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  Chapter One


  Jesse Prentis lay with her ear to the ground, listening. She could hear them—voices, whispering secrets to the trees. Sometimes they sang, but there were no words, just murmurs and colors. Below the voices, deep in the earth, there were other sounds … groans and shrieks. She could barely hear them now, but as spring turned into summer, and summer gave way to fall, they would increase in number and grow in strength. Even now she could sense their anger, their disdain for the living. On Samhain, the day when the veil between the living and the dead is at its thinnest, they would rise up, possess the living, and walk the earth once more.


  When she finally lifted her head from the ground and stared at the night sky through the skeletal branches of the leafless trees, the sounds of the earth were lost in the sighs of the wind. Then, with a whispered word of her own, she was no longer listening, and the world around her returned to normal. Soon, when the days lengthened, and the soil warmed, the sap would sing in the roots praising the coming of spring. Then it would be impossible to hear anything else.


  There were old magics in these woods of upstate New York. Old magics and old foes. Both were dangerous, and neither could be tamed. But if one was willing, the magic could be used.


  Jesse shivered in the cold March air she had been oblivious to, but that had chilled her to the bone, while she was away. Patches of the last snowfall that still lingered in shaded dips and gullies glowed white in the moonlight. Her breath fogged in front of her as she sought the warmth of the woolen cloak she now wrapped around her bare shoulders. The signs are here. The dead are coming. They are gathering in the depths. Something must be done soon, before the seasons turn and the veil thins enough to release them.


  Deep below her, beneath the roots of the living trees, beneath the sleeping bodies of cold-blooded reptiles and warm-blooded mammals, beneath even the thoughts of any living creature, the shades of the dead were indeed gathering. They slipped from cracks in the bedrock or emerged from streams that had never seen the sun. They had been buried and forgotten, allowed to rot in the dark. Soon they would be coming to reclaim the light. One voice, louder and angrier, stood out above the rest.


  Jesse carefully made her way out of the woods, stepping lightly over exposed roots that could trip her, avoiding piles of fallen leaves that hid holes that could break an ankle. She was exhausted from listening. She was old and she was tired. She was the last of her coven. This was a task for the young, but there were no young ones. No one had come to follow the path for decades. She had called, but no one had answered. In the morning she would try again.


  She woke to the sound of unseen rain drumming on the window. Flashes of light peeked in around the sides of the drawn shades. Thunder rolled in the distance. A gust of wind buffeted the house, adding to the stark feel of the day.


  The power of the storm thrilled her, but it was warm and dry under the comforter. Her aching body tried to coax her into rolling over and going back to sleep, but the dead were coming and she was ill-prepared. Instead, she abandoned the warmth and comfort of the queen-sized bed she occupied alone to prepare for one more calling. First, though, she needed a hot shower and breakfast. Trying to manage a calling in the state she was in would ensure failure.


  When she finally sat up and placed her feet on the floor, Jesse was appalled. Dried mud was caked between her toes and spotted her legs from the knees down. Her feet and legs had never been attractive when she was young. Now the skin had shrunken with age and the veins that crisscrossed them stood out like the roots of the trees that had tried to trip her the in the night.


  Before she stepped into the shower, Jesse caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. It was not a pretty sight. Bits of leaves were stuck in the tangled mass her hair had become. Once it had been black as night and soft as a sigh, now it was as brittle and colorless as old straw. Her breasts had never been large, but they had been pert; now they hung on her chest like two overcooked fried eggs. If she had had any skin to spare, it surely would have sagged along with them. She turned away from the old woman in the glass and stepped into the tub as steam started to slip around and over the shower curtain.


  As she stood under the spray, letting it wash away all traces of the night before, she scrubbed her body and her hair with water as hot as she could stand. When she stepped from the shower, her skin had regained some of the color of youth. It wouldn’t last. She dried off with a thick cotton towel that was almost as long as she was tall. The bathrobe she finally wrapped herself in was as soft as she was hard.


  Breakfast was a pot of chamomile tea and a bowl of steel cut Irish oatmeal littered with chopped walnuts, pecans and golden raisins. She hoped she could keep it down. She would need the energy. The chamomile would ready her body and mind for her to create the calling potion she would make today from a simple mixture of herbs to the magical one needed to summon an apprentice.


  The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was bright and cheery—even on a day like today, when black, low-hanging clouds blocked out even the smallest glimpse of the sun, and driving rain lashed out at everything. No one who saw her home would believe a witch lived there. Her workshop, which was fifty yards into the woods, was another story. Anyone who made their way there would have no doubt it was a witch’s domain.


  She pushed the half-eaten bowl of oatmeal away. She couldn’t force herself to eat another bite. Sighing, she poured the last of the tea from the cozy-wrapped porcelain pot. Bits and pieces of tea leaves mingled with the stream of amber liquid. When she finished the tea, she would see what the leaves thought of her chances for the calling. She didn’t give them that much credence … but still.


  Jesse left a bit of tea in the bottom of the cup and swirled it a few times before turning it upside down on the saucer. After taking three calming breaths, she rotated the cup three times in a counterclockwise direction, tapped on it three times and turned it over to peer into it. She was looking for any signs or symbols she might find hidden in the leaves, twigs and tiny bubbles. Is that a bird on a perch? If it was, she was going to meet with someone important to her. There … some kind of conflict in the coming year. That’s strange, another bird. Does that mean I’ll meet two people, or just one that will be very important? She was about to rinse the cup and place it in the sink when she noticed another symbol almost lost in a jumble of leaves and twigs, a peaked cap warning her that an expected visitor should not be trusted.


  Jesse took one last look at the rain falling outside the window before donning the wool cloak that would keep her dry on her walk to the workshop. By the time she got there it would be drenched, but it could dry by the fire as she worked.


  When she stepped out of the house, the wind caught the door and ripped it out of her hands. As she reached for it, another gust tore the cloak’s hood from her head. By the time she managed to reach back, grab it, and pull it back into place, her hair was soaked and plastered to her skull. Not an auspicious start.


  With the wind and the rain, the walk to the workshop was an ordeal that took longer than it should have. Water had pooled in several places in the garden. Rivulets of mud-stained runoff were cutting shallow grooves in the earth as they sought lower ground. The garden was asleep, but soon, with the coming of spring, it would awaken. Soon my darlings, she thought, anticipating the days when bright, green shoots would emerge from their winter-long rest.


  When she finally reached the workshop’s welcoming confines, Jesse almost wished it had heat and electricity. The workshop was the reason she had bought the property. It was a twenty-five-foot by twenty-five-foot, one-room log cabin that had stood on the land for over a hundred years. After removing her cloak and hanging it on a peg on the back of the door, Jesse went to the great stone fireplace that stood against the back wall. When she struck a wooden match against the stone lintel, the acrid tang of sulphur stung her nose. Within minutes, crackling flames had consumed the paper and were climbing up the twigs she had placed on the iron grate before leaving the day before. As the flames grew, Jesse fed them larger sticks and old branches she had gathered in the woods. Eventually, she would add the seasoned oak from the wood-box that stood in one corner of the room. Once the fire was going, she would hang her cloak on the back of her chair and set it near the fireplace to dry.


  On a day like today, even with the shutters open, it was dark and brooding inside. She sat for a moment, enjoying the smell of the growing fire and flickering shadows the flames threw across the room, before lighting several kerosene lamps that chased them back into the dark nooks and crannies where the light didn’t reach. With the lamps lit, dark shapes that hung from ropes strung across the room resolved into bunches of dried herbs and plants. Most she had grown herself. Others she had gathered from the woods, and some she purchased over the internet. Garlic hung next to basil, burdock next to chamomile. In all, over fifty different herbs filled the cabin.


  Before doing anything else, Jesse prayed to her deity. “Goddess, I beseech you. Please smile upon your servant and grant her success in her efforts this day.” Her answer was a flash of lightening that lit up the cabin’s interior and a crack of thunder that rattled the single-pane windows.


  One convenience the cabin did have was a pump. Jesse poured water from a ceramic jug into it to prime it. After that, a few quick pumps on the handle and fresh, clean water was flowing into the soapstone sink below its spout. The sink had once drained to the ground directly outside the cabin, but Jesse had installed a drainage system the year after she had obtained the property.


  Using the water from the pump, she scrubbed the stone mortar and pestle she would use to crush the herbs needed for the calling with sand she had gathered from the stream behind her property. She would clean and dry the pestle and mortar after each use to ensure nothing could contaminate the crushed herbs. They had to be ground and combined in an exact order to establish the harmony required for the mixture she was attempting to create. If not, they would compete for dominance.


  Before adding the first ingredient, cayenne pepper to add power to her spell, she once again invoked the Goddess. “Goddess, I beseech you. Please smile upon your servant and grant her success in her efforts this day.” She would repeat her request with every new ingredient she added.


  The work continued non-stop for hours. “Goddess, I beseech you. Please smile upon your servant and grant her success in her efforts this day,” she chanted as she added the uncrushed leaves and dried twigs of the rowan tree to the mixture. If she had done everything right, these would protect the one who heard her calling from malevolent beings and from getting lost on her journey to her. The last ingredient she added to the mixture was two drops of her own blood to act as a psychic magnet. This was a dangerous act of desperation; she had never added blood to the mix before. Sending her blood out into the world was fraught with danger. When she finished her preparations, a mixture of herbs and powders filled a wooden bowl the size of her two cupped hands.


  Everything was ready. It was time to feed the fire and say the words. Rain was beating a rhythm on the cabin’s roof, and the wind was still trying to push its way in around the door and windows, but that couldn’t be helped. It was Ostara, the spring equinox. The light was returning and the dead were stirring. The spell must be loosed now, while it was still fresh. The sun was setting above the clouds when Jesse sprinkled everything over the glowing coals in the fireplace. “Goddess, I beseech you. The dead are coming, and my need is great. Let these vapors find the one I seek. Let her breathe them in and come to me.”


  Smoke and glowing embers from the burning rose up the flue of the stone chimney to search for the one Jesse had never been able to find.


  Eileen Ray smelled something burning and it was driving her crazy. “Don’t you smell that?” she asked her partner, Cathy, as she walked through the house sniffing at the air.


  “Eileen, stop. I already told you. I don’t smell anything.”


  “But I smell it. It smells like a camp fire and … oh, I don’t know what. Something else.”


  Cathy sniffed the air, shook her head, and suggested, for the tenth time, “Maybe someone’s got a wood stove going. Check outside for smoke.”


  “I tried that,” Eileen replied. “I smell it everywhere, outside, in the house, everywhere I go.”


  Cathy shook her head again and put the book she was reading aside. “Eileen, this has been going on for a week. Maybe you should see a doctor.”


  “A doctor? Why? I’m not sick.”


  “I looked it up, you’re having sensory seizures. It could be serious. You should see a doctor.”


  “I don’t need to see a doctor.”


  “Really? If it was me, you’d be all over my ass to see one.”


  Eileen knew that was true, but she wasn’t about to admit it. She hated doctors. She also wasn’t about to tell Cathy that she was having a hard time sleeping, that her nerves were starting to fray and that the smell was getting stronger. She needed to do something; she just didn’t know what.


  “I’ll ask the others,” she promised Cathy, hoping that would satisfy her. She didn’t think it would, though. Cathy was twenty-five, three years older than Eileen’s twenty-two. Well, it was more like three years and ten months, but sometimes Cathy acted like she was her mother. It didn’t help that Eileen was short, had long straight, brown hair, an unremarkable face, and looked like she was still a teenager. She knew it was one of the reasons she rebelled against Cathy’s advice. It might have been bullheaded (she refused to think childish), but she couldn’t help it.


  Cathy was disappointed. Actually, she was more that disappointed, she was pissed off. The others—she’s going to ask them instead of seeing a doctor. This is getting to be too much.


  It seemed that Eileen was getting weirder since she had joined this “coven” she had found. She had always been a little different, a little rebellious, and that was one of the things Cathy loved about her. But this Wiccan shit was getting to be too much. Cathy wasn’t a religious snob, far from it. If she had to classify herself, she would probably be agnostic. As far as she was concerned, people could believe whatever they wanted as long as they didn’t come to the door and try to convert her. Her world view was fine, thank you. She didn’t need one from the top of a Watch Tower. Or, in Eileen’s case a Witch Tower.


  Eileen hadn’t been trying to recruit her to her new “religion,” not exactly anyway, but she dropped hints about it here and again. “Tonight was really great, you should come sometime,” or, “It would be nice if we could share this.” Just little offhand comments like that after she returned home from one of her meetings.


  “So, what do you guys do, dance naked in the woods when the moon is full?”


  “Of course not,” Eileen had answered, but the slight hesitation in her voice and the flush of embarrassment in her cheeks made Cathy wonder if she was telling her the truth. Hell, maybe they did dance naked in the woods. Who cared? She just couldn’t imagine herself doing it.


  Cathy had been alarmed when Eileen had first asked her about the “smell.” She even went as far as changing all the batteries in the smoke detectors. She couldn’t smell it, but that didn’t mean anything. She had lost most of her sense of smell in an automobile accident when she was sixteen.


  “Let’s invite a few friends over for wine and cheese and see if they can smell anything,” she had suggested one night as Eileen walked around sniffing in every room and closet.


  “Great, let’s do it,” Eileen had agreed.


  When none of the women they had invited over had managed to detect even a hint of wood smoke, or anything else, Cathy had hoped Eileen would convince herself there was nothing to it. It hadn’t happened, and now she was going to search for answers with this coven of hers.


  Eileen looked at the five women sitting around the table. She felt if anyone could help her, these women could. She was new to the coven but trusted them completely. Eleanor, the leader, listened as Eileen described what she was experiencing. “The smell is strongest in the morning, just as I wake up. It comes and goes during the day. Sometimes it’s so faint I hardly notice it. Sometimes so strong I can swear it’s in the next room.”


  Eleanor reached across the table and grasped Eileen’s hands before asking, “Does it only happen at home, or do you smell it everywhere you go?”


  Eileen’s voice trembled, and her hands shook when she answered. “Everywhere. At first it was just inside my apartment. Now it’s everywhere.”


  “Can you smell it right now?”


  “Yes. Can you? Can any of you?” Eileen looked from one face to another. When they all shook their heads “no,” all hope faded from Eileen’s eyes.


  “Let’s go into the garden, I want to try something,” Eleanor told her, taking her hand.


  When they stepped outside, the night air was crisp and cool with just a hint of coming rain. The sky was partly overcast, but that wasn’t unusual for Seattle. Stars appeared in the breaks in the clouds as they moved from west to east.


  “Stand here in the middle,” she told Eileen. She directed the others to form a circle around her, each occupying a position corresponding to a point on an imaginary pentagram.


  “Can you smell it here?” Eleanor asked, and Eileen nodded that she could. “Good. Now concentrate on it, tell us what you smell.”


  “Smoke,” Eileen answered.


  “Smoke is not an answer. Tell us what you smell. Concentrate, what’s in the smoke? Feel it, taste it. What does it say to you?”


  What does it say to me? How can smoke say something to me? Still, she did as she was told and tried to put everything except the smoke from her mind. When the smoke started to talk to her, it wasn’t in words, but in sensations and visions. The first thing she was aware of was rowen twigs and leaves. Then it was like a dam had broken. As she dropped to her knees, the words poured unbidden from her mouth—rowen, cayenne pepper, holly berries, lungwort and dozens of others. The last thing she saw before she passed out was blood. It covered everything.


  Eileen awoke staring up at five anxious faces silhouetted against the night sky. Eleanor took her hand and helped her to her feet. “You’ve had a calling,” she said as she led Eileen back to the house. Eileen was baffled, she had no idea what the woman was talking about.


  Once they were inside, Eleanor told Eileen and the rest of the women exactly what a calling was. “A calling is a very special spell that can only be performed by a powerful witch. It is not undertaken lightly … and only in a time of great need. The blood you saw was hers. By sending it out into the world, she has opened herself to grave peril if it finds the wrong person.”


  Eileen was stunned. “Why is she calling me?”


  “She’s not, not specifically. If she knew who you were, she wouldn’t have needed to call you. She would have come to you. She sent her spell, and her blood, to find the person she needs.”


  “But why does she need me?” Eileen asked, her voice so low it was almost a whisper.


  “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Eleanor responded. “There’s no way of knowing, and the only way to find out is to answer the calling.”


  “How do I do that?”


  “Follow the smell. It will take you to her. But be warned, her need is great, and it could be for good, or … not. The decision is up to you.”


  Aiden Wallace was twenty-seven years old and living off the remnants of the five hundred thousand dollars in life insurance he had received when both his parents had been killed in a plane crash five years before. He hadn’t worked a day in his life and didn’t intend to if he could help it. He stood just under five feet, three inches tall. He had stopped growing at the age of eighteen and was resigned to the fact that was as tall as he was ever going to get. In addition, he was already starting to lose his hair. He was a man who was never content with his lot in life.


  Aiden was driven. He was searching for something but had no idea what it was. He only knew it was something that could provide some meaning to his life. He had tried yoga (too painful), spiritualism (the dead never answered), Buddhism (enlightenment was beyond him), Rastafari (weed made him sick), magic mushrooms (got a bad one and almost died), and was planning a trip to Alaska (the “Last Frontier”), to live in the frozen north for a year, when the smell of wood smoke tinged with burning meat invaded his life.


  It was everywhere. It seemed to wrap itself around him from the time he woke up in the morning to the time he went to bed at night. It seeped into his dreams and he would wake with a jolt, thinking the house was on fire. Once, he even ran into the night in his underwear to the delight of the other tenants of the apartment building he lived in. The two teenaged girls in apartment 3B still laughed every time they saw him. He tried to ignore the odor, but it was ruining his life. He had a month left on his lease, but he didn’t care, he was going to pack up what few belongings he had and flee north. They could keep the security deposit and last month’s rent. In the morning he was going to be on a bus to Alaska.


  The further north Aiden went, the more invasive the smell became. Eventually it was so bad he couldn’t stand to be inside—anywhere inside. He fully expected buses to empty when he got on them, or motels to refuse to give him a room when he asked for one. It never happened, because no one else seemed to notice the odor. Eventually, it got so overwhelming that he turned tail and retreated south. The smell became less overpowering with each mile that he traveled.


  Chapter Two


  Cathy looked at Eileen like she was crazy. “You can’t be serious, a calling? The odors that you’ve been smelling are a calling … from a witch?”


  Eileen sighed. She loved Cathy, but if she couldn’t convince her that witchcraft was real, their relationship was doomed. “Yes, a calling, and yes, a witch. I told you that I’m a witch. I thought you believed me.”


  “I know that you’re a Wiccan and that you belong to a coven. That I can accept. It’s just like being Catholic or Buddhist. But a witch? You actually believe you’re a witch?”


  “I am a witch,” Eileen insisted.


  “Then prove it. Do some magic for me. Turn this water into wine—anything.”


  “I’ve told you, it doesn’t work like that. It’s not all Harry Potter and magic wands. It’s more subtle, and I’m just learning.”


  “So, what are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to follow the calling.”


  “What about us?” Cathy asked. “What do you expect me to do when you go off and follow this calling? How far away is the witch who called you? How long will you be gone? What are you going to do when you get there? Are you even planning on coming back? Will you be able to come back?”


  “I don’t know. But you could come with me.”


  “I can’t do that. I have a job. I have a lease. Are you just going to quit yours?”


  “I’m a waitress. It’s not like I’m leaving a career. I can always get another one when I get back.”


  “You don’t know where you’re going. You don’t know how long you’ll be gone. You don’t know anything. I can’t live that way.”


  “Then will you at least wait for me?”


  “I don’t think so. I don’t know if you’ll even come back. And, if you do come back, will you run off to follow another one of your callings? If you leave, I think it’s over between us. So you need to decide, is it us … or this witch thing?”


  Eileen was startled when Eleanor opened the door before she had a chance to ring the bell. “How did…?” she blurted out.


  Eleanor laughed when she saw the surprised look on Eileen’s face. “I saw you drive up. Come in, child.”


  “Please call me Eileen. I’m twenty-two, hardly a child.”


  “And I’m sixty-eight, old enough that you’re still a child to me. But I was referring to your age as a witch, not as a woman.”


  As a witch? I suppose I am a child as a witch. But if that’s true, why am I being called? Eileen thought, and said as much to Eleanor.


  “I’ve wondered that myself. That’s why I’m going with you,” Eleanor told her.


  “Are you sure?” Eileen asked, surprised that Eleanor was willing to drop everything and go with her.


  “Of course I’m sure. A calling is a rare thing. I’ve only seen one before. You might need help along the way.”


  “That’s a wonderful offer, but I barely have room for myself in my car. It’s stuffed with everything I own.”


  “That’s not a problem. You can keep it all here.”


  “I don’t know. That’s a lot to ask,” Eileen told her.


  “A lot to ask, are you kidding? You’d be doing me a favor. I’d love to meet a witch who is powerful enough to accomplish a calling.”


  “All right, if you’re sure. I’d love the company. And, I have no idea what I’m doing.”


  “Fine,” Eleanor declared. “We can move your stuff in here tonight and be on our way in the morning.”


  Eleanor was still amazed. A calling, the child had had a calling. Eleanor hadn’t heard of a calling since she was a young witch of twenty. That one hadn’t turned out well. The girl had been turned from white magic to black. There was power in the black, but it took a toll on the mind and body. There was no happiness to be had there, only bitterness, anger and greed. She would not let the same thing happen to Eileen. The girl’s heart was pure, and she had a gentle spirit that would make her valuable to a white, or a black, witch. She would do everything in her power to help Eileen choose the white, but ultimately it would be her choice.


  “This is it? This is everything you own?” Eleanor asked after they had emptied Eileen’s car.


  “Yup, pretty pathetic, huh?”


  “No, actually, I sort of envy you.”


  That earned her a skeptical look. “Envy me, why?”


  “Because you have nothing holding you back. No strings, no anchors. You can do anything you want with your life. This is an exciting time for you. I’m so happy you’re letting me share this adventure with you.”


  The girl seemed lost for words, but finally managed to answer. “I’m the one who should be happy. I think you’re going to be my salvation.”


  I hope so, Eleanor thought.


  Once all the boxes where stowed in the basement, Eleanor showed Eileen the guest bedroom. “Here’s your room for the night. After dinner we should both pack the clothes and whatever else we’re going to need. We may be gone for a while, so make sure you have everything you think you might want.”


  “How can you just leave all this?” Eileen asked looking back at the house once the car was packed and they were ready to leave.


  “Oh, that’s no problem. The coven will take care of it while we’re gone. It’s what we do for each other.”


  “What now?” Eileen asked once they were both in the car.


  “I have no idea. It’s your calling.”


  “But …”


  “Just drive. Go wherever it seems right.”


  The girl started the car, put it in gear and started driving.


  Jesse sighed. The garden was waking up. Green shoots were poking up everywhere. Soon the fragrance of lily-of-the-valley would ride the breeze, wonderful for the nose, deadly if consumed. There would be fresh mint for tea. It had been over a week since the calling and it still went unanswered. If she was younger, if she had the stamina of youth, she might be able to turn back the dead when they came. As old and weary as she was now, it was going to be her last battle. One she would likely lose.


  When she reached out to pluck a few holly berries, she pricked her finger on the point of a leaf. A single drop of blood rose to the surface. Before she could lick it from her finger, an unexpected gust of wind blew across her hand and lifted the blood into the air. Eleanor watched in amazement as it was churned into a fine mist before being lifted skyward. For better or worse, a drop of her blood was out in the wind. A witch’s blood is not something that should be loose in the world. In the hands of the wrong person it could be devastating.


  “Goddess. Goddess. I beseech you, keep my blood from those that would do me harm. Deliver it to those who would aid me.”


  Unknown to her, she had left a second drop of blood on the holly leaf. The wind that had claimed the first had also sent that one into the world.


  Chapter Three


  Aiden crossed back into the United States in Montana. The smell that had grown stronger with every mile he traveled north was diminishing as he returned south. It was no longer repellent, now it was merely unpleasant. He kept on his path, spending time on buses and money on food. If he stopped, or turned from his southerly route, the air once again turned foul. It was as if he was being driven … or reeled in.


  Eventually, Montana gave way to Wyoming, and Wyoming to Colorado. Just south of Denver, the odor strengthened. The only way he could stop it was to head east. He was definitely being driven, but to where … and why? That was the question.


  Just east of Denver, Aiden was dropped to his knees by a brilliant flash of red. It turned his entire world crimson, but it only lasted for an instant before his sight returned to normal. What the hell is happening to me, he wondered as he climbed to his feet. It took him a minute to realize the odor had disappeared.


  Thank God, he thought, and then the fear that had been hiding in the back of his mind stepped forward. Smells, bright flashes of red, am I going insane? Could I have a brain tumor? Whatever it was, Aiden was thankful the odor was gone. It came back with a vengeance when he tried to retrace his path to Denver. Reluctantly, he turned around and started east again.


  He watched the blue sign with a large sunflower on the left and a “Welcome to Kansas” legend on the right speed toward him. Not unless this damn smell stops, he thought, before the Greyhound bus he was on left the sign in the distance.


  Aiden got his wish as the bus neared Salina. It was gone so abruptly that he almost missed it. His relief was short-lived. The smell returned almost immediately. But now he knew what he had to do. When the bus stopped in Salina, he bought a ticket to take him back the way he had just come. When he got on the bus he sat near the driver. “I need to get off a few miles out of town.”


  “Sorry, I can’t do that,” the driver insisted until Aiden showed him a twenty-dollar bill.


  “It’s yours when you stop and I get off.”


  The man eyed the bill. “Make it a fifty and you’ve got a deal.”


  Aiden wasn’t happy with the counteroffer, but he took it.


  The strength of the odor diminished as Aiden traveled west. Then, suddenly, it was gone. “Here. Right here,” he blurted out.


  As soon as the bus came to a stop, Aiden handed the driver the bills, two twenties and a ten, grabbed his backpack and duffle, and hopped out of the open door. No sooner had his feet hit the ground than the door closed behind him and the bus pulled away, leaving him standing on the
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