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  HEXES


  Chapter One


  At least he thought he stood at his mother’s grave.


  But in Potter’s Field one nameless marker abided as well as any other. Because of the weeds he couldn’t clearly make out the chiseled numerals on the few shards of tombstones that remained standing in the area. It didn’t make much of a difference. Their social security numbers, and perhaps a birth date, were the only way in which these dead were known.


  Everyone in town realized that only a mile beyond Panecraft Hospital, somewhere on the hillside, hidden in the thickets beside the abandoned train station, there endured a graveyard of the anonymous, empty of remorse and family. Less gossiped about remained the section opposite the crumbling platform where another sunken meadow lay even more separate and untended. Along the trail were wildflower-covered graves of the stillborn, aborted, and murdered infants who’d never been given the chance to be held in their mad mothers’ arms. Whispered rumors allowed that there were one or two elderly women who still wandered the wards cooing to their own broken fingers and rag-stuffed dolls.


  It made for good theater.


  Matthew Galen crossed himself out of habit. Rose petals flapped free in the breeze and swept against the empty October branches of the diseased sugar maples that leaned scattered across the field. He looked down from the hill and saw the lights of Summerfell coming on.


  From here he could make out whatever sights there were to be seen on the edge of town, where you could catch a glimpse of your life unfolded.


  He took the binoculars from his satchel and scanned his estranged home, feeling the nervous tension throb in him like his heart. He focused on the park and watched the lamplights lining the paths reflecting off the lake; benches and playgrounds slowly emptied with the arrival of evening. Glancing north, he noticed the windows of the high school gym glowing. He watched as orange flashes changed to a red that cooled to blue, cut to black, then lit up to white again. A school dance, possibly a costume ball if they still had the annual reception. Only the first week of the month, they were already set for the season of masquerades. They’d better be prepared, this year.


  The Krunch Burger fast-food joint prevailed, spelled out in twenty-foot-high letters of blinding neon you could see as far away as Gallows, six miles across the river. A greasy short-order restaurant managed by Frankie “Screw with me and I’ll yank yer tonsils outtayashitter” Farlessi, with a region-wide reputation for hitting on teenage girls and killing dogs that wandered into his trash bins. Some of the Summerfell studs hung around the Krunch in hopes that Frankie’s wife, who occasionally flashed the boys extra thigh from her slit skirt, would cast her heated, luscious gaze their way.


  Jazz Metzner used to make it with her, Matthew thought.


  From the promontory he observed a full scope of events unseen anywhere else in town. Did they realize just how close Panecraft stood to the high school and park? It almost seemed that the asylum had drifted farther into the community. He couldn’t remember any parents ever having taken up signs and picketing the way they would have anywhere else. There’d been no real controversy, petitions, or outright hostility. His father had been a masterful spin doctor, placating the county.


  Matthew replaced the binoculars, hefted the satchel back up onto his shoulder, and squinted into the dusk. He stared at the asylum, rejecting his father’s euphemisms: this psychiatric facility, sanitarium, shelter for the distressed. Matthew glared at the stone building.


  He’d been away too long.


  Back in the late sixties, the overcrowded Panecraft housed thirty-one thousand patients. Now there were fewer than fourteen hundred up there behind the leveled rows of cube windows. Most of the current denizens were hospitalized by their own hand on a voluntary admittance basis, or came for group drug or alcohol counseling. Of the five buildings only one maintained a full staff and was kept in continuous use. Three others were in major disrepair and, except for the lowest floors, were shut down. The last was nothing more than a burned-out gutted frame that had been condemned years before.


  Epiphanies awaited him. Matthew regarded the series of interconnected buildings and thought of when he and A.G. had ridden their bicycles through the echoing hallways. A.G., to his embarrassment, had still needed training wheels at the age of seven. They’d read comic books and crossed wooden swords and flipped baseball cards against the walls, while floors above people lay strapped to their beds for trying to gouge their own eyes out. Once it had been their fun house, before they’d had to find new names for the appetite of Panecraft. He’d finally settled on calling it the mother murderer.


  Before Debbi’s death.


  On certain nights, you could head down these back roads surrounding the hospital and watch the twining shadows of the complex cut into the skyline and carve down alongside the moon; it got you somewhere deep. You could feel the haunted shells of these tens of thousands of men and women who once dwelled here, curled in its corners. Insanity crept toward tangibility, and if possession had any truth, you could believe this darkness could take over the unwary. High school kids performed primitive rites of passage, knocking down the barbed-wire fences in order to tear the lawns in pickup trucks, swigging Jack Daniel’s and heaving in the bushes, sometimes using the condoms they brought, sometimes not buying into the facts.


  His father had been the architect of that monstrosity. On the night Matthew’s mother was taken away, he and A.G. had watched the trees rustling outside the half-opened windows of his bedroom, her lovely muffled songs and terrified squeals changing to even uglier sounds, his father’s soft voice failing to appease her at all as men filled the house and the screaming started.


  Oh Christ …


  Now A.G., too, had been imprisoned behind Panecraft’s walls.


  … give me strength.


  And Matthew could hear him calling.


  One of the worst realties about a small town like Summerfell was that you were just as likely to be friends with the killers as you were with the victims.


  Sweat slid down Matthew’s sideburns as Dr. Henry Charters silently ushered him through one of the decrepit tunnels that connected the sites of the facility. Leaves, candy wrappers, tenth-grade geometry notes scrawled in a dyslexic hand, and kindergarten coloring book pages carpeted the cracked tile floor. Dragged in by the wind through the splintered planks that haphazardly covered the broken windows, the litter beneath his feet told him more tales of life than he’d witnessed so far today. Stepping on the trash was like stepping on his own past.


  Matthew had a hard time stifling the memories; even more disturbing were the sounds of his childhood assaulting him now, snapping like his steps. If he shut his eyes he could fall back to being seven years old and hear A.G. flopping sideways off his bike, hitting the ground with a squeaky cuss.


  “I apologize, Mattie, but I’m still kind of shocked to hell at seeing you again,” Hank Charters said. “I’m glad, you understand, and certainly relieved, believe me, but surprised. I wasn’t sure if you’d heard or even cared anymore.” That last bit proved nothing more than a baited taunt, but Matthew let it slide. Charters dropped a loose, consoling hand on Matthew’s shoulder and let it slip away quickly. “I can imagine how difficult this is for you, to return now to face this. If you feel ill I have some tablets upstairs that will help.” Charters kept trying to be nice, oppressively so, going too far out of his way.


  They walked the complex for nearly twenty minutes while Charters vacillated between acting as if he truly cared and being too damn pushy, hoping to ferret out information. So far as Matthew knew, the apprehension he felt hadn’t been betrayed by either his face or voice, though the calm look he worked hard to keep might be a betrayal in itself. Charters enjoyed piercing veils. He’d been the proverbial uncle to Matthew for most of his life, and though they hadn’t seen each other in five years they’d both naturally fallen back into their roles.


  “I tried getting in touch with you,” Charters said, “as soon as it happened.” He stuffed his hands into his sweater pockets and the massive ring of keys chimed feebly on his belt. “When this mayhem first occurred, there was no way to contact you. No one had an address or phone number where you might be reached.”


  “Yes,” Matthew said. He hoped it would be enough of an answer.


  It wasn’t. The doctor paused and measured his words carefully, scratching and stroking at his wiry broad mustache as if it were a beloved terrier curled under his nose. Matthew wondered what other psychiatrists saw in that repetitive gesture—masturbation? obsession for a long-gone pet? A hurt look flashed over his face. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized you’d cut your native cords so effectively. Even Helen—”


  “Please don’t talk about her.” The familiar rage coiled around him, so close and intimate as always. Matthew kicked broken glass aside, enjoying the feel of garbage here. “This is bad enough for the moment.”


  “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”


  “Stop apologizing, Hank. Has he said anything?”


  It took the doctor back. “No.”


  “Not even to himself? Muttering, whispering?”


  “On occasion. But nothing of real consequence.”


  If you only knew. “Anything on tape? For me to listen to?”


  “No.”


  Charters cleared his throat and swallowed thickly. As an uncle figure, he should have known better than to push the wrong buttons, much less attempt to initiate conversation by pressing them; as a psychiatrist, Charters had failed to take into account the Galen temper—being too close tended to warp the analytical view, as Matthew had learned of his father. He’d written two plays about crazy psychiatrists. “Any visitors?”


  “No.”


  Charters went back to petting his terrier. Clearly he was torn, unsure of which tack to pursue: to follow his line of questioning of Matthew, or answer Matthew’s queries about A.G. Everyone had control and power here in Panecraft, and it switched hands from moment to moment. Matthew sensed Charters backing off, trying to regain control. Amazing how clearly a counselor could be read.


  “All I knew about your current whereabouts was what I’d stumbled across in the papers these past few years. It was a wonderful surprise to learn you’d so quickly become a successful playwright.” The doctor gave a tight brisk laugh, humorless yet nearly a giggle; Matthew had forced his director to replace lead actors because they’d given performances bad as this. “I even went to Manhattan in the hopes of tracking you down, if you can imagine that.”


  “No.” Matthew allowed himself a momentary grin. He could just see Charters stalking down Times Square, mentally configuring notes and papers on sexual mores, looking for the twenty-five-cent peep shows and brazen transvestite prostitutes and finding only the Disney Store, Japanese tourists, guys trying to sell him watches, and scattered homeless.


  “After two train connections and getting lost for an hour on the wrong subway line heading into the Bronx, I finally made my way to the theater where Epitaphs was being presented, only to be told by the manager that he didn’t have any idea how to get in touch with you.”


  “I recently moved to a new apartment.”


  “I tried, Mattie, I wanted you to understand that.”


  “I do, Hank, and I appreciate it as well.”


  They moved into another tunnel, this one winding toward Tower C, the only section of Panecraft he hadn’t been allowed to freely roam and explore as a child. It still felt like forbidden ground, perhaps of a holy kind. Here they kept those patients his father had called the “highly disturbed” and the “deeply troubled.” His dad could make it all sound so loving and caring, so profound in the light of reason. He could never say the “criminally insane.” Perhaps he’d never even thought it.


  “How long has A.G. been here?”


  “Twelve days. How did you finally learn about it?”


  Matthew didn’t answer, scanning the cracked plaster and spiraling, water stains, seeing the various signs and portents in the walls.


  The heavy ring of keys at Charters’s belt jangled a tone-deaf tune. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”


  “No, it doesn’t.”


  Anguish and fear snapped together like shears closing shut. He would have asked Charters to give him the tranquilizers if he’d believed they might actually work. He might’ve asked anyway in order to hold the moment at bay, to keep from seeing another of his loved ones in a cell, but if he stopped now he’d never be able to start on this walk again. His fingernails were weak from a lifetime of nail-biting, and they bent where they dug in against the strap of the satchel.


  Corridors revived sounds, scents, and images without form, not even recollections anymore, just kid stuff making no sense now—the migraine came swiftly and he chewed his lips to keep from grunting, ancient languages rising from the silt of memory. This can’t be happening, he thought, knowing the truth, not again. And with startling clarity: I’m going to die here.


  “Tell me about it,” Matthew said.


  Hank Charters sighed and held his hands open in front of himself, a meaningless gesture, looking for a way to grasp a greater design. He rubbed at the corners of his eyes, tired, with his voice drained of its usual critical energy. Jesus, this place killed everybody. “From the sheriff’s point of view there’s not much to tell.”


  There wouldn’t be. There never had been much to say, not even when they were dragging Matthew’s mother out of the living room on her belly. “The sheriff’s point of view is usually quite narrow and unperceptive.”


  “Are you aware that over the past six months six people have vanished?”


  “Yes.”


  “Four women and two men … my God, men, women, actually most of them are only teenagers. Talk has gone around about a serial killer, and the police issued a curfew to keep children off the streets.”


  “I heard.”


  Charters stopped abruptly and turned, a little heat in his glare now, the bad acting over; mustache disheveled, steel-wool corner hairs curving down into his mouth, the doctor stroked it some more. “Yes, well, did you also know that one of the women was Ruth Cahill?”


  Matthew cringed.


  In an instant, the scars on his chest began their hideous whispering, voices filling his head.


  For a moment he almost lost his balance in the tunnel, feeling the blood drain from his face. The arcane chattering continued, laughter so loud. Charters watched him closely as Matthew went through the motions. “No, I didn’t know that.” Walk, make your goddamn feet move forward.


  “She’s A.G.’s fiancée now, but no one has seen her for almost six months.”


  Six months. The Goat had been planning well in advance for Matthew’s return. “What happened? Why do they suspect him now?”


  “Ten days ago the mother of a newspaper boy named Richie Hastings called the police on the verge of hysteria. He hadn’t returned home from school and was already several hours late. Earlier that afternoon, he was supposed to be collecting money owed him by customers on his paper route. It usually only took thirty minutes or so—”


  Matthew’s pinkie nail split against the leather strap. It used to take us all afternoon, all night if we wanted it to, cutting through back yards, chasing Lilith’s children. Banal and transparent symbolism, though, the Goat using another paperboy to make a point.


  “—but Richie was now very late. The police proceeded with a door-to-door search of Richie’s customers, knowing how adolescents, however responsible, don’t tend to let their mothers know their whereabouts all the time.”


  “But they found him.”


  “Yes.” Charters stopped and looked into Matthew’s eyes, going for the direct approach now, on the level and man-to-man, though of all places he shouldn’t have looked there. You could see how it affected the doctor, made him take a step backward to withdraw from what he’d found in this gaze, but discovering that it was too late to let go. Charters turned again. “They discovered him semicomatose sitting on A.G.’s porch, seated beside A.G. on the verandah swing.” Strange to know what was about to be said, regardless of how much no one wanted to hear it. Matthew quickly pinched his throat to keep the nausea from rising any farther, the doctor paling to another shade. “In his lap A.G. cradled the mud-covered osseous framework of a child.”


  It took effort not to say, “I know,” and to keep the scars from shrieking, and to not punch Charters in the mouth for being so pretentious as to say “osseous framework.” Three fingernails were bleeding where they’d ripped at the cuticles. Bones, the inherent power in those bones. A.G. had gone back for her skeleton. “My Christ.”


  They came to the elevator, and as Charters reached to touch the up button, the car arrived as if expecting them. They entered and the doctor pressed fourteen, the top floor.


  “Even upon initial examination it proved evident the skeleton was too small and much more aged than could possibly be matched to any of the other missing people. We turned it over to the county officials, who reported that the body was of a Caucasian girl about twelve years old who’d died at least a decade ago from extreme trauma to the midsection, according to the forensic anthropologist. Dental records are being checked.” Strictly professional, without giving Matthew time enough to ask just when a small town like Summerfell might need to know anything about forensic anthropology.


  Charters laid it out without a hint of emotion, though he must have been well aware who the victim was—only problem was that Dr. Williamson, their dentist, had long since died and his obsolete records tossed. Her braces had turned to dust in the wet caves. “The police are checking cemeteries in the county to see if any graves have been recently disturbed; they’re also backtracking missing-persons reports from that time. They searched A.G’s home thoroughly and found the partial remains of another skeleton, of an infant also many years dead, as well as several preserved animal carcasses.”


  “Any physical proof indicating he’d murdered someone?”


  “No, not as of yet, but …”


  “Nothing besides the fact that his fiancée is missing to directly tie him to these other disappearances?”


  “No, but you see what must be inferred …”


  The ride took too long; he looked at the lit numbers overhead and saw they’d only just passed the ninth floor. “Yes.” What was happening? Panecraft had captured him again.


  “The curfew is supposedly still in effect,” Charters said. “The police stated they haven’t concluded their investigation yet, but you know this town. A.G.’s capture relieved most of the tension. No one feels they have anything to be frightened of now that A.G. is imprisoned—they simply couldn’t stand being terrified any longer. Everyone believes A.G. killed them all and hid their bodies elsewhere.”


  “Nothing else in his house or yard?”


  “It was completely torn apart, lawns dug up, walls smashed, wood of the floors cut through and broken away, and they’re still looking. No, nothing else. The papers have taken to calling him a ghoul.”


  He is, Matthew thought. We all are. “Has he confessed?”


  With that annoying kick-back lurching the elevator slowed as they arrived at the fourteenth floor. The doors opened on brightly lit hallways of institutional gray-green, a softened but somber color Matthew had painted his apartment because he’d grown so used to it. Two men in impeccable security uniforms waited to one side. They were either orderlies or guards, he didn’t know the current nomenclature, but they wore side arms.


  The first guard sat behind a half-moon desk watching several small video monitors, and the other stood with his right hand resting on his gun belt, fingers edging sideways, gently slapping against the handcuffs. Matthew wondered how long it would take before the guy shot himself or his partner in the foot.


  Now it made sense why the elevator had taken so long; he glanced back into the car before the doors shut and saw what he’d missed while listening to Charters: mini vidcams hidden high in the corners. He was unfamiliar with these procedures of Tower C, where he’d never been above ground level. It was like finding a hidden room in your own house.


  The guards’ routine remained thorough, though Hank Charters was the director of Panecraft. He had to display two ID badges and sign in; Matthew assumed they were going through the inspection so they could check him carefully, hoping to gain something conclusive from him to pin on A.G. The questioning would begin soon. They put on little white gloves, and Matthew wondered if he’d have to break somebody’s jaw. He had to hand over the contents of his pockets, and submit to a frisking and a search through his satchel, the contents of which they scattered on the desk and poked through. They took his belt, watch, the silver chain he wore at his throat, and they still looked as though they really wanted to draw their guns, practice their karate kicks, put on the rubber gloves.


  “Everything all right, Dr. Charters?” the first man asked, and Charters nodded impassively.


  A third guard stood stolidly at the other end of the lengthy hall in front of heavy steel secondary gates; following Charters, Matthew observed that this man didn’t carry a gun. He was more like a sentry, standing watch, poised for anything. A calm and dangerous self-assurance radiated from him. There was absolutely no doubt he could efficiently protect and murder. The scars chattered and argued. Whoever the guy was, he was gifted, and possibly would play a role. He stood at least six four, and the corded muscles of his arms, neck, and shoulders appeared thick enough to seize up a miner’s drill.


  “Matt, this is Roger Wakowski. He’s in charge of security in this wing.”


  They were allowed to walk through the electrically unbolted gates. Charters exchanged a few more clipped words with Wakowski, who in turn gave Matthew a lecture on what not to do while in A.G.’s cell. Despite the formality, there was a certain playfulness to it all, as if Matthew were being toyed with to an extent, and it didn’t matter that he knew it. “You probably already know these maneuvers from the movies. There’s a painted line on the floor you are not to step beyond. If you do I’ll have to drag you out. Do not hand him anything; do not accept anything he might attempt to pass through the bars.”


  “That’s stupid. Maybe he’d hand me a note, his signed confession. Wouldn’t you like to get your hands on that?”


  Wakowski ignored the comment, both of them realizing the high theatrics of the moment, drama compounded by the spilling of blood. “Simply remain seated on the far bench and talk quietly. Don’t rile him. He’s not catatonic but does seem to know a great deal about meditation, so he might not be receptive to your visit. Any problems and just tap on the door. I’ll be directly outside.”


  “Watching?”


  “Certainly.”


  A buzzer sounded and the gates slid open.


  Wakowski continued. “There’s a video camera in his cell, but it’s not working properly.” Matthew saw the guy’s lips flatten almost imperceptibly, the scars also alerting him to the first lie. “Mechanical malfunction, they told me, but I’ve seen some of these men sabotage hundred-thousand-dollar equipment with their own feces and regurgitated digestive juices, which make for nice acids in the long run.” Wakowski’s speech pattern seemed to shift slightly from sentence to sentence, high New York intellect in there as well as some southern farmboy. Matthew had the underlying feeling that the guard found his lies a dishonor to bear.


  Yeah, this guy would be along for the ride.


  “There’s a camera on him all the time?”


  “Until yesterday, yes. As well as every other patient in this wing. I don’t know much about constitutional law, but the state rules are that we can watch a patient’s personal meeting on the cameras but aren’t allowed to be present inside the cell during the visit unless requested by the visitor himself. It sounds hypocritical to me too, but those are the rules we follow.”


  He knows plenty about constitutional law, Matthew thought. He could see a wavering afterimage about Wakowski, a conglomerate of past lives still hovering, almost all of them soldiers and warriors, a few lawyers.


  “It’s not hypocritical, but it is deceptive,” Charters said. “Federal rules.”


  Wakowski nodded. “Do you wish for me to accompany you?”


  Matthew shook his head; he didn’t want all those warriors around A.G. “Thanks anyway.”


  “Would you like a bandage?”


  “A bandage? I don’t get you.”


  “For your fingers, Mr. Galen. You’re bleeding.”


  Sticky and dried blood almost to the second knuckle. He made a fist and held it against his thigh. “No, I’m okay.”


  “Blood excites some patients.”


  “Not A.G.,” Matthew said, and stepped into the other corridor, shoulder to shoulder with Charters as they were led through. He heard the resonant roar of the gates shutting behind him—and it was a roar … powerful and full, crying in a way that could shrivel your scrotum. An animal grunting from somewhere out of the depths of this castle as it worked its way toward you, leaving scratch marks every step of the way, and you could smell the wet fur too, once you were within, the stinking raw meat breath.


  Grating metal doors scraped sidelong in their greased but dirty tracks, clickity-clicking as they slithered and thrummed, and a full three seconds later finally clamped across the width of the hall like a hand over a mouth ready to shriek. Slamming as they shut home with a thunderous concussion of huge bolts being automatically refitted into place, they locked with an endless sound of finality.


  His father had made this hell called Panecraft.


  Someone shouted obscenities in the distance.


  Ghosts walked and spun. He caught vague shades and figures in his peripheral vision, hands waving, an occasional mouth silently speaking.


  He clenched his fist tighter, aware that he was scowling, squinting into the recesses of this mother murderer. At twenty-four he had the same crow’s feet around his eyes that his mother had at the very end, though even insane she hadn’t been sad. “You didn’t answer me, Hank. Has he confessed?”


  “He hasn’t said a word to anyone since his incarceration. That’s why I wanted you here, Mattie. I’m hoping you can get him to talk. Either he’s guilty or he isn’t, but obviously he’s had a hideous breakdown.” Charters was no longer simply the doctor stating facts; his voice sounded ready to crack. Where was all the medical terminology? He really did love A.G.


  “I understand.”


  Matthew’s father couldn’t speak in the vernacular if the Second Coming depended upon it. Matthew couldn’t imagine anyone finding any peace or reformation here. Redemption remained out of grasp, even for those in charge.


  “You don’t need a Ph.D. in abnormal psychology to know cradling skeletons is horrifying in its implications.” Charters gave a noncommittal shrug. “I can’t get through. I’ve known the two of you since you were infants, and I can’t imagine what could have happened to twist him like this. If he’s not the one responsible for these missing persons, then there’s still someone out there in my town who likes to kidnap kids, and, God help us, who no doubt enjoys killing them as well.” The doctor took a breath, this kind of emotional outpouring so unlike him that both Matthew and Wakowski gazed at him apprehensively. “If it is him, I want to know why. Help us to find out the truth.”


  They came to A.G.’s cell.


  “You haven’t seen him in five years,” Charters said. “That’s a long time, and there might be awful feelings between the two of you, a sense of abandonment on either side. Don’t be too startled by what you see. He’s changed.”


  “We all have.”


  Wakowski unlocked the door to the cell and said, “Just tap, I’ll hear you. Don’t forget what you were told.”


  No, he never did. Matthew felt nervous energy breaking like surf through his muscles, the same way the newspapers they’d thrown had roiled through the air to break windows and flowerpots, sent frightened cats up telephone poles, and, once, flung from seventy feet with great precision, had struck old Mrs. Grossnet, who never even gave a nickel tip, in the barn-fat ass. He never forgot anything, and that’s why they were here.


  He knew A.G. and recognized the exemplar of evil coming back for them. His eyebrows hurt him, his forehead having been furrowed for so long it seared. He closed his eyes trying to loosen up and heard A.G. falling off his bike, listened again to their discussions on comic book characters and science fiction stories. Matthew understood there was one more question but was reluctant to ask it.


  “What happened to the boy sitting on the swing?”


  Without a sound, Wakowski, passive and in control, glanced left, as if hearing the sudden outburst of laughter from Matthew’s scars. So that was an answer. Charters stared at the floor, reflexively stroking his mustache again, weighing consequences perhaps, or simply unable to trust Matthew enough.


  After a few more seconds the doctor put his hands in his pockets and took them out again. “Richie Hastings is in Tower A. He’s been kept sedated because of violent muscular spasms he’s been experiencing. He has screaming fits.


  When he’s fully conscious we often can’t get him to close his eyes, and he shows no reaction, not even to his family. He’s suffering most symptoms associated with narcolepsy, as well. He hasn’t spoken since that day either.”


  “He’ll be all right,” Matthew said.


  “You sound sure about that,” Wakowski said.


  “I am.”


  Charters moved in without warning, unashamed, at the point of sobbing, suddenly trying to hug him warmly as if Matthew were the son he never had nor wanted. Jesus, this place could shred you to confetti and throw you anywhere it wanted. Tears welled as he attempted to apologize for the unforgivable horrors of all the insane dead Galens. “Your father was a good man, Mattie. He loved both you and your mother very, very much. Believe me, he …”


  Matthew broke away gently. He turned to face his past, the present, and discover if there was any future left, surrounded by the presence of his parents, the demented spirits still wandering here, and the Goat.


  Give me strength.


  Thinking of Debbi, he threw open the door and entered A.G.’s cell, completing the circle he only now realized his life had become. Whispers followed.


  Chapter Two


  Smiling as she walked down the street behind him, Debbi snatched the newspaper out of his hand and smacked him lightly in the head with it. “That’s for the old dog,” she said. Vengeance for the arthritic German shepherd he’d frightened into crawling off the McCalisters’ porch with his poorly aimed Sunday supplement. Debbi had a thing for animals and always kept an eye on her neighbors’ pets.


  She whapped him again across the bridge of his nose, laughed and tickled him under the chin until he blushed—it took only a second—then stuck the Summerfell Daily Gazette back with the others stuffed in the burlap bag hanging over his shoulder. “C’mon, give me a ride. And don’t ask where we’re going, let’s just go.”


  Proving deaf to his halfhearted protests that he had to finish his route, she poo-pooed him in a perfect imitation of her mother—nose poised, hands thrown out as if fending off a mosquito, eyes sort of rolling. She climbed up onto his handlebars and scrunched uncomfortably into the space. Debbi was always smiling, never embarrassed about her braces like so many of the other kids were, like he would’ve been; she pulled his hands farther down the black grips so that his forearms were around her waist. He became heady with her scent and intimacy.


  “C’mon, finish later, like anyone’s really gonna care.” Legs dangling on either side of his front wheel, her new sneakers occasionally bounced off the spokes as they rode, ka-tinking.


  A hot day with an intense glare. When the thicker wisps of clouds passed against the sun, shadows fell like cool wash towels pressed against his skin. Her long black hair blew back into his face, fascinating him just as much as her hands and smile, making him dizzy, and he knew he was alive.


  “Let’s go to the lighthouse,” she said.


  Chapter Three


  The room turned out to be two cells, one nestled within the other. A bench jutted from the far wall for psychiatrists, police, or personal visitors to sit on while talking with the patient. Twelve feet from there was the inner cage, filling the opposite side of the room, spaces between the bars too small to even slip an arm through. On the floor, bisecting the outer cell, lay the black line Wakowski had spoken about. Bright fluorescent bulbs in the ceiling gave an odd tapering effect to the chamber, making it appear that the light was being siphoned off toward one corner. In the darkest section of the cage rested a sheetless bed bolted to the floor. Presumably, the graduated lighting had been determined to quiet the prisoner and allow him to sleep even with the fluorescents burning. Sixteen feet overhead roosted the broken video camera.


  A.G. sat in the center of the bed with his eyes closed. He was seated in a modified lotus position as taught by the works of the great Abra Melin, for greatest focus of astral energy: legs tightly crossed and feet pulled up so that they touched opposite thighs, spine straight and head back, hands in his lap with fingers interlaced into specific placement. Pinkies, thumbs, and index fingers steepled, and these three steeples each pointing back at himself—thumbs aimed at the heart, pointers at his throat, pinkies at the forehead. It was also a way to catch passing lower-caste dybbuks that might harass and tempt, and bind them into service.


  He’d kept in great shape. A.G.’s biceps strained against the long sleeves of the white jumpsuit, his perfect laterals outlined under the contours of Panecraft fatigues. His hair was much longer, flowing past his shoulders, with his face now framed by a reddish-brown beard that had been peach fuzz only five years earlier.


  Matthew concentrated on the floor, watching the line.


  Spheres converging, once again crossing.


  Like so many other black designs and depictions he’d seen carved into the stones.


  A.G. didn’t seem aware that Matthew stood in the room with him. For several minutes, as A.G. continued meditating, the density of the cloying air slowed the momentum of this homecoming. Wards had been set in the cage, but not particularly powerful ones; A.G. never had the patience to fine-tune each incantation, or to train his tongue to accept unpronounceable words.


  Silence snared memories and kept them in private places: sound, motion, sight, cognizance. Everything proved acceptable while they waited, children still trapped inside the house on a rainy day with nothing good on television, rereading old comic books. Discussing the Fantastic Four, Daredevil, and Conan the Barbarian—entranced by those voluptuous barmaids Conan always saved, who deceived him in the end. Waiting quietly in the asylum, amiable, as if nothing had changed between them. Who would say “Let’s get a Krunchburger” first?


  Suddenly there was a sharp twitch in A.G.’s upper lip, an incisor momentarily displayed. A slight flutter in the left eyelid. Coming out of it now. His nerves seemed to be returning one by one, flesh becoming more pliant, relaxing with beads of sweat and deposits of salt dappling his hairline.


  The inertia of the minute broke. Inhaling deeply, A.G. moved his hands down and outward until the steeples of his fingers were positioned somewhat differently—thumbnails touching his chest, pointers shoved toward heaven, pinkies stiffly directed at Matthew. They both grunted. A.G.’s breathing grew regular, and at last he opened his eyes.


  Still hurts a little, doesn’t it?


  Fighting the urge to mirror A.G.’s posture, Matthew remained seated on the bench, silent, wishing the wards were stronger. Yes.


  It was a much simpler process once, but in the last couple of years it’s gotten tougher for me … why do you think that is? Bulging veins in his neck pulsed as the sweat dripped down A.G.’s cheek and wove through his beard. The lingering stink of urine worked from the open toilet under the heavy smell of pine disinfectant. There were the barest tinges of winterfresh toothpaste and mint mouthwash. Screeched obscenities continued, only slightly stifled by the walls. This stagnant atmosphere of Panecraft was concrete slowly drying around them. Don’t you remember, Mattie?


  Of course I do. I taught you.


  A.G. smiled. Nice talking to you again.


  What’s happened? Why are you still here?


  You recognize the handiwork.


  Stop this, A.G. I need you on the outside. I know you haven’t killed anyone.


  No, you don’t. The smile broadened. You only hope I haven’t.


  Why haven’t you spoken to them? You’re being stupid.


  Giles Corey never gave a plea in Salem, not even when they put enough rocks on him to crush him to death. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of accepting or denying that he was a witch. But we know he was.


  Giles Corey, was that his new idol? Matthew unconsciously clasped his hands and pressed his fingers together. It was much tougher than before. What do you want me to do?


  Nothing you can do. We both know that.


  The Goat had told them so back then, and the scars repeated it now, growling with A.G.’s voice, rehashing conversations from the catacombs. Matthew performed a simple evocation, calling forward a sample of spirit to quiet the dead past. The room grew cooler.


  You’re famous around here now, Mattie, sort of a hometown golden boy. Our English teacher, Mr. Kroft, is going to direct the drama club in their presentation of your The Gift of Nightmares. They think it’s a wonderful play, full of innovation and heartwarming humor. Even the second act, which I think could use another pass, to tell you the truth. Hey, Jazz teaches there too.


  Thank God that Jazz was all right. A migraine wrenched Matthew’s skull. Answer me, what do I have to do? What do you think I should do?


  My advice, you want my advice? Is that what I’m hearing? I had a vision of Father Urbain


  Grandier not too long ago, rather weak-kneed for a guy who possessed so many nymphos. I suppose being burned at the stake takes something out of a man. Jeanne of the Angels showed up too. Not a very pretty woman, though Vanessa Redgrave did manage to capture her nutty side in the Ken Russell film.


  More games. What the hell was he talking about? Father Grandier had been sacrificed in Loudon for his political misdeeds. His bureaucratic enemies approached Mother Superior Jeanne des Anges and the repressed Ursuline nuns, who feigned possession, swearing they’d been bewitched by him. A.G. was saying what? At Grandier’s trial, Jeanne des Agnes appeared in court with a noose around her neck, threatening to hang herself if she could not expiate her lies, and of course she was ignored. An innocent man was tortured and murdered, and the public so appreciated the exorcism and sudden fame that the convent became a tourist attraction and continued its jesting performances, nuns running around naked, crying about the Devil pinching their asses.


  So you’re a martyr like Grandier?


  No, he was guilty. He made a deal with Zabulon in the order of Seraphims, didn’t you know?


  Matthew scowled. Who cared, either way? It had nothing to
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