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INTRODUCTION

This book represents
such a very long period of my creative life that I hardly know how
to explain it. It was conceived on board a US Navy ship. During
that period of my life, nothing mattered more than the music. I
wrote, yes, but I lived and breathed rock and roll. My stereo, or
someone’s stereo, blared around the clock. Headphones filled the
rest of the hours, and every chance we got we piled into Mark
Johnson’s "Magic Bus" and headed off to the Stadium in San Diego,
CA, to see a show. We always parked at the corner of rows 3 and D
in the parking lot, so we could find our way back. That was always
in question —it was a different, wilder time; and I wouldn’t trade
it for anything.

I remember seeing The Who, John Cougar, and
Loverboy on the same night. My clearest memory of that night
happened in the van, right after the concert, when a dancer we’d
picked up and taken with us —sitting in her new Loverboy pink tube
top —burst the stunned after-shock silence of The Who to
say…"Loverboy…they were the BEST." I will never forget that. It was
in that moment I realized that rock and roll really was magic, and
not everyone "got" it.

When I decided to write about a band, I
brought to bear everything that mattered to me at the time. Big
flashy shows, lyrics that meant something, vocals against a solid
blues backbeat, guitars that flickered with power (Thank you ZZ Top
for that image). I wanted the experience of the concert in the
first chapter to feel "real"…and I asked my friends to contribute.
There’s a line about thousands of fluttering bats that belongs to
Gary Markum (who became Big Mac Markum in a couple of other
stories).

Along with the music, I had a lot of life to
include in this. At the point where I started this novel, I’d
written and sold This is My Blood, which was a high-concept, very
difficult novel. I’d written for White Wolf, writing to "spec" and
for Star Trek; but I’d never just sat down to tell a story I could
invest myself in. This was the first, and it’s taken literally
decades to get it to print. This includes snippets of my childhood,
insights into my family, lyrics I actually wrote for a band
—Mystyque —that never came to be. This has demons and magic, an
evil preacher, sex and violence, Lovecraftian evil, and, at its
heart, good characters pitted against the darkness. That’s what
it’s always been about —which side are you on, and which side will
win.

If you’re reading this, you already invested
money in my work. I hope you’ll enjoy it, but more than that, I
hope I’ll do my job —taking you to Lavender, California, to the
cemetery and The Church of New Light —to Nick’s home, and to much
darker places. I hope you’ll hear the music in your head. Maybe
you’ll see all those old Bic lighters swaying in a wash of The
Who’s music that’s so loud, hairs move on your arms.

If any of that happens…I’ve done my job. Hope
you’ll stop by my website, or my Facebook page, or Twitter, and let
me know…

— David Niall Wilson


Chapter One

One moment there was
light; the next there was nothing. The lights snapped off and
darkness swallowed the huge amphitheater whole. All sound ceased
for one long moment, cut short with a collective indrawn breath.
The heady aromas of sweat, perfume, cigarette smoke, and burning
hemp permeated the air. Adrenalin pumped and brains were charged;
the moment was a still-shot photo against a backdrop of slowed
time. Every eye in the building focused forward. It was going to be
awesome.

Nick pressed the length of his body as
tightly against Ruthie’s soft curves as he could get —so close that
he could feel where her short skirt stopped and her legs flowed
downward, could make out the syncopated rhythm of her heartbeat in
the almost total silence. He was aware of her, but his focus was on
the stage.

It wasn’t visible in the darkness. Only the
glimmer of hundreds of Bic lighters, waving back and forth in a
flickering, undulating motion, disturbed the eerie vastness. It was
hypnotic and powerful. His heartbeat thundered in his chest and
vibrated up to resonate through his mind, amplified by the forced
silence.

Every muscle was taut; his nerves were on
edge. Though it remained invisible, the distant platform pulled
against the massed bodies with a magnetic attraction that
threatened to press the back of the crowd forward so tightly into
the front that they would become a single, human, particleboard
conglomeration. Nick grinned into it all fiercely. This, he knew,
was it —what it was all about. This was the night.

An odd, half-whining, half-rustling echo rose
from all sides at once: the sound of the wings of a thousand bats,
rippling, multiplying, growing until the air resonated with the
sound. All those thousands of eyes, seconds earlier gripped by the
black nothingness that obscured the stage, darted upward in sudden
confusion, watching, unwilling to miss a single sight or sensation.
In those seconds of diversion, lightning flashed. The air went
suddenly white, and the echoing rustle became a roar.

Nick snapped his eyes back from the ceiling
to the stage, but all he could make out was the glaring, strobed
image of the flash. Sound undulated around him, caressed and
pounded him, moving between the hairs that dangled across his
forehead and vibrated against his scalp.

Then the glare cleared, and they were there.
Maelstrom, chrome-studded leather glittering in the wash of
brilliant, multi-colored light. They had snapped into existence
like an invasion force from another world. The guitars wailed; the
drums pounded, and the incredible volume of the vocals embedded
their message in the base of his skull, rising rhythmically through
his mind. Slowly, the corners of his mouth twisted up in a demonic
grin.

"Righteous!" he
screamed, his words lost in the cresting sound of the band and
blending subtly with the unchecked bedlam that was the crowd.
"Awesome!"

Devon Storme grinned
out into the fuzzy expanse of writhing, screaming humanity. His
eyes flashed with the fiery glitter of complete control. Slowly,
each move a theatrical symphony of motion, he raised his eyes until
they faced skyward. His silver hair, long and straight, flowed in
an iridescent cascade from his shoulders.

He howled. As the microphone in his hand
carried the sound to the amplifiers and mixers, it rose in volume
and power and shot from the towers of speaker columns to echo off
the acoustically perfect rafters, carom wildly from the walls, and
lift the audience to an even higher emotional level. It took them
to "the edge."

From
where he stood, concentrating his energy on the pitch and the
resonance of that one long screaming note, he couldn’t hear the
overpowering sound he was creating. The monitors on stage were set
for a much lower decibel level. He judged how he affected changes
in the crowd by their motion. Each variation of sound flowed
through the seething mass of bodies in waves. It was exhilarating
beyond any other high. They were his, his and Maelstrom’s, and they were in for the night of their
lives. He snapped his eyes downward, focusing on an abstract point
near the center of the crowd. With the lights glaring in his face,
he couldn’t make out any individual faces beyond the first three
rows, just a twisting, swaying mass of energy and emotion. Without
warning he brought his hand up, then back down, and pointed his
finger into the crowd. He tossed back his hair and launched into
the first song. Behind him the guitars screamed and the bass rolled
like thunder. He rode the eye of the storm and fired his words like
bolts of energy into the eager targets below him.

"Ride upon the dragon’s breath,

The essence of the Mistral Wind,

Take the pathways sealed to man,

On astral wings ascend.

Ride the serpents coiling scales,

Find the freedom of the air.

Alone upon the dragon’s breath,

Ride it if you
dare!"

He felt the psychic pressure of their eyes,
all of their eyes, riveted to his face, his body. Every leap or
twist brought screams of adulation, ripples of movement. The crowd,
entangled in his words, had become an extension of the band, a
huge, monstrous body of flesh with the music at its core, the band
as its brain.

The song ended, but the steady backbeat of
the drums never faded. He smiled out at his disciples and tilted
his head to the side in a patented gesture that said, "Hey, let’s
party!" It was a universal body language that was eloquent in a way
that even the music fell short of.

"Are we happy tonight?" he asked, voice
crashing and echoing, otherworldly and hypnotic. "Are we ready for
the Storm?"

He swung his hair about and swept the crowd
with a leering scrutiny that hushed what little sound remained. "We
are all here, you know," he continued. "The Mechanic, on
drums."

His voice faded into the resounding beat. A
tremor of snare and symbols rang out, then another, a building
crescendo of crashing, rhythmic thunder. Cresting on the wave of an
avalanche of syncopation, The Mechanic’s hair spun, and sweat flew
from his brow, sparkling like small rivulets of light. Then the
thunder faded slowly, returning to a steady, deceptively intricate
backbeat. Stepping forward once again, Devon smiled.

"Beside me rides The Force, rhythm guitar." A
crackle of distortion rocked out and wove itself into the rhythm of
the drums, small flourishes and eddies of notes rippling through
the steady, droning resonance of the chords.

"And Tommy Thunder on bass!" he snapped,
ushering in a pummeling, bone-shaking rush of deep, rich notes,
perfectly timed with the drums, but so closely woven with the
chords and notes of the guitar that the two might be a single
instrument, the sound born of a single thought.

The music was gathering speed now, and Devon
threw his hands over his head as he cried, "Lightning!"

Beside him, the short, blonde-haired
guitarist moved slightly forward and launched into a flurry of
notes that hit the amphitheater like a waterfall of sound, bursting
through the structure of the music but disturbing nothing,
flawlessly running harmonic foot races with bass and drum, and
speeding through the rhythm like quicksilver.

Louie "Lightning" Rivers was hot. Devon knew
it; the crowd knew it, and Lightning knew it. Devon’s smile
widened yet again. The music was there —right on the edge, and the
crowd was eating it up, absolutely entranced, with the band’s hole
card yet to be played. It was time to bring on the show-stopper of
all showstoppers.

Stepping further to one side, just out of the
spotlight, he grabbed the second microphone that awaited him there.
He raised his arm above his head, a sign to the lighting crew, and
the spotlights dimmed, replaced by a greenish glow that was
brightest at the center of the stage.

"And the Storm," his voice echoed, reciting
in deep, mystical tones, "rose to tear and rend. Thunder crashed,
Lightning flashed, and the night was taken —taken by…" he hesitated
as the music slowed, a seductive blues beat that pulled at the
collective limbs of the crowd with invisible strings, forcing them
into sinuous motion, "Gail Force!"

She slipped
from the shadows with lips parted and eyes aglow and gyrated across
the stage to stand, writhing and twisting in perfect unison with
the waves of sound. Her nearly bare body glowed in the green
radiance from above. The lights wound about her, like a giant
luminous serpent, tightening its grip. Bodies swayed in time; all
eyes were on her as she sent her passion flowing outward, dripped
the honey of pure sexual abandon from her skin, flung it from her
hair and out in a shower to soak them all. Then she stepped to the
microphone, and she sang.

Nick could just make
out the haughty, arrogant form of Devon Storme as he stepped
forward once more to stand at Gail’s side. They were like fire and
ice, moon and sun. A perfect complement, one to the other.

It was like a dream. Nick’s mind blended one
light with another, all light with the sound; and before his eyes a
goddess danced, just for him. He continued to press forward,
oblivious of his surroundings. The trip was hot. He felt the LSD
pump through his veins and tasted it sizzling at the back of his
throat, reminding him what network was responsible for the program.
WLSD —better living through modern chemistry. Yeah. He hoped he’d
be alive when it was all over, but for the moment he was trapped,
adrift in the frenzied emotion, twisting in the grasp of
Maelstrom.

"Awesome," he thought again —or had he
spoken? The moment was lost, and he couldn’t quite recall, nor
could he remember why he would care. All around him his friends
shook, danced, and stared up at the stage, lost in their own
private worlds, off on their own trips.

He felt Ruthie press back against him firmly,
never letting the contact between them break, or lessen. Her touch,
the feel of her body, her scent, every sensory perception wove
itself to the vision of Gail Force, toying with his fantasies,
driving him right to that edge, that magical Jim Morrison world
where anything was possible. His teeth ground together
compulsively, and the odd numbing dryness at the back of his throat
persisted. Every ten minutes or so, a sizzling crackle shot from
his throat to his ears and back down his throat.

Fried, he thought, grinning. What a
night!

The music shifted, slow and sensuous, fast
and frantic; and it twisted them first one way, then the other. It
was magical, the hold the songs had over them, an escapist’s dream.
The world, its problems, its mundane realities, all had been
scraped away to show the bare, essential emotion of the moment.
Three hours seemed like three years until it ended, and then it
seemed all too short.

Devon and Gail crooned, then screamed, all in
perfect harmony; Lightning Louie’s solos grew, if possible, faster
and more complex as the night wore on. His guitar spoke, cried out,
sang, and screeched at the perfect controlling touch of pick and
fingers.

It ended, just as it had begun. The lights
flashed out; the crowd was stunned to silence, and their next
vision was the stage, barren and empty, as the house lights rose
from a dim haze to a confusing brilliance. Nick’s mind told him
that it must be the same stage that met his eyes; he knew it
was the same, and yet in some subtle, impossible way it was
not.

The fluorescent lights glared; the wooden
platform was snarled with wires and dead amplifiers, and the
garbage —the refuse of 40,000 screaming fans was stuck to the floor
in puddles of spilled soda, beer, and sweat. All of these things
registered themselves among Nick’s thought patterns, and then were
rejected. It was cheap, disgusting, and way too empty. Time to
roll.

Ruthie seemed to sense the snapping of the
spell, and she peeled herself reluctantly from his embrace. He
wondered if it had been the same for her; if she had been dreaming
that they were making love, melting to one, flowing together in a
molten blob of passion. She looked around at the others, then at
Nick; her eyes filled with nervous guilt —with uncertainty.

Ruthie was on Nick’s wavelength: he felt it.
She was tripping like a rocket, and unlike Nick and the others, it
made her feel conspicuous and alone. He smiled at her, willing the
sparkle in his eyes to tell her that he was just as far beyond
control as she was, just as fucked up and out-of-sync, and that it
was okay.

Tripping, he knew, could bring people
together, or drive them apart more quickly and completely than any
other experience. It forced you to the edge. On the edge you can be
pushed just as easily as you can fall — or jump.

"Wow," Weasel commented, breaking the silence
and tossing his stringy black hair out of his eyes with one hand.
Sweat splashed the rest of them, and he watched the droplets fly,
grinning. "Hot trip," he added. "Guess we’d better vacate, though.
The air’s getting pretty dead in here."

"Well," Flash tossed in, his eyes bright and
full of energy, "we can’t go home, that’s for sure. My mom and dad
would fucking freak if they saw me like this. I mean, they
already think you guys spend your nights killing old ladies for
their bread money and drinking blood. You send me home tripping,
mom makes me a sandwich and I tell her to make it stop flopping and
breathing so I can eat it…? Nope. No fucking way."

They all laughed and turned toward the doors,
where the last dregs of stoners and drunks were weaving their way
through the huge exit and into the after-concert bedlam of the
parking lot.

Outside waited a surreal world, much
different from the confined inner space of the amphitheater.
Thousands of cars in various states of departure moved in a
slow-motion mechanical dance. The four friends wove their way
through small groups of people gathered around the tailgates of
trucks to wait for traffic to clear, passing through waves of sound
as they moved from the range of one stereo to the next. Some played
Maelstrom; others ran the gamut of the safer, more traditional
sounds of Morrison or Zeppelin, and the newer, more trip-intense
groups like Nine Inch Nails, or Seether. A few adventurous folks
even braved the radio and its endless stream of prattle and
pseudo-pop nonsense.

They passed through it all in silence,
waiting; and they were not disappointed. Flash, as everyone knew he
would be, was the first to break the silence, tossing off the words
they all wanted to hear.

"Good night to raise the devil," he said, his
voice wavering in a horrible impression of Vincent Price. "Shady
Grove night?"

Nobody answered, at first. They glanced at
one another tentatively, waiting. None of them could face their
parents yet, and empty rooms without music, alone, were not real
possibilities as long as the drug held them, which would be most of
the night.

The shaded paths and whispering mists of the
graveyard were a challenge: one that they knew only too well. Every
time Flash and Nick were tripping, they somehow ended up there.

Nick said he was looking for ghosts. Ruthie
was watching him now, the gleam in his eyes, and the far away smile
on his lips. She could believe, when he was this way and when the
trip gave her the sight, that he might find them. She wasn’t
certain if she wanted to be there if he did — some of the
real-world ghosts of his life were powerful enough to be
frightening. Like his father.

He drew her though, almost like
Maelstrom had drawn them all. It was a Shady Grove night;
that much was certain, and it was going to be wild. Ruthie drew a
little closer to Nick’s side and shivered.

The van was still surrounded by wandering
kids, open cars, trucks and vehicles of all types, and sound. A
thousand stereos blared in melodious discord. This, along with the
acid, kept them quiet. They moved in a tight bunch: it seemed
safer.

Using the memorization ritual he’d perfected
long ago, Flash led them unerringly back to where "The Magic Bus"
was parked. He’d purposely put it in plain sight of the parking lot
markers 3 and D.

"Welcome, friends," he chanted, spinning
slowly to grin at them in his best sideshow manner, "to the third
dimension. It is a dimension of sight, and sound. Your coach
awaits, the night beckons, and it’s going to be a long, long
trip…buckle in, and prepare for blast off."

"The rap" had started. Maelstrom had warmed
them up, reality was gone, and they all laughed and rushed with the
pseudo-energy of LSD-25. When Flash got started, the words flowed
on and on, unending waves of profound gibberish. It filled the
void, breathed life into dead air.

Sometimes Weasel and Nick joined in —it was
like a war zone then. Ruthie was always amazed, unable to catch up
or take part, and glad that they were content to leave her out of
it, an observer yet still a part of the experience.

Mostly it was just Flash, but tonight Weasel
was giving him a run for it. Nick was silent, holding her tightly
against him and dreaming. Ruthie waited it out, waited for the cool
breeze and shadowy silence of Shady Grove.

The two of them sat in the very back of the
van, and she leaned between his legs, cradled in his arms. He
reached forward slowly, cupped her breasts in his hands and
massaged them sensuously to the beat of the music that now blared
from the van’s massive stereo.

Weasel had taken the reins, steadily feuding
with Flash and keeping him alert. Driving on acid was like a video
game, and all of them were acutely aware of what happened to the
losing spacecraft in video games. Flash managed it, again, and they
rolled out of the lot and onto the freeway, one of a stream of
thousands of drunk, stoned, and rowdy vehicles in a river of
rushing metal.

Weasel popped another tape into the stereo,
and, like a minor flashback, Maelstrom belted out their
trademark song, "Tailspin," Gail Force screeching in a
high-pitched, soprano whine that belied the otherwise melodic
qualities of her voice. The memory of the last few hours snapped
vividly back into focus.

Nick’s hand, as his thoughts returned to the
band, and the concert, drifted toward Ruthie’s thigh and continued
its sensual massage.

"Yeah," Flash screamed, flooring the van and
passing a long string of cars as if they were motionless, "bring on
the night!" The highway, in silent agreement, complied. It would be
a long trip.

 



Chapter Two

The last car arrived
at nearly eleven, sliding through the shadows and into the
concealment of the old barn, and nosing its way in among the others
that were already there. The headlights glared brightly in the dim
interior, flashed off, and seconds later the darkness gave way to
the light of flickering oil lamps, bobbing up and down like
will-’o-the-wisps as those who held them moved through the
shadows.

All thirteen were present. The time for
waiting or hesitation was past. Midnight would mark the start of
the Solstice, and the darkness beckoned to them with a giddy rush
of power —a premonition of darker, wilder things to come.

No clouds marred the perfect ebon of the
night sky. The wind ran invisible fingers through branches and
leaves, bringing the rustling, whispery voices of the trees to
life. Those voices whistled brightly, and then trailed off into the
night to die in the limitless expanse of countryside spreading out
on all sides.

Their wait had been long, impossibly long. So
much had gone into preparation, planning, and perfect execution. It
was the night of a lifetime: a one-in-a-million chance at more than
any of the thirteen —individually —could ever have dreamed of. It
was going to be perfect.

They carried various bundles under their
arms; two held what appeared to be nothing more than a long, lumpy
carpet, rolled haphazardly for the journey. Halfway down the
winding trail that led from the old farm to the high, imposing iron
gates of the graveyard, the bundle began to squirm.

The two continued on their way, ignoring the
movement, controlling their burden with ease. From one end of the
roll a shoe poked out, slipped free, and fell to the ground. One of
the others, trailing behind, bent to retrieve it, securing it in
some deep fold or pocket in his robe. They picked up speed as they
neared their destination. Anticipation was a palpable force,
prodding them onward with fiery jabs.

They wore dark robes that swept the ground as
they walked, rustling in eerie counterpoint to the leaves above
them. The robes rose to full hoods, which were carefully pulled up,
and over their heads and down in front, obscuring all but the glint
of their eyes as they caught stray glimmers of moonlight. The robes
brushed the signs of their passing into oblivion, dragging through
the dust and tall grass as they passed.

Their movements were fluid, the actions of a
single purpose, silent, swift, and exact. Tension crackled about
them, heightening their senses until each sound, each step,
registered like thunder. From the bundle carried between them,
lost, hysterical sounds filtered through —weak and totally without
hope. The sounds died unheeded in the endless void of night.

As they approached the cemetery, the ominous
spiked bars that formed the fence surrounding the rear wall impaled
their shadows. Bright moonlight washed over the gate. The first to
reach the entrance swung the gate easily inward. The old locks and
chains had rusted away years before, and they passed inside,
winding their way through the shady plots and ivy-draped stone
monuments.

This rear section of the graveyard was the
oldest. The vines and shrubbery were marching slowly forward to
reclaim the graves there, unwilling to relinquish the control to
man completely. The path was overgrown in spots, but not
impassable, and they moved down it with practiced ease. When the
undergrowth gave way to an open clearing, they slowed and spread
out.

A pair of gravestones stood in the center of
the space, ripped from their proper resting places decades past.
Across their top lay a large slab from some even more ancient,
distant burial plot. The three formed a low bench of chill, molded
stone, which appeared somehow untouched by fungus or dirt. An
altar. In its center the stone was darkly stained.

The rolled bundle was carried from the
shadows and laid across the stone. Candles were brought forth on
all sides, leaping to life and flickering eerily. Five sets of
hands held these aloft, five figures moved to place themselves at
the cardinal points of the circle. A pentagram was formed.

Two of those remaining moved slowly about the
circle, caught up in a strange, mincing dance step. The rhythm they
created followed an intricate pattern. As they danced, they reached
into leather bags worn at their sides and sprinkled scented herbs
and powders to flutter to the ground. It took several minutes to
complete this ritual, but none of the others moved until the entire
circle was carefully covered.

As the two neared each of those holding a
candle, they chanted a short, monosyllabic incantation. The candle
bearers answered in the same, toneless voice, standing rigid as the
dancers circled them. At each point a larger handful of the powder
was tossed to the wind, offerings to the five spirits —the
gatekeepers.

The other six stood about the stone altar,
one each at the head and foot, and two on either side. They stood
in silence and stared straight ahead, concentrating.

When the dancers had finished, they joined
the two at the ends of the altar. Those at the points of the star
bent to place small braziers on the ground, and the cloying,
sticky-sweet scent of incense rose from each. The scented smoke
swirled about and among them, and its intoxicating aroma formed
images of mist and air that hovered at their backs and sides.

The two at each
end of the altar grabbed the bundle and removed the cords that
bound it, uncoiling it in a single, swift motion. The cloth fell
away to both sides, draping over the stone slab and baring the form
of a young woman. She was bound with a bandanna for a gag and
packing twine on both arms and legs. She rolled wildly back and
forth in her restraints, trying to force the gag from between her
teeth.

Gretchen felt
herself rolled roughly to her back. She drew in the sudden rush of
fresh air with heaving gasps of breath, and tried with every ounce
of her soul to scream. The cotton gag gripped her jaw too tightly.
She twisted to one side, turning blindly about and trying to roll
off of the stone slab in a vain bid for salvation. She saw eyes
leering at her from above, lost in the folds of deep, dark robes:
eyes that began to glitter, then to smile, as she struggled. Again
she tried to scream, but it was far, far too late.

Strong hands gripped her ankles, released the
cords from them quickly and efficiently and drew them roughly
apart. Her remaining shoe was removed and leather straps wrapped
tightly about each ankle. She kicked out as she felt the chain of
her ankle bracelet dig into her flesh from the pressure of the
strap, but they were too strong. She moaned into the gag, as the
straps were pulled taut over the corners of the stone, forcing her
to straddle it, her legs spread wide and bound together
beneath.

Her wrists were next. The process was
repeated at the head of the table, her arms being drawn in a loop
behind her back and around the stone, and then bound in place.
There was little slack, making struggle difficult; but still she
tried. Her muscles rippled, tight —rigid with the effort; her skin
beaded with sweat, plastering her clothing to her thighs and
breasts. Her heart hammered like a drummer gone mad, and her eyes
glazed with terror.

Then she saw the blade. It hovered over her,
mesmerizing in a blue-white flash of the moon’s waxing light. Then
it flickered downward and slid up the side of her blouse. She drew
herself as far away from the cold steel of the blade as possible,
trembling. She tried to hold herself motionless as the knife
sheared through her blouse, slicing it like a razor blade through
paper.

Through tear-fogged eyes she saw the blade
sweep back, grazing her now bare breasts with the feather touch of
icy metal, to slice into the material of her skirt. That was gone
then, too, and beneath it she wore only her stockings. These were
cut away as well, leaving her naked and shivering, her skin awash
with tiny goose bumps, sheathed in a clammy coating of fear-soaked
sweat.

She fought, writhed, and squirmed about on
the stone, scraping her arms and thighs with the effort. The
leather straps mocked her efforts, and the gag only cut deeper into
the sides of her jaw.

Her captors began to chant. They danced in a
slow-motion whirl that was dizzying and disorienting. At odd
intervals they reached out, running cool hands provocatively over
her flesh, trailing across her breasts and over her thighs. Teasing
at her fear. She tried to pull away, to retreat from the obscenity
of their groping hands; but her efforts met only cold stone, and it
held her, helpless and vulnerable, presented to them for their
pleasure. Bile rose in her throat, and she bit it back.

The dancing slowed, and then stopped. One of
the robed figures stooped and brought forth a chalice, brimming
with some dark liquid, a drop of which dribbled down the side and
over his hand. Reaching down to grip Gretchen painfully by the
hair, he tilted her head back and poured a mouthful of the strange
brew carefully over the top of the gag. She tried to spit, tried to
turn her head to the side and force the drink from her mouth; but
he held her too tightly, and she could not spit past the cotton of
the bandanna. She felt heat as the sickly sweet mixture trickled
down her throat, and at last she was forced to swallow, wildly
gasping to regain her breath. She drank it all, and tears filled
her eyes until she saw nothing but a blur.

Next, the figure raised the cup to his lips
and drank deeply. It traveled quickly around the circle. Each of
the robed figures took a deep draught and passed it along. Gretchen
felt the warmth and sweetness in her throat spreading into a fuzzy
numbness and working its way through her bloodstream. She still
shook her head, still struggled; but the movements had grown slow
and dream-like. The shaking of her head only spread the webs of
confusion gripping her thoughts more thickly.

Hands caressed her skin. They covered her
with some sort of ointment, a cool salve that tingled through her
pores and soaked into her nerves in cool, soothing waves. She
wanted to scream. The helpless violation drove like a sharp spike
into the back of her brain and ordered her to fight, but she had no
strength for it. Whatever had been in the drink had erased her
control over her limbs. Now the tingle of the ointment melted
through her skin, layer by layer. She smelled the pungent odor of
the stuff wafting up, as her breathing grew ragged, and then
deeper.

Her skin was warming, glowing, and electric
with sensation. An inner fire erupted and sent a spasm of shivers
spinning through her each time a finger, or a hand, made contact.
Her head spun. She fought an already lost battle for control of her
own body. The clearing faded. Thought faded. She arched to seek the
probing hands as the figures chanted. The writhing struggles on
which she’d concentrated melted to a hot, molten swaying motion
that coincided to the steps of their dance. Hands rippled over her
flesh, leading her, teasing her.

Until it had already happened, she was not
aware of the first as he entered her. She tried to scream then, but
the drugs dulled her concentration, and each sensation shot through
her like icy fire. The false chemical pleasure rippled across nerve
endings and twisted her to its will. The ointment wormed its way
further through her bloodstream and drew forth reactions she had no
defense against. Her body bucked and pressed upward; her voice
whimpered and moaned, crying out as each pulled free and the next
took his place. Her mind wept.

She had no way of keeping count, but after a
seemingly endless succession, after she had been prepared, a last
figure stepped forward. He stood close by her side, and she watched
him, panting, unable to move or draw back from his presence. She
stared up at him. The utter helplessness and hopelessness of the
moment washed over her, and she shuddered. She felt their seed
dripping across her inner thigh, and the combined sweat of them
rubbed deeply into her skin.

Then she saw a bright glitter, a flashing
flutter of silver. Fascinated, she watched it as it rose high above
her, another star in the endless night sky, and then plummeted, its
speed unreal and dizzying. Confused, she pressed herself up off the
stone, anticipating yet another touch — another sensation.

The blade sank deep into her flesh, bursting
her heart and cascading the circled figures with droplets of blood.
They drew back their hoods, bared their faces to the caress of the
moonlight, and returned to their dance. On the stone slab, the
blood still oozed slowly from Gretchen’s cooling body to drip
steadily, puddling on the ground beneath their feet.

They began their chant in earnest, and the
dance became wild —reckless and with abandon —a tribute and
sacrifice to the waning moon. It was done. Their eyes flashed with
the fire of dark desire. It was done.

 



Chapter Three

Somehow, Flash
managed to steer the van through the twisting glow of flashing
lights and rushing landscape without a hitch. It seemed as though
they’d been driving for hours, days even; and the memory of
Maelstrom and the concert were fading away behind them
rapidly.

Nick and Ruthie knew that they were nearing
the cemetery when they heard the crunch of gravel under the tires
that signaled their turn onto Shady Grove Lane, a winding one-lane
drive that brought one from State Highway 13 to the front gates of
the Shady Grove cemetery.

The images induced by the acid were slowing,
losing their otherworldly intensity. This was the part of the trip
that Nick always found most memorable. When the peak receded, the
sizzling sensations in his throat came further and further apart;
and his mind seemed to reach a state of absolute clarity. Every
thought deepened and took on more meaning. It might not be true, he
knew. More likely he’d just fried so many brain cells that simple
things began to appear profound. It didn’t matter. It was a
beautiful night, somehow made more so by the trailing wisps of the
drug, and he was going to enjoy it.

Pulling her a little tighter into his arms,
he stroked Ruthie’s long golden hair absently. He saw the
headlights bouncing ahead when they went over a particularly large
pothole, then darkness again in a lazy, roller coaster-like motion.
The momentary light had caught on Ruthie’s hair, making it ripple
like spun gold.

She was a cute girl, a little lost at times,
a bit too insecure, but in her own way more special to him than any
person besides his mother. He knew that she was scared when they
tripped, afraid of being alone with him when she was so vulnerable,
yet unwilling to be apart.

The others never brought girls with them.
Nick liked the sensation of responsibility. He kept his eyes open
and watched over her. She was a slender girl. The acid accentuated
this impression, giving her the flighty frailty of a small,
delicate bird. She tugged at him, not just physically, but at some
inner strings that others seemed unable to find, or to grasp.
Special.

He liked having her near him, and this night
in particular he had wanted her there. It was a special night for
him. He wrapped his arms further around her and gave her a quick
hug, reassuring her that he was aware of her and that she was in
his thoughts. She pressed back against him and snuggled in a little
deeper.

Turning her head slightly, she looked up into
his smiling eyes and shyly smiled in return. She didn’t speak, knew
that such a moment was better in silence. Nothing said at times
such as this was nothing said wrong. She laid her head back against
his chest, her cheek pressed tightly where she could feel the
beating of his heart, and lost herself once more in the music.

They passed through the cemetery gates at
last and turned down the left fork just inside, skirting the edges
of the newer plots and the gatehouse. They preferred the older
sections, near the rear of the grounds, and Flash headed slowly in
that direction. Their usual spot was a pull-off from the main trail
beside a huge, musty old mausoleum that provided a good parking
space as well as cover from the gate behind.

"Well, kiddies," Flash piped up, "Next stop
funland, ghouls, ghosties, eerie phenomena of all shapes, sizes,
and nightmare regions. Please watch your step, and the flight
departs for all parts homeward in two hours. Thank you for flying
Magic Bus Airlines…"

They stopped moving with a lurch, reminding
them all to be thankful that Flash had pulled it off again, that
they were in one piece, alive, and ready to roll. The music blared
louder with the engine off, echoing strangely in the enclosed metal
shell of the van. Without another word, Flash reached out and
killed the stereo, leaving a strobing echo of the final song,
"Reach for the Light," ringing through their ears.

"Wow," Weasel commented with his usual
profundity. Shaking his head from side to side as if to free it of
the sound, he continued, "Heavy."

"Pretty wordy for a fucking rodent," Nick
answered, rising slowly to a crouch and extricating himself from
behind Ruthie to reach for the door. He stepped out into the cool
night air and turned to give Ruthie his hand, drawing her out and
close to him in one motion. The others catapulted from opposite
sides of the van in unison, whooping like banshees. In what seemed
only seconds, the four of them stood in a group, looking about
themselves with interest.

"Ghost hunt?" Flash called, eyeing Nick and
Ruthie, who stood pressed tightly together, gazing into one
another’s eyes.

"Not tonight, I think," Nick answered. "I’m
going to walk around, you know? I feel like just letting the night
happen, letting it flow."

"Yeah," Flash answered, "we know." He fixed
Ruthie with a leering half smile, cocked one eyebrow up and waggled
his finger at her. "You watch him close, Ruthie girl, real close.
Moonlight, it gets him totally weird, you know? Never can tell what
appetites or lusts might grip him. In fact…"

"Cut," Nick said, waving his hands, "the
shadows beckon." He grinned, but his arms held Ruthie tightly and
comfortingly. "We’ll catch you two on the return flight, Cap’n.
Beam us up when you’re ready to launch."

Grabbing Ruthie’s hand, he began walking away
slowly, already scanning the shadows and alcoves of the old tombs
for anything of interest. His mind was not on ghosts, though, not
really. The pressure Ruthie was returning on his hand told him that
she knew it too.

He felt her shiver slightly, pulling closer.
Tonight was special: the concert, the drugs, and their friends —
perfect. Maelstrom were Nick’s idols, and now there was this
— the graveyard, the silence. He had planned it so that he could
give the whole night to her, a slice of his life she could share.
He glanced down and saw that she was smiling fiercely, the drugs
bringing her emotions much closer to the surface. She was almost
crying, she was so happy, and he had to look away before his own
eyes teared up.

Ahead, the line of ancient gravestones met
with a climbing wall of vines and shrubs, growing up, over, and
around the larger of the old monuments and eventually crashing
against a wall of trees. Among the waving branches and shuffling,
dried leaves of those trees the shadows were at their strongest —
so Nick told himself as he approached them.

Oddly, and he had noticed it before, beyond
the tree line there was no feel of death. It was as if the graves,
with their expensive carved stones and sun-bleached plastic
bouquets were more of a monument to the mundane trivialities of
life than to a meaningful afterlife. He couldn’t picture a spirit
choosing to remain in such a place; it was like a museum.

There were graves among the trees as well,
some with small tree trunks growing from their centers, others
covered over in leaves and debris. The names on these older graves
were generally longer and sounded more distinguished. Here and
there a Spanish name cropped up — more so than in the newer parts
of the cemetery. These were the final resting places of the true
founding fathers of San Valencez and Lavender California. These
men, women, and children had known the twin cities when they were
merely plots of ground and a few scattered vineyards. He wondered
briefly if they would approve of what had become of their land. He
wondered if they would be sorry that no one remembered them.

They were nearing the place he sought, and
his pulse quickened. He’d discovered what he called "the altar"
several years earlier on one of their first ghost hunts. There was,
he was certain, some far less ominous reason why it was there than
virgin sacrifice, but he preferred his fantasy.

"The altar" was a stone slab, supported at
both ends by a pair of headstones that had been placed in the
center of a clearing. There were dark stains on that stone, dark
and rusty brown. He could almost feel the weight of time pressing
down on the ancient stone, could almost hear the chanting and see
the priests as they offered scantily clad young women to elder
gods.

This was the place where he’d wanted to end
this night. First the trip, then Maelstrom, all on the night
of the Summer Solstice. It was a magic night, for him, anyway, one
that was destined to be stamped in his memory. He wanted to do
everything he could to add to that, to embed it in his mind. He
wanted the memories to be perfect.

He had also planned for Ruthie to be there.
She was becoming a larger part of his life, and possibly of his
future. It was important to Nick that she knew all of him,
every aspect of his life, the easy to understand and the difficult
to deal with. He knew he was a moody person, probably right on the
borderline of weird, by most standards. If she couldn’t cope with
that, he needed to know now, before he committed too much.

Nick was not one to harbor delusions about
life. He wanted to know everything there was to know about people
—wanted them to care enough to know about him. His own home was a
perfect example of everything he feared in life; he had no
intention of adding another broken family to the statistics in
sociology class.

The problem was that half the people you met
didn’t want to know or be known, and a good percentage of those who
did want to know ended up being consumed by the need to take
advantage of that knowledge, once it was theirs. He hoped Ruthie
wouldn’t turn out to be one of these; it was important. He was
beginning to think that he was in love with her.

He watched her as they walked, smiling as she
shyly averted her eyes. She was looking about with interest,
obviously fascinated in a morbid sort of way, but scared too. He
squeezed her hand again to reassure her. She looked a little like
one of those actresses in a Night of the Living Dead movie, as if
she expected every snap of a branch or rustle of leaves to usher
skeletal fingers up through the ground to grasp at her ankles and
trip her up.

He noticed each time she started or flinched,
but he didn’t laugh. There was a twinkle in his eye when he slowed
his steps and pulled her closer, letting her know that he
understood how she felt. She managed a smile in return. There
wasn’t much farther to go, and he wanted her to be happy about it
all, not scared. It was their night, hers as well as his.

The foliage ahead was thick and menacing. The
moonlight pierced it only in scattered shafts, forcing shadows to
impossible lengths and ghastly shapes, punctuating the pitch-dark
cores of the deeper shade.

Suddenly they stopped short, startled by a
sound in the distance —engines? Nick’s first thought was that Flash
and Weasel were driving around somewhere behind them, but it
sounded like a lot of cars, like an entire parking lot of
cars had started up all at once. He glanced at Ruthie, who shared
his confusion, and they listened carefully as the sounds grew
louder, then fainter, and finally faded away.

"A funeral at midnight?" Nick muttered. He
started pushing ahead again, a little more quickly, snapping off
branches and trampling shrubs as he went. Something had just gone
on, or was still going on, and he wanted to know just what the hell
it was. The trip was fading to the wide-eyed aftermath of leftover
speed that would carry him into the wee hours of the morning, and
his mind felt fresh and clear.

Ruthie, eyes wide, was obviously in less of a
hurry to bust in on whatever goings-on might be found in a darkened
cemetery; but she plugged gamely along at his heels. Given the
choice of staying behind to wait for him in the darkness, Nick
supposed anything would have been preferable.

Nick plowed through the brush unerringly,
heading for the altar. He ducked around hanging branches, skipped
over roots and fallen limbs, leaving Ruthie slightly behind, then
catching himself and waiting impatiently for her to catch up before
continuing.

The moon had dimmed somewhat as it passed
from the night sky into the gray, half-light of early morning; but
there was still plenty left to illuminate the clearing. Nick
stopped dead in his tracks as he caught his first sight of the
altar.

"Shit," he breathed, holding up an arm to
stop Ruthie from coming any closer. "Jesus fucking Christ!"

There was a woman tied to the altar in an
obviously painful, spread-eagled position. Her hair flowed back and
over the end of the stone table. Her face, contorted in a grimace
that was half smile and half agony, was turned to the sky, as if in
supplication.

Blood, dark and still dripping slowly from
the stone, had puddled on the ground beneath her. A lot of blood.
He turned, trying to shield Ruthie from the sight, knowing what the
remnants of the LSD would do with this fucking nightmare;
but he was too late. She’d already moved around to his side and was
staring in silence, slowly shaking her head back and forth.

Her eyes grew suddenly wide, then dim and
glazed with shock. Her throat constricted; her abdomen twitched,
and Nick knew the scream was coming a moment before it began to
rise. He leaped to her side, hand reaching to clamp off the sound,
too late.

The scream erupted, echoing through the
graveyard like the pealing of a church bell, or the wailing of a
lost spirit, loud and accusing. Belatedly Nick clapped a hand
firmly over Ruthie’s mouth and pulled her quickly back into the
shadows.

"Don’t scream," he ordered, keeping his voice
calm and level. He could see the beginnings of hysteria churning in
her eyes, and there was no time for it. "We have to get back to the
van. Something happened here, something bad. We have to get the
others, and we have to be quiet. Whoever did this might not be
gone."

That last bit caught her, if none of his
other words sank home, and it yanked her back from the brink
—barely. It helped, also, that he was holding her, he thought. He
only wished there was time to think about that.

"Nick," she choked out, her voice a strained
whisper that yearned to break back into a scream. "That woman, I
know her."

"What are you talking about? Who is she?"

"Mrs. Steiner," she answered. "She works at
the school. I…I think her name is Gretchen. She was always so nice,
and she…"

Nick silenced her again, gripping her
shoulders insistently and turning her back the way they’d come.
There would be time to seek explanations later. Now there was only
the van, Flash, Weasel, and safety.

All that existed in the next few moments was
flashing ground, shadows, and barely dodged headstones as Nick led
her as quickly and quietly as safety would allow, supporting her
when she stumbled and whispering encouragement to her every few
seconds. Though it had seemed to take forever to reach the
clearing, it was not that far to the van; and soon the light grew
brighter and the old mausoleum where Flash had parked came into
sight. The others weren’t there.

Nick hurried to the driver’s side door and
reached inside, giving a quick blast on the horn. This was a signal
they’d developed on earlier "ghost hunts" to make each other aware
of interesting "finds." He knew that it would only take moments for
Flash and Weasel to arrive.

Opening the back of the van, he helped Ruthie
inside, seated her on the plush shag carpet and leaned her back
carefully against the rear wall. He held her there, kneeling in
front of her, and let her lean against him. He could feel her
trembling, could feel his shirt dampening with her tears as
convulsive sobs racked her small frame. Then she pulled back
slightly, looking up at him with red, pleading eyes.

"It was the trip, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it!" She
was nearly babbling, "I mean, that couldn’t have been a body, Mrs.
Steiner, could it? She couldn’t be dead, not here, not like that.
Nick, what’s happening?"

"I don’t know," he said, eyes bright with a
mixture of fear and intensity that threatened to frighten her
again. He softened his expression when he saw her start to pull
back, cursing himself for not paying attention to her fear. "I’m
going to find out, though."

"Don’t go." She said, reading the interest
and fear and determination from his eyes in a glance. "What if they
come back, or…"

"I’ll be all right," he said, almost sharply,
rising at the sound of approaching footsteps. "I just want to get a
closer look, to know what the hell happened there. I’ll take Flash;
Weasel can stay with you. Make sure he keeps the motor running.
We’ll be back soon…I promise."

She would have pressed the issue, he could
see it in her eyes, would have tried to stop him, to hold him close
to her; but he was too
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