was skewed somehow. There were two candles on the altar—a white one on the right and a black one on the left. Large black cushions were stacked against the walls; there were no chairs. Black shag carpeting covered the floor.


    The man continued working, apparently unaware, of Mike’s presence.


    To the left of the altar, a large gong was suspended from the ceiling. Just below it was a small table holding a number of objects, including the striker, a silver chalice, a handbell of the variety schoolmarms used to announce the end of recess, and a sword. Above the altar, dominating the whole scene, was a large symbol composed of two concentric circles with a five-pointed star inscribed in the inner circle and the head of a goat in the center of the star.


    The man in black looked up. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you standing there. Come in, come in.”


    He was about thirty-five with carefully-groomed black hair. He had a pleasant smile and, except for his dress, looked the stereotype of an attractive young executive on the way up the corporate ladder. His smile sagged a little bit when he scanned Mike’s uniform, but he maintained his cordiality and extended his hand.


    “Hi. I’m Father Roger.” His blue eyes gave off what Mike took to be a well-practiced twinkle. “Are we in some sort of trouble with the law?”


    “Not that I know of. I just want to check on a few things.” Mike accepted the handshake. “I’m Mike Ryan, chief of police in Rancho Lucero.”


    “I take it your visit isn’t official then.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “Well, uh, this isn’t your jurisdiction. We’re outside the city limits.”


    “That doesn’t make any difference. First, the incident I’m investigating occurred in town and second, I hold a deputy sheriff’s commission which gives me authority anywhere in the county. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, I’m here because I’m looking into something that falls into your area of expertise, and I need some advice.”


    “Let me apologize for any misgivings I had at the outset. It’s just that we’ve had some problems with people who don’t think we should be free to worship as we see fit. We had a church in Kansas that was burned to the ground, and I understand the local sheriff was the man who lit the match.” His face fell into a little forlorn look, then immediately brightened. “Listen, I’m being rude. Would you like to go into my office where we can be more comfortable?”


    “No, this’ll be fine.” Mike glanced around the room. “It really doesn’t have anything to do with why I’m here, but could you tell me a little bit about the church.”


    Father Roger laughed. “I think you’re asking if it’s true that we’re Satanists. Yes, it’s true.”


    “You worship the Devil?”


    “In the mystical part of our activities, yes. But a great deal of Satanism is a philosophy of life. We believe man is just a highly-evolved animal, not a product of any heavenly creation, and he should lead a lusty, earthy life. We indulge to the fullest in things Christianity labels as sins because those things give us pleasure. Satan represents living life to its fullest. It’s a very honest religion. We don’t live it up six days a week, then go to church on Sunday and claim we’re pure. We live it up seven days a week and say we’re glad we do.” He motioned toward his office. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to go where we can sit down?”


    “I’m fine. Uh, if you’re uncomfortable though—”


    “No, no. I’m used to standing.”


    “Can you tell me something about the mystical part of your religion.”


    “Well, our rituals are a form of black magic—and I think you’ve gotten enough information from me without my getting any from you. Why don’t you tell me why you’re here.”


    “All right, but let me ask you one more question first. Do any of your rituals involve animal sacrifices?”


    “No.” He shook his head. “Absolutely not. A Satanist is at one with animals. We share the earth with them in a spirit of brotherhood. We realize, perhaps better than anyone else, our kinship with animals, and we would never sacrifice one in a ritual. Besides, it would be completely unnecessary. In theory, an animal is sacrificed to utilize the psychic energy given off by the poor creature as it struggles for life. But a true magician learns to tap his own psychic energy, and it’s far more effective than slaughtering chickens.”


    “Chickens? Why chickens?”


    “It’s just a common animal used as a sacrifice. Now what is all this about?”


    As Mike told Father Roger about the dead chickens and the small clearing, the twinkle in the Satanist’s eyes dissolved into apprehension.


    Mike noted the change. “Do you have any idea what might be going on there?”


    “I hope I’m wrong, but it sounds like it may be the work of an amateur occultist.” He nervously ran his fingers through his thick black hair.


    “Why do you say you hope you’re wrong?”


    “I don’t know what ritual was performed, but whatever it was, it must not have worked because the number of dead chickens would seem to indicate repeated attempts. Magic in the hands of an amateur can be very dangerous—especially if the same mistakes are repeated over and over.”


    “So, other than a few dead chickens, what could happen?”


    “A great deal more than you might think. When someone performs a magic ritual, he’s dealing with awesome powers, and mistakes can be disastrous.”


    “Do you know anyone who might be inclined to perform black magic by the river?”


    “No, I don’t. And I don’t think you took me seriously when I said these things can be dangerous. Believe me, I’m very serious.”


    Mike glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get going. Thank you very much for your time—uh, one last question. What is that design over the altar?”


    “An inverted pentagram.”


    “Inverted?”


    “The star in a normal pentagram has three points up and two down. Ours is reversed, with three points down, symbolizing the repudiation of the Trinity.”


    Mike finished thanking Father Roger for his trouble and turned to go.


    “Mr. Ryan.”


    “Yes.”


    “If strange things should start happening—” He hesitated, running his fingers through his hair. “If you should need my help, please don’t hesitate to ask.”
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    The window air conditioner made a loud thunk, and Father Edward Gardner jumped.


    For a moment, he sat there, blinking his eyes, taking in his surroundings. He was still in his office at the archdiocese, still in Albuquerque; he had only dreamed he was back in Massachusetts.


    He pushed a few strands of white hair out of his eyes with a liver-spotted hand. For a man in his fifties, he had too many characteristics of old age. But he was in bad shape, he knew that. He was probably dying, and death would be the greatest blessing God could give him now. He had served to the best of his ability, and that service had taken from him all he had to give. There was nothing left. Death would be a kindness, an end to the dreams, the torment.


    The dream had kept him awake last night—and many other nights for the past ten years. It was like a videotape recording of what had happened in that small bedroom in suburban Boston, an instant replay that ran again and again and again.


    Outside, a screaming wind had been piling snow in four- and five-foot drifts. Inside, Father Gardner and his assistants worked over a fourteen-year-old girl writhing on the bed. It took sixteen hours, and when it was done, the evil spirit was gone.


    But so was a piece of something important inside Father Gardner. He began to realize it as, perspiring and exhausted, he walked down the stairs to tell the girl’s parents he had been successful. Some part of his self was simply not there anymore. The next day, he was so weak he stayed in bed. He remained there for the next two weeks, feverish and vomiting. In the months that followed, he recovered some of his old vitality, but never all of it. The thing he had battled in that room had left its mark on him, tinted him.


    Although the exorcism had taken something from him, it had also given him something—a certain knowing which could never be fully understood by anyone who had not experienced a one-to-one contact with raw evil in all its force and repulsiveness. It was a thing that gnawed forever at the soul.


    In front of him, a stack of papers awaited his attention—requests for supplies from throughout the archdiocese. They had to be reviewed and forwarded to the archbishop. He picked the top one off the pile, but his hand started shaking so badly that he was unable to read the words on the paper.


    He was sensing the coming of evil. It would strike within the next few days; he was sure of it.
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    The sun hung on the horizon, a big orange ball filling the sky with a spectacular array of corals and pinks. The last rays of the day reached out over the rooftops of Rancho Lucero, over the Rio Grande, and hit the western face of the Sandias, making the mountains glow a warm, radiant purple.


    Rancho Lucero was not the kind of a place where they rolled the sidewalks up at sunset, but only because there were no sidewalks. There was really no way to tell with certainty where downtown was. The town consisted of homes and businesses loosely scattered along either side of a state highway for about four miles. The subdivisions were on the south side, and the post office was at the north end. Everything in between looked about the same, a mixture of rustic old adobes, imitation adobes of frame and plaster, and shiny new fast food restaurants and gas stations. The combination gave the town a strangely schizoid appearance.


    The subdivisions added to the community’s split personality. For the most part, the town was long and narrow. There were only a handful of cross streets, and most of those were dirt and very short. But on its south end, Rancho Lucero took on two new dimensions—right and left. Suddenly, there were not only paved cross streets, but a whole maze of streets which snaked around past well-groomed lawns and concrete driveways like asphalt spaghetti.


    The highway followed the west bank of the Rio Grande. Along the main road—it had no name other than its state-highway number—Rancho Lucero was on level ground. Immediately to the west, the land rose sharply until it leveled out, becoming the West Mesa, a desolate plateau that stretched off toward Grants seventy miles away. The subdivisions had already climbed the hill; soon they would spread onto the mesa.


    Paradoxically, the growth of the town, rather than prompting some night life, helped do away with what there had been. In the Sixties, Rancho Lucero was the place to go to hear folksingers. Some nationally-known folk groups even got their start at one of the town’s two major night spots. But in those days, Rancho Lucero was a sleepy little village with lots of adobe houses. People from the city considered it “in” and “quaint,” and despite the twenty-mile drive, Ernesto’s and the Den were usually packed on Saturday nights. Then two things happened. The folk era died, and Rancho Lucero’s quaint atmosphere started being eroded away by neon and plastic. Saturday nights saw fewer and fewer people coming to Rancho Lucero. The Den finally closed, and Ernesto’s became just another small-town bar with cheap beer.
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    Jill’s house was two blocks off the main road, one of the imitation adobes of frame and plaster. Houses like it sprouted all over New Mexico during the 1950s—two bedrooms, a tiny kitchen, hastily built to sell cheap.


    In the living room, Pita sat with her nose about three inches from Mike’s knee, staring intently at him with her big brown eyes. Finally, Mike gave in and tossed a piece of his cookie in the air. The dog raised up on her haunches. Clomp! The piece of cookie was gone, and Mike was again the object of an ears-raised, eyes-wide, never-wavering stare.


    “You certainly gave her the right name.” Mike was sitting on the couch. He gave Pita the rest of his cookie and grabbed another from the plate on the coffee table.


    “Yeah. If there ever was a dog that deserved to be named pain in the ass, she’s it.” Jill smiled, pulling her legs up and crossing them in the chair. She was wearing shorts and a halter. Even with the air conditioner going full blast, it was hot inside.


    She had not planned to get a dog, but she had a friend who owned a German Shepherd which had just had a litter of pups of unknown fathering. Then one day Jill stopped by Alice’s to say hi, and what should Alice do but put a puppy in Jill’s lap. It was a tiny golden-brown thing with sharp little teeth and a long, pointy nose. In the way of puppies, it wooed her and made her love it, and she became a dog owner. That was two years ago. Now Pita weighed forty-five pounds—Jill had been afraid the dog would grow up to be a Great Dane—and had two main interests in life: food and trying to find some way out of her fenced yard so she could eat the mailman.


    Mike gave Pita an affectionate pat. “Did I tell you I was out at the Devil worshipers’ today?”


    “No,” she said with obvious interest. “What’s it like inside?”


    He told her the complete story, then added: “You know, when I left, I was half ready to start believing that black magic stuff.”


    “You don’t?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Don’t be too smug, Mike. I just read a book about a house that was full of ghosts and spirits and things like that. The story was documented. And it wasn’t some old castle in Europe or anything like that either. It was a house in New York, and it happened just a few years ago.”


    Mike shrugged. “So maybe the place was haunted. How would I know? But I can’t believe that some guy reciting a few—what do you call them? Magical words. Incantations, that’s it. I can’t believe that some guy reciting a few incantations is any danger to the community—unless he stops reciting and goes berserk with a gun or something like that.”


    “He’s already killed several chickens.” She got out of her chair and plopped down next to him on the couch.


    “No one’s reported any chickens stolen. Erminio checked with the Gonzaleses and Barnes Farms. They say they don’t think they’ve lost
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