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  HALF MOON DOWN


  PROLOGUE


  It was known as Christmas Oak.


  With an imposing size over a hundred feet tall and a spread of nearly two hundred feet, it held observers spellbound. The trunk itself was as big around as a farmer’s silo, though the ravages of time had split and torn its bark and inner core. Its primary branches, larger than the main trunk of any other tree in the area, were rough-barked and serpentine, and they had grown so heavy that they loomed but a few inches off the ground at their far reaches. Spanish moss and mistletoe graced the ghostly darkness of its upper branches.


  No one had ever known the precise age of Christmas Oak. But in early historic times, the Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and Chickasaws, who had lived near it, cultivating crops of corn, beans, squash, and tobacco, had venerated it. The Cherokees had referred to it as usunhiyi, “the darkening or twilight place.” And it was already a mature tree when Hernando de Soto explored that region of Alabama in the mid-1500s.


  When white men settled the surrounding area in the 1830s, the tree was the focal point around which they built the town of Half Moon. After the War Between the States, it had gradually acquired the name “Christmas Oak,” for in those gray, depressing years, the townspeople were eager to bring a flicker of joy into their lives, and saw the tree as a symbol of hope. Thus, in the Christmas season, many in the community would decorate it and send boys high in its branches to gather sprigs of mistletoe. The men would build small fires, completely encircling the tree with them, and expectant voices would lift rapturously in the singing of carols.


  Legend, however, spoke of a dark side to Christmas Oak.


  The Indians believed, and passed their beliefs on to the superstitious among the white men, that it was a tree of magic, of power. Further, they believed that an evil spirit inhabited the tree, sometimes nesting high in its shrouded branches, sometimes abiding within the massive trunk.


  This spirit, this thing of evil, was old—older than the tree itself, older than the mound builders who had first called what was now the state of Alabama their home several thousand years ago.


  No one knew the origin of the dark spirit; no one knew from whence it came. But the Cherokees claimed that it sprang from the great race of Nunnehi, “those who live forever.”


  And though it was considered an evil spirit, the Indians believed it possessed certain benevolent powers, chief among them its capacity to control the weather. Over scores and scores of years, they noted that the area around the great oak had never once experienced the devastating storms or howling winds that threatened other parts of the land not far away.


  This, they reasoned, could only be attributed to the oak spirit, and so they shaped names for the nameless entity. Some tribes called it The Storm Ruler; others, The Spirit That Calms the Winds. Out of the many names, one gradually emerged which came to be accepted: Windkiller. It was a name to be chanted reverently by the old, to be whispered in fear by the young.


  Windkiller.


  As is often the case, when the legend of Windkiller grew and aged, the number of its powers, the range of its evil, increased. Besides its control over the weather, the spirit, it was said, could assume any shape it desired. It could send terribly vivid nightmares; it could speak to the minds of men in the language of men; it could reanimate the dead and make ghosts walk the land; and it was a fire carrier, capable of setting the earth or even the night sky itself on fire.


  And what did such a fabulous entity look like? Here legend balked, for it was believed that anyone who stared into the eyes of Windkiller would either go mad or die. Accordingly, the depictions of its form resulted from hearsay compilations, from fantastic mergings of real or imagined features: the face of a beast, horns, black velvet wings, cloven feet, and the cry of a predatory bird.


  Naturally, the more educated, the more enlightened among the first white men to hear this description, shook their heads and smiled condescendingly. Windkiller, they agreed among themselves, was the creation of a savage’s consciousness. Not surprisingly, they gave little credence to an ominous caveat associated with Windkiller and the great oak.


  The caveat was as follows: Windkiller would remain appeased as long as the tree stood, but if it were ever felled, the dark spirit would be driven deep into the earth where it would bide its time until one day it would be released by monstrous winds. Fueled by a desire for revenge, Windkiller would return to spread hours of desolation, seasons of despair—and it would be a time when sentient Evil would hold sway.


  But as the years passed and Half Moon prospered modestly, the dark legend of Christmas Oak was no longer alive in the memory of most. And so it was in 1922, when the town elders, led by the Reverend Malcolm Shepherd, declared the tree to be a symbol of false worship, a pagan icon, and cut it down. On the site they built a new school, using most of the solid oak for joists, flooring, and molding to enhance the massive brick structure.


  More years passed and the legend dimmed further. In the reasoning light of day, no one believed in darkness….


  Part One


  THE WINDS OF DARKNESS


  CHAPTER 1


  Easter morning, 1982


  The large oak in which Ronnie Cartwright’s tree house nestled could well have claimed to be a distant cousin of the more famous Christmas Oak felled so unceremoniously years ago. Young Ronnie’s oak, for he liked to think of it as his very own, rose as tall and with the same eye-catching splendor as a stone mono lith. And though Ronnie’s oak was smaller than Christmas Oak had been, hardly an elderly resident of Half Moon could pass the Cartwright home and gaze into the back yard without conjuring up memories of that gigantic landmark, the holiday gatherings around it, and the legends generated about it.


  But for Ronnie, never having set eyes on Christmas Oak, his oak was like no other. It was his strength and his shelter. Along with his homing pigeons and his pet crow, the massive tree was his friend, his protector. Its limbs provided a firm foundation for his tree house, and, in turn, his tree house spared him from the chill spring rain that tapped at the branches of the oak and the plywood roof.


  He was waiting. And the thought of what he was waiting for brought a smile to his lips. He sat against a wall, his knees pitched up so that he could rest his chin, open to a rush of warm feelings as he envisioned his mother inside the Cartwright home, secreting about, performing a yearly ritual of planting slips of paper, clues to the location of an Easter basket. Finding the basket was the fun part, the easy part. The hard part came in waiting until after church and Sunday dinner to plunge into the mouth-watering array of treats.


  As he waited, he sighed and yawned. Then he shifted in front of his porthole, his window on the world, to watch the gentle rain and to glance at his pigeon pens below. He was tired and suddenly realized why. It had been an unusually big week for the miniscule city of Half Moon because it had been observing a very special occasion: one hundred fifty years of existence.


  Sesquicentennial. That’s what his teacher, Mrs. Letlow, called it. She had even required her students to learn to spell it. Ronnie was quite certain that he would never be asked to spell a longer word for the rest of his life.


  His class at school, in order to play some humble role in the momentous affair, had decided to create theme posters, the most creative of which were to be showcased in the windows of various downtown merchants. As directed by Mrs. Letlow, the posters were to depict some significant element of Half Moon’s history, perhaps an important building, a person, or a historical event. With varying degrees of success, some of his classmates had scratched out drawings of the old cotton warehouse, the Confederate cemetery, and the venerable McCammon mansion and historic homestead, while others had tried to capture the likenesses of the governor (who had once campaigned in Half Moon to everyone’s surprise), Indians, Confederate soldiers, and even Mr. Wolff, the principal of the school.


  Ronnie had chosen a nontraditional approach. Only a few things had come to mind when he’d considered what in Half Moon was most significant to him: his oak, his tree house, and his birds. So those were what he drew. With his best brown crayon, he had darkened his poster, outlining the oak, charting its branches and filling in its trunk. Next came a black box to depict the tree house, though Mrs. Letlow had routinely questioned why he wanted it that color. In the porthole he’d sketched a stick-figure face, his own. On the roof of the tree house, he’d drawn a solid black miniature of his crow, Joe, and above the oak, a sky splotched with a flurry of white wings, his homing pigeons. Across the bottom of his poster, he’d scrawled a title: Half Moon is the Home of My Tree House. It won no prize and failed to be selected for window display; in truth, it was a pretty ragged, though heartfelt effort. But his mother had seemed to treasure it, adding it immediately to a folder of his accumulated school drawings.


  The rain was slackening. From his vantage point Ronnie could see that Half Moon was stirring, as now and again a car would hiss past on the rain-glazed street. Most folks must be sleeping late, he concluded. Too much celebration yesterday. He smiled involuntarily at the sights and the sounds that he had experienced. It had been a fun day for every kid in town, and yet Ronnie secretly observed that most of the grown-ups had seemed to enjoy the festivities every bit as much.


  All the men in town, his father included, had grown, or had tried to grow, beards. They sported them self-consciously, laughing and elbowing one another at the relative thinness and grayness of their facial hair. A few were able to produce long, thick, hillbilly beards, but others could barely coax a stage or two beyond peach fuzz. Likewise, the women of Half Moon had captured the spirit of the occasion by donning long dresses, bonnets, and whatever other vestiges of nineteenth-century attire they could lay their hands on; teenage girls had tittered about in antebellum hoop skirts as if they had just stepped off the set of Gone With the Wind.


  A late-morning parade had launched the celebration. Ronnie had taken part, marching along Main Street with Joe the crow on his shoulder. They had, in fact, drawn considerable attention on the comically short parade route because of a trick that they performed. To the delight of onlookers, Ronnie would toss bits of crackers high into the air, and with uncanny agility and accuracy Joe would explode from Ronnie’s shoulder and catch each piece before it hit the street. By the end of the parade, however, Joe had crunched his fill of crackers. Moreover, some of the parade watchers, boys especially, tried to confuse the bird by tossing pennies and pieces of gum for him to retrieve.


  The parade had given Ronnie a growling appetite, but it was no match for the feast waiting at the town park. A veritable carnival of edible delights had greeted him there: open-pit barbeque, fried chicken, and cauldrons of Confederate stew, not to mention homemade bread, biscuits, and every kind of cake and pie imaginable. There were vats of hot grease for the deep-fat frying of hush puppies and fresh catfish, and horse tanks of icy water in which watermelons bobbed as they chilled. There were huge drums of iced tea and soft drinks, and one corner of the park had been roped off for a syrup sopping.


  Late afternoon was punctuated by indigestion, games, drawings for a whole host of prizes, mule races, and a bluegrass musical duel between two bands, “Kudzu Fever” and “Dusty Roads.” But the citizens of Half Moon had appreciated both bands so much that they were unable to pick a clear winner, and thus the prize money was split, and everyone headed home fora brief respite before the evening’s special event, “The Pageant of Half Moon,” to be presented in the school gymnasium.


  To an outsider, the pageant might have provoked little beyond a yawn. But most of the town’s few hundred citizens packed into the humid gymnasium where they heard three overly long speeches, concluding with a rousing chorus or two of “God Bless America” and a solo trumpet rendition of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” which trailed off into several notes of “Dixie” and exhortations that the South would rise again.


  Molly Harvester, self-proclaimed historian of Half Moon, droned on about the founding of the town in 1832 on a tract of land obtained by the Creek cession. The frail elderly woman then reminded the audience of the town’s participation in the War Between the States, the Spanish-American War, World Wars I and II, Korea and Vietnam. The V.F.W., in honor of the occasion, had created a long and ornately lettered scroll listing every Half Moon resident who had served in these conflicts. Two local Cub Scouts proudly but nervously displayed the unrolled document for all to see.


  Ronnie had tried his best to listen intently to Molly Harvester’s history lesson, her anecdotes about Reconstruction, Prohibition, and the era of desegregation, but nothing caught his attention except her brief foray into the legends of Christmas Oak and the evil spirit known as Windkiller.


  Could such a creature have existed? It sounded suspiciously like a fairy tale, albeit a dark one. But there was one aspect of Molly Harvester’s review of the legends that crystallized all of the boy’s unease. On the gymnasium stage a marvelous painting was unveiled, the work of a half-black, half-Indian woman by the name of Zephra Firethorn. Although no explanation was necessary, Harvester had pointed out that the painting was of Christmas Oak and that the winged beast, depicted where the roots of the tree would naturally form, was the artist’s conception of Windkiller.


  The painting brought a curious hush upon the audience. Through the remainder of the program, Ronnie could barely keep his eyes off the haunting massiveness of the tree and the unsettling countenance of the legendary creature. It was, indeed, as if the creature whispered into the boy’s mind every time he made eye contact with it.


  The Reverend Jack Shepherd followed Molly Harvester, and Ronnie had felt instant relief in having something other than the painting to hold his attention hostage. Shepherd, a giant of a man who earlier in the day had successfully challenged every other man in town to an arm-wrestling bout, talked of Half Moon’s first church, a primitive log-cabin structure where the religious needs of the area had been met by various circuit riders. Despite its reputation as a rough town, breeding small corruptions of one sort or another, Half Moon, according to Reverend Shepherd, had been smiled upon by God. And with pride he alluded to the generally recognized fact that his grandfather, Reverend Malcolm Shepherd, the man most responsible for the removal of Christmas Oak, had seen to it years ago that the town would maintain its spiritual health, that, with God’s help, it would meet any crisis and prevail.


  The final speaker was Dale Taylor, city manager and owner/operator of Taylor’s Grocery, who spoke in glowing terms of Half Moon’s potential for growth. Well-liked by everyone in town, Taylor had been an eager promoter of the celebration and had personally handed out a sack of candy and peanuts to each of Half Moon’s youngsters. So popular were he and his wife, Carol Mae, that no one had raised an eyebrow when their daughter, Jennifer, was crowned Little Miss Half Moon and rode in the parade perched high on the backseat of a shiny convertible from which she timidly waved her white-gloved hand to onlookers.


  Finally it had ended. Taylor had concluded his spiel by saying, “I love Half Moon, its woods, its rocks, its streets, its stores, its people. I’m proud of this little town, and you should be too. I hope it lasts another hundred and fifty years.”


  As the audience joined in the singing of “God Bless America,” Ronnie had stared at Zephra Firethorn’s painting. He felt suddenly afraid.


  His mother’s voice bridged memory and reality. She was calling him into the house, and with breakneck speed he scrambled down from the tree house and galloped her way.


  His mother was an exorcist. That is, she made a special effort to be there when he needed her, to play the dual roles of mother and father and beat away the demons of growing up, particularly during those times when his father was in no shape to assume a role of any kind.


  He viewed her in an angelic light even though she failed to give him that matrix of strength that only a father could provide a son. But she tried. Dear God, she tried. She was a master at planning memorable moments. Such was this Easter, a steel-gray rainy morning, coated thickly with bleakness.


  “Slow down,” she chuckled as he raced past her, vaulting up the stairs to his room.


  Propped against his lamp was a square of white notebook paper with writing on it. He read it and warmth stirred in the pit of his stomach. His mother’s handwriting blinked at him; the letters were shaky and childlike.


  Happy Easter, my Ronnie,


  A hunt I’ve planned for you.


  There’s something waiting ahead,


  So please look under your bed.


  He flopped to his stomach, a smile expanding until his face grew hot and tight. He dug into the shadows under the bed and pulled out another slip of paper.


  This note will lead you closer,


  If you’ll just carefully read.


  To get what you want,


  Check behind our old TV.


  Trailing giggles, he raced to the front room and all but tackled the television set. Another note. It read:


  I bet you’re getting eager,


  A prize you will have,


  If you’ll go now and look


  Where you take your bath.


  His laugh became a happy whinny. By this time his mother had caught up with him and was standing at her bedroom door with her hands in the pockets of her robe. Her sleepy green eyes were smiling.


  The note on the bathtub fixtures sent him reeling off a final turn.


  You’re growing more impatient.


  At least, that’s what I think.


  Let’s get this over with.


  Look under the kitchen sink.


  —Love, Mom.


  It was a ragged shoebox filled with pine straw, three hardboiled eggs, each dyed blue, a half-dozen rocklike candy eggs, and a foot-tall solid chocolate bunny like last year’s which he’d carefully savored for over a month before he finally ate it all.


  It was a good Easter.


  No, it was a great one.


  As usual, Ronnie and his mother attended church and ate Sunday dinner alone while Bert Cartwright secluded himself in his den. After dinner, Ronnie helped his mother with the dishes and became, ironically, her confessor.


  “Your father … now, some days he has to be alone in there. He says he has to crawl into that black box and be by himself. But Ronnie, honey, he’s going to get help soon. Don’t bother him, you know … don’t knock on the door or anything like that.”


  The boy listened to his mother; he had her red hair and freckles and even her turned-up nose and her thin lips. He watched her as she busied herself in the kitchen, masking her apprehension as best she could. On “black box” days she cleaned and re-cleaned the kitchen. Curious and naturally a bit frightened about his father, the boy would linger and sometimes pretend to help her. Mostly he wanted reassurance of some kind.


  But always his eye would be drawn to his father’s den at the top of the stairs. The door would be closed, shadowed gray by the darkened hallway. No lights were on in there. The boy could see that there was no slit of light under the door.


  “You know, Ronnie, that your father loves us,” his mother exclaimed, brushing back several strands of frazzled unruly hair. “He loves us … and that’s why he’s going to get some help.”


  “Mom … what is—?”


  “Important thing for us,” she interrupted, not wanting to field all his questions, “… important thing for us is to remember all the fun times the three of us have had.”


  She searched his face with an intensity bordering upon desperation.


  He nodded and their quiet kitchen ritual, performed for no other eyes or ears, began. It was like throwing slides of the past upon the wall of the present with some kind of mental and emotional projector.


  “What’s the most fun you think we ever had?”


  And as she waited for his answer, she poured him a glass of Gatorade, his favorite drink.


  “Camping in the Smokies. The night Dad fought that momma bear … only he really didn’t … he just pretended to. ’Member that?”


  She remembered, but she liked to have him recount it anyway. It was as if there were some unnamed strategy at work: counterbalance all the negative feelings by parading all the good times.


  “Yes, I do. I was afraid … weren’t you?”


  “No, I wasn’t … well, maybe a little … but when Dad got back behind those bushes and made all that growlin’ and crashed around, well, I knew he weren’t really fightin’ with no big momma bear.”


  She smothered a laugh at the thought of how the feigned bear fight had ended.


  “Your father was brave to take that cub away from its momma and bring it to you … don’t you think?”


  Her eyes twinkled.


  “Oh-h-h-h Mom!”


  They laughed heartily, and the boy’s Gatorade moustache glistened.


  “He … he had my ole Ted bear in his jacket all the time, didn’t he? He thought I’d b’lieve it was a real bear, but I didn’t. He couldn’t have brang back a real bear.” The image of his blond-haired father emerging from the pine woods with the stuffed bear zipped within his jacket, the bear’s button eyes peering out as if actually frightened, was clear and distinct.


  “We had a lot of fun, camping and hiking and seeing the mountains. Almost caught a fish, too, didn’t we?” his mother added.


  “Dad said we used the wrong bait. I caught a dead one … ’member? It was floatin’ along and Dad held my hand and I reached down and got it. It was pretty dead. Dad said it was a trout, a spotted trout.”


  “You mean a speckled trout?”


  “Yeah, that’s what it was. A speckled trout, real cold and slimy. Dad said if we left it on a rock a bear might come and get it. He said bears could just reach down in the water and catch a fish. A live fish. It was fun fishin’ in the Smokies and sleepin’ in a sleepin’ bag.”


  “Hey, I know what would be fun for us, now,” his mother followed, a mock kind of excitement in her voice as they got ready to complete their ritual of “good times” with a trip down memory lane through the pages of their well-worn photo album.


  “Do you remember being that small?”


  Here were the usual baby poses: father cradling newborn son, followed by a series of candid shots trailing off in number after the first nine months. Ronnie’s first Christmas. Ronnie’s first birthday. Instamatically captured moments. Emblems of a long childhood.


  “Look at this one, Mom. Disney World. Look at Dad’s funny hat.”


  “Oh, my goodness. Where did he get that hat, anyway? But look at this one. Goofy’s got his arm around you. You look a little scared.”


  “No … I wasn’t really. ’Member, Mom, when Pluto put his arm around you?”


  “Uh huh, I do.” She rolled her eyes. “Pluto got a little fresh.”


  “I wish we had a picture of that,” Ronnie laughed.


  And there was more.


  School pictures—the grade-by-grade evolution of Ronnie Cartwright—highlighted by his Little League championship baseball team and the building of the tree house. For the latter, there was the juxtaposition of before and after: the massive oak seemingly barren, then holding the tiny tree house as if it were a precious jewel. Serious-faced father and son were captured on the same page, carrying boards, hammering, and sawing. The final shot framed father and soil with heads poking through the tarpaulin tree-house door, grinning like neighborhood pranksters.


  “You guys made a real nice tree house. The nicest I’ve ever seen.”


  He nodded.


  And then, as always at about this juncture in the ritual, his eyes followed the carpeted stairway to the closed door, behind which his father battled to win oblivion with a bottle as his sword.


  Black box.


  The boy’s voice, squeaky and strained, faded as if he were drifting away in a balloon.


  “Can’t we help him, Mom?”


  She closed the photo album, propped it under her chin, and shut her eyes tightly. For an instant it appeared to the boy that her lips were fumbling with some silent prayer, or maybe an incantation. He was afraid she might somehow disappear into her own black box, a magician’s box where grown-ups hide themselves when they are afraid.


  “No …” she said, but an explanation pushed so close behind the single word that she hesitated only a moment before giving in to it.


  “Ronnie, honey … we can’t help him. I’ve tried … I’ve tried to help him.”


  Tensing, the boy chewed at one side of his lip.


  “I could pray for him and be a better boy,” he half-whispered.


  She squeezed his hand and blinked back tears.


  “Oh, honey … I’ve tried praying … and you’re a fine boy, a good boy. Ronnie, that … what we do doesn’t really make a difference. He needs a doctor’s help, a special kind of doctoring.”


  The boy’s fingers tightened into baseball-sized knots under her touch. He was trying not to cry.


  “Ashley at school said his dad said our dad is drinkin’ so much his brains are goin’ to be slush,” the boy sputtered.


  His face flamed with embarrassment and hurt and his mother pulled him to her shoulder and rocked him as he began to cry. She wondered what might siphon off his fears. She held him and talked; drained of adult pretension, she relaxed and let the truth come forth.


  “Your daddy has a disease. A bad disease. Worse than a cold or the flu or the measles.”


  “Does he have the cancer or a heart attacker?” the boy interjected softly.


  “No, but it can be as bad as those things. It’s called ‘alcoholism’ and it makes his mind sick. It’s something that makes him have to drink alcohol … a lot of alcohol.”


  “Mom … how? … where did he catch it? Is it contagerous?”


  “It’s hard to say how he got this way, honey. Stress in his job … he works so hard … and does the best he can … I don’t know.”


  Images of his father in suit and tie, folders of paper under his arm, flickered in the boy’s mind. He knew that his dad was in real estate, that he was in on a project to build a nursing home for the elderly in Soldier, and that once policemen had come to their house and asked him questions in the living room. But they hadn’t taken him, and, oh dear God, the boy was still afraid they would.


  His mother’s voice ghosted through.


  “It’s not really your father in there … he drinks and it kills little pieces of himself, inside. What’s left is like … it’s like his ghost.”


  The boy pulled away, shaking his head slowly in confusion.


  “Honey, I know this is hard to understand. It’s like a masquerade person. Your father up there now has on a mask. Some people in Soldier, some special doctors, are going to help him take off that mask and be himself again. And there’ll be other men there, and women too, who will be wearing the same kind of masks. Lots of people need this kind of help.”


  A lunatic rush of images filled his thoughts. A room of adults with ghastly masks: devils, witches, Frankenstein monsters, and hairy visages with protruding fangs mingled aimlessly in an empty white box of a room. Men in white coats moved methodically through the room tearing at the masks. But even the men in white coats had masks, and when they removed the monster masks of the sick people there were other masks beneath.


  “Mom?”


  “Yes, hon.”


  “Why does there got to be masks and black boxes?” Ronnie asked weakly.


  She rocked him in her arms, rocked him a dozen heartbeats before her exhausted mind could jump-start to think of something more.


  “I think it’s because … because there’s just a kind of meanness in the world.”


  And he accepted those words as if they had formed a chain that he could wear around his neck and touch every once in a while when the world seemed to make no sense.


  Through the change of seasons, Ronnie sought out his tree house. His emotions on tiptoe, he tended to his pet crow and his pigeons, and wondered about black boxes and the meanness of the world. His mother threw her heart and soul into giving his life some semblance of hopefulness, and Grandma Cartwright, though often cranky and broken in spirit, tried to contribute as well.


  “The way you love those birds, Ronnie,” his mother would muse, “I think you’re going to be another Audubon. Maybe loving birds will bring peace to your heart.”


  And sometimes it did.


  But at other times he sat in his tree house and listened to the uninhibited restlessness of the wind, and in those moments he thought again of Zephra Firethorn’s haunting portrait of Christmas Oak and its resident creature. He would imagine a voice stealing upon his solitude. A tiny chill would worm its way down his spine.


  From time to time he would tell his mother—never his father—of this far voice calling out of mystery.


  “Is more meanness coming?” he would ask her.


  And she would wrap herself around his fears.


  “Don’t worry, Ronnie. Don’t be all the time worrying. You’re just a little boy.”


  CHAPTER 2


  April, 1983


  It’s coming!


  Darkness gathered in the late-morning sky over Half Moon, Alabama. An eerie, breathless calm held sway. The oppressive spring air was heavy with humidity.


  Inside his tree house, Ronnie Cartwright brushed his fingers through his sweaty, long red hair and listened. The acerbic taste of fear filled his mouth; saliva pooled beneath his tongue. But all he could hear was the nervous clatter of his laboring heart.


  It’s coming!


  He knew it was. A storm. A tremendous storm was coming, building its fury moment by moment. He had known for days, perhaps a week or more, that it was coming.


  The voice. The voice had warned him. No, the voice had promised him. He didn’t know the source of the voice. But it spoke to him, sprang to life in his head like a remote-controlled radio whenever he sought the refuge of his tree house. Sometimes it was a human voice—the harsh yet resonant voice of a wizened old man. Sometimes it was his father’s voice, alcohol-slurred, wildly demanding obedience and respect when none were called for—or possible.


  And sometimes it was not a voice at all but a piercing cry—the shrill, insistent call of a predatory bird. The penetrating cry, as well as the voices, seemed to rise from within the large oak which cradled the boy’s tree house in its branches, or from deep within the earth below the tree. Then they would lodge in his mind and steal upon his ear. It was as if something old, something that had always been a part of the terrain of Half Moon, was struggling to tear itself free, to give tongue to its demands.


  On these possibilities, the boy could only speculate; but on certain realities, he could harbor no doubts. The voice, however it manifested itself, always generated within him panic, confusion, and fear.


  It’s coming! the voice suddenly challenged.


  Cupping his hands over his ears, the boy folded his knees up against his chest and rocked to and fro.


  “Stop it!” he whispered. “Please stop it!”


  Hot, stinging tears tracked his cheeks.


  At his side, the mound of feathers shuffled. Talons rattled against the plywood floor. The eye of the hawk dilated to a hammered black dot of fear.


  The boy dropped his hands and began absently to stroke the hawk’s soft, feminine feathers; they were silky to the touch, and the bird seemed not to mind, for it did not respond with the steel of its beak or talons.


  The boy snuffled once, bringing his tears under control.


  “It’s okay, fella. We’ll be okay if we stay here in the tree house. I know we will. The storm can’t hurt us here.”


  His fingers traced the smooth slope of the hawk’s neck, then hesitated at the bloody, clotted shoulder of the broken wing that trailed off to one side pathetically like a tattered banner. The dried blood held the sharp stench of a fresh wound.


  “I won’t let anything hurt you again. Somebody shot you. A farmer probably. You can’t fly yet, but maybe … I have to keep you here. My dad won’t let me keep you on the back porch. He doesn’t know you’re here. Says I got enough birds already with Joe the crow and all my pigeons.”


  The hawk shifted its awkward position and raised its head with precise alertness as the wind gusted, scraping limbs across the top of the tree house.


  “My dad … he … my mom says he didn’t really mean to hit me last night when I brought you home. She says he’s sick. Got a bad disease. Lot worse than a cold or flu. It makes his mind sick, you know … and then he drinks too much and gets real mean.”


  The boy’s tears flowed freely. Tears that kept his real fear at bay, just as talking to the crippled hawk kept his mind off the approaching storm.


  It’s coming!


  And the rabble of voices clamored in his head.


  The hawk spun away from his hold, wheeling in a painful, flightless circle on the floor of the tree house.


  Then, in the distance, another voice.


  “Ronnie! R-a-h-w-n-e-e! Come in now. It looks like rain.” Scooting on his knees, the boy squared himself in front of his foot-square porthole in time to see a red-haired woman step through the back-porch door.


  “That’s my mom. She knows I’m out here … but she doesn’t understand. Grandma Cartwright’s here. Baked me a birthday cake … ten candles … today … and they got me a new BB gun I think … to keep stray cats away from my pigeons. But….”


  It’s coming!


  He saw the dark clouds thicken overhead, heard advancing rumbles of thunder, and felt the air lose some of its tortuous humidity with cooling gusts of wind.


  He turned to the hawk. Its beak was open wide, and it panted, not from the heat or lack of air, but from some primal fear it had never experienced before.


  “We’ll be okay here,” the boy explained tonelessly. “I know we’ll be safe here.”


  The wind gusted again and the plywood walls of the tree house groaned. Confused, the boy framed his face within the porthole and looked down to his right where a few feet away his pigeons cooed nervously in their wood-and-wire-mesh pens.


  “My homers,” he whispered. “What’s going to happen to my homers?”


  A rush of black feathers landed atop one of the pens, cawed once, and tiptoed a few inches to steady itself.


  “Joe!” the boy cried. “Come here, Joe. You’ll be safe here.”


  Its head cocked as if hearing something beyond the voice of the boy and the voice of the wind, the crow ruffled its feathers and tightened its grip on the top of the pen.


  “What is it, Joe? What’s wrong? Come here like I’ve taught you.”


  The boy felt his heart sink. The storm was redoubling its mass of clouds; the eerie calm, broken by the occasional gusts of dust-scattering wind, was now almost palpable.


  And there was desperation in the boy’s tone.


  “Joe, please! Please come here!”


  The mounting panic and terror then seemed to focus in the eyes of the crow; mesmerized, the boy witnessed their ghostly yellow sheen, an opaque blankness like the approach of car lights on a dark road.


  With the unexpected suddenness of a door slamming, the wind boomed high in the surrounding trees, then dipped savagely to the ground and tottered the flimsy pigeon pens. The crow took flight, but as it winged past the tree house, it cried out. And what the boy heard was a raspy caw that pitched to a penetrating scream born of an all-consuming fear.


  The echo of the scream drifted through the air like a cold fog.


  Another blast of the wind followed.


  “No! No-o-o!” the boy shouted as the spindly legs of the pigeon pens rocked, lost contact with the ground, and crashed over backwards. And the resulting whop was the sound of a guillotine blade performing its task.


  Tears glazed the boy’s eyes, and yet what he saw, he saw clearly. With a crash, the pens splintered and broke apart, and in a white, dazzling flash, the captive pigeons exploded to freedom. But as they ascended, they trailed a brief shower of blood that flecked the dust in front of the fallen pens.


  The boy rested his head against the porthole opening and wept. A dark transformation—one he could not completely understand—was in process.


  It’s coming!


  Something more than the storm. Something was being released from the unseen corners of Half Moon.


  Stay in the tree house. Stay here and you’ll be safe, his intuition advised.


  His fear-tinged moment of resolution dissolved with the sound of his mother’s voice.


  “Ronnie! Where are you?”


  Dazed and confused, the woman held her head and staggered through the backyard. Behind her, standing at the screen door of the porch, was his grandmother, her outline gray and indistinct like an old and fading photograph.


  “No, Mom, go back!” the boy called. “Go back! Go back!”


  Wind and thunder combined in shell bursts that shook the tree. The hurt hawk shrieked and flapped the floor with its one good wing.


  In the middle of the yard, the boy’s mother, panic coursing through her body, collapsed to her knees.


  “Where are you!” she screamed.


  “I’ve got to save her. Got to save all of them,” the boy murmured as he twisted around to the entrance of the tree house.


  Outside, his mother, confused and deeply frightened, pushed herself to her feet and ran back to the house.


  The boy steadied himself to leave the tree house, but his movement was stayed by what seemed the rush of a thousand wings and a nerve-shattering screech. The hawk, terrified and prompted by something beyond instinct, sank its talons deeply into the boy’s bare arm, then jerked free and clambered through the tarpaulin flap covering the entrance to the tree house.


  In shock more than pain, the boy screamed; blood streaked down his arm and soaked into his shirt and jeans.


  It’s coming!


  The blood felt warm, almost steamy to the touch and smelled faintly bitter like sweat.


  Above Half Moon, a black funnel was emerging from a cloud-cauldron of boiling darkness. Morning had become night, and the night was about to roar.


  CHAPTER 3


  Two blocks away, Molly Harvester rose from her overstuffed chair, drawn by the blanket of darkness and the shrill blasts of wind beyond her living-room window. Slowly negotiating the distance to the window, she listened to the wind toy with a shutter. A hard frown creased her forehead.


  She was afraid.


  In her arthritic hands, she clutched a book: a history of Half Moon that she had written years ago, its pages dog-eared, yellowed, and crumbling. Its staleness mingled with another odor, one intensified by the sudden change in the air pressure—the musty odor of old buildings, of long-closed rooms—of Death itself.


  Her terriers smelled it. Two of them clattered about her feet, twirling apprehensively, yapping sharply, seeking reassurance from her.


  “Tiny, Fritzie, for goodness sakes, lit-tul men, hush now.”


  Whining softly, they nudged one another and hugged close behind her.


  At the window, she raised one hand reflexively to her throat when she saw, before a flash of lightning destroyed it, her own image—the blue eyes now twitching with fear, the Bette Davis look-alike face.


  She stared into the expanding darkness.


  “The darkness is like my dream, lit-tul men. Last night, I dreamed … and out back I saw … and Mister Carl’s ole cap … I found Mister Carl’s ole cap.”


  Hesitating, she glanced down at the jittery dogs, and then around the memory-filled walls of the small antique shop that she and her husband Carl operated.


  “I saw darkness, heard awful screams and cries … and our lit-tul town … it was down … houses and trees, don’cha see. Winds of darkness had destroyed Half Moon … and Mister Carl, I-I couldn’t see Mister Carl.”


  She patted her fingertips to her lips to stay them from quivering.


  “I told Mister Carl about my dream, lit-tul men, but you know, my bad dreams, they upset him sometimes. I’ve had so many bad dreams this past year … and, oh, it was such a vivid dream.”


  Outside, the wind screeched with renewed intensity.


  She turned to survey a nearby bookshelf crammed with glass figurines. Resounding claps of thunder shook the antique shop and, in turn, vibrated the figurines so that they issued a muted tinkling like a wind chime responding to a breeze.


  “My owls,” she murmured. “Oh, heaven’s love, don’t let anything happen to my owls.”


  Again the wind droned, and again the old woman caught the ever-stronger odor of decay, the insinuating odor of Death. The terriers renewed their barking, eyes dilating in reaction to a threat they couldn’t recognize.


  “We must tell Mister Carl a storm’s coming, lit-tul men.”


  She smiled down at them and gestured with her hand for them to cease their barking.


  The smile faded.


  “Where’s … where’s Freddie?” she gasped. “Oh, my Lord.”


  Trembling, she tried to hurry her steps to the dimly lit kitchen. The terriers trailed at her heels.


  Her voice quavered as she sat down at the table.


  “Carl? It’s Freddie, Carl. That
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