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				Dedicated To Paul

			

			
				Chapter One

				Lily Briar, the first follower, peered at the road ahead, her view bracketed by the profiled silhouettes of Father in the driver’s seat and Mother in the passenger’s. Neither of them was speaking. Lily looked to Mother, then to Father. The early afternoon sun filtered through the streaked windshield and made golden auras around them both, around Mother’s shawl-shrouded face, around Father’s smooth, bald head and square, hulking frame. A parabola-shaped scar was just visible above the collar of his ill-fitting suit. Lily knew them only as Mother and Father; she did not know their real names, and could not remember if she’d ever known them. She knew only that Mother and Father were All There Was. They were taking her on a journey, to someplace wonderful.

				On the seat beside her, Rose shifted a little and yawned, her pink petal lips stretching enchantingly. Rose was Lily’s twin sister, although from Lily’s perspective, their twindom was something of a cruel joke. While Rose was tall and lithe, with golden-blonde hair framing a countenance that would make an angel weep with envy, Lily was given nothing but genetic leftovers, standing a bare inch or two above three feet, her face and limbs horribly stunted and deformed. For a long time, Lily harbored a burning resentment toward her sister, even as she loved her hopelessly, and relied on her unreservedly after the long-ago death of their real and barely-remembered parents. Now, she only smiled at her. Everything was all right now, with Mother and Father here. They were all in this together, a family.

				The buildings, houses, and people of a large town were rushing past the windows. Lily gazed out at the blur, although it made little impression. Other than the hazy waves of heat, the drooping palm trees, and the crumbling Spanish architecture, the scene was no different from the dozens of others she had witnessed in the past several months, as the new little family made its way toward an unknown destination. They drove for countless miles, stopping rarely. The only break in the routine was more than a year ago; one day, Father stopped at a house somewhere on the endless plains of the Midwest, and stayed in there for quite a while, coming out later with a grin on his face and a few spots of blood on his coat. Not a word was said, and Lily shrugged and fell back into her musings, trusting Father had the best interests of the family at heart. Since that distant day it was nothing but driving and more driving.

				They arrived Somewhere. Mother did not speak—she rarely did, and then only in cryptic whispers—but Father seemed to know her thoughts, and murmured assent just as though she had given him an explicit instruction. To Lily, his voice boomed like a god’s voice, echoing down from Mount Olympus.

				Father turned the car onto a narrow, two-lane road, a residential neighborhood with little in the way of residences. The few houses became fewer and farther between as they drove, until there was nothing but thick flowering trees and sunlit patches of wild grass. Birds twittered and hopped playfully from shrub to shrub, as though tracking the car’s progress.

				Lily stared down at her tiny, stunted fingers as they twisted excitedly in her lap. She knew they must have been nearing the end of their trip, the trip that Father talked about for months, relaying messages from Mother. She didn’t know what would happen, but Father said that after the trip, everything would be different, that soon Lily and Rose would have lots and lots of people to talk to. Lily liked the sound of that. As much as she loved Mother and Father, she did get lonely sometimes, lying awake on the little sofa in the trailer, or under the odd-smelling covers of a cot in some nondescript hotel room, while Father spoke in a low voice, conversing with Mother just as though she was replying to him, which she usually wasn’t. Lily knew they loved her—they let her live with them, didn’t they, and they even remembered to feed her most of the time—but they didn’t seem to notice her very much. They were very busy, always working and studying, always conferring silently about things Lily didn’t really understand. They were preoccupied, that was all. Of course there was always Rose, sleeping on the other, softer sofa in the trailer, or on the bigger bed in the hotel rooms, but sometimes she didn’t talk much either. It would be nice for Lily to have others around who would talk to her more, who would listen with rapt smiling faces when she talked to them, instead of looking down at her with disgust or worse, pity.

				It would be nice to live somewhere else, somewhere permanent, besides hotels, or that tiny trailer which always smelled vaguely of sweat and old incense and rotting hay.

				Mother’s withered hand emerged from beneath her layers of shawls and rested on Father’s arm. Lily sat up straighter as Father nosed the car onto a dirt path that was almost invisible if you weren’t looking hard for it. Tree branches festooned with moss arched over the path like a dappled cathedral ceiling, brown, green, and soaring. It was still bright daylight, so the shadows formed by the trees were friendly shadows, warm and transparent. Nothing could hide in them at this time of day, in this light.

				The tree growth was so thick that the house itself was not visible until the car was almost upon it. Lily bounced up and down on her seat, not sure why she was excited, but seeing out of the corner of her eye that Rose was excited, too, her lean body strained forward for a better look.

				The house was a large, rectangular two-story. Fresh white paint glowed on the stucco, making the structure stand out from the landscape with eye-popping clarity. An enormous brick porch spanned the entire front façade, supported by six fluted columns. The yard was slightly overgrown, but the effect was one of pleasant wildness and mystery, rather than shabby neglect.

				Father stopped the car in the driveway and shut off the engine. He turned and gestured to Rose to accompany him, and she leapt nearly three inches off the seat. Lily felt a twinge of something—jealousy? Weren’t they all going inside? Wasn’t this the house they were going to live in now, as Lily fervently hoped? Why did only Rose get to go with Father?

				As though Lily had spoken these questions aloud, Mother turned slowly in her seat, displeasure coming off her bird-like figure like a stench. Lily could not see Mother’s face, hidden behind the thick material, but she could imagine ice-blue points of light like lasers emerging from skeletal eye sockets, boring a hole through her flesh and into her being. Lily shrank back a little against the leather. She was sorry she had doubted Mother. Everything, of course, was going to be fine, and explained in due course.

				Lily watched as Father maneuvered his bulk up the brick steps, his shadow nearly eclipsing Rose entirely. Rose, her short magenta skirt flapping saucily about her thighs, turned and waved to Lily, who returned the gesture, grudgingly, from behind the dirty glass.

				Then Father and Rose were on the porch, presumably knocking at the door. Lily let her eyes wander across the front of the house, taking in the darkened entrance with its stained glass inserts, the crisp black shutters and flower boxes, and the low windows that were all open to admit the mid autumn breezes. Sheer white curtains fluttered behind the screens.

				Lily was staring at one of the windows for a long time before she noticed that there was a face behind it, looking back out at her.

				Chapter Two

				Martin watched as the car crept up the driveway, the brush in his hand dribbling red paint onto his bare feet. He swore, both at the mess and at the interruption, then balanced the brush on the edge of the table, scooping up a cloth to wipe at his toes. Luckily, the floor in this room was still covered with plastic sheeting, so the new carpet was safe.

				He heard the engine die with a prolonged rattle, and he peered outside again. The car was a long, boxy thing, probably from the mid-seventies, although Martin wasn’t much interested in automobile makes and models. Its powder blue finish was eaten with rust in places, and its sides were splashed with dried mud, as though it had been driven a long way, presumably through a swamp. A forlorn-looking trailer bounced along behind it, crooked vertical blinds clacking behind tiny, screened windows. Martin couldn’t think of anyone who drove a getup like that; besides, if it was someone he knew, the driver would have known to pull around the back and park in the big dirt lot behind the house.

				The sun reflected off the windshield, so he couldn’t see inside very well, but he thought he could make out a dark figure in the passenger seat, and maybe another couple in the back; short-looking silhouettes, probably kids. The driver’s side door opened and a man got out, a very tall man with muscled flesh barely restrained behind a rumpled gray suit. He wore dark glasses below his shining bald head, and his hands looked like two bundles of link sausages. Martin thought he looked seedy, but also scary and mean, like a particularly pugnacious traveling Bible salesman. Were there traveling salesmen anymore? Martin wondered.

				Then one of the back doors opened and a girl emerged, stretching her long limbs like a butterfly breaking free of its chrysalis. She looked no more than eighteen or so, and had round, wide eyes that gave her a look of startled innocence, one that was just dying to be corrupted.

				The man approached the porch, with the beautiful girl loping a few steps behind him. With a grumble, Martin realized that at some point he might actually have to answer the door – everyone else was out, and the guy had probably already seen him gaping out the window. As he wiped his hands on his jeans, it occurred to him that the guy might be here on some type of business—what if something was wrong with one of their permits? The place was due to open in three weeks’ time, and if there was a problem now, Martin wouldn’t have any idea what to do—Chloe was the brains of the operation and handled all the financial and business matters. Chloe wouldn’t be back for hours. On the other hand, why would a business guy bring a hot young girl in a mini-skirt along on his rounds? Martin had to admit he was mystified.

				He heard shuffling footsteps on the brick just outside, so he pulled open the door before the guy could ring the bell. The man didn’t seem surprised, but it was hard to tell behind those glasses. He just stood there in the opening, mostly filling it with his bulk. The girl behind him flitted, trying to see around him, like a fairy circling a rhinoceros.

				“Can I help you?” said Martin. He decided he wanted to get rid of this guy as quickly as possible—the mural on the west wall was nearly finished, and he wanted to get it done and everything cleaned up before Chloe and the others got home.

				The man didn’t answer right away, instead leaning forward and peering past Martin’s shoulder, looking into the living room. He clasped his hands behind his back. His suit pulled in the front, buttons straining. “Very nice house you have here,” the man said. His voice was as thick as the circumference of his neck would have predicted. The tone of the sentence didn’t quite suggest a threat, but neither was it completely innocuous.

				Martin chose to ignore the subtext. “Yeah, thanks.” He wasn’t going to get chummy with the guy, tell him that he owned the place jointly with three friends, that they had spent the last few months fixing it up, that in three weeks it was opening to the public as a combination coffeehouse, music venue, and art gallery. This guy and his—girlfriend? daughter?—were strangers, and none of this was any of their business, and anyway, when was this jackass going to say what he wanted and get lost?

				“I wonder…” the man said, craning his scarred neck forward and around, trying to get a glimpse inside, “I wonder if you could…tell me if there’s a hotel nearby. My family and I,” here he made a vague gesture that encompassed the beautiful girl as well as the two shadowy figures still in the car, “have been driving a very long time, and well…” He trailed off and smiled, displaying a mouthful of graying teeth.

				Martin didn’t smile back. He backed up, slightly, and tightened his grip on the door. Now he knew the guy was full of shit, because there were two very obvious hotels right on the corner of this road and the main one, and since the other end of this road was a dead end, he must have driven right past them. Was the guy blind as well as creepy?

				Martin suppressed the urge to say something sarcastic, an urge which his girlfriend, Chloe, always insisted would get him killed one day, although she wasn’t the best one to talk. “You just go back up that road the way you came,” he said. “There’s a Holiday Inn and a La Quinta right there at the intersection. Big signs and everything. Can’t miss them.” Okay, so maybe he hadn’t completely suppressed the sarcasm.

				“Yes. Fine.” The guy had a thin film of sweat sparkling on his hairless brow and upper lip. He leaned forward again, his hands still behind his back, and for a brief second Martin thought he was going to fall right on top of him, but then he suddenly snapped upright, his smile strained, a vein in his forehead twitching. “So, have you lived here long?” the man asked.

				Martin sighed inwardly. Now the freak wanted to start a conversation. “No, not long,” he said, cursing his almost mechanical politeness, wishing Chloe was here, as she had no qualms about telling people to go fuck themselves before slamming the door definitively in their faces.

				“Renovating, I see.” The guy was still smiling, but something about his expression seemed very odd and strained—he might even have been nervous about something, although what a man built like a concrete abutment would have to be nervous about, Martin couldn’t imagine. The girl peered around the big man’s shoulder, casting a flirtatious glance at Martin that was also tinged with fear.

				Martin balled his hands into fists by his sides, no longer caring if they thought him rude. “Yes. Almost finished. I would like to get back to it.” His voice was tight. He hated the fact that the guy had seen into the house, seen all the work they’d been doing. It tarnished things, somehow.

				“You didn’t tear it up too badly, I hope,” the man said, his jocular tone undercut by something hard, brittle. Had he taken Martin’s hint and chosen to ignore it? Or was there something else going on?

				“Nothing too major. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He started to close the door, but the guy didn’t move. Jesus, was he ever going to leave? Martin glanced out at the car in the driveway, saw the two unmoving shadow-figures behind the glass. Didn’t his wife and other kid want to get to the hotel? Weren’t they hungry or tired or in need of a shower?

				“That’s good.” The man clearly wanted to say something else, but then apparently thought better of it. He reached up to scratch his nose and Martin noticed a chunky silver ring on his third finger, a ring with a deep red stone. “Well, thanks again,” he said, stealing one last shifty glance into the house around Martin’s body, which was too thin to act as an adequate barrier. “I’ll be on my way.”

				He turned, then gave a slight jerk of his head, signaling the girl to follow him. She paused for a second, watching Martin with a startlingly open, yet mysterious, expression. Martin’s eyes roved helplessly down her body, taking in her innocently lascivious smile, her high, heaving breasts, and the long tan legs that ended in tiny manicured feet. Then Chloe’s sweet, but don’t-fuck-with-me, face appeared in his mind’s eye, and he felt like the world’s biggest lech. The girl winked at him, then swirled away.

				Martin stood on the threshold, feeling as though all the wind were knocked out of him. The man and the girl descended the steps, the gravel crunching under their feet with a sound that echoed through the trees with deafening force. For some reason, Martin was sure the guy would turn around, say he’d forgotten something; or that the girl would come back up and ask in her sugar-spun voice if she could come inside to use the bathroom. Martin was frantically thinking of excuses as to why this couldn’t happen, but no, neither father nor daughter turned. The huge block of a man folded himself into the driver’s seat of the big dirty car, and the angel-girl was climbing headfirst into the back seat, giving Martin a glorious view of trim buttocks barely covered by pink satin panties.

				The doors thunked closed, the engine roared like a dragon breathing blue exhaust fumes. The figures of the other two people in the car—just grayish blurs really, with indistinct features—bobbed up and down in time with the car’s bumpy retreat. Martin kept watching as the car reversed into the deserted two-lane road, swung in a wide arc, the trailer creaking up and down, and sped off toward the main street, toward the hotel room that Martin was sure they didn’t really want.

				* * * *

				After he was sure the strangers had completely gone, Martin picked up his brush and stood in front of his work in progress. The mural’s theme was magic, since the house had once belonged to a semi-famous magician, and Martin was happy with it so far. It depicted a dark-haired conjuror with arms outstretched, a cane in one hand, and a top hat in the other. Playing cards flew out of the hat in jubilant arcs; Martin worked on the Queen of Hearts in the foreground. He’d done four other similar murals on various walls of the house, and this was the last one. He would be glad to get it finished, but there was just no way he could focus on it now. The events of the afternoon had been too distracting and after an hour, he’d done no more than paint a crimson fillip on the queen’s crown.

				At last, he gave up, slamming the paintbrush down on the table. There were still three more weeks before the opening; maybe he could finish the thing tomorrow night or over the weekend. There was still plenty of time, he reassured himself. He was still annoyed, though, as he cleaned his brushes and wadded up the drop cloths. That stupid girl made him feel uncomfortably aroused, and hence, skeevy.

				After he put everything away and rinsed himself off in the shower, he padded downstairs to the kitchen to cut up a salad and get things ready for dinner. There was nothing to cook yet, but Chloe was out picking up groceries, and supper from the Italian place on the main road. Martin was looking forward to her coming home, even though his cheeks reddened when he thought of his shameful attraction to the young visitor. He pushed her image from his mind and concentrated on Chloe. He wanted to tell her about the strange man, before the others got home. Sometimes just talking to her about things made them seem less weird and upsetting. He wasn’t sure if he was going to tell her about the girl, though, at least not yet.

				It was almost dusk when he heard a car engine outside, and for the briefest second he pictured the gigantic powder-blue rust bucket cruising up the driveway, its windshield glinting under patterned sunlight. This time, though, the girl would be driving, her blonde curls blowing in the breeze, her skirt riding up on her thighs, so that you would almost be able to see…

				Martin shook himself. What the hell was the matter with him? The car rounded the house, and of course it was Chloe’s six-year-old Cavalier; Martin would know the grating whine of its engine anywhere. He listened as it screeched into the backyard and coughed to a halt, then he went to the back door, out onto the narrow wooden porch.

				Chloe was getting out of the Chevy, her red hair all shining flame under the riotous sunset. Martin thumped down the porch steps; they’d been rotten and splintery when they bought the place, but now the straight new boards shimmered softly, fastened with sparkling new nails. Martin had put them in himself, and he felt a twinge of pride as they held his weight with reassuring stability.

				He crossed the sandy backyard in his bare feet and kissed Chloe on the cheek. He helped her carry the groceries inside, but neither of them spoke a word other than “Hey.” She knew something was on his mind, but that he would only tell her when he was ready.

				As they put the things away, he told her about the man who had come to the door, leaving out the girl for now. He tried to make light of it, tried to make it sound like a delightfully strange anecdote, but Chloe knew the visit had freaked him out, and what’s more, Martin knew that she knew. He also knew that she suspected he was holding something back. This scared him a little, but in another way it made him feel warm and secure, knowing that someone was so aware of him. He would tell her later, when the incident had lost some of its luster.

				“The guy never asked to come inside?” Chloe said, shoving a carton of milk into the fridge.

				“No.” It had been on the tip of his tongue to say the man waited for Martin to ask him inside, but that wasn’t quite right. It was more like the man wanted to come inside, but had been afraid to. This was bizarre, but as soon as the thought occurred to Martin, it seemed correct. He told Chloe of his realization.

				She didn’t laugh or scoff. That was something else he’d always liked about her, besides her wide, intelligent eyes and her supple, sarcastic mouth — she knew when to be serious. She closed a cabinet door thoughtfully. “Do you suppose he used to live here? Or knew someone who used to live here?”

				Martin hadn’t thought of that, but after considering it for a few seconds he shook his head. “I think if that had been it, he would have just come out and said so without being all secretive. Besides, I thought the realtor told us that no one had really lived here for years.”

				Chloe leaned against the counter, her arms folded across her chest. A framed print of another dark-haired conjuror, this one salvaged from the attic, scowled from over her shoulder. “Well, maybe he’ll turn up when we open. Then he’ll be free to look around all he wants.”

				Martin frowned, even though he knew she was partly joking. The thought of the man, and that girl, in their house disturbed him more than he could rationally justify. “I hope he doesn’t,” he said.

				Just then, a thumping footstep on the back porch sounded through the kitchen, and a moment later, Ivan emerged through the back door, his cropped blond hair almost white under the harsh neon tubing. His worn guitar case was slung across his back; he worked at the music store up on the main road, and sometimes gave lessons in the afternoons. “Is it soup yet?” he said. His voice still held a trace of a Russian accent.

				About twenty minutes later, Olivia, the fourth member of their little collective, got home from her job at the coffee shop. They all sat down around the small kitchen table, since the dining room of the house had been commandeered for use as part of the art gallery, and talked animatedly about the upcoming opening and about how their days had gone. Martin brought up the subject of the strange visitor, again leaving the girl out, early in the conversation, and although the others were momentarily intrigued and had suggested some not-entirely-serious possibilities for the man’s motives, the talk naturally moved on to other topics, and Martin was secretly relieved.

				After a little while, he could tell himself that he’d nearly forgotten about the menacing man and the girl who had forced her deadly charms upon him, and about the two unmoving shadows that had watched him from behind the car windows.

				* * * *

				That night, in bed, Martin finally confessed about the bewitching girl on the porch. The sense of wrongness and arousal that the situation had caused were still very present, and he meant to wait a little longer, so he’d have more perspective, but blurted out all the details anyway. He stayed with Chloe for four years, and, at this point, telling her everything had become almost a reflex.

				She lay back against her pillows and listened, her expression not changing. Martin could tell he was hurting her a little, but he didn’t want to keep anything from her; it didn’t seem right, even if the whole thing were rather innocent, even though he counted himself as the victim of some strange hypnotic seduction attempt.

				There were a few moments of silence after he’d finished talking. Then a slow smile crept across Chloe’s face. “I’ll make you forget all about it,” she said, pushing him down on the mattress and climbing on top of him. He did forget for a while.

				Afterwards, as they lay sweaty and tangled in one another’s arms, Martin dozed off into a surprisingly easy sleep and then began having a dream.

				For as long as he and his friends had been living in and working on the house, he had never once got the impression that it was haunted, even when he was in it alone. He didn’t believe in those sorts of things anyway. The house was certainly old, and its aspect could be said to suggest the type of place where spirits glided regularly through the corridors, but Martin had always felt perfectly secure there, and had never seen the place as anything other than a once-lovely old house that needed some hard work so that it could be made lovely again. He knew the others felt the same; all four of them were pragmatists down to their toenails.

				In the dream he was having now, though, the house took on a bizarre dimension. He wasn’t sure if it was malevolent, but he definitely felt something, some force, or presence, surrounding and pressing down upon him.

				In the dream, the house looked much the same as when they first bought it. It was a little decrepit and run down, the white walls nearly gray with the collected grime of abandoned years, drooping cobwebs fluttering in every corner. Dusty artifacts were scattered carelessly about — large pairs of interlocked silver rings; gaily painted boxes of varying sizes, each with secret bottoms and sliding panels; faded prints and playbills advertising long-ago magic shows. Martin was alone in the house, as he’d been this afternoon, in reality. In the dream, his solitude seemed a natural situation.

				The knocking began at the door, a soft gentle sound that could have been a friend, the meter reader, or the nice old lady down the street with a big plate of cookies in her hand, but certainly could not have been anyone dangerous, not with a knock like that.

				Still, though, Martin was reluctant to answer the summons. He tried to look out, to see who was knocking, but even though the windows were open, they were all opaque, as though a bright glare had blotted out the view. The knocking continued, still soft, but gradually heightening in intensity. As Martin listened, he realized it came not only from the door, but from the walls on either side of it. He became frightened then. Upon entering the dream, he initially felt disturbed by a presence inside the house, but he found he was exponentially more disturbed by the knocking presence outside, which he understood as a separate entity.

				Martin backed away from the useless windows, and the dream was so vivid that he could feel splinters from the worn floorboards as they insinuated themselves into the soles of his bare feet. The knocking was all around him now, the arrhythmic pounding of a thousand phantom fists, beating on the doors, the walls, and the windows, both upstairs and down. Martin put his hands to his ears to drown out the noise, but found, instead, that the knocking was amplified and seemed now to be coming from somewhere inside his skull.

				A compulsion—perhaps the spirit of the house imposing its will upon him?—began pushing at him, forcing him over toward the wall in the living room like a physical presence. He had no choice but to obey it, and then found that his hands were no longer his own, as something unseen seized them and placed them palms down upon the rough stucco just to one side of the sheet-covered sofa, which had been the only piece of furniture in the house when they’d bought the place.

				Then, the way one can teleport easily in dreams, he found himself in one of the upstairs bedrooms, the one that now belonged to Ivan and Olivia. His hands made contact with the wall there, too, and he felt an almost living vibration beneath his fingers, like the beating of a massive heart.

				In another bedroom used for storage, Martin’s hands rested upon the back wall of the walk-in closet, the house like a wood and concrete organism beneath his touch.

				Then, all of a sudden, he found himself racing through the dining room with its dust-coated chandelier—in reality, long since cleaned and replaced—and into the kitchen, his breath coming in great whoops. The bluish neon lights overhead blinked in time with the knocking from outside, which was already deafening and yet still somehow growing louder and louder, and on top of that, now he thought he could hear the heavy tread of many feet on the wooden risers of the back porch steps, and the sigh of many voices breathing as one.

				The presence surrounding him felt very strong now, too, seeming to increase analogous to the intensity of the activity outside, until its essence filled every molecule of space inside the house. It was still scary and powerful, but now Martin felt as though this inside presence was protecting him, or at least protecting the house from encroachment by the insistent outside forces.

				Martin jumped up the three steps to the first landing at the base of the main staircase. Again with the psychic certainty inherent in dreams, he was sure that running back upstairs would be a useless maneuver, and so, instead, he curled up on the landing, leaning his back against the dark paneled wall, drawing his knees up to his chest.

				The wall felt very warm against his skin, almost like living flesh. As soon his body made contact with the structure of the house, the knocking ceased. The house fell silent, as though listening. There was a pleasant, if musty, odor of old paper and candle wax in the air, and the only sound Martin could hear was a faraway, tinkling music, like the delicate ringing of a bell.

				Chapter Three

				Lily sat in a chair in an empty, dark room, her feet dangling a few inches from the floor. She could hear Father muttering out in the main part of the building, and a harsh rasp that might have been Mother replying. With a sigh, Lily glanced over at Rose, who was perched on a box, staring out of a tiny slit of a window that had a metal grate fastened over it. “What do you suppose we’re doing here?” Lily asked her sister.

				Rose didn’t turn, but only shrugged her shoulders. “Mother and Father know what’s best for us.”

				Lily shifted in her seat, scowling. She already knew that Mother and Father wanted the best for them. She knew she should keep her mouth shut and trust them, the way Rose did. She couldn’t help it; she was curious. Lily leaned against the chair back. She wasn’t bound to the chair, and the door to the storeroom was closed, but not locked. She could leave if she wanted to, and part of her did, but for now, she stayed put. Mother and Father would be very angry if she interrupted their conversation, which sounded as though it was becoming heated; and besides, she wanted to find out what the big plan was going to be, what the future would hold for her and her new family.

				They hadn’t been back to that house. After that first day, after they’d left the beautiful white house behind them, Father had been ominously silent, his face drawn up like a thundercloud. He was quick to snap at the girls, and walked on eggshells around the clearly sullen Mother. Lily didn’t know what had happened, but she suspected that part of the plan had gone awry. This disturbed her, as she’d always thought of Mother and Father—well, mostly Mother—as invincible forces whose divine will could not be thwarted. Obviously, something was wrong.

				The four of them stayed at the smaller hotel on the main road for three days. Mother spent most of the time brooding, staring out the window at the parking lot, occasionally consulting the pile of inscrutable books and papers she always carried with her in a green carpet bag. Father barely spoke a word, and just paced the room, smoking and looking worried, glancing at Mother every now and then and earning a swift, silent reprimand from her concealed, but still penetrating, gaze.

				For Lily, the days were pleasant, if a little boring. Rose mostly ignored her, but she was used to this, and it no longer bothered her much. Even before they’d met Mother and Father, Lily and Rose had never been close; the bulk of their conversations had revolved around their trapeze act, and when the circus was traveling, Rose would usually find company elsewhere. Lily had learned long ago that it was better to be alone; then there was no one around to make fun of her face, her twisted limbs; no one to befriend her solely because they felt sorry for her in her pitiful deformity.

				A few times over the three days, Lily had considered leaving the hotel room secretly and walking back to the wonderful house. It wasn’t that far, or at least it hadn’t seemed far when Father drove there. She would have liked to sit under the trees and feel the sun dappling her crooked features. Maybe the pretty dark-haired man who had answered the door that day would even come out and sit with her. Maybe he would see her for the person she was inside, rather than being repelled by her challenging exterior. She smiled and blushed at the thought, but then pushed it away. Mother and Father wouldn’t like it if she left the room without permission, and besides, who said that man was any different from any other man she’d ever met? It was all just silly fantasy. If Rose were to go sit outside the man’s house, then he would come out—even from a distance, Lily had seen the way he looked at her that day—but he wouldn’t do it for Lily, she was certain of that.

				She did wonder about that man, though. Was he the reason that Mother and Father’s plan had gone wrong? Was the house supposed to have been empty? She didn’t know, but she secretly hoped that Mother would not have to hurt the man. Lily had liked the look of his sculptured, friendly face, even though she’d only been able to see it from several yards away. She thought of his lovely face several times during the stint at the hotel, and she even dreamed about him a couple of times.

				After a few days, Mother shook off most of her torpor. She and Father went out one morning and didn’t come back until the sun almost disappeared behind the horizon. Rose had sat in front of the window all day, watching for them, even forgetting to eat. Lily had tried to talk to her a few times, but gave up when she got no answers. The next day, Father piled everyone into the blue car, and though Lily was hopeful, he didn’t turn down the narrow road leading to the house. Instead, he headed east, only about a mile or so, and pulled into the massive parking lot of an ordinary, if slightly careworn, strip mall.

				Father led them down the covered sidewalks, Mother shuffling close behind him, and Lily straggling at the back of the group, staring into the windows of the shops as they passed—there was a music store, with many shiny guitars glistening behind the glass, a card shop, a liquor store, and a small clothing boutique. When Lily shaded her eyes and gazed out across the half-empty expanse of parking lot, she could see another set of perfectly mundane stores across the way—a coffee shop, a used bookstore, a newsstand. Lily felt her heart sinking just a little. This place held none of the magic of the white house in the woods—what were they even doing here?

				Mother and Father stopped walking. Lily stepped forward and looked through the front glass of the store they’d stopped in front of, but the place was empty, deserted. There was a metallic rattle, the sound of Father producing a set of keys from his pocket. Lily didn’t like to think what it meant that Father had keys to an empty storefront, but she followed along, trailing a few steps behind Rose, who was looking at the place in gaping wonder, as though it were the Sistine Chapel.

				Once they were all inside, Father turned to face them while Mother took her bag and disappeared into a back room. “We’ll be staying here for a while, setting things up,” he said, his voice sounding creaky, as though it was not accustomed to use. “It will be our base of operations for the time being.”

				It was the most Father ever said to them at once, and the words confused Lily more than ever. She looked around, seeing nothing but floors littered with concrete dust and garbage, and grimy walls with holes that had wires poking out of them. A heavy metal door gleamed dully from the back, and two other wooden ones stood partially open, revealing more emptiness, more dirty floors.

				Now that the family stayed here a few days, it didn’t seem quite so bad. Lily and Rose swept out the front rooms, scrubbed the walls, filled the holes, and painted over them with crisp, white enamel. Father brought soft cots for the girls, which he set up in one of the back rooms, one with a wooden door. He brought a small refrigerator and stocked it with snacks, and left money for the girls to go and eat at the various small restaurants around the plaza. On the third day, a truck came and delivered dozens of white foldout chairs, which Father instructed Lily and Rose to set up in neat rows in the front room. He said the chairs were for all the guests they would soon be having. Lily felt her spirits lift at this, for at last Father was finally coming through on the promise to have lots of people around for Lily to talk to. She was still disappointed that they wouldn’t be living in the house in the woods, but she supposed if she had lots of friends around, then this shabby little storefront would do for the time being.

				Lily was startled out of her reverie by the sound of footsteps on the other side of the door. She realized that the heated voices—Father’s mostly, with only insectile buzzing from Mother’s end—had stopped. Rose turned from the window and was looking expectantly toward the door, ready to receive her master. Father would soon be standing there, and would be asking more favors. Lily sat straighter in her chair. It wouldn’t do to be seen slouching or looking unhappy; she knew too well the consequences of that. So she turned toward the door, and waited, her face a mask of perfect happiness and devotion.

				Chapter Four

				Martin had the dream several more times, and it was really starting to bother him. It had been nearly four weeks since the strange man and that peculiarly alluring girl appeared on the doorstep, and though he hadn’t completely forgotten the incident, he didn’t impart to it any significance as far as the dream was concerned, other than marking the very day when the dreams had started.

				“Maybe you should see a shrink if it’s bugging you,” Chloe said when he told her about it. She looked more worried about him than he might have expected.

				The last thing he needed right now was a shrink, even though he was definitely stressed. There was just so much else to do. Crandall’s—which they named in honor of Crandall the Conjuror, the magician who once owned the house and whose magical paraphernalia were its main theme and decoration—were officially open for one week. Even though they only had two bands play so far, and were only exhibiting their own artwork at present, they found that turnout far exceeded expectations. Martin spent most of his days on the phone, booking local musicians, or going around to the studios and crappy apartments of local artists to have a look at their work. At night, when the place was open and buzzing, he was running around on hyperdrive, serving coffee and wine, making cakes and cookies and sandwiches in the kitchen, or networking with the other creative townspeople who had adopted Crandall’s as their new regular hangout. All the activity left Martin very little time for his own artwork, but he knew that going in, so was not terribly put out for now. Chloe was a big help, of course. She handled all the advertising for Crandall’s, as well as the accounting and purchasing. She was always off on some errand or another, but Martin hoped when some of the newness of the place wore off, they’d be able to relax, see each other more, and get back to some of their own projects. Though he was ashamed to admit it, he did harbor a tiny bit of resentment toward Ivan and Olivia, who didn’t help out quite as much with the running of Crandall’s, unless it was under the auspices of Ivan’s band or Olivia’s sculptures. Then again, both of them still had their day jobs, and were pulling in extra money that way, so he supposed he couldn’t complain about the amount of work that fell on his own shoulders.

				A few times during the opening week, he searched the crowds for the young girl who had flitted around the doorstep that day. He never saw her, and afterwards he always felt guilty for looking.

				The dream was still haunting him, though, probably more than he let on to anyone. It visited him every other night or so, and while it wasn’t causing terrible distress, it often disturbed his sleep. He could still function adequately, but he did start feeling more tired and snappish as the days wore on. Besides that, the more insidious effect was the slow change he experienced in his perception of the house itself; to him, it now felt alive and watchful, and possibly dangerous.

				Now the dreams were a constant companion. He was more and more reluctant to pass that dark wood wall on the lower landing. Even though in his dreams it was a place of safety, in the waking world, its shadowed confines seemed somehow sinister, and Martin always ran up the stairs past it with a thumping heart, feeling like a frightened four-year-old but unable to stop himself. Olivia had ragged him about it once, but after she saw the expression on his face, she hadn’t mentioned it again, and neither had anyone else.

				One Sunday morning a month after the opening, the dream startled Martin awake just before dawn. He lay in bed for fifteen or twenty minutes, listening to his breathing in the dark. He tried to close his eyes, but they simply popped back open in defiance of his wishes, and finally he threw off the covers and felt his way through the room to the door, taking care not to wake Chloe. Maybe he could go downstairs, get out his paints, and work in peace for an hour or two before anyone got up.

				To his surprise, Ivan was also awake, and sitting at the kitchen table with a notebook and a cup of coffee in front of him. He looked up, bleary-eyed, as Martin entered. “You couldn’t sleep either, huh?”

				Martin shook his head in response, then poured himself a mug of French roast from the pot. It smelled good; rich and reassuring. He sat down at the table across from his friend. “It’s that fucking dream, man,” he said, rubbing his eyes, annoyed at their stinging dryness. “Maybe I should see a therapist, like Chloe says.”

				“Well, if you do, then I guess I’ll have to go with you,” Ivan said. “I just had it, too.” He sipped calmly from his coffee cup.

				Martin stared across the table at him. “Get out, you red bastard.”

				Ivan smiled a little at the familiar poke at his Russian heritage. “You first, capitalist pig,” he returned good-naturedly, as he had since they were teenagers. His humor dissolved in an instant. “I’m not shitting you, Martin. It was exactly like you described it. I was just writing it down, so I’d remember it better.” He tapped his pen on the notebook before him, the little green one he usually wrote his lyrics in. The pages were covered in cramped black writing.

				Martin had a sudden urge to move to the other side of the table; he didn’t like the feeling of the stair landing behind him, of an unknown something perhaps watching him from behind that blind wall. It was stupid, of course, and he stayed where he was, but the feeling persisted. He scrubbed at his unshaven chin. “Maybe you just dreamed it because I told you about it. Maybe it was just in the back of your mind, you know?”

				“Maybe.” Ivan’s eyes were as blue as the shadowed planes of an iceberg.

				Martin wanted to say something else, but he couldn’t think of anything. What could he possibly say? That he was beginning to think the house was haunted when he’d never believed such things were even possible? That he suspected these recurring dreams were trying to warn him about something? He told himself he didn’t want to say these things aloud because they would sound ridiculous, because Ivan would laugh. Deep down he knew he was even more afraid of the possibility that Ivan wouldn’t laugh, that he would nod and agree with everything Martin said in that placid way of his. For Martin, that agreement would come with an unacceptable solidity, a coalescence, into reality. He wasn’t ready to deal with that just yet. Maybe he was willing to go on with the charade that this was all just him, stressed out or even losing his mind. No outside verification, not yet.

				They drank their coffee in silence until the rising sun had yellowed the window glass, until the birds had begun their ritual twittering. Martin heard the others beginning to stir upstairs, heard the creak of bedsprings and water running in the shower. “Do you have to work today?” he asked.

				“Just until two,” Ivan answered, obviously relieved to be talking of more mundane topics. “Then I’ve got a lesson until three, but after that I’ll be able to come home and help you guys out. Should be a lot slower tonight, I hope.”

				“Yeah.” Martin suddenly felt very awkward, as though the two of them were trying to talk around something neither of them wanted to mention. Ivan was his best friend, and had been since he moved next door to Martin’s family when both of them were eight. By sharing his revelation about the dream, it was as though he revealed something embarrassingly intimate about himself, about both of them; he might as well have confessed to feeling Martin up one night when he was drunk. Martin didn’t much like this new unspoken feeling between them.

				After Ivan left for work, saying nothing more than goodbye, Martin rinsed out the cups and made a fresh pot of coffee for the girls, then set up his easel in one corner of the former dining room. He didn’t feel much like painting, but he knew this was a rare chance, a free hour to work without worrying about running Crandall’s.

				He loaded up his brush with paint and stood before the primed and grounded canvas, his mind a frustrating blank. All he kept thinking of were those goddamn dreams and that shadowy landing, and of Ivan’s cold blue eyes with the intimate knowledge of the same dreams locked behind them. Shrugging—after all, he had to paint something—Martin put brush to canvas, waiting for that moment when his subconscious would take over, turn him from an artist into a mere conduit for his own hidden images and unacknowledged desires.

				An hour or so later, when he stepped back to consider his work, he was startled by its depth and fierceness. While his work always held a trace of a darker aesthetic, as evidenced by his sinister murals of hovering magicians with menacingly outstretched fingers, this was different, unfamiliar, almost as though something had taken over his body and used it to express its own alien wishes. Martin leaned closer, uneasily, and a small shiver traveled up his back.

				He had painted Ivan’s frosty blue eyes, with their wide compassionate pupils and midnight-ringed irises but around the eyes there was nothing—no hint of a face at all, only a deep, unrelenting blackness. The blackness spread and spiraled outward, coming toward the viewer, but also receding away, forming itself into a perfectly articulated, rectangular passageway.

				A passageway he unwittingly painted right in the middle of a flawlessly rendered wooden wall, with three shadowy steps in the foreground.

				Chapter Five

				Ivan followed his student, a rail-thin fourteen-year-old boy with dark, floppy hair that fell past his shoulders, out of the music shop, closing and locking the door behind him. “Keep working on that fingering,” Ivan said, adjusting his own guitar case on his back. “You’re getting really good, just keep practicing what I showed you.”

				“Sure will. Thanks, Mr. Androv, I’ll see you next week.” The kid shouldered his own guitar and hopped on the skateboard he’d been holding under his arm. Ivan watched him as he glided gracefully down the sidewalk and around the corner.

				It was Sunday afternoon, and although some of the shops in the strip mall were still open, there didn’t seem to be many people around. The first definite nip of fall peppered the air, and Ivan was glad; the summer had been far too long and far too hot, especially with all the work they’d had to do on the house. He thought back to the months of cleaning and repairing and painting, of being covered with dust so thick that the sweat was locked inside the pores for lack of release, of digging through filthy bags and boxes in the closets, in the attic, in the basement, and being lucky to find only a few rat droppings and dead cockroaches. A few times they hadn’t been so lucky, and found live squirming nests of rodents. Ivan shuddered at the memory.

				Thankfully, all of that was finished now, and he was looking forward to spending more time on his music and playing with his band. They’d already done their first gig at Crandall’s, and it had felt good to play in front of an audience again. Opening the place was really a dream come true for him, for all of them.

				The only thing that might spoil it was that goddamn dream of his. He wished now that he hadn’t mentioned it to Martin this morning. He’d only had it twice, and maybe Martin was right that he was just dreaming it because Martin told him about it. He didn’t think so. He thought something weird might be going on with the house. He wasn’t sure why he thought that, but he did. He hadn’t said anything about it to Martin because he hadn’t wanted to freak him out any more than he already was. Now that he mentioned the dream to Martin, he felt like something strained cropped up in their friendship, and he was sorry about that. Maybe tonight he could talk to him, make everything all right again.

				As Ivan walked to his car and loaded his guitar and briefcase into the back seat, something caught his eye among the all-too-familiar shop facades. The store at the very end of the plaza sat empty for almost a year. Ivan remembered it had been a slightly grubby video store for a while, and then a frozen yogurt place. After that folded, the haze of dust on the glass front windows was broken only by the dingy white rectangle of a hand-lettered “For Sale or Lease” sign.

				Now, something looked different. The windows were clean and sparkling, and the dirty sign was replaced by a smaller white rectangle of cardboard, on which someone wrote a single word in black marker: Bellwether.

				Ivan stood by his car for a minute, wondering about that. He couldn’t see activity inside. There might be shades or blinds on the inside of the windows, although with the sun glaring against them it was hard to tell. He thought how weird it was to put up a sign with just one cryptic word on it, without saying what type of business it was, or whether it was open. What product or service could a place called Bellwether possibly be peddling? Bellwether, meaning a predictor, an indicator of something to come. Strange, and a little sinister. On the other hand, he told himself, it had piqued his curiosity, hadn’t it? So maybe the owners of the business knew what they were doing after all.

				Then again, maybe not. He shrugged and chuckled to himself, ultimately not curious enough about the new shop to walk down there and peer inside, and then slid into the driver’s seat of his ancient Civic. He’d promised Martin he’d be home to help them set up, and he wanted time to run through a couple of new songs with the band before they played them in the set tonight. Chloe had even said she’d throw in on vocals for a few tunes, and he hoped she would. It would be like old times.

				No sooner had Ivan put the key in the ignition than the glass door of the once-empty shop eased open.

				At first, he thought it was a little girl who had stepped out, a girl of about seven or eight, with long blonde hair and a pink sundress that was several years out of style.

				When he looked closer, he realized she wasn’t a child at all, but a dwarf.

				He had seen little people before, of course, and he had never attributed any uncanny aspect to their diminutive stature, but this girl was different. For one thing, her face appeared to have… He hesitated to use the word melted, but it was the first one that popped into his head, although he was a little ashamed of himself for thinking it. There was no doubt her features appeared lower on one side, as though eye, nose, and mouth had slid down the skull like softened wax and hardened into fleshy lumps somewhere around the curve of her jaw. Even one side of her forehead looked as though it had caved in.

				Her limbs were similarly malformed, although her legs seemed adequate to hold her weight upright. Her arms were several inches shorter even than her relative proportions should allow, and they twisted at odd angles, as though someone had broken the bones and pulled the ends apart in opposite directions. Her stunted fingers hung by her sides, stiff and fat as rolls of quarters.

				Ivan knew he shouldn’t stare at the poor creature, but he found he couldn’t help himself. There was something so disturbing about the juxtaposition of her pitiable deformity and her otherwise delicate femininity—her obvious youth, her flowing blonde hair, her outdated, but still fairly pretty, pink dress—that Ivan was overwhelmed by a feeling he couldn’t quite identify, but that held traces of revulsion and attraction, pity and disgust.

				Something in her eyes horrified him.

				The girl boldly stared right at him, making no attempt to disguise the fact. He had heard of gazes being penetrating, but never really experienced it until now. She looked at him and through him and into him, all at the same time. Despite this, her eyes were utterly empty, hollow, like the eyes of an ugly, lifeless doll.

				Trembling, Ivan managed to tear his gaze away from hers, which held him like a tractor beam. He turned the key and started the engine, ridiculously relieved at the sound of the motor roaring to life. He laughed at himself—what, did he think the magic midget over there would use her evil eye to keep the car from starting?—but the laugh rang false, and died on his lips.

				When he looked up again, she was waving at him, her tiny hand moving in perfectly timed arcs, as though her misplaced elbow joint held a hidden clockwork mechanism. Ivan had the unsettling vision of the girl’s entire body, constructed of springs and cogs and copper wire, all cleverly covered by a layer of eerily realistic, if substantially flawed, skin tissue. Then he chided himself for being such an idiot—she was just a poor deformed girl, for fuck’s sake, there was nothing scary or weird about that, was there? She probably had enough grief from people every day of her life without him thinking she was some kind of malevolent spirit.

				As he backed out of his parking space, the girl kept waving and smiling, and then cocked her hip and put her non-waving hand on it. With a start, Ivan realized she was trying to be sexy, pulling a seductive pose in her thrift store dress with its sagging, thin fabric, her misshapen arms akimbo. He really felt sorry for her then, although he still couldn’t help the cold, sick feeling in his stomach. He knew she couldn’t help it, but she was so fucking creepy.

				As he drove away, he kept checking his rearview mirror, until he could see nothing but a vague pink smudge. Despite the distance, he was pretty sure he could still see her waving.

				When he looked back one last time, she had gone back inside.

				Chapter Six

				Lily and Rose were alone for a little while. Even though Lily didn’t mind so much, Rose always seemed to be perched by the window, looking out, waiting for Mother and Father to come back. Lily didn’t know where they had gone, but she supposed that was their business. They rarely shared their plans with the girls, and Lily had learned to live with this, despite her natural curiosity.

				“It’s nice in here now, isn’t it?” Lily said, not really expecting an answer, but wanting to hear her own voice.

				“Yes.” Rose sounded vague, as though her mind were a million miles away. Lily got up and moved to one of the other chairs, just for something to do. Well, Rose could go hang. It was nice in here now, with all the neatly arranged chairs and the crisp white walls. Father had even brought a few more things to dress up the bare storefront. At the far end of the shop’s large main space, they had erected a rough semblance of an altar, with two plywood risers and some cheap card tables all pushed together and covered with a velvety purple cloth. On top of the altar was a pair of gold-painted candlesticks containing thin white tapers, and in the middle was a plaster cross, also painted gold, with colored glass jewels sparkling at even intervals along the base. More simple crosses of varying sizes hung on the freshly painted walls, plus a few religious prints in plain silver frames. Lily particularly liked the one with Jesus staring out at the viewer with big, brown, puppy-dog eyes, his hands clasped around a glowing scarlet heart. I gave up so much for you, he seemed to say. Won’t you love me back as I love you? Lily figured she would.

				After a few minutes, she got up again and moved to yet another chair. She glanced at Rose’s silent profile, outlined by the setting sun from the window. Then she thought of that man she had seen earlier, the tall one with the guitar. She hadn’t thought any man could be lovelier than the one she’d seen at the white house that day, but now she knew how wrong she’d been. This new man was like one of the fiercely beautiful angels in the pictures that now decorated their living space. When she’d seen him, he had been thin and straight and proud, with longish blond hair that swept dramatically back from his high forehead, and cheekbones as wide and angled as jutting cliffs. His lips were large for a man’s, soft and pink, and his eyes were the sharp blue of an Arctic summer. Lily smiled to herself. If it was true what Mother and Father had said, that soon they would be able to have all the friends they wanted, then this man was going to be Lily’s first and very special friend. Rose could have the man from the white house, the small one with the dark hair. He was pretty, too, but not as pretty as this new one. Rose couldn’t have the best for herself, not always, even though that was how it had been up until now. Lily felt her cheeks grow hot, whether with jealousy or anticipation she didn’t know. Maybe her luck would change after all. She would try her hardest to change it.

				Mother and Father arrived back a little while later, but Lily didn’t tell them about the man; she thought they might be angry that she hadn’t been able to persuade him inside. Their minds seemed to be elsewhere, anyway. Rose came over from the window, overjoyed, as always, to see them. Mother breezed past with no acknowledgement, pulled her shawls around herself, and disappeared into a back room, closing the door behind her. Then Rose and Lily watched as Father set a large plastic bag on their ersatz altar and proceeded to produce several stacks of brightly colored paper from it. Lily inched closer and saw that the pages were all printed with the same design, although she couldn’t understand the words; growing up among traveling circus folk assured that she’d never gone to a proper school, and her appearance (which some equated with mental deficiency) discouraged anyone from spending sufficient time with her to teach her to read. She did recognize the word printed across the top of every page as the same word as that written on the square of cardboard Father had told her to hang up in the front window.

				“Lily. Rose.” They hurried to Father’s side at his summons, Lily’s heart thumping with trepidation and pride. She knew they were to be given a mission, and she felt her body surging with an inner glow. She was helping; she was important; she was needed.

				Father handed Lily a portion of the paper stack, and then handed an equal-sized stack to Rose. Both girls accepted them reverently, and Lily in particular was delighted by the rainbow bands the different colored papers made from the side. The pages were warm from Father’s meaty hands. “Take these out and give them to everyone you see,” he instructed, the bulk of his body accentuated by the pale blue sport coat he wore. “Besides that, leave them on park benches, tape them on windows and mailboxes, put them on car windshields. Don’t come back until they’re all gone. Then tomorrow you can take another pile.” He paused, seemingly to catch his breath after such an expensive outlay of verbiage. “Do you understand?”

				Both girls nodded vigorously. Lily was so excited by the prospect of getting out, of meeting people, that she thought she might explode. This must be the start of what Father had said, about all the friends they’d have. She felt a twinge of regret that she couldn’t have given a flyer to the guitar man, the blond angel, but he would be back, she reckoned, and she would be waiting for him then.

				Father crossed his massive arms and glowered down at them. “Don’t let us down,” he grumbled, his black eyes flashing with something that might have been malice. Lily lowered her gaze and nodded solemnly. She was afraid of Father; he was very large and strong, and his booming voice and dour demeanor wordlessly implied dire consequences for any transgression or failure to carry out his wishes. His words also had the imprimatur of Mother’s command behind them, and Mother’s command was non-negotiable.

				Lily nodded again, hugging the stack of papers to her chest with one hand and clasping Rose’s with the other. They would not disappoint Mother and Father. Mother and Father were there for them when they had nothing, when they were nothing but an orphaned pair of illiterate circus freaks living in a stinking trailer with no one but flea-bitten animals and boozy carnies for company. Anything Mother and Father wished them to do, they would do. Come what may, forever and ever.

				Setting her jaw, Lily tucked the stack of flyers under her arm and marched out of the shop, Rose coming close on her heels.

				Chapter Seven

				The dreams continued—not every night, but most nights now. They weren’t scary, exactly—well, that was a lie; Martin had to admit they were a little unsettling—but they usually woke him up, and he usually took a while getting back to sleep afterwards.

				The course of the dream had remained fairly consistent, though a few new wrinkles were added. The knocking on the outside of the house seemed louder now, so loud that Martin was always surprised that the sound didn’t transcend his mind and manifest in the outside world. Besides that, near the end of the dream, as Martin was crouched near the wall on the landing, sometimes he would feel a presence standing beside him, just a vague feeling of someone looking down at him, though he would always wake up before he saw anyone. He still awakened to that same sound, the faraway tinkling of the bell.

				One early morning, Martin found Ivan in the kitchen again, and asked if his dreams, too, had continued. Ivan just nodded, and then went on to describe the exact same changes in his dreams that Martin had already noted. Then the two sat in silence until it was time for Ivan to leave for work.

				Martin had not asked Chloe or Olivia if they were having the same experiences. He had noticed them looking unusually tired and harried, but that could have been simply the result of all the work they’d been putting in running the place, so he decided not to jump to the obvious conclusion, namely that everyone in the house was having the same dream. It was bad enough he’d had to accept Ivan having it, he wasn’t ready for the inevitable extension to mass hysteria.

				He felt bad, though, that he hadn’t said any more to Chloe about it. He hated keeping things from her, especially something as important as this situation had the potential to be, but he told himself he wanted to sort through things alone, without adding to her already onerous burden. Maybe it was nothing, maybe he was more stressed than he realized—maybe the dreams would stop once things had calmed down a bit, and he and Ivan would be laughing about it a few months from now. He knew it was bullshit, but the fact was if he told Chloe, she would worry, she would make him see a doctor, and Martin didn’t want that. She had actually asked him if he was still having the dreams. While he hadn’t outright lied and said no, he clumsily avoided the question by telling her he couldn’t remember his dreams. She looked at him with narrowed eyes and he felt like a dick, but she hadn’t pressed the issue. At least not yet.

				The more he thought about it, the more he felt sure he and Ivan were going to have to do something about this before they were both driven batshit, or before they drove the girls batshit with their worsening insomnia. So as soon as Ivan came home from work that afternoon, Martin cornered him. “We need to talk, alone.”

				Ivan understood right away, his icy blue eyes darting right and left like a spy’s before settling on Martin. “Say when.”

				“I need to run to the store before we open, pick up some coffee and a couple other things Chloe forgot. Come with me, we can talk in the car.”

				Ivan nodded wordlessly and went upstairs to put his guitar away.

				A short time later, they were headed up the road in Martin’s battered old Corolla. He’d left a note for Chloe on the kitchen table; she shouldn’t find it odd that Ivan had accompanied him to the store, or so he hoped.

				Ivan rolled down the car window and lit a cigarette, puffing in silence for a few minutes, seemingly reluctant to start the conversation.

				Martin wasn’t thrilled about having to start it either, but he decided the best approach was the direct one. “I think maybe we should knock a hole in that wall,” he said.

				Ivan didn’t look at him, didn’t act surprised, and didn’t ask which wall. He simply smirked without humor, dragging on his cigarette. “Yeah, the girls’ll love that. After the thousands we’ve spent on renovations.”

				Martin was gratified that Ivan hadn’t laughed at him, but part of him still felt disturbed. In some twisted way, he might have felt better if Ivan had called him crazy instead of simply accepting the idea, without question, as a valid one. “You want to know, though, don’t you?”

				Ivan shifted in his seat. “If you’re asking whether I think these dreams are trying to tell us something, then…yes, I guess I do.” He flicked his spent butt out the window and huffed air hard through his nose. “Dammit, I hate this X-Files shit. There are no ghosts and there are no psychics and there’s none of that bullshit, I know all that, but…” He sighed, staring out at the scenery rushing by. “Yeah, I would like to know what’s going on behind that wall. Behind all the walls, actually.”

				Martin looked straight ahead out the windshield, his hands gripping the steering wheel tight enough to make white marks on his knuckles. “I wonder why the girls haven’t had the dreams, too,” he mused aloud. His voice sounded as taut as piano wire.

				“Who says they haven’t? Maybe they just didn’t say anything about it.”

				“Chloe would tell me, especially if the dreams were the same as mine,” he said.

				Ivan shrugged. “You haven’t told her you’re still having them, have you?”

				Martin scowled. “No.”

				“Well, then.” Ivan slid another cigarette out of the crumpled pack. His hand shook, just a little. “Maybe Chloe’s had them and maybe Olivia’s had them, and maybe they haven’t said anything to us because they’re scared that if they do tell us, then the whole thing becomes more than a question of whether we’re nuts or stressed out or whatever. It becomes one big, weird problem. When it’s just the two of us, maybe it can be explained away, but three or four…” He waved his cigarette hand vaguely, finishing his sentence with smoke.

				Martin nodded. He’d been trying to tell himself the same thing, that maybe if it was just he and Ivan having the dreams, then it could all still be a coincidence. When you got right down to it, two people having similar dreams about the house they both lived in wasn’t exactly irrefutable proof of supernatural phenomena. Martin had seen those flakes on TV who were so sure they’d seen ghosts or been abducted by aliens, and he remembered thinking how sad it was to be that deluded, to be so sure of something that was clearly not real. Martin had to admit that now he understood how those people could have been so misguided, though he was not so sure of what was real and what wasn’t anymore. If he had been sure, he’d have taken a pickaxe to that landing wall weeks ago. “So what do we do?” he asked now. “If the girls are having the dreams, too, then we should find out what’s at the bottom of this. Don’t you think?”

				“Seems like it.” Ivan finished his second cigarette and tossed it out the window with unnecessary force.

				“Do you think we should ask them?”

				“I guess we have to, if we want to tear that wall down.”

				Martin managed a small grin in Ivan’s direction. “You don’t want to ask them, do you?”

				Ivan smiled. “Nope.”

				Martin pulled the car into a parking space in front of the sprawling supermarket, then killed the engine. “I’ll tell you what,” he said, turning to Ivan. “We’ll hold off for another week, see if the dreams keep coming or get worse or whatever. If they stop, great, we’ll forget the whole thing ever happened. If not, well, then we’ll have to talk to the girls, and if they agree, then we’ll punch a hole in that wall and see what we can see. Okay?”

				Ivan chuckled. “What if there’s a dead body back there?”

				“I wouldn’t even joke about that,” Martin said, although he laughed, too. “Deal?”

				“Yeah, sounds like a plan.”

				“Good.”

				After they’d gone inside and picked up the few items they needed, they carried the bags back out to the car. Before he slid into the driver’s seat, Martin noticed a lime green piece of paper wedged under his windshield wiper. He pulled it out and glanced at it, then, seeing it was advertising some type of church, crumpled it into a ball and tossed it into the back seat.

				Chapter Eight

				Chloe pulled up in front of the house and paused for a moment before driving around back. It was mid-afternoon, and the shadows were beginning to lengthen; the front door was nearly invisible beneath the portico. She shivered despite the warmth. The beautiful white stucco house, which she had been instrumental in picking out, which the small inheritance from her dead parents had helped pay for, now seemed alien to her, like a person she had once loved whose personality had changed dramatically and unexpectedly. This shift in sentiment made her resentful, though of what or whom she couldn’t articulate. She stared at the house a moment longer, defiantly meeting the gaze of its somehow knowing windows, then eased her foot off the brake and steered toward the back lot.

				As soon as she unlocked the back door and stepped into the kitchen, she knew the house was empty; there was a kind of sub-audible hum in the air, as though it were a machine—turned on and awaiting input. She set the messenger bag she’d been carrying down on the table and saw the note from Martin. She scanned it and frowned a little. While she was glad that he was helping her out with the shopping, she still would have felt better if he or Ivan was here. The emptiness of the house seemed huge around her, a silence pressing into her ears with the insistence of a scream.

				Trying to shake off the prickly feeling, she began digging through her bag, removing several books of stamps she’d bought, the checkbook, the boxes of business cards and flyers she’d ordered. Several times, she had an overwhelming urge to look over her shoulder, but she fought against it. She hated being this jumpy in her own house, and it was all because of those fucking dreams.

				She finally gave up on sorting out her things, and turned to the coffeepot. Yes, she had the dreams, too, although she hadn’t told Martin. Hers started about a week after he first told her about his, and they were identical in every detail. She knew he was still having them, too; she could see it in the drawn paleness of his skin, the deep furtiveness behind his eyes. She hadn’t told him about hers because… Well, she wasn’t sure why. Maybe she was trying to protect him from even more stress, or maybe she thought if they all just ignored the problem, it would go away. It was stupid, she knew, and out of character for her to bury a problem rather than confront it, but dammit, they had all worked so hard to get this place up and running; Crandall’s meant so much to them, and she didn’t want anything to spoil that. She poured herself a cup of coffee, sloshing a large amount over the rim of the mug. She swore, loudly, her shuddery voice almost scaring her in the waiting silence.

				Jesus, what’s wrong with me? She cleaned up the spill, her teeth clenched. This whole thing was silly. They were all freaking themselves out and losing sleep over what amounted to a bunch of meaningless nightmares. When she raised her head again, she was face-to-face with the dark-haired magician gazing out of the poster mounted on the wall. “What’s the deal, Crandall?” she said under her breath, not feeling as stupid as she would have liked to. “Are you still here someplace, creeping around the halls and giving us bad dreams?”

				The man in the poster didn’t answer, but for a split second it did seem as though the air had shifted ever so slightly, as if the house had let out a breath it had been holding. Chloe’s skin flushed cold, and then she laughed at herself. She really was letting her imagination run away with her.

				As she carried her brimming mug over to the table, another sound, much louder this time, froze her in her tracks; a coughing, whuffing sort of sound, like the waking snuffle of some massive beast. For a second, her heart stopped in her chest, and then she realized it was only the chugging engine of Martin’s car, forcing its way through the sand in the backyard. Her heart resumed its beating, and she tried to laugh it off again, but found that this time the apprehensiveness remained.

				Chapter Nine

				Olivia wondered what in the hell was wrong with her manager.

				Sammy had never been the brightest of intellectual lights, but ever since this morning he’d been acting positively brain dead. Since he had closed the store last night, he had apparently forgotten everything he ever knew about running a coffee shop. He couldn’t remember how to work the cappuccino machine, he kept mixing up people’s orders, and on more than a few occasions, Olivia had caught him simply slacking off, staring out of the front windows like a dog waiting for its master to come home.

				By late afternoon, after an entire day of basically running the shop by herself, Olivia finally lost it. “Sammy, will you get with it? Jesus, did you fall on your head or something?” It felt odd yelling at him; she’d always liked Sammy, but something was definitely wrong with him and she wasn’t going to put up with it any longer.

				Sammy turned toward her, slowly, his face at first registering no discernable emotion at all. Recognition seemed a long time coming, but at last his eyes cleared. “Oh, Olivia,” he said, wiping his hands on his brown apron. “I’m sorry, I guess I must have…zoned out for a minute.”

				“Zoned out for eight hours is more like it,” Olivia shot back. She didn’t need this shit; it seemed like all she did lately was work, work, work, and her lack of sleep wasn’t helping her mood any. Besides that, Ivan and Martin acted weird, too, secretive and distracted. She’d had about all of it she could take. “Look, I know you’re the manager and you can fire me if you want to. Maybe you’ll say it’s none of my business, but since you’re coming here acting like a space cadet while I do all the work, it’s becoming my business. So for Christ’s sake, what the hell is the matter with you?”

				Sammy looked confused and flustered, his face going through numerous strange contortions, as though he were enduring some profound internal struggle in the space of a few seconds. “I’ve just had other things on my mind, is all,” he said finally, though his tone suggested that he didn’t quite believe it himself.

				“Like how many demons there are possessing you?” Olivia said, trying to be funny, but just coming off as harsh and acerbic. She watched as someone passed by the window outside—were they coming in? No, it was all right, they’d walked on by—then said with a sigh, “What’s really on your mind, Sammy?”

				The manager lowered his head and began fiddling with the glass shaker that held the chocolate sprinkles. “I started going to church,” he said, almost under his breath.

				This revelation surprised Olivia; Sammy had never mentioned religion at all in any of their numerous conversations, and it didn’t seem to be a subject that held much interest for him. “What for?” she asked him.

				“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, still pushing at the chocolate shaker with his finger, not meeting her gaze. The smell of coffee and cinnamon in the shop was heavy, but still pleasant. “I guess I just felt like I was…missing something in my life.”

				“Since when?” She didn’t mean to be rude; she liked Sammy, and he was her boss, after all, but he’d always been a happy, outgoing guy. This new dissatisfaction with life seemed a little peculiar.

				He looked up at her at last, and his eyes were wide and earnest, his forehead sheened with sweat. “Well, you know, sometimes you don’t really know something’s missing until you…well, until someone else points it out to you. Sometimes you see things differently then.” His face seemed moon-like, twitching, desperate.

				It was at that moment that Olivia seriously thought that Sammy might have lost his mind. She backed up a step. “You’re kidding, right?” she said, hoping he’d say yes, but knowing that he would never go this far for a joke. “Sammy, this isn’t you talking.”

				He acted as though he hadn’t heard her, and his eyes grew bigger, the pupils seeming to drown out the whites. “Actually, Olivia, this place I went to…it’s really great. You should come with me one day, just to see. I think you’d get a lot out of it.”

				Olivia backed up even farther, her palms up in a defensive posture. She could feel the heat from the coffeepots warming her lower back. “No you don’t, Sam. Thanks for caring, but it’s really not my thing.” Now she knew for sure that he’d gone off the deep end—he’d been born again. Well, that explains why he’s been acting like a zombie the last few days. She wasn’t sure what the best plan of action would be at this point, so for now she figured she should humor him. “I really appreciate you thinking of me, though. You’re sweet.” She tried to smile, and managed only half a smirk.

				“Come on, Olivia.” He hadn’t moved toward her, not yet, but his arms were extended, beseeching. “It’s not so far to go, it’s only just across the street. We could go right now, there’s no one here. The people there are really nice, you’ll see…”

				“Across the street?” Olivia had a sudden flash of memory to yesterday. Just about sunset, a little blonde-haired girl had been walking around pasting different colored flyers all over the shop windows and car windshields in the strip mall. Later on, the girl was joined by another blonde, tall and thin, and then later she’d seen both girls getting out of a car driven by a scruffy old man in a black fedora. Olivia remembered glancing at the flyer on her way out last night. The church was called Bellwether, which was a pretty weird-ass name for a church, she thought, and it promised eternal happiness and salvation and all the usual crap. She’d wanted to tear the flyer down from the coffee shop door, but she figured that was Sammy’s lookout, so she’d left it. Now she was wishing she’d torn every last one of them off every shop window in sight, if this was what the place did to people.

				“So, you mean to tell me you got suckered into that place on the flyer? Do they drink strychnine and dance with asps and stuff?”

				Sammy didn’t seem angry at her impertinence; in fact, he appeared not to have registered it at all. “I can’t make you go, of course,” he said, his smile beatific but somehow chilling. “It’s really wonderful there. You’re missing out.”

				Olivia felt goose bumps on her arms at the odd emphasis he’d placed on the word I. Was he implying that even though he couldn’t make her go, that someone else could? “I’m sure it’s great.” Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a group of four girls approaching the shop from the parking lot, and willed them to move faster. Then she stared Sammy straight in the face, even though she didn’t really want to. She hoped Sammy was still sane enough not to wig out in front of strangers. “Hey, we’ve got customers. Get your ass in gear. Or do you want to give me your salary?” She hoped that a little levity would snap him out of this lunacy, but the look on his face told her this was unlikely.

				Sammy paused, as though he was about to say something else, but then he just nodded and turned toward the door. Olivia sighed with relief, glad to be out of the line of fire of his sudden dementia. The bell over the door tinkled, and the girls bustled inside, all noise and giggles, and as Olivia stepped up to the counter and plastered a smile on her face, she thought, I wonder if Starbucks is hiring?

				Chapter Ten

				Lily and Rose had done their jobs well.

				The original pile of 500 flyers had been distributed in a wide area around the church, and almost immediately, there had been a modest response. The first new follower was a very old man with long, tangled gray hair cascading out from underneath a battered black hat. He said his name was Alvin. Lily thought he smelled funny, but he seemed very nice and gentle; as an added bonus, he had a car, and didn’t mind driving the girls farther away to deliver more flyers. Rose kept her distance from him as much as possible, but Lily liked to talk to him, and liked that he was always around, since Father had allowed him to lay out his sleeping bag and few possessions in the corner of the storage room, opposite Lily’s cot.

				Next came a dark-haired younger man, who had wandered in late that first Sunday night, bringing the sharp, but somehow comforting, aroma of coffee into the church with him. His name was Sammy, and even though he was not so attractive as the other men Lily had seen, the one at the house and the one from the music shop, he was pleasant enough to look at. He wasn’t always around, but he came by every evening after work, and on his days off he stayed from morning until late in the night. Rose liked him better than Alvin, and sometimes the three of them would play cards in the front room while the old man dozed or read his Bible nearby. Sometimes all of them would talk, sitting in the foldout chairs underneath the crosses and the beautiful glowing angels and the loving, pleading Jesus. They mostly talked about Mother and Father, and how wonderful they were, and how wonderful it would be when everyone else in the world knew how wonderful they were.

				It was only after a week had passed, and after two more members had joined—two girls this time, one barely out of her teens and one probably in her late thirties with the bearing of a strict schoolteacher—that Father began talking about the white house again. Lily had to admit she had almost forgotten all about it, or at least forgotten that it was supposed to play any part in the future of the church. After all, why did they need that old house to live in when they had this nice, clean, new place, and new friends to talk to? Father, speaking for Mother and himself, was set on that particular house. Lily didn’t really understand, but since Mother and Father wanted it, then she knew it would have to happen eventually.

				Piles more flyers were printed. Lily rode with Alvin to distribute them, and Rose usually went with Sammy. The other two girls—Alice and Florence—went in Florence’s car. Father told the flock daily how important it was to get as many members as possible, that nothing wonderful could happen until many more people came around to their way of thinking. Lily thought wonderful things had already happened, but maybe there were even better things in store. This thought galvanized her, and she took it as her personal mission to recruit as many people as she could. She wanted so badly for everything to be perfect, for Mother and Father to be proud of her.

				Lily knocked on countless doors, and had many slammed in her face, but almost as many opened wider, slightly, as the person inside grew cautiously more receptive to her message. She found that the hated pity, which her deformity had always inspired, could work to her advantage, as many potential recruits felt guilty for turning away someone so pathetic. She also discovered the types of people most likely to listen to her: Generally, very old people or very young ones, unemployed men with a whiff of booze about them, frazzled women at home with small children and longing for some adult contact. After a while, Lily began to recognize the glint of desperation in the eyes of the people she spoke to, and she learned to tailor her spiel to their specific needs, saying what she thought would give them hope and spur them to change their lives. She never felt as though she was manipulating anyone; quite the contrary. She was helping these people, throwing them a lifeline, and she could see that they knew it, and were grateful.

				In less than ten days, she had brought six new members into the fold. Though the subject was not spoken of, there was never any worry about one-timers, people who just turned up at the church once and then didn’t return. Everyone who entered the church, after speaking at length with Mother in private in the back room, became a fiercely committed member. Mother was, Lily supposed, a very persuasive woman.

				Rose and the others had some success as well, bringing in five new followers altogether. The only recruiter who came up empty was Sammy—he claimed he’d been trying very hard to convince the girl he worked with to join, but she was proving most reluctant, and was even threatening to quit if he didn’t stop pestering her about it. Father seemed irritated by this news, but when he spoke, he remained calm, explaining gently that some people were simply never going to see the light, and that it likely wouldn’t be necessary to force anyone into the church against her will. “Soon, there will be many of us, and we will be strong,” Father said. “We probably won’t need her.” He gave Sammy a thin smile and told him that his recruitment energies would be best spent elsewhere. Sammy nodded, his head lowered at the mild reprimand.

				One afternoon, as Lily and Alvin were returning from one of their distribution excursions, she spotted the pretty blond man with the guitar coming out of the music store. She knew what Father had said about not forcing anyone, but what harm could it do just to talk to him? She shooed Alvin into the church, and he went, looking back at her with a knowing glance. Lily blushed, thinking that if she could only succeed in convincing the man, then he would be with her all the time, and this prospect pleased her very much. Perhaps he would even sing to her, compose songs for her on his wonderful guitar. Perhaps he could even sleep on a cot near hers, in the storeroom, so that at night he could reach over and grasp her hand as she slept. Her blush deepened at the thought.

				The man was walking briskly toward his car, his head down, an unlit cigarette already crooked in his lips. Lily had the distinct feeling that he had seen her, but was trying to pretend he hadn’t. This hurt her profoundly, but she didn’t let it dissuade her. After he joined the church, he would be different. He would want to see her, not try to avoid her. She put on what she hoped was her prettiest smile—it was a hideous and freakish expression, she knew that, but the man would not think so, he was too nice to think such things about her—and began marching straight toward him. She knew her dress wasn’t as nice or fancy as it could have been, but it was the best one she had, so it would have to do. Her hair was shining and lusciously blonde, anyway; at least she shared that attractive feature with Rose.

				The beautiful man was just getting into his car; his hand was on the door, ready to pull it closed. Lily practically ran the last few yards. “Hello,” she called, still a little ways from him. Surely, he wouldn’t close the car door now that she had spoken directly to him. He couldn’t be that rude, she surmised.

				She was right. He sat in the driver’s seat, one hand on the steering wheel, smoking. He left the car door open and watched her approach.

				“Hi,” he said, his voice neutral. She could tell from his face he was cautious, suspicious, a little annoyed, but willing to listen.

				“Thank you for staying,” Lily said. She was a little out of breath. She noticed the man’s gaze resting uncomfortably on her misshapen face, then sliding away. This was disappointing, but she soldiered on, still smiling. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you for the longest time.”

				“Me? What for?” He hadn’t taken his hand off the steering wheel; escape was simply a matter of turning the key, stomping on the gas. Lily moved a little closer to him, casually, putting her small body in the way of the car door’s closing arc. He wouldn’t get away as easily as he thought, not without hearing her out first.

				“Oh, I just see you all the time and you look like someone interesting to talk to.” She tossed her glorious blonde locks, and smiled wider, full wattage. Then she leaned against the car door, crossing her arms. “You should come down to our place sometime. We could have a nice chat, or play cards if you want.”

				The man grinned. “Our place?” he said, glancing over her shoulder toward the church. “Who else is in there with you? What do you get up to in there?”

				Lily knew that here she would have to tread carefully; Father always said it was no good scaring people off just when you’d got them to pay attention, just when they seemed a little receptive. She shrugged, trying to make it seem as though what they did in the tiny storefront was of no great significance. “I guess it’s…kind of like a church,” she said as offhandedly as she could, knowing that for some types of people the word “church” brought up all sorts of negative associations. “Not really, but you know, kind of like that.”

				The man’s grin widened. “I don’t really do the church thing,” he said. She could tell he was trying to be diplomatic, trying not to hurt the feelings of the little deformed girl. It made her angry, but she suppressed it. The man clearly believed the whole concept of church was silly, useless, a waste of time. Lily decided to change tactics somewhat.

				“Well, it’s not like a regular church, you know,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand, an equally dismissive laugh. “It’s really just a bunch of us who get together.” She glanced into the back seat of his car. “You could bring your guitar, everyone would love it. You must play really good, to teach all those kids.” Flattery was always effective; she didn’t need Mother or Father to tell her that.

				The man smiled, but he was still wary. “Yeah, well, I don’t know about that. Anyway, it was nice talking to you, but I gotta go.”

				Lily didn’t move. She told herself this had all just been a lark on her part, she hadn’t really expected him to come with her, but now that he was actually trying to leave, she decided she didn’t want to let him. “Don’t go yet,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t detect the tightness she feared had crept into her voice. “We’ve only just gotten started. What’s your name?”

				The man sighed. “Ivan,” he answered, clearly exasperated.

				“I’m Lily.” She held out a tiny hand, the left one, since it wasn’t as malformed as the other.

				Ivan looked at it, then back up at her face. Finally, he took her hand and shook it twice, rather brusquely. “It’s nice to meet you, Lily, but I really have to go now.”

				She could tell he was starting to get angry, and she thought it would be best not to press her luck; she didn’t want him to have a lasting negative impression of her. This one was a hard case, but she was patient, and she would get to him in the end. She would, in fact, make it her personal mission. She smiled brightly at him and backed up a few steps, demurely, allowing him to close the driver’s side door. His window was all the way up, and he didn’t roll it down to speak to her, not even a crack. He just waved at her through the glass and backed out of the parking space, his face soon partly obscured by the glare from the late afternoon sun.

				Lily watched him go, shading her eyes. She wondered if Father or some of the others were watching her from the church windows. The thought both terrified and exhilarated her. She would show them. This man was going to be hers.

				Chapter Eleven

				It was a Tuesday night, and everyone in the house was home for the evening, which hardly ever happened. Tuesdays were also the only nights that Crandall’s was closed to paying customers, so the four of them had the house to themselves.

				Chloe brought takeout Chinese food for dinner, and then Martin and Olivia baked cookies and brewed coffee for everyone. They all gathered in the comfortable sitting room, lounging on the couches, surrounded by the accoutrements of magic that decorated the space — garishly illustrated posters, six-foot boxes with ladies painted on the front and steel blades protruding at several angles, worn top hats on wooden wall pegs, intertwined silver rings. It seemed very still and quiet, the usual music and crowd noise only a distant psychic echo. They all sipped their coffee and munched their cookies as darkness deepened outside.

				Martin did the same, but all the time he was wondering if the others could feel the tension underlying the idyllic scene. Ivan had seemed oddly nervous since he got home from work, and even the usually garrulous Olivia had barely said a word; she’d been moody for days, mostly because of something going on at work, or so she’d said. Martin looked down; Chloe was lying across his lap, her red hair fanned out against his thighs. Her milky white forehead seemed creased with faint lines of worry—just ghosts, really, shadows of lines, but Martin could see them.

				He still hadn’t asked her if she’d had the dream, and he hadn’t mentioned that he was still having it, almost every night now. He hated to admit it to himself, but he was frankly afraid of what she would say—either she would be angry at him for keeping things from her, or she’d tell him she’d been having the dreams, too, and then it would be just like it was with Ivan—an undeniable problem. Something had to be done; he knew someone had to ask the girls and see what they knew. He didn’t want to spoil this, their only night off for a while, but when would he get a better chance? Before he was even aware that he’d decided anything for sure, he heard himself say, “I need to talk to you guys about something.”

				Three faces turned toward him immediately, exactly as if they’d been expecting this. Ivan in particular looked partly terrified, partly relieved. His face was far more haggard than Martin ever remembered seeing it.

				Briefly, Martin described the dream again, elaborated the changes that had taken place in its plot, and apologized to Chloe for implying that he’d stopped having it. When he’d finished talking, he glanced at Ivan, encouragingly, and to his great surprise, Ivan spoke right up, admitting his own complicity in the secret, and even going a bit further in saying, “I’m not sure, and I know how stupid this sounds, Martin, but I think we’re dreaming this stuff for a reason. This house—or someone or something in it—is trying to tell us something. I never believed in this kind of stuff, but it’s getting to the point where…” He trailed off, waving his hand. “Hell, I don’t know. If you girls are having the dream, too, then you should probably tell us so we can get a handle on what we’re dealing with here.” He looked at Martin for confirmation. Martin nodded.

				As soon as Ivan finished speaking, the room fell utterly silent—even the sounds of chewing and sipping had ceased. Obviously, the little speech had struck a nerve—either that, or the others couldn’t believe how crazy it sounded, Martin thought, a little bitterly.

				Finally, Chloe sighed and sat up. “I guess I’m the one who should be apologizing, Martin,” she said, smoothing her long hair back over her neck and shoulders. “I’ve been having the dream, too, exactly like you described it. It started a few days after you first told me about yours. At first, I thought it was just because you’d told me about it, so I didn’t bother saying anything. I didn’t really think it was important. After that, well…” She looked down at her hands. “After that, I guess I was scared to tell you. I was sort of hoping it would all just go away by itself.”

				Ivan was nodding. “Yes, we’re both familiar with that feeling. It doesn’t look like we’re going to get our wish. Lately, they’ve been getting—well, not worse, exactly, but…”

				“More intense,” Martin broke in. “More detailed.”

				“Yeah.”

				Olivia set her coffee mug down on the table. “Well, I guess it won’t shock anyone to know I’ve been having the dream, too. For the last couple of weeks.” She crossed her arms and collapsed back against the sofa cushions. “I wonder why I was the last one to start having it. I’m always the last one to know anything.”

				“Don’t feel bad,” Ivan said, patting her knee. “It’s not a race or anything.”

				Martin smiled, but his insides boiled and squirmed. He didn’t know whether to feel vindicated or unsettled by these developments. He certainly felt less alone, and he supposed that was a good thing. He found he couldn’t blame Chloe or Olivia for their reticence about the dreams. After all, he’d done the same thing, and for largely the same reasons. “Well, now that everything’s out in the open,” he said, then paused. “Everything is out in the open, right? No one’s seen or heard or dreamed anything else we might need to know about, have they?”

				They all laughed—the strange yet exhilarated laughs of death-row prisoners given a six-month reprieve—but all shook their heads.

				“Okay, then.” Martin wasn’t sure how they wordlessly elected him leader of this little mission, or whatever it was, but the fact was unmistakable, and clearly readable in the hopeful expressions of the others. He gestured toward his best friend. “Ivan and I have been talking about maybe taking down that wall on the landing. Or at least knocking a hole in it to see if anything’s back there.”

				“You’re going to tear out a wall just because we’ve been having some weird nightmares?” Olivia said.

				“We’ve all been having them,” Ivan pointed out. “Don’t you feel like it’s something we need to do?”

				Olivia shrugged and mumbled something.

				“I don’t know about this, either,” Chloe said. “I mean, I want to know what’s going on as much as you do, and I want the dreams to stop. Is tearing up the place really going to answer any questions?”

				“I know it sounds a little extreme,” Martin said. “It’s not that big a deal, really. If we don’t find anything, we’ll just call ourselves complete idiots, patch the hole back up, and forget all about it.”

				“You’d think if the dreams were actually trying to tell us something, then they’d be a little clearer on what it is we’re supposed to do,” Chloe pointed out. “I mean, I’m not saying I’m totally against this, I’m just mentioning it.”

				“Look, I know none of us are experts on this type of thing,” said Martin. “I’m scared, and I’m confused. I willingly admit that; but really, other than the cost of repairing a hole in the wall, what harm could it do to just have a look?”

				“Let me ask you guys this,” Olivia said, speaking quietly and glancing at each of them in turn. “Let’s say that there is something behind the walls that the dreams are telling us to find. What if the something behind the wall is a bad thing? What if something in this house wants us to tear out the wall, to sort of…I don’t know, release it? Like a demon, or something.” Olivia was hugging her knees to her chest. “Jesus, that’s lame. You get the idea.”

				Martin had to admit he hadn’t thought of that, and he cursed himself silently for his stupidity. How could he have missed something so obvious? “In the dream,” he said, realizing he sounded defensive, but unable to stop himself, “I felt like whatever was behind there was protecting me, like it was safe there. It was protecting me from what was outside…” He knew he was making excuses, and besides, they’d all had the same dream, so why was he telling them about it? He shut up.

				“That could be just what the demon wants you to think, that you’re safe in the house,” Olivia said. She was smirking a little, but her eyes were deadly serious.

				“I hate to say it, but she might be right,” said Ivan. “I don’t think we know enough about the situation to risk…unleashing something.” He rolled his eyes. “Man, I can’t believe I just said that out loud.”

				“No, I agree with you,” said Chloe. “As much as I want to know what’s happening, I think we should be sensible. We’ll have to consider the possibility that the dreams could be some kind of trick.” She thought for a second, tapping her fingers on her coffee cup. “Maybe we should do some more research about the house’s history. We never really found out that much about it, except for a few things about Crandall and the house being abandoned a long time ago. There should be deeds on record, or the plans from when it was built, or more about the guy who used to live here, since he was somewhat famous. Maybe I could check out the library, county property records, stuff like that. See what I can find out.”

				“That’s a great idea,” said Martin. “I could even help you with that, too, when we’re not horribly busy. Or do some research on the internet.”

				“Yeah,” Ivan said, plainly a little disappointed that the destruction would have to be delayed a while longer. “We’ll do the boringly sensible thing and gather more data. Not like there’s any rush to find the hundred million in gold doubloons buried behind the landing wall.”

				Olivia laughed. “Or maybe Crandall rigged it so that when we punch a hole in the wall, we’ll pull out a white rabbit.”

				They all cracked up at that, and finished their coffee and cookies in good humor. For all the rest of that evening, though, Martin couldn’t stop thinking about Crandall the Conjuror. Maybe that long-gone old man had some tricks up his sleeve after all.

				Chapter Twelve

				Bellwether had so far accumulated a total of twenty-five members, and Father told them that Mother had decided it was time for another crack at the white house in the woods. Lily didn’t know why this was, and couldn’t help feeling that she had failed somewhat—for surely the house wasn’t important anymore, now that the church was doing so well? Mother and Father knew all, and if they wanted to go back to the house, then this was obviously the right thing to do.

				So, seeking to please, Lily nearly tripped over her own feet rushing to ask if she could accompany them. She could feel Rose’s gaze boring into her back as she talked, but she simply tossed her hair and straightened her shoulders. Rose was just jealous because she hadn’t been the first to think of asking. Rose had Sammy now, and Lily still had no one.

				Father looked doubtful about the proposition, his bald forehead rucking up like wrinkles in a rug, his dark eyes glowering. Mother was stooped beside him, her crooked form covered with its thick woolen shawls, her face a mass of black fabric with just the glint of eyes behind. She leaned toward Father and hissed something in his ear. Father listened and then grumbled a little. He stared down at Lily. “Mother says you have been with her since the beginning, and should be given the opportunity,” he said. Lily could tell that Father didn’t entirely agree, but what choice did he have but to acquiesce?

				So it came to pass that Lily found herself in the back seat of the big blue car again, staring at the scenery between the shadowed profiles of Mother and Father. The road was the same as she remembered it, of course, but this time night was falling, so that the trees flanking the street blended into one enormous black mass, a huge misshapen ogre towering above the tiny automobile, poised to strike at any moment.

				They passed no other vehicles, and it seemed a very long time before Father turned onto the dirt track that terminated at the old house. The headlights picked out a few overhanging branches, the tire marks of other cars embedded in the sand, and the occasional small woodland creature, which would appear and then vanish with no more than a glint of its luminescent eyes. Crickets chirruped from the woods, but other than that and the throaty growl of the car’s engine, there was no sound. Father didn’t speak a word.

				The house materialized so swiftly that it seemed to have leaped in front of the car. The driveway was empty, but even in the dark, Lily could see tire tracks forging a path to the back of the house. Most of the downstairs lights were on, and she thought she could see shadows moving behind the curtains. She shivered, remembering that first day, the figure in the window, how spooky it had looked before she had seen the dark-haired man properly. All the upstairs windows were dark.

				Lily wondered if the people inside had heard their car engine or seen the headlights, and evidently Father was thinking the same thing, for he killed the lights and drove very slowly past the side of the house and around toward the back, where Lily assumed the people who lived here parked their cars. Father pulled level with an ancient Corolla, then turned off the engine. The three of them sat silently in the darkness for a long moment. The metal of a few other cars glinted in the feeble light from the house’s back windows, but Lily couldn’t clearly make them out.

				Mother was drumming her claw-like fingers on her thighs and peering out into the night; the gold bracelets on her wrists jangled with every movement. Without a sound, she pointed out the window. Lily stared, but she couldn’t see what Mother was pointing at.

				Father was looking and nodding his head, obviously understanding the situation. “Yes, maybe that would be the easiest way, just so we could see…”

				Lily still didn’t know what they were talking about, and didn’t much like the idea of simply sitting here in the car in the dark, but Father turned in his seat to look at her. His eyes were like two black shiny marbles. “We need you to do something for us,” he said.

				Lily perked up—yes, she wanted to say, yes, anything—but she was a little afraid to; Father was looking at her so intently. “What is it?” she asked.

				Mother pointed again, out into the darkness. Father translated the gesture. “We’d like you to climb up that fire escape there and see if you can get into one of the second-floor doors or windows,” he said. “Not the first floor—we want to try not to attract any attention.”

				Lily was frightened by the prospect of breaking and entering, but she knew better than to say this out loud. She lowered her head, unable to bear any more of her master’s scrutiny. “What do you want me to do once I get in?” she said quietly.

				“Don’t worry about that right now,” Father answered. “Let’s just see if you can get in first.”

				Lily glanced up. He was still staring at her, not exactly unkindly, but with a look behind his eyes that definitively told her that he expected her complete obedience. Lily was prepared to meet his expectations, as nervous as she was; lowering her head again, this time with deference, acceptance, she pushed open her car door and got out, feeling her shoes immediately sinking an inch or two into the damp sand. Lily didn’t say anything to her masters, although she could feel that they were still watching her, Mother from behind her concealing layers of clothing.

				Closing the car door softly, Lily began to make her way across the backyard to the imposing white structure, which wasn’t as grand from the back as from the front, but still embodied a stately magnificence. She had to weave her way through a few other cars parked haphazardly in the plowed-up sand, and, in the dark, she stubbed her toe on a fallen tree branch. She thought she could hear music and faraway laughter from somewhere in the vicinity of the lighted first floor. For a brief moment, she wished that she was an invited guest here, that the people behind the bright windows were waiting for her, and would welcome her into their laughter. She pushed the feeling away; she had a job to do.

				There were wooden steps leading up to a darkened, screened-in back porch, but a few yards to the right of these was another set of steps, these made of painted white metal and ending at a door on the second story. There was also a sort of platform or deck over the porch, which could be accessed from the fire escape, or from the large French windows to the left of the door. Even in the dark, Lily could see the ghosts of lawn chairs up there, made of PVC pipe that glimmered white under the moon.

				She stopped at the base of the fire escape and slipped off her shoes, thinking they would make too much noise on the metal stairs. She wasn’t sure if she was afraid of the people in the house or not. The man she’d seen that first day hadn’t looked terribly scary, but what about the others? Would they hurt her if they caught her out here, or call the police, who might take her away from Mother and Father forever? The thought made her pause before she set foot on the fire escape. Her stomach was fluttering. To be parted from Mother and Father, to never see them again or be able to bask in their presence… Well, she couldn’t think of anything worse than that. She would rather have the people in the house catch her and beat her to death on their porch steps.

				Gathering her courage, she mounted the stairs and began to climb them on tiptoe, feeling rough grains of sand on the metal, chafing against her bare feet. She wondered if Mother and Father could see her, resplendent in her favorite pink sundress, the one she always wore for special occasions. She wondered if they had seen her hesitate, and whether they would punish her for her reluctance. She swallowed. She wouldn’t hesitate again.

				Lily reached the little metal landing at the top of the fire escape and gripped the railing in one tiny hand. Even though she was only two floors up, the ground still seemed very far away, the masters’ car even farther. She couldn’t even see them through the darkened car windows; she only saw the blue-white glare of moonlight on the glass, like a huge rectangular eye.

				So, what was she supposed to do now? Simply try to get in? What if she did get in, what then? Father told her not to worry about that, but she couldn’t help it, she was worrying.

				Since the only accessible windows were technically the French doors which opened onto the deck, Lily decided to do the first logical thing, and that was to try the door directly in front of her. Not expecting much to come of this—who left their doors unlocked these days?—she closed her hand over the knob and turned it slowly, waiting for the moment when it would inevitably stop fast in its arc, locked.

				To her surprise, the knob kept turning, and before she realized it, there was a click and the door opened outward. Startled, she could only stand on the fire escape platform and stare into a small, dimmed bedroom that opened out into a short, equally dark hallway, both of which were deserted.

				She didn’t know how long she stood there, but at last, realizing that Mother and Father were probably watching and getting angry in the car, Lily snapped herself out of her trance and took a tentative step forward.

				And promptly crashed headlong into what felt like a concrete wall.

				Lily blinked and rubbed at her smarting nose. What in the hell had just happened? She focused her vision. Yes, there it was, an open door and what was clearly a room on the other side of it, a room that could obviously be accessed by stepping through the open door and over the threshold.

				She reached out, experimentally. Her arm was harshly rebuffed, seemingly by thin air. Or some kind of invisible barrier. Was there, perhaps, a pane of glass there? Although it was dark, Lily was quite sure there wasn’t. Why would someone put clear glass behind a door anyway?

				Now Lily began to understand why Father had told her to worry about getting inside before worrying about anything else. He had probably known something like this would happen. What was causing it? Lily didn’t know if she wanted to risk asking Mother and Father. Surely they would tell her the details when it suited them. Surely they wouldn’t blame her for not being able to get into the house. After all, it wasn’t her fault, was it?

				She tried going through the door again, just in case, just so she could say she had tried more than once or twice. Her hand again bounced off the empty space hovering over the threshold. The effect was unsettling, but at least Lily was certain now; there would be no getting into the house through there.

				She wasn’t sure what she should do now. It seemed as though she had been given a task and had failed, and even though the failure was not her doing, she still felt she should make more effort; it would show Mother and Father how committed she was to carrying out their wishes. Lily glanced to the left. Should she try the French windows, in the interest of exhausting all options? Yes, she decided, this seemed a wise course of action. Besides, deep down, she was afraid that Mother and Father might chastise her for her lack of thoroughness, although she was loath to admit this to herself. She clambered down onto the deck. Sharp pebbles poked into her bare feet, and she winced with every step.

				At last, Lily arrived before the closed windows and considered their glassy reticence. There were curtains, but they were partly open, and through them she could see the same unmade bed and the same framed Carravaggio print she’d seen from the open door. There was still the sound of muted voices floating up from downstairs, and Lily found herself wondering what the mysterious people down there were talking about.

				Cautiously, she gripped the handles—they were silver, with a pretty curlicue design, and the metal was cold on her hands—and pulled. The windows didn’t budge. Locked.

				Well, that was that. She didn’t think Father would want her drawing attention to herself by trying to break the glass, so she stepped back with a disappointed sigh. Glancing up, she noticed that she’d left the fire escape door wide open, and with a muffled curse she clambered up onto the platform to close it. Before she did, she took one last experimental push at the barrier that was keeping her out, noting how the palms of her hands flattened as if pressed against a thick and perfectly transparent glass wall. She knew she was probably taking longer than she should have, but it was just so weird…

				A shuffling noise very close by made her heart leap into her throat, and instead of slamming the door and bolting back down the steps, she froze, her legs rooted to the metal beneath her feet. Her whole body was screaming for escape, but she found that she was unable to move.

				She saw a shadow in the hallway on the other side of the door. Someone was coming; she had to get out of there. Mother and Father would be very angry if she was seen. With effort, she curled her small fingers around the edge of the door. She was scared, but she had to get moving, and maybe she could get the door closed before anyone saw anything…

				Lily moved too slow. By the time she forced her recalcitrant muscles to push the door toward its frame, the shadow inside the house solidified into a tall, thin man with a shock of white-blonde hair and a sharply angled face.

				Lily drew in her breath. It was the man from the music shop, and he stared right at her.

				Chapter Thirteen

				

			

	
Ivan felt tired. He was glad of the talk they’d been having and that everything was finally out in the open. Still, he couldn’t help feeling like they were a long way from resolving the issues.

				The stairs were dark and they creaked softly as he climbed them. He deliberately turned his face away from the landing wall as he passed it, just as he’d been doing since he’d first started having the dreams. It was funny. In the dreams, the place always seemed like such a refuge, but in the cold light of reality there was something not quite right about the spot, something almost sinister in the way the shadows slid across it like drifting phantoms. He shook himself and kept walking.

				He didn’t really want to sleep, not yet, not when he knew the dream would probably be waiting for him. He did want to be alone for a while, maybe curl up under the covers with a good book, and enjoy the warm, pleasant buzz the coffee and chocolate had left in his stomach. He could sit up and read until he couldn’t hold slumber at bay any longer, or until Olivia came up to bed. The prospect pleased him.

				His bedroom was the smallest in the house, but he and Olivia had chosen it because it overlooked the deck and had its own door to the outside. Not that they needed to sneak in and out without the others’ knowledge, but they liked having the option, anyway; sometimes they would open the French doors in the morning and lie in bed, looking out at the sunrise. Besides that, there was a large closet, almost big enough to be another room, where he could keep his guitars and other musical equipment.

				By the time Ivan had turned the short corridor that led to the bedroom, his eyes had adjusted to the dimness, so he had no trouble seeing immediately that the door that led out of the room and onto the fire escape was standing wide open.

				He also saw a small figure in the doorway, silhouetted by the moonlight.

				He wasn’t afraid, not really; the sight startled him, but the figure was clearly solid and not ghostly (for he’d been preoccupied with ghosts and other supernatural phenomena since the dreams had first started coming), and besides that, looked too small in stature to pose any threat. In fact, it was no bigger than a child.

				Ivan tiptoed a few steps closer and looked harder, and then he recognized the figure as the dwarf girl from the church he’d talked to this afternoon. He almost laughed, but a shudder rippled up his back as well. What the hell was she doing here? Stalking him?

				The girl was standing very still; she didn’t seem to have noticed him. One of her hands was pressed against the door frame and the other was held up, palm toward him, as though she were waving or doing that stereotypical Indian “how” thing. She looked very rapt, and so odd that his laughter died in his throat, replaced by a cold trickle of fear. He opened his mouth to ask what she was doing there, but before he could speak, she had seen him. Her eyes went very big, and in less than a second she had slammed the door. In a moment, he heard her scurrying footsteps as she tore down the metal staircase.

				Ivan, breaking his trance, rushed to the door and flung it open. “Hey!” he called. The girl was streaking across the backyard, her tiny malformed legs pumping, toward a car whose engine was already running. Ivan couldn’t see who was driving it, or even tell what color it was in the moonlight; it looked white or silver maybe. “Hey you! It’s okay! Come back!” He tried to remember her name—she’d told him what it was in the parking lot, hadn’t she? Of course she had—but nothing would come. She didn’t seem to hear him anyway, as determined as she was to get away. By the time Ivan was halfway down the fire escape, she had leaped into the back seat of the car, and he could only watch as the big, pale-colored automobile raced toward the road, spitting sand from beneath its tires.

				The others had heard the commotion from downstairs, and a few moments later Martin, Chloe, and Olivia were arrayed in a rough phalanx in the hallway, their breathing ragged from running up the stairs. “What the hell is going on? What’s all the yelling?” Olivia said.

				Ivan shook his head and climbed back up the fire escape. “I’m not really sure.” He stepped into the bedroom, taking one last look out at the now deserted backyard before closing the door and locking it. “They’re gone now, anyway. Let’s go back downstairs.” Suddenly, the thought of curling up alone in the bedroom didn’t seem like such a hot idea after all.

				The others followed him, their mystified expressions almost comically similar upon their three very different faces. Olivia tried to talk to him, but Ivan waved her off, saying only, “It’s nothing. I’ll tell you in a minute.”

				Once downstairs, Ivan poured himself another mug of coffee—his fifth, so there would probably be no sleep tonight, even if he wanted it—and collapsed back onto the sofa in the living room. The others arrayed themselves around him.

				“So there was someone in the backyard?” Olivia prompted.

				“Yes. A couple someones, looked like.”

				“Well, this is a public place now, I guess we have to expect it sometimes,” said Martin.

				“It was someone I knew, though,” said Ivan, and he went on to tell them about the persistent little woman who had accosted him outside the music store.

				“You mean you have a stalker, dearest?” Olivia said, a slight grin curling her mouth.

				Ivan didn’t smile. “I think she’s trying to get me to join her church.”

				Olivia’s grin disappeared. “Jeez, that’s probably the same one my manager joined. Remember I was telling you about all the shit at work? Sammy going to church? It turned him into a total space cadet. Don’t go getting mixed up with them, Ivan.”

				“I wouldn’t, Liv. What do you take me for?” He did smile a little now.

				“Hey, if you want, I could ask Sammy about that girl,” Olivia suggested. “Not that he’d tell me anything, but I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try.”

				“I guess it wouldn’t.” Ivan sat back and sighed loudly, closing his eyes. It seemed that the caffeine surging through his veins had made him more exhausted and more wired, all at the same time. “This whole thing is getting weirder and weirder,” he said.

				Chapter Fourteen

				Lily was silent on the short ride back to the church. She had failed, and she knew it. Father had said she’d done a good job, but Lily could see the coldness in his eyes, hear the tightness of his voice. Mother, of course, hadn’t said anything, but her silence was thick with disapproval. Lily knew they were probably wishing they had brought beautiful Rose along instead of her. Rose wouldn’t have messed up such a simple task. Rose wouldn’t have got herself seen and recognized by the pretty man with the guitar, and even if she had, she would have wheedled some good out of the failure with her lovely, flirtatious ways. Lily sighed miserably. How was she supposed to know, really? She didn’t know the man (Ivan, she thought, he said his name was Ivan) lived there. He saw her trying to break into his house, and now he would never join them. She would never get to hear him sing songs to her, never get to hold his hand as she slept, never get to sit on his lap and laugh with him as Rose stared on in bitter envy. She would never have any of those things now, because she had screwed everything up. Lily put her chin in her hands and sulked.

				After Father parked the car in front of the lighted window of Bellwether, he turned in his seat. “Don’t worry too much, Lily,” he said. His voice was still hard and flat. “You shouldn’t have gotten yourself seen, but in other ways this wasn’t really your fault. It was too soon for us to go back to the house. There is still a lot of work to do.” He got out of the car and opened Mother’s door, supporting her with his big, strong arms.

				Lily didn’t know what Father meant, but her spirits lifted slightly, knowing that Father didn’t entirely blame her for the events of the evening. The problem with Ivan was another matter, of course, but it was one that she kept to herself for now. She slid out of the car and followed her masters, keeping a discreet distance and her head lowered.

				Sammy, Alvin, Rose, and a couple of newer girls were sitting around inside the church, and they all turned when Father opened the door, their faces expectant. Father led Mother into the back room and closed the door without saying a word, leaving Lily to face the hopeful expressions. She hated to have to let her family down, but she had to tell them the truth. “It’s too soon,” she said, knowing that they didn’t understand what this meant any more than she did, but also knowing that they, like her, would realize that it wasn’t good, that the mission had not succeeded. Their faces fell, and Lily’s already low spirits plummeted back down with them. “We just have to work harder, that’s all,” she said, trying to keep her voice light, buoyant, encouraging. It was very difficult. “We just need to keep bringing people into the fold.” The others looked mollified somewhat; a few of them even smiled and nodded.

				Father returned then, and Sammy and the others bowed their heads down as he passed. He said nothing, just waved vaguely at the disciples before disappearing into another back room and closing the door. After a few moments, the girls began talking in low voices, and then Sammy and Alvin joined in the conversation. Soon, they were all absorbed in planning new tactics for gaining recruits.

				Lily sat close enough so that it would not look as though she was isolating herself, but not so close that their discussion could distract her from her own thoughts. She hated to admit it to herself, but in a way she felt superior to all the others, even Rose; after all, she’d been the first chosen, the first of Mother’s disciples, before Father even. In fact, she brought her sister Rose into the fellowship. She was, Lily thought only half seriously, their prophet and messiah. Being first, after all, had to count for something.

				Eighteen months ago, she hadn’t even known Mother; she and Rose traveled the southwest with a small circus, mostly doing trapeze acts, but also getting into some clown-type things and acrobatics. Obviously, deformed Lily was the one doing the comic relief; Rose was always the princess in the pink spangled costumes. Lily would ride around on a Shetland pony, trying to get the kids to laugh, but making them scream in terror more often than not. It was degrading work, but it was a job, and on most days she didn’t mind it—the world of the circus was a world unto itself, with its own standards and norms, and rules of conduct wildly different from those of the wider society. Circus folk were accepting of far stranger things than a run-of-the-mill dwarf, even a deformed one, and Lily liked feeling as though she were part of a family, a more extended one than her beautiful twin sister could ever provide.

				Mother had come aboard somewhere around Tulsa. At first, she’d worked as a fortune teller, calling herself Madame Crimson. She had never really shown her face; even then she had always worn a long, swirling cape with a hood, and later on she started augmenting that with a dark cloth completely concealing her features. Perhaps she thought it added to her air of mystery and ill-gotten wisdom. Lily didn’t remember Mother leaving much impression when she first joined the crew; she seemed like just another mediocre palm reader, with her dangling gypsy bracelets and worn pack of tarot cards forever at hand. She seemed no better or worse than any of the others who had drifted through during the few years that the Briar sisters had called the circus home.

				Gradually, Madame Crimson morphed into something quite different. She put together a stage act—hypnosis, a few card tricks, some mind-reading stuff, strictly small time. She would use volunteers from the audience as subjects for most of her tricks, making them do and say ridiculous things while supposedly hypnotized, and eventually putting them into trances where they spoke in the voices of the dead. Lily watched a few of the shows, and at first she was amused by the clumsiness and obvious fakery, but after a while, the tricks got better and better. It got to the point where Lily didn’t want to watch Madame Crimson anymore, because the act was getting creepy and making her uncomfortable.

				By that time, Lily knew her enough to say ‘hello’, but she was still practically a stranger. In fact, Madame Crimson remained a stranger to nearly everyone, as she rarely came out of her trailer, and never mixed with the rest of the circus folk. Lily was very surprised when Silver Steele, the sword swallower and the only person in the circus to have actually halfway befriended the faceless fortune teller, brought Lily a message saying the woman wanted to see her in her trailer after the last performance.

				Anxiously, Lily trudged through the hay-strewn sand in the moonlight, hearing the grunts and lows of the animals as they settled down in their cages for the night. Madame Crimson lived in the nicest trailer, a fact that was the source of much rumor and speculation. Silver Steele had even whispered that the woman had hypnotized the circus owner into giving her special favors, like the best living quarters and the highest pay. Lily was thinking about this as she climbed the steps to knock on the door.

				Madame Crimson stood in the threshold after answering Lily’s knock, not speaking. The purple robe she wore covered almost her entire body, and was made of very heavy material, like wool or velvet. Only the woman’s hands—ancient, bony, with nails like an eagle’s talons—were visible, their profusion of gold bracelets almost an ironic statement of defiant femininity. Lily couldn’t tell whether the woman was looking at her or not; she could discern no hint of a face behind the black fabric screen beneath the hood. Lily smiled, awkwardly. One of the woman’s hands hovered before her eyes, beckoning her inside.

				Madame Crimson still had not spoken a single word, and Lily was too nervous to initiate any sort of conversation. She never did find out why the fortune teller had chosen her out of all the others at the circus; after that night, the reasons seemed less than pressing. Lily remembered that she had drunk a single glass of wine, but was not impaired in any way. The trailer was relatively well kept, but crammed with arcane-looking texts and smelling vaguely unpleasant. She remembered Madame sitting very still on a small sofa across from her, mostly appearing to stare from behind her opaque veil, her head tilted as though she was fascinated by Lily’s very presence. It was a long time before Lily finally realized Madame actually tried to hypnotize her; no sooner had this fact sunk in than she further realized that it seemed to be working. She remembered feeling unmoored, adrift; the sensation should have frightened her, but somehow it didn’t. Instead, she felt strangely peaceful, as though she had let go of herself and was simply at one with her surroundings, a cluster of molecules among billions of others. She could still see Madame, and she was still poised on the sofa across from her, but to her she no longer looked like the slightly witchy, small-time sideshow hypnotist that she was. Now, she seemed angelic, bathed in radiant light, her unseen face glowing with infinite love, grace, and wisdom. Lily laughed, a sound of pure joy erupting from her lips, for she had never seen or felt anything quite so wonderful.

				When Madame got up from the sofa, she left trails of bright rainbow colors in her wake, and Lily watched, fascinated, as the woman approached, the light emanating from her body putting the sun’s light to shame, but somehow not too bright to look at directly. She came closer and closer until she was a supernova, blotting out all else in Lily’s vision. Then Lily felt fingers on the back of her neck, and all at once, the light exploded inside her brain, obliterating the life she’d known before, clearing the way for the new life, the new information that was to come. For a single moment, she felt as though she possessed all knowledge in the universe, and then, a second later, everything went dark.

				When she woke the next day, she was still in Madame’s trailer, and the night before seemed like nothing more than a vivid dream. She felt fantastic, reborn, ready to take on the world. She sat up, her face stretched into a blissful smile that she couldn’t get rid of, even if she had felt any desire to. After glancing around the trailer and seeing no one, she thought immediately of Rose, and how wonderful it would be to share this experience with her. Surely Mother wouldn’t mind, for Mother was how she now thought of Madame. Perhaps she should ask before she did anything. She wasn’t afraid of Mother, not exactly, but she just thought that Mother would know what was best.

				Lily found the woman sitting at the small kitchen table in the trailer, her spindly finger poised upon the pages of an open, yellowed book. She looked up as Lily approached, but said nothing.

				“I feel better than I’ve ever felt in my life,” Lily said, unable to contain herself. She saw that Mother had not moved or reacted, but she decided to press on. With a deferential bow of the head, she asked permission to bring her sister Rose, in order to have her experience the awakening that she had experienced the night before.

				Mother’s head tilted again, far to the right, and the nature of her silence changed. Lily’s stomach knotted, afraid the answer would be no, but then Mother simply nodded, and turned back to her book.

				Elated, Lily tore across the sawdust-strewn ground to her own trailer, the one she shared with her infinitely more beautiful twin. Rose seemed skeptical at first, but finally relented, grudgingly, and followed Lily back to Mother.

				That night transpired very similar to Lily’s night of conversion, but this time Lily could watch from the outside, and marvel at the power Mother radiated. At the last minute, before Mother touched Rose and completed her awakening, Lily was sent out of the room so that she could not witness the actual act of transformation. She resented this, but decided, as she lay on the bed in the tiny cramped bedroom, that it was probably for the best.

				Rose had come in then, and the two girls seemed closer than ever, now privy to a shared secret that bound them tighter even than the ties of biology. They fell asleep in each other’s arms, which they hadn’t done since they were children.

				When Lily awoke an undetermined amount of time later, she felt strange and dislocated. Rose still slept beside her, apparently without a care in the world. This time, Lily clearly remembered the events of the night before, and she knew immediately that she was still in Mother’s trailer. Something was different. When she sat up, she realized what it was; the trailer was moving.

				Lily rolled out of bed and stood, with some difficulty, still very groggy and dizzy from sleep. The back of her head throbbed, which was odd as she hadn’t felt it the day before. The pain was coming from where Mother had touched her. Lily put her hand there, where her head sloped down into her neck, and she felt a slightly raised ridge of skin, like the lump of an old scar. She never remembered there being a scar there before. Disturbed, she crouched down and gently brushed Rose’s hair away from her neck. No, her sister bore no scar, but the skin was red there, in a parabola shape, as though something had irritated it. Lily now wished more than ever that she could have seen what Mother did to Rose and to her.

				Crossing the small room—little more than a closet really—Lily peered out a tiny, dusty rectangle of window, and there she saw a ribbon of black asphalt unspooling under a naked desert sun. She had no idea where they were; the landscape was endlessly monotonous, one mile bleeding into the next. All that she did know was that the circus was behind her, perhaps forever. She found, to her surprise, that she did not miss it. So she sat there, by the window, staring out at the road behind, and waited for Rose to wake up, waited for their great adventure to begin.

				It was only later that she met Father, who came on board the night of Rose’s conversion, after both girls were sleeping. He worked as the circus strongman for a brief period, entertaining audiences with his ability to bend metal bars with his bare hands, to pull brick-laden trucks along with his teeth. Now he simply followed Mother’s lead, driving the car that pulled the trailer, doing her speaking for her, carrying out her every wish. Both Lily and Rose, while timid in his presence, accepted him unreservedly as a paternal figure, and sought to please him as they sought to please Mother, their new master. Over the long months that followed, Lily’s fierce love for her new family only deepened, becoming a burning energy which sustained her during the journey set before her.

				Now, she thought, finally back in the present, look how far I’ve come. The church had grown impressively, largely through her own efforts, and even though she failed to get into the house tonight like Mother and Father wanted her to, she had done very well in other aspects, and anyway, there was always tomorrow, and the day after that. The great adventure was still in many ways ahead of her, and she couldn’t wait to step forward and embrace it.

				Chapter Fifteen

				The library was part of a huge complex of squat white buildings across the street from the river, which smelled vaguely fishy, even from a distance. The complex also contained the county hall of records, a synergy that pleased Chloe very much. “We’ll kill two birds with one stone,” she said as she maneuvered her rattling car into the single remaining empty space. Olivia, in the passenger seat, nodded vaguely.

				It was early afternoon, a Thursday. Although she had other things to do, the question of the history of the house she lived in nagged at Chloe since the discussion about the dreams two nights ago. She knew she wouldn’t be able to rest until she came up with some solid information. Olivia, on a rare day off, surprised her by wanting to come along. “No offense,” Chloe said, “but you haven’t exactly acted like you care that much about this.”

				Olivia shrugged, no offense apparently taken. “I live in the house, too,” she said simply. “I want the dreams to stop as much as you do.”

				That sounded good enough for Chloe. To be perfectly honest, Olivia looked as though she needed some resolution to this whole dilemma; dark circles under her eyes shone like bruises in the harsh sunlight, and her shoulders sagged forward as she walked. She talked about quitting her job because of her manager’s newly minted religious mania, and Chloe knew that could account for some of the stress, but not all of it.

				The interior of the municipal building was almost chilly, and Chloe shoved her hands into the pockets of her black sweater. A guard in a navy uniform pointed the girls toward the records offices, and they both thanked him, heading down the deserted and echoing hallway.

				A young man with silver-rimmed glasses looked up as they entered. “Help you?”

				Chloe stepped forward. “I hope so. I’m looking for any information you might have about the house at 715 Castillo. Permits, blueprints, deeds, whatever. I’m not really sure if I’ve come to the right place or not,” she admitted.

				The man smiled. “Well, let’s see if you have.” He turned and disappeared through a partially concealed door a few feet behind his desk. Chloe heard papers rustling from back there, and the man mumbling to himself. It seemed as though an impossibly long amount of time passed before he emerged again, his arms laden with papers. “Found a few things,” he said cheerily. “If you’d like, we could have a seat over here, have a look at them.” He gestured with his head toward a long table at the back of the office, which Chloe hadn’t noticed. The man’s tone grew apologetic. “We used to let people check this stuff out, but we lost a lot of records that way, so we had to stop. I can make copies of anything you need.”

				“Thanks.” Chloe and Olivia followed the man to the table and parked themselves in two of the wooden chairs. The man laid his finds upon the table in front of them.

				“You working on a project or something?” he asked as Chloe began flipping through the folders.

				She didn’t see any reason why she shouldn’t tell him at least part of the truth. “Actually, we bought this house not too long ago. We were just interested in its history.”

				“Ah!” The man’s eyes lit up behind his glasses. “Well, from what I’ve heard, its history certainly is interesting.”

				“What do you mean?” asked Olivia, looking up from a yellowing permit she’d been studying.

				“We know about the magician and everything,” Chloe said, in order to cut to the chase faster. She wanted to get some information, but she didn’t have all day to listen to stuff she already knew.

				“Well, yeah, that’s what I was going to say,” the man said, obviously taken aback by her brusqueness, but quick to recover his aplomb. “Did you know the guy disappeared? He lived in that house like a hermit for I don’t know how long, and after a while nobody saw him again. When people finally thought to go to the house looking for him, he had vanished. Poof.” The man made a little disappearance gesture with his hands.

				“How do you know that?” Olivia asked.

				“Oh, my grandfather used to tell stories about it,” he said. “He never knew the magician, mind you, but everybody in town at the time knew of him. He was involved in some sort of scandal; that’s why he retired to the house out there.”

				“What kind of scandal?” said Chloe.

				The man shrugged. “Who knows? My grandfather never told me that part.”

				“Hm.” Chloe peered back down at the multitude of papers in front of her, which had been folded and refolded so many times that the creases were shiny. She recognized a few building permits, and some other financial documents that were signed by a flourishing hand. Abraham B. Crandall. Chloe shivered a little as she thought of the long-gone magician’s fingers sweeping across the page. She didn’t know why, but until now she always thought of Crandall as a figment of their collective imaginations, despite all the evidence of him left in the house. Seeing his signature in black and white made him uncomfortably real.

				After a few more minutes, Chloe finished going through the pile and readied to head over to the library. The records here were fairly complete, but didn’t really tell her anything significant about the house or what was happening to them. She supposed if she were more superstitious, she could genuinely believe that Crandall had died in the house and was at this moment still haunting it, but despite all the odd occurrences, she found she just couldn’t take it that far. Not yet, anyway, she thought with a trace of bitterness.

				She was gathering up her pile when Olivia suddenly said, “Hey, Clo, check this out.”

				Chloe felt her heart flutter a little, and barely noticed that the records clerk was leaning close against her, straining for a better look. Olivia held a faded sheet of flimsy tracing paper in her hands, its corners flapping merrily underneath the air conditioning vents. Chloe peered at it, at first hardly able to make out what was written there, but finally seeing something emerging.

				It was a blueprint, or at least a sketchy plan of the house, done in what looked like grease pencil. There were few architects’ marks, and Chloe wondered if these were the plans that Crandall himself had drawn up and filed. Even though Chloe was no expert at reading plans, she could easily make out the lines of the rooms, the tiny boxes where windows would go, the meticulously rendered porch with its brick half-circle design. At first, she couldn’t see why Olivia had called her attention to the paper at all, but then, all at once, she spotted it. “Holy shit,” she breathed.

				“What is it?” The clerk was clearly puzzled, his eyes owlish behind his glasses.

				“Oh, it’s…nothing, really.” Now that she had seen what was on the plans, she had the sudden urge to keep it from strangers, at least until they had figured out what the meaning of it was. “We had just wondered what the deal was with the bedroom closets, you know. They seem smaller compared to what’s drawn on here.”

				The clerk clearly wasn’t buying it, but he also took the hint that it was none of his business. He straightened up, suddenly a servant of the county again. “Would you ladies like me to make a copy of that for you?” he asked.

				“Yes, please,” said Olivia. “Thanks very much, you’ve been a big help.”

				The man nodded and took the paper without another word, heading for the copy machine behind his desk.

				Chloe and Olivia exchanged glances, but said nothing until the man had returned, handed them the copy, and gathered up the remaining papers in their folders. “Have a good day, then,” he said as they left, sounding a little flat.

				Once they were outside, Chloe nearly exploded. “I can’t believe it! There’s supposed to be a room back there!”

				“Yeah. I wonder why it was sealed up?” A boat blew its horn out on the river and Olivia turned her head toward it.

				“I don’t know, but we have to tell the guys about this.” She pulled her cell phone out of her purse, opened it, then paused. “Know what? I’ll wait to tell Martin in person, tonight, when Ivan’s home, too.” She put the phone away. “I guess the library can wait until another time.”

				“Now they’re really going to want to bust that wall down,” Olivia said, her voice trembling with excitement and perhaps a trace of apprehensiveness.

				“Well, I’m starting to feel that way myself,” Chloe said.

				Chapter Sixteen

				Martin couldn’t concentrate on his work and threw his paintbrush down in frustration.

				Why did it suddenly seem that this house, which he had helped pick out, had worked to renovate, had loved and admired, was the source of so much misery? The dreams had reappeared these last two nights, as vivid as ever; if anything, they’d gotten even more insistent, as though they were becoming exasperated at his inability to act on their warnings. It wasn’t only him, he knew; the others still looked drawn and exhausted, and were often crabby and short of temper, particularly Ivan. If the house was trying to tell them something, then it was certainly being obnoxious about it.

				Then there was the matter of their little quasi-break-in, of Ivan’s diminutive stalker. The girls dismissed the incident as nothing, but Martin hadn’t. He sensed Ivan hadn’t either, even though the two of them had barely spoken of it. There was something weird about that girl turning up, although he couldn’t have articulated what it was. For some reason, it made him think of that man and the pretty girl coming to the door that day, a few weeks before they’d opened, and seemingly wanting to come inside but unwilling—unable?—to. He still thought of that girl and the desperate, yet oddly flirtatious, look she’d given him. Why the thought of a deformed dwarf girl coming to the door should remind him of the beautiful one wasn’t apparent to him; he didn’t know if there was a connection there at all, but the similarities nagged at him.

				That wall on the stair landing—would it really hurt anything to see what was going on back there? He knew he was probably just distilling all his problems down to a single one that would ostensibly be solved by the smashing of the wall and the discovery of what, if anything, was behind it. He couldn’t help it—here was some definitive action he could take, and its allure stoked his curiosity to the point where he could no longer resist it.

				Giving his painting up for now as a bad job, Martin wiped his hands on his jeans and made his way out to the hall and down the stairs, stopping on the landing and trying to ignore the way the little hairs stood up on the back of his neck.

				The wall stared back at him, innocent, even indifferent, its mahogany finish glowing flatly in the dimness. He reached out and brushed his fingers against the wood, almost expecting to feel nothing but air, then chuckling nervously to himself for his silliness. Growing braver, he stepped forward and pressed his ear to the wall. The house was quiet all around him, except for the inevitable pops and creaks that marred the silence of all old houses. He strained to hear, pushing his ear so hard against the wall that it started to ache, but he still heard nothing. Really, what had he been anticipating? A ghostly voice whispering to him through the wood? The sound of a faraway machine rumbling in the bowels of the house?

				Scowling, he backed away and stared at the spot haunting his dreams for more than two months now. He cocked his head to one side, as though doing so would sharpen his focus. He knew that everyone in the house—himself included—had more or less agreed to leave the wall alone for now, for fear of releasing whatever was behind it. What if whatever was back there really was good, just like the dream suggested? What if it really was trying to help them, or protect them from something? What if their inaction was putting them in some kind of danger? Martin had to admit he didn’t really like the idea of the dreams being a trick by some evil entity wanting release. He very much wanted to take the dreams at face value. In Martin’s dreams, this little patch of floor and wall had been a safe zone, safe from an evil coming from outside, not in.

				He looked down at his watch. Ivan was at work; Chloe and Olivia had gone off to do some research into the house’s history. He didn’t know how long they would be, and he knew he should really wait until they got back, see what they found out. If they found out anything earth-shattering, surely they would have called him. Martin didn’t like going against the rest of the household, but the dreams became more frequent, more urgent, and he wanted to get to the bottom of them. Besides, he told himself, he was really doing the others a favor, doing all the dirty work and perhaps taking the brunt of the consequences. This sounded like a lame justification, but he stuck to it nonetheless.

				Martin tapped his finger against his chin. He knew there was some wood filler left out in the garage, but that wouldn’t be enough to hide a hole big enough for him to see into. He couldn’t really do anything but hope that it wouldn’t do any harm, and that the others would forgive him when they saw there was nothing to worry about. There would be nothing to worry about, he had to convince himself of that.

				His heart thumping even as he pretended coolness, Martin trotted out to the back porch and rooted around in the toolbox until he came up with a good-sized hammer. “Sorry about this, Chloe,” he muttered under his breath, hefting the hammer’s weight in his paint-spattered hand.

				The wall on the landing shone dully under its coat of wood polish, and Martin felt a twinge of uncertainty as he raised the hammer, feeling as though he were taking a knife to a Rembrandt. A second later, he forced the twinge away, and he brought the tool down, squinting his eyes tight at the impact.

				As the echo of the blasphemous noise died in his ears, he cautiously opened one eye. He’d swung the hammer only three or four times, but already the wood had splintered, and a hole gaped there, black and toothy. Martin remembered the painting he’d done that morning, the one with the wall opened out into an indescribably black tunnel, and he shuddered.

				For a moment, he almost thought he could feel a gust of cold wind from the hole, the breath of some spirit, perhaps, released in a sigh at its long imprisonment. As soon as he perceived it, though, it was gone, and he couldn’t be sure that he hadn’t imagined it. A musty smell—dust and damp and maybe mouse droppings—was all that remained.

				Martin leaned in, careful of the splinters, and peered into the hole he’d made. The floating dust made his nose itch, and he sneezed several times; the sound made a strange tinny echo from inside the gap in the wall. Rubbing his eyes, he looked in again.

				Nothing. It was too dark to see anything in there at all.

				He turned and hopped down the three steps to the kitchen, where he rummaged through drawers and cabinets for nearly fifteen minutes before finding a flashlight. Back on the landing, he trained the powerful beam into the hole, his curiosity now seeming to eat at his insides with voracious abandon.

				For a second, he thought he caught a glimpse of something—a figure, maybe?—but it was gone too quickly for him to be sure. It could have been a shadow, or the flicker of light on a supporting beam. He blinked more dust out of his eyes, and let his gaze follow the flashlight’s path into the darkness.

				Still nothing. The glow from the flashlight was adequate, but there was literally nothing for it to illuminate. Martin stared harder. He couldn’t even make out a floor, or a wall, or a ceiling where the underside of the upper hallway must be. There was nothing at all. It was like looking into a featureless black void.

				Martin drew back, his skin clammy. He wasn’t sure what he expected to see, but this… He shook his head. It was somehow worse than if he’d seen a stack of rotting corpses. He wasn’t sure why, but it was. There was literally nothing back there. He couldn’t wrap his mind around it. How big could the space behind that wall possibly be? He tried to conjure up the floor plan of the house in his mind. The living room lay directly on the other side of this gap, with one of the larger bedrooms directly above it. Below was the long, low space of the basement. In short, the walls and ceiling of the gap should have been no more than a few yards away. The entire space couldn’t be much bigger than a closet, surely.

				Martin realized that he was shaking all over. A part of him wanted to look again, in the hopes that he’d been mistaken—a second glance would reveal nothing but a mundane gap behind a wall, perhaps with wooden studs and exposed wiring, maybe even a couple of long-dead rodents, their fragile skeletons emerging from tufts of fur like old milkweed pods. A second look would make everything better.

				He couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. With one trembling hand, he turned off the flashlight, then stood frozen in the ensuing dimness, his breath heaving as though he’d just run a mile, his tongue coated with a coppery slime. He wondered how much worse the dreams would get now. He wondered if something came out of that nothing behind the wall, something waiting for the right person to come along and free it.

				Finally, snapping out of his trance, he realized he wanted nothing more than to seal up that hole forever, and forget he had ever looked inside it. Walking backwards down the steps—not wanting to turn his back on anything that might be in there—he put away the flashlight where he’d found it, and then went out to the garage to get the wood filler and an old piece of screen. He would seal the hole and slap some stain over it before anyone got home. He wouldn’t mention what he had done to anyone. If any of the others noticed his handiwork, which they surely would, as it would have to be a quick and sloppy job, he would just laugh it off and tell them he’d banged a hole in the wall but he saw absolutely nothing back there, nothing at all.

				Technically, that was the truth.

				Chapter Seventeen

				Ivan hadn’t stopped thinking about that girl, even though the dreams had gotten—well, not worse, but more hectic, frantic. They came often now, sometimes several times a night, and even when he just dozed off in the afternoons. It had gotten to the point where he dreaded sleep.

				Still, though, seeing the tiny dark figure of that strange little person standing in the threshold of his bedroom with her palms raised as if to ward him off—that image was completely indelible.

				Weirder than the fact that she’d turned up at his house was the fact that he hadn’t seen her at all since then. He’d been working at the music store just like always, and when he arrived in the morning or left in the evening, or walked out for lunch or a smoke, he never failed to glance over at the papered glass door of the ersatz little church with its pitifully hand-lettered (and now crooked and fading) sign. He saw a few others going in and out—mostly older, desperate-looking men, and once he was pretty sure he recognized Sammy from the coffee shop where Olivia worked—but of the deformed blonde dwarf in her girlish pink dress, he saw nothing.

				After a while, it got to the point where he had nearly put it out of his mind. He became more and more preoccupied with work, with his band, with helping to run Crandall’s when he could, and with worrying about the dreams and what he and his friends were going to do about them, and what they might imply. In fact, when he left the shop at a little past six, locking up and adjusting the guitar across his back, he nearly forgot to glance over at the shabby little storefront that dubbed itself Bellwether. Then something caught his eye.

				It was a girl, but it was definitely not the dwarf. This girl looked about the same age, but she was angelic where Lily was pitiful, secure in her beauty where Lily was desperate for affection. Yet she was also somehow innocent, with round, blue eyes opened wide, as if in constant surprise, and a tiny pink rosebud mouth that demonstrated just the right combination of knowingness and naïveté. She was clad in a clingy red dress that flattered her young, lean body, its plunging neckline stopping just short of revealing the modest, but perfectly formed, swell of her breasts. She was leaning against the glass front window of Bellwether, looking at him with open curiosity and perhaps bemusement.

				Ivan realized that his mouth was hanging open, and he snapped it shut, feeling his cheeks burning. It wasn’t just that the girl was beautiful (she was) or that Ivan hadn’t gotten any from Olivia lately (he hadn’t, but they’d both been tired and stressed). It was a sort of indefinable, mystical quality about her, an impression that she had to do nothing more than flash a grin or raise an eyebrow, and easily convince the most virtuous of men to kill for her.

				She stepped away from the glass and slithered toward him, the red fabric of her dress whispering off the surrounding concrete. When she walked through the slats of sunlight painting the sidewalk, Ivan could almost see through the dress; the outline of her legs was clearly delineated, and, for a moment, he even fancied he could see a darker patch of shadow where her thighs met. His blush deepened.

				“So, you’re Ivan,” she said when she was still a few feet from him. Her voice was as resonant as struck crystal, achingly feminine. “Lily has told me so much about you that I thought I’d come out and have a look at you myself.”

				Ivan swallowed. The gist of her words came to him only slowly, as though they rode on a wave of molasses. Even after internalizing their meaning, all he could manage in reply was a breathless, “Oh?”

				“Yes.” She was very near to him now, and he could see a vein in her neck pattering out her heartbeat. The smell of her was exotic and dangerous, like cloves and sawdust and bitter almonds. “Lily wanted me to tell you how sorry she is about coming to your house that night,” the girl continued. She sounded conspiratorial, leaning closer to impart great secrets. “She watched you every day, as you came and went, and I think she developed a tiny little…obsession.” She drew the word out to odd hissing lengths even as she held her fingers less than an inch apart to demonstrate exactly how little Lily’s obsession was.

				Ivan cleared his throat. “Well…um…tell her not to worry about it. No harm done, right?”

				The girl touched his arm, and his skin jumped with electricity. “Well, why don’t you tell her yourself?” The pupils of her eyes were very dark, and spiraled down into nothingness. “She’s only sitting just inside the door there, probably watching us. I know she’d love it if you came in and talked to her.” She paused. “I’d love it, too, of course.” The girl smiled, and her teeth were supernaturally white in the deepening shadow. Then her pink lips pursed outward in a pretty pout. “Poor Lily, she doesn’t have much luck with men, as you can imagine. I suppose it’s not surprising that she develops these silly crushes of hers.” She shook her head, clicking her tongue in pity even as she smiled.

				“Is Lily your…sister?” Ivan didn’t know what made him ask it, or what difference the answer could possibly make, but he felt he had to say something, to try to penetrate the sluggishness engulfing his mind and body.

				The girl laughed, her honeyed hair dancing on her shoulders. “In the church, we are all brothers and sisters. I’ve known Lily for a very long time.” She held out her hand. “Come. You can talk to her yourself. Then you can ask her whatever you wish to know. Then we can talk some more, if you like.” The emphasis she placed on the word we was laden with promise. She was very close to him now, the heat of her body radiating like a tiny furnace.

				Ivan half-lifted his hand to take hers, but then he shook his head, silently cursing his muddled brain. “No…I really should be going home…” He tried to bring up Olivia’s face in his mind—she was right across the strip mall, making cappuccinos, for fuck’s sake—but nothing would come.

				The girl’s hand still hung there between them, undaunted. “It will only take a moment, Ivan. You don’t want to hurt her feelings, do you? The poor darling.” Beneath the wheedling, Ivan thought he could hear the icy core of a command, the voice of a girl who was used to getting everything she wanted, and getting it immediately and without resistance. “Come on, for me?” Her eyes widened, and she blinked prettily.

				Ivan was torn. On the one hand, he knew he should be getting back; dinner would probably be waiting, and the girls might have found something out about the house. On the other, what harm could it do to just pop his head in and clear the air with Lily about the whole attempted break-in scenario? At least one load would be off his mind. He tried to tell himself he wasn’t interested at all in this beautiful girl before him, who clearly wanted him to come inside, who might be persuaded to… No, he wasn’t thinking that. This was all for Lily’s benefit; he was just being a good guy. Almost before he had decided what he was going to do, he took the girl’s hand.

				“I can only stay for a minute,” he said as he let himself be led to the glass door of the unassuming little church.

				The girl’s sunny smile broadened. “A minute is all it should take,” she said.

				Chapter Eighteen

				“What the hell did you do to that wall?”

				Martin winced. He knew his patch-up job had been amateurish at best, but he hadn’t expected Chloe to notice it less than two seconds after stepping into the house. “Don’t be mad,” he said.

				Chloe stood near the refrigerator, her hands on her hips. Her jaw was set, her lips pressed into a flat line, but Martin fancied he could see a hint of amusement twinkling in her eyes. He hoped it was amusement, anyway. “I thought we’d agreed,” Chloe said. Olivia, standing beside her, crossed her arms and frowned.

				“Yeah,” Martin said, praying he looked appropriately contrite. He motioned for the girls to sit at the kitchen table, then placed a cup of coffee in front of each of them before sitting down opposite. “I know we agreed, and I’m sorry. I really don’t have an excuse, other than the dreams getting worse. You guys can probably understand that. I just couldn’t take the curiosity anymore.”

				“You might have put us all at risk,” Olivia said.

				“I know.” He looked at her, then looked back to Chloe, whose expression didn’t seem quite so stern. “If I really thought anything would happen, I wouldn’t have done it. I hope you can forgive me.”

				Chloe took a sip from her cup, her dark eyes watching him over the rim. “It’s not just me who has to forgive you,” she said.

				Martin nodded again, looking down into his own cup. He could feel Olivia’s gaze burning through the top of his head. Without looking up, he said, “What did you guys find out?”

				“Oh, no. You first,” said Olivia.

				He peered up at her. “What?”

				Chloe reached across the table and punched him lightly on the arm. As she did, the pissed off expression she’d been trying so hard to maintain finally cracked, and she smiled. “You’re an asshole, Martin.”

				He smiled too, rubbing his arm, even though the punch hadn’t hurt that much. “Hey, I’ve been called worse.”

				“Yeah, and I’ll hurt you a lot worse if you don’t tell us what was back there.”

				“Tell you about the five hundred spectral virgins I spent a pleasant afternoon with? Not on your life.”

				“Martin!” She was trying hard to keep from cracking up, and now Olivia was beginning to lose it, too.

				“All right, all right.” Sitting with them now, joking about it as if everything was normal, made him feel immensely better, although a lingering dread still tainted his thoughts. “To be perfectly honest with you,” he said, almost cringing as he said the words, “what was behind there was…nothing.”

				Chloe stared at him for a long moment, the ghost of a grin still wreathing her face. “Nothing?”

				“That’s right,” he said firmly. “I mean, there were a few dead mice, and probably some old cockroach turds, but other than that, nada.” He stopped there, fearing that further explanation might make him inadvertently reveal the extent of the nothingness he described, the total void he’d glimpsed behind that wall. No walls, no ceiling, no floor. No end.

				“Are you sure about that, Martin?” Her previous mirth was forgotten, and her brows now knitted in concern.

				“As sure as I could be with just a hammer and a flashlight.” He wished he didn’t feel like such a jerk for lying to her—again—but he had to admit he did.

				“Huh.” Olivia tapped on her coffee cup with one violet-lacquered fingernail. “So, do you think you might have…let anything out?” she asked.

				Martin shrugged, trying to appear casual. “Maybe some dust and stale air. I guess if there was a demon or something I might not have been able to see it anyway. They’re probably invisible, you know.” He smiled, and Chloe reciprocated, weakly. “The furniture hasn’t started flying around or anything, and my head isn’t spinning around on my neck. So, maybe we’re safe.”

				Olivia laughed, but her eyes played no part in it. Both girls were still a little angry, and disappointed in him. He could tell. “I hope you’re right, Martin,” she said. “You really might be endangering all of us right now. If you’re telling us the truth, it looks like you’ve been lucky. So far.”

				Martin bowed his head again. “Yeah. I’m sorry again, you guys. I shouldn’t have done it. If anything bad happened, I’d never be able to forgive myself.”

				Chloe looked into his eyes. “Well, you’re right, you shouldn’t have done it, but at least it’s over now, and we know a little more. I do forgive you.”

				Olivia nodded. “Yeah, I do to. Hell, we all wanted to know what was going on back there. I can’t say I really blame you for trying to find out.” She finished her coffee in one gulp.

				There was a long pause before Martin finally felt he had earned the right to ask the question he’d been wondering about. “Did you two find out anything?”

				Olivia grinned, leaning back in her chair and narrowing her eyes. “Why should we tell you?”

				“Come on, I told you my secret,” he said, trying not to choke on the words.

				“Yes, but it was so anticlimactic,” Olivia said.

				Oh boy, if you only knew, Martin couldn’t help thinking.

				Chloe got up from the table and gathered the empty coffee mugs. “We did find out something,” she said. “We were going to wait until Ivan was here. It’s probably not that big a deal anyway.”

				“Come on, what was it?” Martin wheedled, though halfheartedly; the longer this went on, the less he wanted to know, especially after what he’d seen this afternoon.

				“When Ivan gets home,” Chloe said firmly.

				* * * *

				Forty-five minutes later, Martin had thrown on an apron and started busily frying some Portobello mushrooms. Chloe was setting the table in her meticulous way, and Olivia monitored a loaf of bread browning in the oven. The mood lightened considerably, though Martin’s shoulders were still tight with the tension of what he’d seen, and how he’d lied about it.

				As time went on, the mood darkened. Six-thirty came and went. Olivia glanced up at the clock, her brow furrowed. “I thought I saw his car in the parking lot when I left,” she said.

				Martin brought the food to the table. “Maybe we should just start without him. He’s probably running late.”

				The three of them sat and began serving themselves. For a long time they ate in silence, one or the other of them peering up at the clock every few minutes without trying to be too obvious about it. Olivia drank a glass of wine in one swig, and then another. Chloe looked at her, then looked at Martin, her eyebrows raised. He knew she was thinking of that girl who had come to the house that night, but Martin, for some reason, had more sinister ideas.

				At half past seven, Chloe finally got up and began collecting the dishes. No one said anything, but they all knew that Ivan would have called if he were going to be this late, especially on a night when Crandall’s was supposed to open at eight o’clock. Martin wiped his hands roughly on the apron he had neglected to take off. “I’ll call the music store,” he said.

				The phone rang four times before the machine came on, and Martin pictured Ivan’s recorded voice broadcasting its cheery message into the dimmed and empty interior of the shop, the tinny words vibrating off of all those shimmering guitar strings. The vision made his chest tighten. He didn’t want to say it aloud, but even when he’d picked up the phone to call the store, he hadn’t really expected Ivan to answer. He had already sensed that something was very wrong, and it had nothing to do with Ivan stepping out with some freaky chick who was stalking him. Maybe the others had sensed this, too, because neither of them looked terribly surprised when he placed the phone softly back in its cradle.

				“One of us should go look for him,” Chloe said.

				“Let’s call his cell phone first,” Olivia suggested. Her eyes were wide, but apparently still dry.

				Martin tried the number, but the phone was apparently turned off. “I’ll go find him,” he said, taking off his apron. “You guys don’t have to open tonight if you don’t want to.”

				“It’s all right,” Chloe said, moving closer to Olivia as if in solidarity. “It’s a weeknight, it won’t be too crowded. We can handle it.”

				“Are you sure?”

				“Yes.” Olivia’s voice was quiet, but certain. She and Chloe trained their twin gazes on him, round and solemn. Martin felt as though they were transferring all of their worst fears onto him, to carry with him on his mission. Perhaps he even deserved the burden, after what he had done to the wall, after the promise he had broken. Perhaps, a little voice inside his head piped up, he released something from that hole after all. Only instead of going after him, it had headed straight for an innocent victim—his best friend, Ivan.

				The weight of his guilt pressing down on him, Martin grabbed his keys from the pegboard by the back door. He waved at the girls, mock-cheerful, though he hated himself for trying to put a happy face on this. Chloe smiled a wan smile at him. “Be careful,” she said.

				As he crossed the backyard and got into his car, he tried to tell himself that they were being ridiculous—sure, a few weird things happened lately, but nothing dangerous, not really. Ivan had been late coming home from work before; more than once, in fact. Maybe he’d been persuaded to go out for a drink with one of his pupils, or maybe he’d stopped somewhere to run an errand and lost track of time. There was no reason to assume the worst immediately. They were all just being paranoid.

				So why did the knot in Martin’s stomach get tighter and tighter as he pulled out onto the main road?

				The sky had gone a dusty midnight blue, the waning light at the horizon exploding in countless vivid hues. Martin flipped on his headlights as he maneuvered through the thinning traffic.

				A few endless minutes later, he turned into the strip mall where the music store was. The lot was mostly empty, except for a few cars parked before the small supermarket, and one or two in front of the liquor store. As Martin nosed the car over the speed bumps, he saw something that turned the blood in his veins to ice water.

				Ivan’s Civic was still sitting in the parking lot.

				A growing sense of dread gnawing at his brain, Martin pulled his car up alongside Ivan’s and killed the engine. He was trembling so badly that it took him almost five full minutes before he could fumble the door open.

				A quick glimpse through the Civic’s windows was enough to show him nothing out of the ordinary; as always, Ivan’s automobile was a small-scale hazardous waste dump, with old fast-food containers and soda cans littering every surface that wasn’t necessary for driving, and caseless CDs garnishing the whole rancid pile like silver tomato slices on a garbage salad. Ivan’s guitar was not in the back seat, and Martin reasoned that he must have taken it with him when he’d gone…wherever he was now. Martin’s eyes suddenly teared up, and he turned from the car with a jerk.

				He crossed the mostly empty parking lot and approached the music store. It was obviously closed, and when Martin tried the door, he wasn’t surprised to find it locked. Just in case, he pressed his face against the glass window and peered inside, his mind coughing up horrible possibilities: Christ, what if there had been a break-in and Ivan lay across the counter with half his head blown off and bits of his brain matter splashed all over the wall-mounted guitars? The image was so vivid that for a second Martin thought he could actually see Ivan’s blond hair matted and ruined in a pool of blood. He blinked a few times, looked again, and there was nothing. The shop was dim and undisturbed, a red exit sign glowing benevolently over the hall to the back entrance.

				Martin backed away. It was fully dark out now, and he could clearly see his pale, disheveled reflection staring back at him from the window like an evil twin, eyes deep in chasms of shadow. I’m sorry, man, he thought, talking to Ivan, or perhaps to his madman reflection in the glass. I shouldn’t have punched a hole in that wall. I really didn’t know what would happen, but I should be the one to suffer for it, not you, Ivan. I’m so sorry.

				“Looking for your friend?” The voice came from off to his left, but for a brief moment he thought his reflection had actually answered him.

				Martin turned and saw a small woman in a pink dress standing on the sidewalk a few yards away. He hadn’t heard her approach. “It’s you,” he said, because of course this must be the girl that Ivan had told them about, the one who’d turned up in the backyard that night. I think she’s trying to get me to join her church, Ivan had said. Terrific. She was pitifully hard to look at, but Martin just managed. “I was looking for him, actually.” Martin ambled toward her in what he hoped was a non-threatening way. She was definitely creepy, Ivan had been right about that. In a way, he almost wondered if it would have been better if Ivan were shot in a robbery, rather than getting mixed up with this freak. “Is he in there?” he asked, pointing to the door behind her.

				She stood her ground and smiled a disturbing, lopsided smile, but her eyes looked hard. “Why don’t you come in and find out?” she said.

				So that’s your game, is it? Martin thought, tamping down the urge to kick the girl over. He gritted his teeth, but tried to keep his voice pleasant. “How about you go and get him for me? Tell him Martin’s here.” His heart was pounding, and he hoped she didn’t notice. He wasn’t afraid of her, obviously, but what had she done to persuade Ivan inside? Martin didn’t think his friend was one to be easily talked into hanging out with a bunch of religious wackos. Maybe the others inside the church had taken him by force. It seemed farfetched, but he supposed weirder things had happened. He felt his blood beginning to boil.

				The girl folded her arms across her chest and glowered at him like some diminutive Hindu goddess. “Your friend does not want to see you,” she said with the petulance of a child. “He is with me now. With us.”

				This was all starting to look very bad. Martin glanced past her at the glass door of the church, as though he could see everything and everyone inside with his x-ray vision. What was he supposed to do? Storm in there and bodily drag Ivan out? He didn’t know how many overzealous nuts he’d be up against, and besides that, what if they were armed and went all Waco on him? After a few moments of frenzied consideration, he decided to try a more psychological approach. “If that’s true, then he can come out here and tell me.”

				The girl’s misshapen but sunny face wound itself into a deep scowl that dragged all her features towards the middle. “I told you he doesn’t want to see you.”

				“I want to hear that from him.” Martin crossed his own arms and planted his feet wide apart, as if to show that he couldn’t be budged. He knew he was still taking something of a chance; all the girl had to do was shout and have all her crazy buddies out here.

				She stared at him for a few minutes more, and then without another word she whirled around and disappeared through the glass door. Martin stood still in the pale orange glow from the big sodium lights in the parking lot, wondering if he could get to his car fast enough if a whole pack of God-loving loonies came piling out of the door with guns drawn. He slipped his hand into his pocket, felt the cool, reassuring contours of his cell phone. It wasn’t a weapon, but it was better than nothing. He tightened his fist around it and pulled it out, ready. His knees were filled with sloshing water.

				As it turned out, though, he needn’t have worried. When the glass door opened again, the person who came out was not armed or particularly dangerous-looking. It was also neither the dwarf nor Ivan.

				It was the beautiful girl, the one who had turned up on his doorstep that day like a fallen angel, propositioning him with her big doe eyes. Oh no, he thought. His fingers poised on the cell phone buttons. He suddenly wished Chloe and Olivia were here, pressing close to his back. Standing here in this mostly closed strip mall in the deepening twilight was making him feel uncomfortably alone and out of his depth.

				“You’ve really upset Lily,” the girl standing by the glass door said. She was even more beautiful than the first day he’d seen her, a small fairy princess in a snug red dress. She didn’t sound angry at all; in fact, her voice conveyed an obvious lilt of amusement, as though she and Martin were sharing some delicious secret. For reasons he couldn’t quite explain, this frightened him more than anything.

				He had to swallow three times before he could get any sound to come out of his mouth. “I’m sorry, but I just wanted to talk to Ivan. I know he’s here.” His voice shook, and he found his whole body tingling with a mixture of desire and fear.

				The girl smiled enigmatically at him for such a long moment that he thought she wasn’t going to answer. Martin opened his mouth again to speak, but then she said, “Yes. He is here.”

				He had a sudden urge to just turn and leave, get the fuck away from here before he got in any deeper. The hell with Ivan; he was a grown man, after all. Maybe he genuinely wanted to be in there hanging out with the God squad. Who am I to stop him? Martin thought. He even moved ever so slightly toward the parking lot. He couldn’t do it. He had known Ivan for nearly twenty-five years, since they were both kids. Something was wrong, and he’d be damned if he left his friend behind. “I want to talk to him,” Martin said, trying to sound firm and commanding and only partly succeeding.

				“Well, of course you do.” The girl stepped out, holding the door open. Her red dress reflected a burgundy smear in the dark glass. “Come on in, he’s waiting for you.”

				Martin hesitated, then dug his feet in again. Ivan had apparently gone in there, and now something weird was going on. Ergo, Martin was not about to repeat Ivan’s mistake. “Make him come out here.” His voice still shook, but it was hardly noticeable now. He was still plenty scared, but now rage had come to the party too, and was beginning to overtake the fear.

				“Oh, for heaven’s sake, we won’t bite you.” She laughed, but her eyes were fixed on his, flint-like and wary behind the innocence.

				I beg to differ, Martin thought. I think you might do something considerably worse than biting me. He drew himself up to his full height, which was a less-than-intimidating five-foot-six, and balled his hands into fists. “I don’t know who the hell you are, but I am not setting foot in there, and I’m not leaving until I talk to Ivan, so tell him to get his Russian ass out here right now!” He was glad he hadn’t stumbled over his words, that he’d sounded almost as furious as he felt. His heart was pounding hard, and he’d started to sweat despite the autumn chill in the air. The horrible thought that Ivan might already be dead kept nagging at the back of his consciousness, but he pushed it brusquely away.

				The girl stared at him for a few more seconds, just as Lily had done, and then went back inside without saying anything. This time, Martin only had to wait for a brief moment before the door opened again.

				The girl came back out. Behind her, so close that he could have stepped on the backs of her shoes, was Ivan.

				Martin took a few steps toward him before he realized that he was moving. Ivan certainly looked all right, and yet somehow, he didn’t—Martin couldn’t put his finger precisely on what the difference was, but he knew it was there. He felt his heart sinking before his best friend even opened his mouth to speak.

				“Martin,” said the man who looked like Ivan, but was in some indefinable way not Ivan.

				“Well, at least you remember my name.” It came out much more flippant, much nastier than he had intended, but he didn’t try to apologize or make it better. There was no time for niceties; too much was at stake. “What did they do to you, man?”

				Ivan looked at him with those familiar ice-blue eyes; they now seemed unnervingly blank. “I’m going to stay here for a while, Martin. I belong here now.”

				“Bullshit, Ivan!” Martin’s voice was quavering, his eyes fogging with tears. He was losing it, he realized that, but at this point, he didn’t think he could stop himself. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to. Would Ivan care if Martin bawled or screamed or begged for him to come back? Would any emotion make an impact on that scary, nobody-home expression he wore? “What in the hell is going on in there?” he asked, barely keeping his tone even. “Who the fuck are these people? You don’t even know them. You don’t belong with a bunch of wackos, you dumb ass, you belong back at the house with your fucking girlfriend, Olivia, and your best fucking friends.” His whole body was shaking, adrenaline coursing fiery paths through his nervous system.

				“I think your friend has made his wishes clear.” The girl was leaning against the glass door, arms crossed, a look of perfectly detached amusement on her now cruelly beautiful face. For some reason, it occurred to Martin, that she had not once referred to Ivan by name.

				He turned on her. “What the fuck kind of place is this, you little bitch? You’d better tell me or I’ll call the cops and have them find out.”

				She didn’t flinch, and her smile remained intact. “I’m not sure exactly what you’re planning on telling the police. This is simply a legitimate spiritual center. People come to us of their own free will. You may ask anyone inside if they are being forced to stay here. I assure you that they are all quite happy and fulfilled.”

				“No. You’re doing something, I know it.” He glanced over at Ivan, who was standing dumbly on the sidewalk, staring at his fingernails as though the present conversation didn’t concern him in the least. Martin stifled the urge to run up and slap him. He focused his attention back on the girl. “I’m going to find out what you’re up to,” he said in a way that he hoped sounded menacing. “This isn’t over. Not by a long fucking way.” With that, he turned his back and marched toward his car, feeling tired and angry and confused, calling himself a coward for not rushing into the building like Superman, then telling himself how little a stunt like that would have accomplished. If he was going to do something to help Ivan, he’d need a plan.

				Before he climbed into his own car, he peered inside Ivan’s again, feeling empty and beaten at the sight of the stuff in there, the dirty clothes and CDs and junk that had belonged to the old Ivan and not to the new one, the zombie one with the hollow eyes. I’ll get you back, man. Somehow I will.

				By the time Martin got in his car and pulled out of the parking lot, both Ivan and the girl had vanished back inside the church.

				* * * *

				Crandall’s was in full swing when he returned, and even though Martin initially thought it would be best to wait until after closing time to tell the girls about this enormous setback, it occurred to him that he might need all the help he could get. Most of the regular patrons of Crandall’s were friends, or at least acquaintances, and if he told all of them what had happened, perhaps he’d have more resources to draw upon if things got ugly.

				He decided to break the news to Chloe first. He found her in the kitchen by the espresso machine, her red hair askew, her brow furrowed. As Martin approached, she looked up at him, her eyes widening and filling with hope, but then just as quickly crinkling with worry again. “He’s gone, isn’t he.” It wasn’t really a question.

				Martin collapsed into one of the chairs at the kitchen table. A local punk band was playing out in the main room; their furious beats rattled the dishes. “We have to try and get him back,” he said. “Those cult people have done something to him. I don’t know what, but he isn’t the same, Clo.”

				He proceeded to tell her everything that had happened, his weary voice weaving a thread beneath the apocalyptic noise from the stage. He hadn’t realized how completely defeated he felt until he had laid the whole story out in its bare details.

				When he had finished, the furrows in Chloe’s brow had grown far deeper, so deep that it looked as though a frustrated artist had scrawled black pencil lines across it. She did not seem defeated at all; she was livid, the skin of her cheeks nearly as scarlet as her hair. “How could they have screwed him up in so short a time?” she said, her arms crossed, foot tapping obsessively on the linoleum. “He was fine this morning. What did they do, give him a fucking lobotomy?”

				A similar idea occurred to Martin, if only in a half-serious way. “I don’t know, but they must have done something. That guy looked like Ivan and sort of acted like him—I mean, it was Ivan, but then it wasn’t. He wasn’t acting stupid or out of it, and he recognized me right away, so I guess they didn’t drug him. What other possibility could there be?”

				“Well, we’re gonna find out.” Chloe grew a foot taller, and her face took on an aspect of stony righteousness. Martin couldn’t remember ever seeing her so angry. He had to admit it scared him a little. Okay, a lot. “I’m going to tell the others about this,” she said, flicking her head toward the kitchen door, behind which the band howled and pounded.

				“Do you think we should call the police?” Martin asked, already knowing what her answer would be.

				“And tell them what?” Chloe said. “If those people have done something to brainwash him, then he’d just say he chose to go there.” She pulled her apron over her head. “No, we’re going to get as many people as we can convince to go with us, and we’re going to go to that place and get Ivan back if we have to drag his sorry ass out of there naked and screaming.”

				Martin had no more to add to that. As Chloe made her way out into the main room to raise an army, he followed behind her, wondering what in the hell they were getting themselves into.

				Chapter Nineteen

				Even though Lily was overjoyed to have the pretty tattooed man among the family, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of disappointment, too, knowing it was Rose who had convinced him into the fold. Besides that, now that he was one of them, he didn’t seem quite so intriguing as he had before. He rarely played his guitar at all, and, in fact, spent most of his time staring blankly at the shining instrument, as if he couldn’t quite remember what it was for. Every now and then he’d reach out and absently pluck one of the strings, and Lily’s ears would perk up, but then he would sit back again and just stare, his face troubled. She wondered if he’d been more interesting when he’d been unattainable.

				Father, however, seemed immensely pleased with this new addition, and went out of his way to spend time with him, make him comfortable. Lily thought this very unusual, and resented it, but dared not speak up, for fear of losing even more favor. She tried to console herself with the assumption that Mother and Father had a plan for what was best, and that Ivan was apparently an important part of that plan.

				It seemed this idea of hers had merit. Just a few hours after the confrontation with Ivan’s friend, which Lily had watched from just inside the door of the church, Father announced that Ivan had agreed to help recruit his friends to the cause, and to help obtain access to the white house in the woods where he had lived until today. “I’m sure they’ll come after me,” he said in his quiet and somewhat world-weary voice. “I can get them to come inside and see the light.”

				All the members of Bellwether were excited to hear this; recruitment had slowed to a trickle over the last few days, and Lily could tell that Father was beginning to worry. She still didn’t know exactly how many more followers it would take to make him and Mother happy, but if it was more followers they were after, then by God, Lily would do anything to oblige them.

				* * * *

				Ivan couldn’t remember exactly what had happened.

				He remembered leaving work, remembered talking to the girl in the red dress out on the sidewalk, in the long shadows. He remembered passing through a glass door into a sea of staring eyes.

				Now, he sat confused, strangely empty, feeling like himself yet somehow like an unrealized copy of himself, a shell waiting to be filled. He could remember Olivia and Martin and Chloe, but the memories were vague and mostly meaningless, as though they were simply people he’d read a story about, long ago. He had no desire to do anything now but stay in the church, fight for the church, do the will of Mother and Father, his masters. The members of Bellwether were his people now.

				His argument with Martin was still fairly fresh in his mind, although even after only a few hours, he could sense that it was beginning to fade. Though Martin didn’t mean anything to him anymore, Ivan still retained enough of his former identity to realize that Martin and the others would probably come back to get him. That was all right. Bellwether always needed new recruits and Mother especially could be very persuasive.

				* * * *

				It was past three in the morning when a fleet of six cars set out from behind the darkened and imposing silhouette of Crandall’s. Chloe’s rattling Cavalier was in the lead, and Chloe herself was at the wheel, her entire body taut and leaning forward in grim determination and readiness for action. Her eyes were lit with something hot and feral.

				Martin sat in the passenger seat, his stomach clenching sporadically, his palms soaking sweaty prints onto his pants. Olivia was in the back, her still form outlined by the glow of the headlights shining behind them. After telling Martin about the blueprints at the county records office, the ones that showed a room behind the landing wall, she had fallen silent except for an occasional sniffle. Martin had initially been surprised by her news, but then realized he now had bigger problems.

				The five cars following were filled with friends and sympathetic strangers, including a couple of muscle-bound rockabilly types, the local chapter of the women’s roller derby team, and three members of the punk band that played earlier in the evening. Martin couldn’t shake the feeling that most of those who wanted to come along were half-drunk and restless, out looking for a few laughs, or maybe a fight. He was still glad of their numbers, their comforting and visually intimidating presence.

				It was a short drive to the strip mall where the church was, and the small parade of cars arrived in less than ten minutes. All the shop windows were dark, including Bellwether’s, but there were dim orange lights over the sidewalks, and the nearly barren parking lot was lit up like Times Square. There was very little traffic at this time of night; the main street was eerily quiet, and although Martin was glad, part of him wished for more noise and activity. The stillness was making him nervous. When a motor revved in front of the 24-hour Denny’s down the street, he almost jumped out of his skin.

				Chloe pulled into a space relatively far from the church, a spot half concealed by shrubbery. The three of them piled out and watched as the other cars parked in a neat row beside them. Everyone got out and stood looking at each other gravely. The ones who had been half in the bag looked as though they’d sobered up on the drive over. They all looked a little uneasy, the seriousness of the situation finally hitting home for them. No one spoke.

				Finally, Chloe strode toward the shop fronts, and the others dutifully fell into line behind her, troops following their general into battle, though not, Martin hoped, to certain doom. He wasn’t sure why Chloe had taken it upon herself to lead this bizarre expedition; he was terrified for her, but deep down he had to admit he was relieved that someone else had stepped up and taken the reins. He had wanted to, very badly—Ivan was his best and oldest friend, and he loved him like a brother—but he simply hadn’t known what to do.

				Chloe didn’t either, it appeared, but Martin knew this niggling little fact was unlikely to deter her. Sure enough, she walked so quickly and purposefully toward the door of Bellwether that Martin thought she might simply kick in the glass and go waltzing right in.

				As it turned out, such commando tactics were not necessary, as the door opened from within when Chloe was still a few yards away. She stopped abruptly and planted her feet, poised to spring. Everyone else followed her lead, making a bedraggled battalion under the sodium lights. Martin fought the insane urge to sing something from West Side Story, or scream for the Warriors to come out and play.

				Ivan was the first out the door, and, for a second, Martin thought this whole stupid plan was going to be far easier than anyone had imagined—simply pile on Ivan, drag him to the car, and speed away into the night. Set and match.

				The others came tight on his heels—the dwarf girl didn’t inspire much fear, but then came a few not-so-wimpy-looking guys, including Sammy, and behind them a severe-looking man with a bald head, a salt-and-pepper beard, and eyes as black as bottomless wells. He looked familiar, but at first Martin couldn’t place him. More people followed, mostly young men and a few women—the fit fighting force, Martin thought with bitter humor.

				Martin spotted someone he did recognize in the back of the crowd—that hot young thing who had argued with him on the sidewalk tonight in her saucy red dress. Except she wasn’t wearing the red dress now, but a short sheer nightie from which white lace panties barely peeked. Realization hit him like a ton of falling bricks. The bald man hadn’t worn a beard back then. That was why Martin didn’t recognize him immediately. He and the pretty girl on his doorstep that day, months ago—had these people been watching them all along? Was this all some sort of elaborate plan? He reached for Chloe, not to stop her, but just to tell her, to let her know what she might be dealing with.

				Chloe wasted no time in taking charge of the situation, and she spoke up before Martin could even open his mouth. “Ivan, you’re coming with us,” she said in a voice that Martin recognized and also dreaded, the one that would brook no arguments and suffer no nonsense.

				“Chloe.” Ivan spoke clearly and a little sadly. He appeared perfectly calm and rational, except for the fact that he was obviously not Ivan anymore. He stood under the orange lights, his blond hair shimmering, his face like that of an animatronic puppet’s. “My home is here now. I’ve already told Martin that. Please don’t make any more trouble for us.”

				“What did they do to you?” That was Olivia, who had stepped forward to stand next to Chloe. Martin could see that Olivia was not handling this well; her chin trembled as she spoke. “Don’t you remember me? Or even care? You love me and I love you. Or have they taken that away, too, along with the rest of you?”

				Ivan’s expression of melancholy deepened. Martin wondered if it was all for show, or if his friend actually did feel anything for the people he’d left behind. “Mother and Father have done nothing but show us the way to truth,” Ivan said, his voice stilted, his slight Russian accent more noticeable than ever. Some of the others behind him nodded solemnly at his pronouncement. The bald man and the beautiful girl simply smiled in triumph.

				There was a long, pregnant pause as the two factions stood facing one another across the strip mall parking lot. Martin half expected a cop or a security guard to happen along to break up the party, but then he realized he hadn’t seen a single car pass on the main road in the past several minutes. It seemed as though they were in a dimension outside of time.

				“So, that’s it then? That’s all you have to say for yourself?” Chloe’s hands were on her hips, her red hair blowing in spiky wisps. Even Martin was a little afraid of her.

				“Please go, all of you,” said Ivan, taking a few steps forward with his hands outstretched as though he was begging. “I’ve made my decision.”

				Chloe didn’t move. “See, that’s the thing, though,” she said. “I don’t think you’re capable of making a decision anymore.” Martin saw the muscles in her calves and arms tense. He had a feeling this might all end badly, and was about to tell Chloe of his premonition, but in the end he just shrugged. Well, here we go.

				A second later, Chloe turned her head. “Let’s get him,” she hissed.

				* * * *

				It was a melee. Martin ran forward without thinking, not even sure what his objective was or what he would do if someone turned on him with a weapon. He simply surged forward with the others, carried along on the mindless tide.

				In the confusion, he thought he saw several of the church members fanning out as though to receive the interlopers, but a few of the other ones ran purposefully back inside the church, as if the whole strategy were intricately planned ahead of time. Maybe it was, whispered the small part of Martin’s brain that was still capable of rational thought. Maybe it’s a trap, and you’re being herded inside the building, the proverbial lambs to the slaughter.

				This thought was disturbing enough to break through the buzz of crowd mentality, and he opened his mouth to shout to someone, anyone who was nearby.

				Before he could warn his friends, he saw something so odd that words simply dried up in his throat.

				One of the guys from Crandall’s—Martin thought it might have been the drummer from that punk band, although he couldn’t be sure at this distance—ran directly at a shrouded form standing just off to the side of the church door. Martin couldn’t tell if the shape was a man or a woman, or even a living person; it was draped with fabric of various muddy colors, not moving at all. Ivan was nowhere to be seen; he’d probably gone back inside, and apparently the drummer was following him.

				The kid never got as far as the door. Suddenly, the shape came to life, a hawk-like hand shooting from amid the folds of material and fastening on the scruff of the boy’s neck, as though the figure was a mother cat and he one of her kittens. The grip didn’t even look hard enough to hold him back, and although the boy was small, he was young and well muscled. Nevertheless, at the touch of the thing’s hand, he immediately stopped moving. He remained upright, but his whole body nevertheless sagged, as though the bones beneath his flesh spontaneously disarticulated themselves and fell in a heap at his feet. The thing stood there, a heaving formless mass, its long-taloned hand resting almost companionably on the drummer’s bare neck.

				Martin was sure he saw a flash of light, as bright as a camera flash, but much quicker, so quick that he wouldn’t have been certain of seeing it at all if his retinas hadn’t suffered a harsh purple blindness for the next few seconds. He blinked and looked back at the drummer. The boy had straightened up, seemingly all right again, but when he turned around and Martin got a good look at his face, he could see that the boy wasn’t all right at all.

				That thing did something to him, Martin thought crazily, still running toward the church, but not seeming to get any closer, as though he were in a nightmare, as though the building kept moving farther and farther away. That thing did something to him when it touched him.

				Martin glanced over at the drummer’s face again as he ran. It still looked like the boy’s face, but also impossibly looked nothing like it—not as if something were added or altered, but rather like something indefinable had been taken away.

				Just like Ivan.

				Christ, how are we ever going to get him back? Martin finally pushed his way into the church, no longer sure if he was pushing with or against the people around him. He looked around frantically for Chloe, and then he saw her a little way away, red hair stringy and flying. She still seemed all right, still looked like herself. Evidently, none of the other church members could do the camera flash trick, because most of them sat in folding chairs around the room, staring open-mouthed at the invaders. They didn’t seem so much angry as puzzled. Martin glanced around for the big bald man, the one who’d turned up at the house, but he couldn’t see him. If that shrouded whoever could do the thing with its hand, then maybe that guy could, too. His absence made Martin uneasy.

				Then the young girl was there beside him, the one who’d flounced her skirt at him that day. He felt her breasts pressing against his arm, heard her breath in his ear. He didn’t want to turn to look at her.

				“Join us,” she said, and it almost sounded like a chorus of many voices entwined into one. He turned his face forcefully away, not wanting to see her in her tiny lace nightgown. He lashed out blindly in her direction, felt a face beneath his hand, and pushed with all his might, using the leverage to push forward and away from her. Chloe, where was Chloe?

				Ivan was running toward the back of the room, toward a closed door. As Martin watched, Chloe emerged from the crowd and intercepted him, got him turned around. Olivia was right there with her, holding Ivan’s other arm. Martin pushed toward them, fighting against the tide of twisted bodies, not knowing who was on their side and who wasn’t. Another flash came from somewhere off to his left and behind him. He didn’t dare look back, afraid that the fabric-covered nightmare would be looming massively behind him, blocking his escape, its soul-stealing hands held out before it like lethal weapons. He just hunched his shoulders, protecting his neck, and kept shoving. Coming to the church was beginning to look like a huge miscalculation. They’d have to get Ivan and get everybody the fuck out of here before it was too late. They’d already lost the little drummer boy, and someone else by the looks of it. Two more people they’d have to drag out kicking and screaming. Shit.

				Ivan was standing with his back against the closed door. He was breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling. The girls were holding him, but he didn’t appear to be struggling too hard. He looked tired. “You should join us,” he said, his voice barely rising above the din, and Martin’s skin crawled at the dissonant echo of the girl’s words. “It’s silly to keep fighting us. We’ll win in the end. We’re only the first wave. The harbingers.”

				“We’ll keep fighting until we get the real you back.” Chloe was panting, too, her bare arms filmed with sweat. Martin approached and slipped an arm gratefully around her, hearing her heart pounding against his chest. He didn’t know what he would do if he lost her to this place. She accepted his affection, but wordlessly let him know that his protection was not needed. She stared Ivan down. “Are you coming with us, or are we going to do this the hard way?”

				“You are no longer in a position to ask such questions.” The bald man had approached them, silently, the black of his eyes like beads of oil. Arrayed around and behind him were a few dozen smiling, blank-faced disciples. The drummer was one of them, and Martin thought he recognized four or five of the others from Crandall’s as well. His heart sank.

				He glanced at Chloe and Olivia, and read the same thought in their faces. It was a trap; deep down he had known it all along. Then he looked around for reinforcements, for at least one of the cavalry they’d brought with them, but he saw no one. The others had either taken off or been zapped. We are so fucked, Martin thought miserably.

				The man approached them, clearly savoring the moment. The church’s minions stood around him, not moving or even appearing particularly upset or vicious, but smiling sweetly in a way that chilled Martin’s blood. He surveyed their faces, wondering if he’d look the same once he’d been taken. In the crowd, he recognized Sammy from the coffee shop; Olivia was right, he looked pretty spacey. “Listen, just let us go,” he heard himself saying, thinking he could feel Chloe wince behind him. He wasn’t sure why he had spoken, and now he was sorry he had, but he pressed on anyway. “Ivan can stay with you if that’s what he wants to do. Just let us go and we’ll leave you all alone.”

				The man’s predatory expression didn’t waver. “In a few moments, none of you will want to leave,” he said softly. “You’ll see. It will be so easy.” He advanced on them, almost casually. The angel-faced girl appeared beside him, smiling at Martin with her big innocent eyes. He looked at her, helplessly, then felt Chloe’s fist poking him in the small of his back. The man was close now, so close that he could almost smell him, an animal scent that was overpowering, yet somehow seductive.

				Martin shrank back a little, inadvertently. The man was right, of course; it would be easy just to give in, to throw back their heads and quaff the Kool-Aid that Ivan and the others had partaken of. Why not do it? These people hadn’t really hurt Ivan, after all; he was, in most respects, exactly the same as he’d been before. Hell, he liked it here; he’d said as much.

				Then Martin chastised himself; that was the chicken shit in him talking. These people had hurt Ivan, maybe the worst way you could hurt a person: They had taken away his personality, his free will, had made him nothing but a mindless robot for their cause. This new Ivan certainly looked and sounded the same, but he wouldn’t play guitar with his tongue poking out one side of his mouth, wouldn’t tell dead baby jokes with macabre relish, wouldn’t laugh like a loon at Mystery Science Theater 3000. He wouldn’t love Olivia and call her goofy pet names like Doinklet and Polly Percolator. He wouldn’t stink up Martin’s car with his weird black Djarum cigarettes. This new Ivan, in fact, would only think and do exactly what these crazy mystical assholes told him to. Martin realized that was almost worse than him being dead. Maybe it was worse.

				Of course, it was too late to do anything about all of it now. The man was on top of them, and coming through the parting crowd like Moses through the Red Sea was the shrouded figure, which Martin now recognized as a slight, but obviously powerful, woman. Her clawed hands were emerging from beneath her layers of draped shawls, and they were thin as bone, stretched tight with mottled brown skin. The only escape route was blocked with creepy, grinning disciples. Martin’s stomach felt filled with rocks. This is it, he thought. Then, from out of the blue, he suddenly remembered the door somewhere behind them, the one Ivan headed for. Where did it lead? It was probably just a storeroom, he reasoned, but maybe it had a window. It was a risk, that was true, but at least it was a small chance. They certainly weren’t getting out the front way.

				He turned his head, trying silently to convey his plan to Chloe, but she was looking past him, past the man who was now looming over them like a giant, and behind him, the monstrous woman-thing with her outstretched fingers was now enormous in his field of vision. He backed up farther, practically crushing Ivan against the door, though he didn’t protest beyond a weak moan. Martin followed Chloe’s gaze and his heart leaped. There, coming in the door, were some of the gang from Crandall’s—they must have been lying low in the parking lot, biding their time. Martin could have jumped up and down and cheered. Instead, he diverted his eyes back to the man’s and tried to keep his expression neutral. Chloe’s hand snaked up his back; he reached behind him, surreptitiously, and caught it with his own, giving it what he hoped was a significant squeeze. Back door, babe, he thought with all his might. If you’ve never been able to read my mind before, I hope like hell you can start doing it now.

				The woman’s fingers stretched toward his neck. The man stepped aside to let the horror pass. “This won’t hurt a bit, I promise you,” he said.

				A second later, Chloe screamed, “NOW!”

				Then, all was confusion again. The gang from Crandall’s surged in from outside, and the shrouded woman turned her head, surprised, her hands suspended in midair. The man turned also, roaring in anger, pushing back a little toward the new interlopers. In the precious second that the monsters’ attention was elsewhere, Chloe shoved Ivan aside and went for the doorknob. “Please let there be another way out,” she said.

				The back door came open with a shriek. Ivan tried to run, but Martin blocked his path, still hunching his shoulders up around his neck to protect it from the woman’s roving hands. Olivia jumped into the fray, getting behind Ivan and pushing him toward the door. Chloe hung back, keeping watch for the woman and fighting off any disciples that came too close. She looked grim.

				Ivan struggled, but he was tired, and between the three of them, they managed to shove him into the back storeroom. Quickly, Martin looked over his shoulder to see how the others were faring; he thought he saw another flash of light, and he swore. The woman had apparently forgotten about Ivan for the moment and was running toward the front, robes flying, her hands extended before her like eagle talons. The hulking bald man—her husband, Martin presumed, though who knew really—had also spun toward the entrance, taking on the group from outside.

				“Don’t let her touch you!” Martin shouted into the crowd, not knowing if anyone could hear him or not. He felt bad about escaping through the back way while the gang was providing a distraction, but he reckoned they were all adults and could take care of themselves. As if to needle him, another flash of light popped off to his right, as though the victim’s human essence had manifested itself with a bang outside of its host body. Another one bites the dust, Martin couldn’t help thinking, then turned back to the task at hand.

				The storeroom was dark and smelled of old sweat and cheap canned meat. There were cots all around the perimeter, piled with gray, tangled sheets. Martin had a moment to wrinkle his nose at the conditions these people were living in before Chloe’s voice cut through the dimness. “Hold onto him. I’ll get the window open.”

				So, there was a window, albeit a small, high one with wire mesh nailed carelessly across it from the outside. Martin and Olivia held Ivan’s arms, though most of the fight left him. He stood still and resigned, watching Chloe as she climbed up on a pile of boxes and yanked at the window frame, finally pulling it up enough for them to pass through. She punched out the cheap mesh easily; it fell into the alley with a dull clatter. It wouldn’t be a very nice drop on the other side, but Martin supposed it was better than getting turned into a zombie and living in the back of a strip mall.

				He and Olivia prodded Ivan up onto the boxes, and he went, reluctantly. Chloe grabbed his hands and began pulling him, probably more roughly than she needed to. “I’ll go out first,” she whispered down to them. “Then shove Ivan out. I’ll keep him from taking off until you guys can climb out.”

				Martin nodded, already nudging Olivia toward the boxes. He glanced over his shoulder, seeing the chaos beyond the door. No one noticed yet what they were doing, but Martin knew they only had a few seconds at best. He saw another flash of light in the teeming crowd, and he winced.

				“How many have we lost?” Olivia asked quietly.

				Martin just shook his head.

				He heard the thud as Chloe hit the ground beneath the window outside. He hoped she wasn’t hurt, but at least she was out; a tiny ribbon of relief snaked through Martin’s body. She made a whistling sound, a signal, and Martin and Olivia began shoving upwards on the boxes, pushing Ivan toward the opening. “All right, all right,” Ivan grumbled. “I’m going. For now.” He maneuvered his skinny frame through the window, butt first. His blank face was strange in the near darkness. Then his gaze flickered upwards, and he almost smiled.

				Martin’s skin tingled at the sight of Ivan’s expression, and he wasn’t terribly surprised when he heard heavy, shuffling footsteps coming fast behind them. Without thinking, he pushed Olivia hard toward the window, and then began scrambling after her. Not quickly enough because a hand clamped around his ankle, thick and strong and meaty.

				Olivia looked down and screamed, pulling Martin’s arms so hard he thought they’d pop right out of their sockets. “Let him go! Martin!” Martin couldn’t see who had grabbed him, but by the feel of the hand he assumed it was the big bald man. He kicked out, blindly, feeling like the main attraction at a taffy pull, but the man’s grip didn’t seem to weaken. Olivia kept pulling and screaming, and Ivan was still hanging halfway out the window, looking almost amused by the whole thing. If Martin weren’t being pulled apart like a French loaf, he would’ve liked to have clocked Ivan a good one right in the middle of that smug kisser. Maybe he’d do it if they ever got out of here.

				His palms were sweaty, and he felt them slipping from Olivia’s grasp. He could hear Chloe shouting something from outside, but he couldn’t tell what it was. For a moment, he thought he could almost laugh at how stupid they’d been, storming in here with no real plan, full of their own sense of righteous anger and misplaced confidence. Well, they were certainly paying for it now. His hands slipped out of Olivia’s, and he was dragged backwards as though he weighed no more than a teddy bear. Sausage-like fingers danced upon his back, grabbing him by the collar. Martin closed his eyes, waiting for a fist to the face, and then, he hoped, oblivion.

				The pain never came. He heard a grunt, then the bald man’s iron grip faltered. Martin hit the concrete floor with an agonizing thud, his arm twisted beneath him. Olivia was still screaming, but now there was another quality to it, one not of fear but of an almost hysterical relief. Martin cracked one eye open and saw the bald man down on one knee, holding his head in his massive hands. A pumped-looking guy with tattoos and a short purple Mohawk was standing above him, a baseball bat gripped in his fists, raised and ready to swing. Martin couldn’t place him for a minute, then remembered him as the guitarist from the band at Crandall’s earlier. His name was Scott, or maybe Seth, Martin couldn’t quite remember. At any rate, the guy looked pissed.

				The bald man crumpled to the floor in a huge pile of flesh and gray flannel. Scott or Seth poised the bat over him, ready to strike again if necessary, but the bald man fell still. Martin wondered if he were dead, then realized that he didn’t really care.

				“We’d better get the fuck out of here,” Scott or Seth said. “That bitch is killing us.”

				Martin didn’t have to ask who he meant. He managed to struggle to his feet, yelping at the explosion of pain in his arm. He hoped it wasn’t broken. “Thanks, man,” he said. “That asshole was just going to…”

				“Yeah, I know.” Scott or Seth smiled. Despite the three missing teeth, it was a friendly smile. “Get your ass out that window. We’re pulling out the front way.”

				Before Martin could say anything else, his savior had whirled and disappeared back into the fracas. It looked as though it was winding down out there, but as long as that woman was still conscious, none of them were safe.

				He glanced up at the window, which was now empty of Ivan’s smirking face. Olivia also made her escape, it seemed.

				“Martin! Martin!” He heard the girls’ voices shrieking at him from the alley below. With effort, he began climbing up toward the window, stopping every few seconds to cradle his arm and slow his racing heartbeat.

				“I’m okay. I’m coming out.” He reached the top of the pile of boxes and peered out the window. Chloe and Olivia both stared up at him, their faces white ovals in the shadows. Ivan slumped between them, looking at his shoes. “My arm might be broken. I’m gonna need a little help.” He knew that the girls were really not that far down, but from his vantage point it seemed as though he was preparing to dive off the Empire State. His heart speeded up again.

				Trying to keep his arm from touching anything, he turned himself clumsily around and slid out the window halfway, his feet dangling in midair. Panicked, he kicked at the concrete blocks, feeling like he was going to fall. Nothing like a broken leg to match his broken arm, which had now started to throb so fiercely that he thought he might pass out. “Be careful!” Chloe cried. “I’m right beneath you, you’re all right. It’s not that far, trust me.”

				He knew it wasn’t that far, but he still couldn’t stop himself from hyperventilating. What a fucking superhero I am, he thought bitterly. Can’t even climb out a window without having a panic attack. Look out, evildoers. He slid a little farther out, and had pretty much got his shit together when he noticed the bald man on the floor below him had begun to stir, rolling over and moaning. “Fuck!” he screamed, then let his body drop. Chloe broke his fall neatly with her outstretched arms, and she’d been right, the drop was really no more than a couple of yards. Martin’s cheeks warmed.

				“Let’s get back to the car as quickly as we can,” Chloe said, grabbing hold of Ivan. “Once we get him home, one of us can drive you to the hospital to see about that arm. The other one will have to stay behind and watch this one.”

				“What are we going to do about the others?” Olivia asked.

				“I don’t know. I hope their friends can get them out. We can’t save everybody.” Her gaze flickered up to Ivan, her mouth pressed into a tight line. “I hope saving his ass was worth all this.”

				No one had anything more to add to that.

				The four of them made their way around the back of the strip mall, silent and exhausted. The sounds from inside the church were nothing more than a distant buzz now, and Martin found himself wondering, again, how many people they had doomed with this foolish expedition. He knew they were all adults and had come along of their own free will, but he couldn’t help feeling the staggering weight of culpability like a heavy yoke upon his shoulders. Between that and the excruciating agony in his arm, he felt that he could gladly curl up in the darkness behind one of the dumpsters and die.

				When they rounded the front of the building, they could see the dying remnants of the struggle playing out in the brightly lit but somehow still shadowy parking lot. No one appeared seriously injured, at least not physically, although some of the church members sat on the sidewalk holding their heads or looking otherwise dazed and childlike. Martin couldn’t see the veiled woman, and wondered if Scott or Seth had gotten to her with his baseball bat. The thought brought hope, but also a vague sense of sickness and unease. It wasn’t just the fear that Scott or Seth might go to jail for assault (or murder, his mind helpfully whispered), but also the fact that Martin himself was advocating violence against another person, an idea which he found deeply abhorrent. Troubled, he followed Chloe, Olivia, and their unwilling, but apparently submissive, hostage to the car.

				When they got there, they saw that two of the vehicles in their original convoy had already split. Stragglers made their way toward the remaining cars, some of them dragging along their zapped comrades, a few with scratches or bloody noses. Most of the faces were grim and dogged, but there were a few smiles and some relieved laughter. Scott or Seth was one of the smilers, approaching the cars with his baseball bat slung over his shoulder at a jaunty angle. Martin glanced at the bat, looking for traces of blood, but saw nothing. He released a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding.

				“Seth, how many down?” Chloe asked, shoving Ivan into the back seat next to Olivia.

				He lowered the bat and leaned on it as though it was a cane in a vaudeville act. “At least seven, maybe more. We managed to get Franklin out,” and here he gestured toward the drummer boy, who was being bodily carried toward a red van by two beefy skinheads, “and I think the others might have saved two or three more, but it looks like they left already. As for the rest of them…” Seth shrugged. “I guess they’ll be staying here a while. At least until we figure out what to do.”

				A girl with blue-black hair and smeared eyeliner—Seth’s girlfriend, Martin assumed—came up to them, holding a bloodied rag up to her cheek. “What is that thing in there? Some kind of fucking wizard?”

				Chloe just shook her head. Martin noticed how tired and drained she looked; the sight of her almost made him forget the pain in his arm. “Seth,” he said. “You didn’t…” He wasn’t sure how he wanted to phrase it, so he just pointed to the bat.

				Seth laughed. “Kill anybody? Nah, I checked quick. The bald guy’s fine, maybe have a little headache. I think someone whacked the woman with a chair—she came to, but she seemed a little groggy when I left. Which reminds me, we should probably get the hell out of here before they wake up and call the cops or come out here and turn us into the living dead.”

				There were murmurs of assent from the gathered crowd, and a few nervous chuckles. Martin extended a hand. “Thanks, Seth. Thanks everybody. I’m sorry it turned out like this.”

				
Seth shook his hand firmly. “Shit, I haven’t had so much fun in ages. We’ll be in touch about Ivan, okay? Let us know if you snap him out of it.”

				“Keep us updated about Franklin, too, and the others,” said Chloe, fishing her keys from the pocket of her jeans.

				“Will do.” Seth saluted them with his bat, then gripped his girlfriend’s hand and headed for the red van. Motors started up all around them, piercing the night.

				Martin climbed into the passenger seat, peering back to check on Ivan. He looked sullen, glancing out the rear window at the lighted front of the church. Olivia sat very close to him, weary but vigilant.

				“How’s the arm?” Chloe asked as she slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

				Martin grinned wanly. “Busted and unendurable. Don’t rush on my account.”

				* * * *

				The ride back to Crandall’s was strange and awkward. At first, none of them spoke, the only sounds their ragged breathing and Martin’s occasional yelps of pain. The small car smelled of sweat, intermingled with a hint of blood. The clock on the dash read 4:51 a.m.

				After a few minutes, Ivan’s voice emanated, soft and placid, from the back seat. “They’ll just come back for me, you know. They know where you live.” Martin saddened at the use of you instead of we.

				Chloe’s voice was curiously flat in the dimness. “Well, if they do, I guess we’ll have to be ready for them.” Martin wasn’t sure quite what she meant, but knowing her as he did, he could make a pretty decent guess. He felt suddenly cold. This wasn’t going to end anytime soon, he could see that now.

				“Why can’t you just accept that I want to be with them?” Ivan’s voice rose, impassioned, but when Martin turned to look at him, he could see no trace of emotion on his friend’s shadowed face. Olivia just looked stricken.

				“You know why,” said Chloe, and would say no more.

				After a few moments of riding in silence, trying to convince himself that the pain in his arm was lessening, Martin spoke. “Ivan, do you remember what happened on the first day you went into the church?” His voice sounded so weary that it alarmed him.

				There was a pause. “I met Father, and then Mother,” Ivan said quietly. “They showed me the way.”

				Father and Mother. Oh, man. “Did anybody touch you or put their hands on your neck? Was there a flash of light when they did it?” Martin already knew the answers to these questions, of course, but he wanted to see what Ivan remembered, how much of his previous self was still in there, still accessible.

				Ivan didn’t reply right away, not until Chloe said, “Hey, idiot, he asked you a question.” Clearly, Chloe’s patience with the whole situation had long run out. Her jaw was tight as she turned onto the road that led to Crandall’s.

				“I don’t really remember what happened.” Ivan pressed his lips together, as if to prevent anything further from escaping them.

				As the car puttered between the trees, Martin told the girls what he had seen—the light like camera flashes, the sudden willingness to fight on the side of their enemies. Chloe simply nodded; she had noticed it, too, then. When he turned to face Olivia, her expression was grave. “So what you’re suggesting,” she said, glancing up at Ivan briefly and pulling at her bottom lip, “is that these people—or at least that thing in the veil—somehow have the ability to just touch you and…what? Make you like them? Take away your powers of reason? How would they be able to do that?”

				Martin shrugged as Chloe pulled the car into the dirt lot behind the house. “I’m just telling you what I saw. I don’t have an explanation. It must be something…” he paused, searching for words, “well, maybe not supernatural, but something extraordinary. I mean, look what they did to him.”

				Ivan stared straight ahead as if he hadn’t heard.

				Chloe parked and killed the engine, and they dragged themselves from the car like the dazed survivors of a bombing raid. Ivan got out along with them, obviously tired and partially beaten, his lowered head a sign of obedience, or perhaps resignation. Martin noticed, however, that he glanced furtively up the path they’d come, as if searching for rescue, or determining how fast he’d have to run to get to the road before he was overtaken. Martin fell back and made a point of placing his functioning hand on Ivan’s arm. He felt horrible for having to treat his friend with such distrust, like a common criminal, but he could see no way around it. Olivia held onto Ivan from the other side, and the three of them followed Chloe as she thumped up the back stairs, digging the house keys from her pocket.

				The house was dark except for the kitchen light, which could just be seen as a crack of brightness through the chintz curtains. The exhausted party led their prisoner onto the enclosed porch, which smelled of coffee and cigarette smoke, and was lit only by the first fingers of dawn seeping through the clouds. Ivan went along, his shoulders slumped forward. Martin tightened his grip, not entirely buying his friend’s submissive act.

				Chloe got the back door open and went inside. The light from the kitchen seemed blinding to Martin’s tired eyes, and he squinted, the pain in his arm returning with the jolt to his senses. Not long now, and he could go to the hospital and have the broken bone seen to. Until then, he gritted his teeth and bore it as best he could.

				He and Olivia were pulling Ivan along, perhaps a little roughly, but he was still putting up no resistance. As they crossed the threshold, a strange sensation tingled through Martin’s body, and then Ivan stopped, cold, and remained on the porch.

				Both Martin and Olivia turned in tandem, their fingers still fastened around Ivan’s arm. The prisoner just stood there, his face neither defiant nor mocking. “Come on, Ivan,” Martin said gently. “My arm is killing me. The quicker you get in here, the quicker this can all be sorted out.”

				“Please, Badinov,” said Olivia, using one of her old pet names for him.

				Ivan didn’t even smile. “I can’t come in.” His voice was toneless.

				Martin felt his frazzled nerves beginning to vibrate in his irritation, which in turn made his arm throb anew, this time with doubled fury. He yanked hard on Ivan’s sleeve. “Of course you can come in. We’re not letting you go back to them, okay, so you can just forget it. Quit screwing around, we’re not in the mood.”

				“No, Martin, I mean I literally can’t come in. Look.”

				At this, Ivan raised his hand and moved it toward the door opening. Just over the threshold, his hand stopped short, the flesh of his hand flattening, exactly as though he’d pressed his hand upon a pane of clear glass.

				Martin’s mouth fell open. Yes, Ivan had told them about the dwarf who had come here, about what had happened when she tried to get in. Martin hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. Now he just stood there, watching his friend’s hand floating in space. It was eerie and terribly, terribly wrong. “How…are you doing that?” he finally managed.

				Ivan looked back at him, icy eyes blank. “I’m not doing anything. I just can’t get in.”

				“That’s enough, now.” Chloe marched forward and thrust both her hands through the doorway, catching Ivan’s hands in hers. She pulled, the cords in her arms and neck standing out with the effort, but as soon as Ivan made to cross the threshold, he was halted by the invisible barrier. Chloe let go of him, breathing hard. “What the hell is going on?”

				“It’s just like he told us about the dwarf, remember?” Martin said, refusing to take his eyes off Ivan. “They can’t get in here. Whatever it is that Mother and Father do to them,” and Martin felt himself wince inwardly at his use of the familial titles, “it makes them not able to come in.”

				“Why wouldn’t they be able to come in here?” Olivia said, eyeing Ivan with suspicion. “They seem to go in and out of other places just fine. Sammy comes in the coffee shop, and I’ve seen some of the others going in and out of stores.”

				“Something about this house must be keeping them out,” Chloe said, and at her words Martin flashed on that afternoon when the bald man and the girl had come, the way the man had leaned forward, trying to look inside, and then snapped back as if he’d been burned. Then there was the recurring dream, of the banging on the outside walls of the house growing louder and more insistent. What did it all mean? Was this what the dreams warned them about? He realized he was tuned out; when he came back to himself, Chloe was speaking again. “So what are we going to do with him? Chain him up outside like a dog?”

				“He can sleep on the back porch,” Martin said, shifting his broken arm a little and almost crying out when he heard the bones grinding. “We can dig out that old camp bed. Someone’s going to have to stay up and watch him, though.” At this last, he gave Ivan a sympathetic glance: Sorry about this, buddy. Ivan simply stared back at him as if he was a complete stranger.

				“Well, I guess that’ll be me,” Olivia said, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand. “Clo, you’d better get Martin to the emergency room before he passes out from the pain. Don’t worry, I won’t let this asshole go anywhere.” She smiled a thin little smile, then turned to the cupboard to get the coffee tin.

				“All right. I’m sorry how this all worked out.” Chloe glared at Ivan, then took Martin by the arm. “I think that camp cot is in the closet in the spare room. You might want to see if you can find those handcuffs from last Halloween, too. Just in case.”

				Olivia looked startled, but then nodded. “I’ll find them. You’d better get going.”

				“Okay. We’ll try to be as quick as we can. After we’ve all had some sleep we can have a long talk about what we’re going to do next. Come on, Lefty.” She led Martin out the back door past the stoic Ivan. She couldn’t resist poking their former friend in the chest as she passed. “You be good. Or else,” she hissed.

				* * * *

				It was nearly ten in the morning when Martin and Chloe returned from the hospital, so tired they could barely see straight. Martin’s arm was encased in plaster, and his good hand clasped a prescription bottle of painkillers they’d picked up at Walgreen’s on the way home.

				Ivan was snoring loudly on the back porch, his form barely covered by a threadbare quilt. His right wrist was cuffed to the beam nearest the cot. Olivia was perched on a chair just inside the kitchen, watching Ivan with red-rimmed eyes, her fist curled around a half-empty coffee mug. “How’s the arm?” she asked as Martin and Chloe passed.

				“He fucked it up good,” Chloe said, helping herself to a cup of the strong brew. “Broken in two places. How’s our pet zombie?”

				Olivia managed a wan smile. “Well, after you left he tried to talk me into coming back to the church with him, but when he saw he wasn’t getting anywhere he finally went to sleep. He’s been out for at least three hours.”

				“You should go up and get some sleep now. You, too, Martin, rest that arm. I can watch him for a while.”

				“Are you sure?” Martin said. “We’re all so tired, and he’s cuffed and sleeping…”

				Chloe added creamer to her coffee. “I know. I just want to make sure he doesn’t go anywhere. Plus, I don’t want to be caught unprepared if some of those assholes come looking for him. I’ll be fine for a while longer, don’t worry.”

				Martin didn’t think she looked fine—her eyes were bloodshot, she was dirty and disheveled, with a bit of blood crusting around her nostrils. Her limbs sagged, and her movements seemed overly deliberate, like a drunk’s. Martin was too exhausted to argue with her. “All right. I’m taking next watch. Even though I’m a cripple.” He was glad he still had the energy to joke, at least.

				Chloe grinned, her eyes sliding closed for just a fraction of a second too long. She chugged back half the mug of coffee, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Go on, you two.”

				He didn’t know about Olivia in the room down the hall, but Martin barely managed to wriggle under the covers before he was overtaken by the blackness of sleep. For a while he thought of nothing, dreamed nothing, was aware of nothing. After some unknowable length of time that could have been five minutes or five millennia, the dream came, and it was very bad. The worst it had ever been, in fact. When it reached its climax, Martin bolted out of sleep, soaked with sweat, his heart sounding like a series of sonic booms. When he regained enough of his senses to look around the room and establish its reality, he saw by the light from the windows that it was roughly mid-afternoon.

				His arm was throbbing in time with his heartbeat, and with a grimace he pushed himself out of bed and padded down the hall in his bare feet, filling a glass with water from the bathroom sink and swallowing two of the painkillers, willing them into his bloodstream as quickly as possible. He heard sounds from Olivia’s room (it used to be Ivan’s room, too, he thought), a bang like something hitting the floor, and then muffled swearing amid heavy breaths. After a moment, Olivia materialized at the bathroom door, bleary-eyed, hair a dark tangle. She was wearing a pair of Ivan’s boxer shorts, and the T-shirt she’d worn the night before, still streaked with sweat and blood. “The dream,” she said, and then words failed her. Martin hugged her, awkwardly, trying to keep his injured arm straight. She was trembling like a captured rabbit. “It’s because Ivan’s here, isn’t it?” When she pulled away, she looked at him, her eyes like black holes. “That’s why the dream is so bad.”

				“I don’t know.” He did know, though, sort of. “We should go down and check on Chloe.”

				Olivia nodded, then went back to her room, returning a few seconds later with a black robe thrown over her clothes and her hair pulled away from her pale face with two red barrettes. They went downstairs in silence.

				Chloe, amazingly, was still awake, sitting at the kitchen table with one leg tucked beneath her, flipping through a magazine. Ivan was snoring from the porch, the sound and rhythm of it so familiar, so normal, that, for a moment, Martin hoped the whole thing had been a nightmare, that Ivan was fine and would awaken with his usual grumpy witticisms and appetite for French toast. This was a futile hope, and Martin quickly abandoned it.

				“Morning, kids.” Chloe offered her cheek and Martin bent to kiss it. “Grab yourself some coffee before I drink it all.”

				“Any problems?” Martin said, sliding into the chair opposite her.

				“No. He hardly moved a muscle. How are you doing?”

				“Okay. Just popped a pill, all’s right with the world.” He wasn’t going to mention the dream just now; he didn’t want the idea of it keeping Chloe awake when she so clearly needed sleep.

				Olivia had other plans. “The dream was really horrible, Clo,” she said, turning her head from where she stood at the counter, spreading cream cheese on a bagel.

				Chloe looked at Martin, not saying a word, but with a question in her eyes.

				He sighed, shooting a glare at Olivia’s back. “Yeah. The worst yet. I’m surprised you didn’t hear one of us screaming.”

				Chloe tapped her fingers on the magazine that lay open in front of her. Her gaze slid over to the open back door, to the sleeping form of Ivan, which was just visible in the shadow of the porch overhang. “You think it’s because of him?”

				“Yes,” said Olivia, without hesitation.

				“It could just be a coincidence,” Martin said lamely.

				“Hm.” Chloe sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. “If it isn’t a coincidence, do you realize what it could mean? It means that Ivan is the enemy now, one of the people the house is protecting us from.”

				It was a big assumption to make, but in view of the dreams, Martin had to admit it was a reasonable one. He didn’t like to think of his best friend as an enemy, as one of the faceless hordes that banged on the walls relentlessly in his sleep, seeking…what? Entry? Revenge for some imagined wrong? It was horrible, but considering Ivan’s behavior, could there really be any further doubt? Was he, in fact, so far gone that he would actually try to kill them if he had the chance, to further the agenda of his new masters? Martin felt a chill at the thought, and tried to push it out of his mind. “Maybe if Ivan stays with us, we can snap him out of it.” The words stole furtively from Martin’s mouth, ashamed of themselves.

				“You don’t believe that.” Chloe’s voice was gentle but firm.

				Martin stared down at his hands. “I know. What are we going to do about him? About any of this?”

				There was a long pause as they considered the questions. The silence stretched on as each of them evidently came up empty.

				Olivia rinsed her coffee mug and bagel plate in the sink. “I’m going to go take a shower,” she said. “I guess I’d better put in a few hours at work. Not that Sammy would notice if I didn’t show up.” She drifted up the stairs, and Martin heard the bathroom door close.

				“You should get some sleep, babe.” Martin reached across the table and stroked Chloe’s hand. Ivan shifted on the cot, snuffling and muttering to himself, then fell silent again. Chloe turned her head to watch him.

				After a moment, she spoke; her head was still turned away, and for a second Martin thought she was talking to Ivan, or to herself. “What’s really behind that wall?”

				When Martin realized the question was directed at him, he felt his heart flutter a little in his chest. He didn’t want to tell her, not really, and it wasn’t just because he didn’t want her to know. It was because telling her would mean remembering it, describing it out loud, and this was something he was very reluctant to do. He could tell she sensed his hesitation and felt glad she didn’t press him. Still, now was not the time for dishonesty. This thing had gotten too big for that. He cleared his throat. “Nothing was back there,” he said hoarsely, not able to look into her eyes as he spoke. “By nothing, I mean, literally, nothing. No floor, no walls, no ceiling. Just…blackness.” He paused; that hadn’t really been the right word. “Emptiness,” he said, and that wasn’t really right either, but it was closer. As he had feared, saying it out loud brought the vivid memory back to him, peering into the impossible void with that pitiful flashlight beam, looking for some reality which just wasn’t there. He shivered. “I’m sorry I lied,” he added, then finally managed to look up at her.

				Chloe’s expression hadn’t changed. She still looked exhausted, yet strangely alert, watchful. Her next words were a surprise. “I think we should open it up again.”

				Martin felt all the color drain from his face. “No way. If you could have seen it…”

				“It protects us, in the dreams,” she broke in, her eyes glittering at him across the kitchen table. “It protects us from them, the people who got Ivan.”

				“We don’t know that,” Martin said.

				“It keeps them out,” Chloe persisted. “Since the people out there are bad,” and here she gestured vaguely toward the porch where Ivan was still sleeping, “then it stands to reason that what’s behind the wall is good. Besides,” she went on, “Olivia told you about the blueprints. There was a room back there. Maybe the light wasn’t good enough to see anything when you looked. We have to be sure.”

				Martin could see her point but he still didn’t like it. The infinite nothingness he’d seen through his crudely made hole—it didn’t seem as though there could be anything good about it. On the other hand, he had only looked once, very quickly. Still, his skin prickled remembering it. “Maybe you’re right, but…” He tried to put his objections into words, but he couldn’t think of any argument that might convince her.

				A second later, he was saved from his dilemma by a hard pounding on the front door. He looked at Chloe, stricken, but then he heard a familiar voice calling. “Hey guys, it’s me. Hope you don’t mind me just popping in like this.” Seth.

				Martin got up. “I’ll get it. Watch Ivan a minute, looks like he’s waking up.” Ivan had, in fact, propped himself up on one elbow and was looking at them through the back door, blinking, still groggy with sleep.

				“Sure.”

				Martin made his way out to the living room and flung open the front door. Seth stood there on his spindly legs, his purple hair pulled back in a ponytail atop his otherwise shaved head. He wore a lopsided grin that revealed his three missing teeth, the remaining ones charmingly crooked. “Shit, man, your arm’s broken,” he said, the grin disappearing.

				“Yeah. My brain would have been broken if you hadn’t saved my ass last night. Come on in.”

				Seth crossed the threshold, looking around with something like wonderment. “Seems different in the daytime, without all the people here.”

				“You want coffee or Coke or a beer or something?” Martin asked as he led the way to the kitchen.

				“Nah, I’ll just grab a glass of water out of the tap. How’s Ivan?”

				“See for yourself.” They entered the kitchen just as Chloe was getting up to rinse out her coffee mug. On the back porch, Ivan was sitting up on his cot, his arm stretched awkwardly behind him, the cuffs rattling. His face was blank, but his eyes looked feral.

				“Fuck. This is heavy.” Seth peered out at Ivan, studying him the way one would study an alien species. “Has he tried to get away?”

				“Not so far, but he only just woke up. Give him time.” Chloe crossed her arms and leaned against the stove. “Hi, by the way. How’s Franklin doing?”

				Seth fetched a glass from the dishwasher and filled it with water from the faucet. Then he sat at the table and shook his head. “Not good, man, not good. I mean, physically he’s mostly all right and everything, but mentally…” He twirled a finger around his ear. “Totally batshit.”

				Chloe sighed. “Like Ivan.”

				“Worse than Ivan. I mean, we took the kid back to our apartment last night. Well, all the way home in the van, he was crying and screaming, trying to jump out the doors and shit. Like an animal. He was just begging us to take him back to that church. It was crazy.” He tipped his head back and gulped down half the glass of water.

				Martin frowned. “Did you get him home?”

				“Yeah, finally. We put him in his room and he just kept freaking out all night, screaming and kicking at the door. He even tried climbing out the window, and we’re on the third floor. We heard him and busted in there before he could get out, though. Christ, he fought us like a wildcat when we grabbed him, gave Lance a black eye, little shit.” His shoulders slumped forward, and Martin could see now that Seth probably hadn’t gotten any sleep either. “I never saw anybody act as fucked up as that. What the hell is going on with that place?”

				“We don’t really know, but those people are dangerous,” Martin said. “I mean, that’s pretty obvious. I don’t think the followers can do much of anything, except convincing other people to join. That old woman or whatever she is…” He trailed off, remembering that blinding flash of light, there and gone so quickly that he wasn’t sure he’d even seen it. “All she did was touch Franklin and look what happened. If she’s that powerful, then she could…”

				“Just cruise down the street and convert people right and left,” said Olivia, who had come down from the bathroom with her wet hair still wrapped in a towel. She’d been leaning quietly in the doorway, listening. “If she can do that, why doesn’t she?”

				“Maybe the church doesn’t want just anybody,” Chloe suggested. “Or maybe they want people to come to them of their own free will.”

				“Maybe she just wasn’t powerful enough yet,” said Martin darkly. All of them fell silent for a long moment as they let this possibility sink in.

				“And now she is.” Chloe’s voice sounded hollow.

				“It’s going to happen soon.” Ivan’s voice came suddenly from outside, making all four of them jump. Martin had almost forgotten about him out there, watching and listening. “You’ll see.” He fell silent again, pulling a little at his cuffs, making the chain rattle.

				Seth got up from the table and went to the back door. “So what’s he doing out there? Can’t you lock him in his room or something?” It seemed he knew better than to ask Ivan; his question was directed at the others.

				Martin debated whether or not he should open this can of worms. He was really too tired to go into a detailed explanation; on the other hand, maybe they needed all the help they could get, especially with Ivan out to lunch. The menace touched Seth as well; it didn’t seem fair to keep things from him. Martin glanced over at Chloe and saw his own thought processes reflected in her face.

				When she saw him looking, she smiled a little, then nodded. “We can’t get him inside,” Martin began, then briefly told Seth all that they had theorized about the house, about all the dreams.

				When he had finished, Seth looked very thoughtful. “I wonder if we brought Franklin here if you’d have the same problem getting him through the door,” he said. “If we did, then that would be more evidence that you were on the right track.”

				“So you don’t think we’re crazy?” Chloe asked, only half in jest.

				Seth turned from the back door, where Ivan was watching him like a caged animal. “After what happened last night, I think I’m ready to believe anything.” He looked down at his watch. “Shit, I told the rest of the guys I wouldn’t be gone long. Franklin might be climbing the damn walls again.” He put his empty glass in the sink, then headed toward the kitchen door. “We can bring Franklin over later, or tomorrow if you want, just to see what happens.”

				“Okay. I think I already know, but it’ll be good to know for sure,” Martin said.

				“Right. Anyway, I’ll give you a call. Let me know if anything changes with cult-boy over there.” Seth jerked his thumb toward Ivan, who was smiling, ever so slightly.

				After Seth had gone, Martin put his good arm around Chloe’s shoulders. “We’re going to figure this out, okay? Don’t worry about it. You‘re going upstairs and getting some sleep, missy. You stay awake much longer you’ll start having hallucinations or psychotic breaks or something.” He didn’t mention that the dreams would be doubly bad; he could see in her expression that she already knew. He just hoped she’d be able to get some rest in spite of them.

				“Yeah, I am about ready to collapse.” She kissed Martin on the cheek, then dragged herself up the stairs.

				While Martin cleaned up the remaining dishes, Olivia fluffed out her hair, running a comb through it as she stood in the doorway, watching Ivan. “How much longer is this shit going to go on?” she said.

				“I don’t know. Maybe if we put our heads together and do something…” He wasn’t really sure what else to say, so he let the sentence dangle. He had no idea what they could really do to help Ivan, or if they could stop any of this.

				Olivia turned to him, her towel slung over one shoulder. “Will you be okay to watch him if I go to work for a few hours?”

				“Yeah. I think everything’s under control.”

				Olivia’s eyes were glittering. “When I get back, I want to help you tear out that wall,” she said.

				Chapter Twenty

				The church was a mess after the near-riot the night before; Father had set the acolytes the task of cleaning the place up as soon as everyone had rolled out of bed.

				Lily had chosen a spot near the back, close to the storeroom door. Father was back there talking, and even though the door was closed, his voice was raised enough that Lily could make out most of what he was saying. Mother must have been answering him, but of her replies, Lily could hear nothing.

				“It must be nearly time.” Father’s voice was deep and sonorous. He had been hurt the night before, hit in the head by one of the invaders, but he didn’t seem too much the worse for wear. “Especially with the new ones we’ve taken. We lost a few, true, but…”

				There was a strange grunting sound that might have been a laugh, then a few moments of silence.

				“You’re sure they’ll come back?” Father asked. There was another pause, shorter this time.

				“I just wish we could finish our business here and leave,” Father said. He sounded miserable and exhausted, and Lily was startled. She had never perceived any weakness in either of her masters before. Father was still talking in his beaten-down voice. “I didn’t think that it would take this long, that it would be so…complicated. Already the people from that house have fought back against us.”

				There was another sound, this one like a metal chair scraping against concrete. Lily heard Father gasp.

				“I’m not a coward!” he said. “I fought for you since the beginning, always been there to do your bidding. I merely questioned whether —”

				A low growl cut him off. The palpable sense of Mother’s fury traveled through the door frame, making Lily shudder.

				There were no further words from behind the door, but seconds later Father burst through it, his face red but composed, his eyes hard. “Thank you for all your help,” he said to the room at large, and everyone, including Lily, turned toward him with expectant and slightly awestruck expressions on their faces. “Last night showed us the extent of the persecution we are up against. The people who came here will stop at nothing to destroy us.” He breathed out and in audibly, like a bull. Lily couldn’t help but think of Mother apparently threatening him only seconds before; it made him seem different in her eyes. Vulnerable.

				“You must double your efforts,” Father went on, folding his arms across his barrel chest and drumming his forearms with his fingers. “We must raise an enormous army to defeat the enemies of the light. When you have brought enough followers into the fold, we will go to the house of our attackers and make them pay for what they have done.” He stood there a moment, his back very straight, his chin raised. Then he nodded once, turned on his heel, and disappeared into the storeroom, where the shrouded Mother evidently waited with further instructions and blandishments. The door closed with a slam.

				Lily, roused by Father’s call to action, quickly finished cleaning up her area. She looked around for Rose, hoping her sister would accompany her on her rounds today, but the girl was nowhere to be seen. Lily was disappointed; she hadn’t realized how lonely it would be without Ivan here. There was still much work to be done. Leaving the other followers to their chores, she slung a bag of flyers around her neck and set out into the morning.

				* * * *

				Martin, Olivia, and Chloe stood on the landing as twilight deepened outside the kitchen window. A little while earlier, Seth and the guys had brought Franklin over to the house, the kid practically frothing at the mouth. Just as they had suspected, all their efforts to pull Franklin into the house were in vain. The other guys in the band were freaked out, but Seth just shook his head sadly. When the others took Franklin back home, Seth decided to stay and watch the destruction of the wall. Martin was reluctant at first, but then he figured Seth earned it.

				Chloe brought the tools necessary, and now they were all just standing there, waiting for someone to make the first move. Martin wasn’t sure about the others, but he felt oddly dislocated, as if he was floating a few feet above his own body. It might have been just the delayed effects of missing most of a night’s sleep, or simply the surreal aspect of the last few weeks’ events. Whatever the case, the feeling wasn’t a pleasant one, and downing two cups of black coffee only made Martin feel more bizarre and disembodied.

				The back door was propped open with a chair in which Seth perched, attentive, watching Ivan and the stair landing with equal fascination. Ivan had not spoken a word since his mysterious outburst earlier, but had sat perfectly still on his cot, looking neither bored nor interested. He hadn’t asked for food, or asked to be freed to go to the bathroom. A glass of water Olivia had set near him was untouched. These facts disturbed Martin greatly.

				Finally, Chloe spoke, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “Well, here goes nothing.” She slowly raised the hammer. For Martin, time warped, first grinding down almost to a stop, and then speeding up again so it appeared all the atoms in the air were whizzing past his face, leaving trails of blinding light in their wake.

				In the midst of his strange fugue, he heard his own voice saying, “Here, let me do it.”

				Chloe stopped with the hammer still raised. “Your arm…”

				“Don’t worry about it. I’ve done this before, let me open it back up. I don’t want any of you getting hurt.”

				“Martin…”

				He knew Chloe would argue, but he didn’t try to convince her. He simply held out his good hand, looking at her in the dimness of the hallway.

				Her mouth twisted a little, but in the end, she slapped the hammer into his palm. “You’re crazy,” she said, but it was a playful rebuke. “Be careful.”

				Martin could feel the eyes of the others burning into his back. His odd feeling of dislocation still hadn’t left him, and in its clutches he felt himself raising his arm and bringing the hammer down. The sound of the first blow shook the house, reminding him unpleasantly of the dreams in which Ivan now played an antagonistic role. Thinking of Ivan and the danger they might have unleashed finally reasserted his sense of reality.

				He plowed through the wood filler first, flinging away chunks of the hardened putty with the claw end of the hammer. Chloe and Olivia backed up a few steps, raising their hands to protect their eyes from flying debris.

				Once the old hole was opened up again, Martin made himself start hacking away the wood around it, trying not to look into the ever-widening gap he was making. He was sweating, and the skin beneath his cast was beginning to itch. The broken bones didn’t hurt much at the moment, but he could feel the throb that portended greater agony to come. He’d be hitting the painkillers hard once this was all over.

				The hole was about the size of a beach ball now, and still Martin kept his eyes averted from the blackness inside. The bigger the hole became, the less wise this entire project seemed. He told himself he hadn’t really wanted to open up the wall again, that the others convinced him. It was all very well for them; they hadn’t seen what was behind there, had they? He felt a sudden flush of anger and beat at the wall with quicker, fiercer blows. Chloe began to cough from the dust, and Martin’s rage immediately dissolved into a kind of torpid, hollow shame. This had been his idea as much as anyone’s. Besides, he had gone against the others’ wishes when he’d hammered at this wall before; he figured this was a fair enough payback.

				Martin was coated with sweat and grime and splinters by the time he’d made the jagged hole big enough to crawl through. Again, he tried to look away from the emptiness within the wall, but this time the sight captured his gaze, and he stared helplessly into it, the lack of a reference point making him feel dizzy and horribly disoriented, as if he were drifting in the vastness of space with no way to tell up from down, left from right. This sensation, combined with exhaustion, the pain of his broken arm, and too much caffeine blazing through his bloodstream, was enough to make him feel lightheaded. He swayed a little on his feet.

				Chloe steadied him, her hands firm on his upper arms. “You don’t have to be a hero, Martin,” she said, glancing into the hole briefly and then tearing her eyes away, disturbed. Her voice diminished a bit when she spoke again. “I can go in. You’ve done enough.”

				Martin regained his equilibrium, with difficulty. His head was still buzzing. “No,” he said, startled by how weak it sounded. He cleared his throat of dust and tried again. “No, I’ll go. At least I’m…somewhat ready for it.” That wasn’t true, and he knew it. One look at the others told him that they knew it, too. It was the only leg he had left to stand on. He didn’t want to go in there, of course, but he would rather die than let Chloe go in by herself.

				She stared at him now, her jaw set, her hands still clamped to his arms. Her expression was one of thinking something over. Finally, she said, “Well, you’re not going in there alone. I’m going with you.”

				Martin protested, but it was mostly just for show. He was ashamed to admit it, but her words had caused a great surge of relief through his aching body. No, he didn’t want to go in, and no, he didn’t want to endanger Chloe, but the thought of stepping into that blackness all by himself made him almost paralyzed with terror. What if he was sucked into some other dimension and never heard from again? After all, he had no experience with vast featureless voids—he had no idea what was going to happen in there. If something horrible was going to happen, he would rather have Chloe there with him. Perhaps it was cowardly, but it was the way he felt. He glanced over at her, and simply nodded. He hoped she could see the gratitude shining from behind his eyes.

				She turned toward the others. “Well, keep watch on Ivan, and look out for those other wackos from the church,” she said. She picked up the flashlight she’d dug out of the cupboard earlier, flicking it on and off to check its brightness. Then she took Martin’s hand and stepped toward the hole. She was shaking a little, but she stood very straight and tall. “We’ll scream if we need help. If we don’t come back…” She looked around at the others, half-smiling. “Well, I don’t know what the hell you should do. Close the hole up, for one.” She smiled fully then, and Olivia and Seth laughed, nervous and tense, but genuine. Chloe put her free hand on the edge of the hole. Testing the waters. Martin was right beside her, feeling the throb of her heartbeat through her hand.

				He looked at her strong profile in the dimness. “Here we go,” he said, and when she nodded in return, he began clambering into the blackness, Chloe tight at his heels.

				* * * *

				For the first few moments, Martin couldn’t see or feel anything, other than the scratch of the cast on his left arm and the soft flesh of Chloe’s fingers enclosing his right hand. It wasn’t hot, and it wasn’t cold. They were walking forward, so they must be walking on something, but to Martin even the unseen floor beneath them felt insubstantial.

				“Turn on the flashlight.” The sound of his own whisper seemed as loud as a scream, and he nearly jumped out of his skin. Despite his nervousness, he still noticed that his voice seemed odd and flat, with no echo—because there’s nothing for the sound to bounce off of, he thought grimly. Why the hell did we come in here? There’s nothing. A second later, the flashlight came on.

				In the meager yellow glow, he caught a glimpse of Chloe’s pale, frightened, but determined face. A sheen of sweat sparkled on her cheeks and forehead. He wished he could say that he would have felt better if she hadn’t come, but just the sight of her in the blackness—as tired and terrified as she was—was mightily reassuring. He squeezed her hand tighter.

				Very slowly, Chloe shone the flashlight all around the space. They were still moving forward—if direction could be said to mean anything here—but when they turned and trained the flashlight back the way they had come, Martin found that he couldn’t see the hole they had climbed through. Panic began to nibble at the edges of his consciousness, but he fought hard to keep it at bay.

				Maybe they had just walked farther than they thought, and the light couldn’t reach all the way to the hole. The thought calmed him a little, but not much. Freak out later, he told himself, his teeth clenched. If you explore this black hole and then can’t find a way back to the real world, then you can panic but not before.

				They continued moving, following the flashlight beam as it pierced the darkness ahead of them and side-to-side, looking in vain for something to illuminate. Martin could hear Chloe’s quick, shallow breaths very near his ear. “Is this what it was like when you looked in the first time?” She was whispering instinctively, he knew; somehow the place discouraged shouting, probably because of the disturbing way it wanted to soak up sound like a sponge.

				“You can see why I didn’t want to tell you about it,” he whispered back. He wasn’t even sure if they were still moving; he could feel his legs moving, yes, but the lack of scenery made it appear as though they were walking in place. The thought was strangely comforting; perhaps at this very moment they were standing just inside the hole in the landing wall, with Olivia and Seth just a few yards away.

				Ivan, too, don’t forget about him, his brain helpfully supplied.

				Martin hadn’t forgotten, but he had to admit the whole Ivan situation depressed him more than anyone could have guessed. If he was right, and those church people had used some kind of weird supernatural hypnosis to force Ivan to the dark side, then Martin was at a loss as to how they were ever going to be able to get him back to normal. It wasn’t simply a matter of persuasion, or deprogramming; apparently more esoteric methods were going to be called for, and Martin didn’t have a clue where to start. Would he have to make the church people zap Ivan back to his old self? Was that even possible at this point? He sighed, the sound of it seeming to seep out into the endless darkness.

				With the flashlight picking up nothing but more nothing, Martin finally opened his mouth to suggest that they try to make their way back to the hole. This was looking like a useless enterprise; besides that, the emptiness was really starting to get to him.

				Before a sound had escaped his lips, he heard a loud clunk. Chloe gasped and swore, and the flashlight beam went wild for a second.

				Martin swiveled toward her, his heart hammering. In the pitiful glow, nothing at first seemed amiss. Chloe, her brow furrowed, was standing a foot or so from him, her hand partially covering her face. “What happened?” he asked.

				Chloe took her hand away. A trickle of blood was making its lazy way down from her left nostril, meandering over her lips. “I hit something,” she said. Her eyes looked black in the feeble light.

				“Where?” Martin looked frantically around, but nothing looked different. He could swear, though, that for a second the space felt different, more like an enclosed finite room and less like a limitless blank expanse. He wondered if it was just his imagination.

				“Right here in front of me, Martin.” She was training the flashlight dead ahead, but of course there was nothing to see. She wiped the blood from her chin and then reached a hand out, tentatively. Less than eighteen inches from her face, her hand stopped, flat, in midair. As if to pound home some point, or to prove something to herself, Chloe slapped at the invisible barrier a few times, the sound of flesh hitting solid concrete. She smiled. “I think it’s a wall.”

				Martin reached out, vaguely sheepish, but then he felt it, too, cold and slick and substantial. First Ivan with the door and now this, he thought, not without humor. It’s the amazing house of invisible walls.

				Chloe was laughing now, the sound steady enough but edged with almost hysterical relief at the strange, but no longer limitless, proportions of the room beneath the stairs. “Come on, we can follow the wall,” she said, handing Martin the flashlight and pressing both palms against the wall, almost caressing it as though it was a holy relic. “We can tell how big the place is then.” Martin could hear the grin in her voice. “Told you there was just a room back here.”

				The flashlight bobbing in his good hand, Martin leaned one shoulder on the wall and began sliding along, Chloe right behind him, her arm draped loosely around his waist. The continuing solidity of the barrier as they moved made Martin less and less anxious with each passing step. This close to the wall he could even smell the dry dust of the concrete intermingled with the earthy tang of mold. It seemed like the sweetest smell in the world.

				It wasn’t long before they hit a corner and changed direction. Martin could almost begin to see the dimensions of the room becoming clarified in his mind’s eye, a black space of frightening aspect but no longer one of endless proportion. What was this place, he wondered, and what sort of spell was it under that rendered it invisible?

				By Martin’s mental calculations, they had navigated about half of the room when Chloe suddenly tugged at his shirt. Martin trained the beam on her. “Feel the wall here. Is there a door or something?” She was whispering again.

				Martin turned and peered around her, as though he’d be able to see anything other than darkness. The sight of so much nothing was still unsettling, even with his shoulder braced against an obviously solid wall, but he was slowly getting used to it. Maybe this is sort of what it would be like to be blind, he thought.

				He could see Chloe’s white hand closing around a rounded chunk of nothingness, and then he heard a squeak and a faint rattle. She snatched her hand away. “I don’t think it’s locked,” she said. Her breathing was fast and shallow, making Martin think of a bird’s heartbeat.

				In the flickering glow of the flashlight, he looked up into her dim features. She concentrated, focused on the spot where the doorknob should be. Her hand shook, very slightly. Martin wanted to take her hand, lead her out of this place, patch up the wall and never speak of this again. The last thing he wanted to do was touch the darkness where the doorknob was, speculate on what might be lying in wait behind this new layer of mystery. His throat was dry. “Should we open it?” he rasped.

				Chloe looked at him, blinking slowly as though processing her words. “I guess we’ve got to,” she said. Her voice was a ghost’s. “I’m pretty sure this wasn’t on the blueprint. We have to get to the bottom of it sooner or later.”

				She had said what he most feared she would, but deep down he knew she was right. If they didn’t do something now, this would all just go on and on. “Yeah, can’t live forever, right?” His attempt at levity not only fell flat, but sounded positively ghoulish in the yellow circle of illumination. He was sorry he had spoken, but his defenses were rising; he was more afraid of opening that door than of doing anything, ever, in his entire life up to now. This was worse even than stepping into the hole in the landing wall, ten minutes ago or an eternity ago.

				“I’ll go first,” Chloe said, taking the flashlight back from him. “Arm okay?”

				“Yes.” It was throbbing a little, but fear was making the pain seem paltry by comparison.

				“Good. Stay very close.”

				Wishing they had thought to bring a weapon of some kind—hell, even a bread knife from the kitchen drawer would have made him feel less helpless—Martin practically climbed onto Chloe’s back, wrapping his good arm and his cast-encased one around her rib cage, feeling her rapid heartbeat matching time with his own.

				Chloe gripped the unseen doorknob with one white-knuckled hand. She hesitated for only the barest second, then turned the knob and pushed the door open.

				Chapter Twenty-One

				Lily arrived back at the church just as the sun was beginning to set. She was tired and discouraged, and even though she was loath to admit it, a little apprehensive. Even though she loved Mother and Father more intensely than she had ever loved anyone, even her own sister, she could not help but feel a tiny trickle of cold terror when she imagined what their reaction would be when they learned she had come back empty-handed from her daily expedition.

				It was getting harder. She and the others convinced many people to see the light, and that was something to be proud of, but apparently this was still not good enough. Perhaps the people they already converted were the ones most receptive to persuasion. This was not a large town, and maybe the potential church members remaining in the population had simply been able to close their hearts more firmly to Lily and to the message of Bellwether that she bore.

				At any rate, Lily had convinced no one today, and as the shadows lengthened across the parking lot, she slowly pulled at the glass door and went inside the church, her head slightly lowered, preparing for punishment in advance.

				Neither Mother nor Father was in the main room as she entered, although a few of the other acolytes sat here and there, looking dejected. Lily wondered if they had the same unfortunate luck on their recruiting drives.

				Or could it be, she considered, that they were still out of sorts from their setback the night before, and the loss of one of their newest members, as well as the forced escape of several new converts? Lily, of course, could not say it, but she felt the loss of Ivan more deeply than any of the others, and not simply because she had made the crucial first contact with him. She silently cursed those heathens from the white house for coming into her sanctuary and stealing Ivan away from her.

				Wanting to face Mother and Father directly, and thus get any unpleasant consequences over with, Lily made her way toward the door to the back room, where she could hear Father deep in discussion with Mother, just as he’d been this morning when she left. As she approached, his voice grew louder, more heated. “You saw what you were able to do to those people last night,” Father was saying, the sound of his voice indicating that he was probably just on the other side of the door. “It was easy. All you had to do was touch them, and after a few seconds…” He let the words drift off. “You can take them much quicker now. Your power is growing greater and greater every day.”

				After a silence in which Mother presumably answered him, Father spoke again. “I know you don’t want any undue attention. With your powers where they are now, it would only be a matter of hours before we could…”

				Lily could feel Mother’s wrath beginning to seep through the door, and she backed up a step. She was expecting Father to become cowed again, to wither under Mother’s remonstrations, but this time he stuck to his guns. “You wouldn’t have to go far,” he insisted. “Just think of everyone who passes right by this door every day. Surely you can’t let that many potential recruits go to waste.”

				A sound from Mother, still angry, but perhaps softening a little. Father pressed on, sensing victory. “Yes, yes! Think how much faster we can achieve your goals. We’d no longer have to rely solely on this pack of idiots we have here. We should take action immediately. We need to take matters into our own hands.”

				There was a long pause. Lily’s heart was thumping so erratically that she could barely tell one beat from the next. Pack of idiots, she thought. Is Father talking about us? About me? Then Father was speaking again, apparently with complete confidence that his argument had won the day. “I promise I will help you, try to keep you hidden,” he said. Then, in deference, “I am so gratified that you agree. Shall we begin right away?”

				A short pause. “Of course,” Father said.

				There was another pause then, a long one, and Lily took advantage of it by knocking timidly at the door. She was more than scared now, she was terrified. What if Father had been talking about her and the others? What if Mother and Father didn’t need Lily anymore? Her stomach clenched, and she felt as though she might be sick. At Father’s summons, she turned the knob and stepped into the back room.

				She didn’t look up. “No new converts today,” she said, stumbling over her words in her haste to get them spoken.

				There was silence from Father, and, of course, no word from the shriveled pile of tattered shawls that comprised Mother’s frail form. After a moment, Lily gathered the courage to peer up through her bangs, fearful of their wordless wrath. Father wasn’t looking at her, seemingly lost in solitary thought. Lily stood there, wondering if they’d heard, wondering if she should just turn around and leave the room, when suddenly Father said, “Don’t worry about it, Lily. You may go.”

				Relief and confusion mingled with her already palpable sense of uneasiness. Nodding once in acknowledgement, she turned and stepped back out into the main room, closing the door gently behind her. She listened there for a few more minutes, but apparently Mother and Father were finished with their discussion, or sensed her spying presence, because she heard nothing more. Finally, she made her way over to a secondhand sofa near the front window and curled up on it, looking out into the dusk.

				Mother and Father had a plan, that much was certain. Lily didn’t understand exactly what it was, but she didn’t think she liked the sound of it. Yes, the thought of more people joining the church was a pleasant one, but her poorly grasped concept of the method for obtaining them was making her profoundly uncomfortable.

				Because the way Lily figured it, Mother and Father taking recruitment into their own hands meant that Lily would become unnecessary, even a liability. Her addled mind struggled with the emotion of feeling unwanted, unloved. It was a feeling she was quite familiar with, one that had haunted her since her very earliest memory.

				It was not a feeling she wished to experience again.

				Chapter Twenty-Two

				Chloe shined the relatively useless flashlight at the place where the open doorway supposedly stood. The light outlined nothing but more blackness. Oh goody, a whole new level of nothing, Martin thought bitterly. Can’t wait.

				Chloe edged forward, her hand curled around the invisible doorjamb. She shuffled a few steps, then stumbled, bracing herself to keep from falling. She turned to look at Martin. “It feels like steps down,” she said, sliding her feet experimentally, feeling her way. “I think before we go down we should call back and make sure Olivia and Seth can still hear us.”

				Martin nodded, trying not to think of his next words as his last ones. “Hey, guys,” he shouted into the darkness, aiming his voice toward where he thought the hole in the wall should be, which could be wildly wrong for all he knew. “Can you hear us?” At his prompting, Chloe waved the flashlight beam around. “Can you see that?” he yelled.

				A few seconds of silence passed in which Martin felt as though he’d dropped off the edge of the world and forfeited all hope of returning, but then he heard a voice, very faint.

				“Hello? I can hear you.” Olivia. “I can kinda see a light. What the hell’s going on in there?”

				Martin laughed out loud, relieved, and amused by the indignant tone of Olivia’s voice. In the pale glow of the flashlight beam, he saw that Chloe was grinning, too, her sweaty face smoothed of its worried wrinkles. Well, at least we know we’re still in the same dimension as Olivia, Martin thought. For now, anyway.

				“There’s another room back here,” Chloe shouted. “We’re going to check it out and then make our way back. Any trouble with Ivan?”

				Seth shouted back, a faraway sound, but still comforting. “Not a peep. You guys be careful, okay?”

				Martin fell in behind Chloe again. “Well, you heard the man,” he said. “You sure you don’t want me to go first?”

				“Are you kidding? You’re such a klutz you’d fall and break your other arm and your leg and your neck within ten seconds.” He could just see her smile in the dimness. “Just hang on.”

				“I will. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

				Moving very slowly and very carefully, they picked their way down steps that felt as though they’d been hewn from hard rock, and descended forever. Martin couldn’t help thinking of all those horror movies with hidden gateways to hell, or that House of Leaves book where the staircase was so deep that the search party had to camp out a couple of times on the way down. He hoped neither situation applied here.

				After about fifteen minutes of stumbling and jostling in the black silence, Chloe whispered, “I think we’re at the bottom.”

				Martin scooted after her, the unseen but flat floor a piece of cake after the perilous dark steps. He guessed they were in another room, but it was just as devoid of light and character as the one above it. Martin wondered if the whole underside of the house was one huge and inescapable maze of invisibility; they’d follow the walls around this room, and then there’d be another door, and behind that another set of stairs down to another room, and then another door…

				Chloe was getting ahead of him, and he rushed to catch up with her. She had quickly found the wall of the room and was busy circumnavigating it. Martin didn’t really see what the point of all this was, but he admired her gumption, if that was the word for it. He just hoped she’d been telling the truth when she told the others they’d be coming back up after exploring this room. He didn’t want to get so far from the surface that there was no returning, ever. An image of two dusty skeletons leaning against an unseen wall came unbidden to his mind; he shuddered and forced it away.

				The space seemed smaller than the room above, and by the time Martin caught up with Chloe and her bobbing flashlight beam, she’d already made a nearly complete circuit. “Nothing here either, huh?” he said as he came up behind her.

				“I guess not,” she said, sounding oddly disappointed. “It’s so weird, I thought for sure there would be—shit!”

				She stopped cold and with a sudden thud in the darkness. Martin plowed into her, almost sending her sprawling. “Ow! Hey, what is it?” His arm had begun to throb again, and he cursed himself for not bringing a couple of painkillers on this little adventure.

				“I ran into something again.” Her voice was very soft, but her breathing came in great heaving gasps. She was shining the flashlight in front of her, even though nothing was revealed by it, not even dust motes. “Right here somewhere.”

				She reached a hand out, and Martin watched as her fingers—made white and long and alien by the light—explored the space before her. Please don’t let there be another door there, he silently prayed.

				“Here,” Chloe said, as if in answer to his silent plea. “Feel it, I can’t tell what it is.”

				Martin shuffled forward and around her, promptly stubbing his toe on a hard object that scraped and moved a little, but still had weight enough to absorb most of the blow. “It feels like…a piece of furniture. A table or something,” he said, waving his hands around near Chloe’s, almost afraid to touch whatever it was she was touching.

				A second later, his fears were confirmed when she said, “It doesn’t feel like furniture up here.” She sounded strangled and slightly ill.

				“Christ, Clo, don’t tell me,” he muttered, almost to himself, but then placed his hand where hers was.

				His worst fears were confirmed; it was undoubtedly a face. Slack and cold and waxen and unmoving, but definitely a human face. There was no mistaking it.

				In perfect synchrony, Martin and Chloe tore their hands away from the unseen horror, and then stumbled back in the direction they thought the stairs should be. They ran and fell and swore, tripping over themselves and each other. Chloe dropped the flashlight and roared in frustration as she heard it shatter to pieces. Operating now on sheer instinctual desperation, driven by fear and disgust at their horrid find in the dark, the pair of them finally managed to stagger up the stairs, through the door and across the first nothing room, until at last they saw a glimmer of light from the hole in the landing wall. Gasping, limping, and terrified, they climbed through it and blinked in the sudden bright light of the kitchen, their eyes already unaccustomed to visual reality.

				Olivia and Seth stood there, staring at them with astonished faces.

				* * * *

				Ivan, who had fallen into an almost crippling lethargy since being taken from Bellwether, suddenly had his interest piqued by the commotion that ensued when Martin and Chloe emerged from the hole in the wall, blinking like moles and looking as though they’d just experienced the worst trauma of their young lives.

				Ivan sat back on his cot, watching them. Not only would their adventure and the telling of it provide a distraction, Ivan realized, but their story itself might provide him with some valuable information he could pass on after his escape.

				Ivan himself did not know why Mother and Father were so eager to get inside this house. Probably none of the disciples knew. Because Mother and Father wanted it, Ivan wanted it for them, just as any of the other followers would have. He had no idea if the secret room behind the wall had anything to do with their plans, but he felt certain it was the kind of thing they’d like to know about.

				Seth had left his chair near the back door and stepped into the kitchen to listen to Martin and Chloe’s shaky voices as they related their tale. The chair was still propping the door open, but at the moment, everyone’s backs were turned toward Ivan. Keeping his face neutral, Ivan began sliding his hand back and forth in its silver cuff, trying to work up enough sweat to slip it off. His wrists were thin; he didn’t think he’d have to take off too many layers of flesh. The chain on the handcuffs rattled a little, but no one heard it. They were too busy listening to Chloe. Ivan listened too, but only with half his attention.

				His hand was lathered in sweat now, and maybe some blood; the porch was too dark to tell. Quietly, he strained at his bonds, but the bony hump at the base of his thumb thwarted his efforts. He gritted his teeth and tried again, the pain bad but manageable.

				No dice. He’d have to break the chain somehow.

				He glanced into the kitchen, still listening, but making sure no one was looking at him. No one was. Then he scanned the floor and shelves around his cot, looking for something he could saw at the chain with. There wasn’t much, just some old paint cans and a few rusted nails, nuts, and bolts. Ivan sighed. Maybe if he pulled hard enough, the chain would just snap on its own; these were just cheap cuffs anyway, not police issue ones.

				Or maybe he could use one of the nails to pick the lock.

				Ivan felt around with his free hand. The shelf nearest his cot was thick with dust and cockroach turds, but he ignored this and just felt for something small enough to fit into the cuffs’ keyhole. The first nail he found was too big, but the second one looked like it might work. He glanced up again. Still no one checking on him. His luck was really holding out.

				After only a few minutes of fiddling, the cuff popped open with a satisfying snick. Ivan smiled to himself, freeing his wrist and turning it back and forth, flexing his fingers to get some of the circulation back.

				Very slowly, he eased off his cot, taking care to avoid the creakier boards beneath his feet. His best bet would be to make a break for it now, before one of the crew remembered to turn and look at him, but he wanted to hear some more of what Martin and Chloe had to say. He’d just have to risk it for a few minutes.

				Again, his luck held, and Ivan started to think that perhaps some divine providence was at work here. Not one of the four people in the kitchen thought to check on him as the intrepid adventurers spoke, and Ivan was able to hear pretty much the entire story. He was intrigued by the description of the invisible chambers, and the discovery of what could possibly be an invisible corpse as well. He was sure Mother and Father would want to hear about that. Ivan felt a tremendous surge of satisfaction knowing that he would be the one to tell them about it.

				Martin and Chloe were still talking, their voices mingling together in their eagerness to get the details out. Ivan thought he heard enough. He’d better get going before someone noticed him. Moving very slowly, trying to calm the rapid hammering of his heart, Ivan edged toward the back door. It creaked a little when he opened it, and he winced, but a quick glimpse over his shoulder reassured him that no one else had heard it. Once outside, he would have to run for it. His car was still parked at the strip mall where he left it. Maybe he could hide in the trees near the road until he could catch a ride back to Bellwether. He had no doubt that the others would come after him as soon as they’d discovered he was gone, but he hoped he’d at least be able to inform Mother and Father about the new developments before another battle ensued.

				Maybe this time, we can win it, Ivan thought.

				He closed the door gently behind him, tiptoed down the back steps with their new wooden risers, and then tore off into the night.

				Ivan got to the road without hearing anything behind him; he went through the trees, stopping every few steps, listening for any sounds of pursuit. Nothing.

				He got a ride almost immediately, which again made him suspect that some supernatural providence was at work. A man he knew vaguely from the music store hunted in the woods past the end of the street. He stopped his car when he saw Ivan trotting down the deserted roadside with his thumb cocked.

				The man’s name was Ralph or Roy or something Ivan didn’t quite remember. He told the man to drop him off in front of the music store, and then said nothing else. Ralph or Roy didn’t ask any questions; from the smell of him, he’d had a few drinks, and was probably feeling pleasantly buzzed. Ivan rode in silence, resisting the urge to turn around and see if he was being followed.

				In less than ten minutes, Ivan was standing in front of Bellwether, watching the hunter’s taillights retreating into the distance. As soon as the car had completely disappeared, Ivan stepped inside the church and headed straight for the back room.

				The other followers seemed subdued, but he paid little heed to them. The sole exception was little Lily, whom he saw out of the corner of his eye as she jumped out of her chair with a look of delighted surprise lighting her crooked features. Ivan felt bad for ignoring her, but he had an important message to deliver, and the wolves could be at the door at any second. He breezed past Lily without so much as a glance in her direction.

				Father turned toward him when he entered. Mother seemed to be looking at him, although with her face covered it was hard to be sure. Ivan flinched a little at the sudden, intense scrutiny; although Father at least looked relatively ordinary, a sense of power and authority radiated from his pores, making him seem enormous, godlike. His eyes shone like two chips of black diamond.

				Since Father didn’t say anything, and only stared fixedly, Ivan opened his mouth to speak, his throat dry. “I’ve got some news about the house,” he said, rushing his words so that he wouldn’t stammer and make a fool of himself in front of his masters. Mother and Father still said nothing, so he went ahead and launched into his story, telling them what Martin and Chloe had discovered behind the landing wall. It only took a few minutes to describe it, but it felt as though he was talking endlessly, and he was on edge the entire time, one ear cocked toward the parking lot, waiting for the inevitable sound of a car engine. Surely, Martin wouldn’t just let him come back here and stay…?

				There was no sound, and even though Mother and Father had not moved, Ivan could tell that his news interested them. Father’s eyes glittered ever more fiercely, and a tiny hint of a smile appeared at the corner of his lips. Mother was leaning forward, her ancient hands twisting in her lap. After a long moment, Father glanced toward Mother, then gazed at Ivan and said, “You’re sure about this?”

				Ivan nodded vigorously. “I saw them come out of the hole in the wall myself, and I heard them talking about what they’d seen.”

				Father turned to Mother again, and a strange silent current seemed to pass between them. Then he focused on Ivan. “Will they be coming after you?”

				Ivan felt sure they would, but it had been at least a half an hour since his escape—surely they would have shown up by now. “I don’t know,” he said truthfully. “I would have thought so.”

				Father nodded. “Well, if they do come, we’ll just have to be ready to meet them.” He thrust a finger at Ivan. “Go tell the others to ready themselves for another possible attack. Don’t alarm them, but don’t play down the threat either.”

				Ivan nodded and went to do what he was told. He could sense the masters’ gazes boring into his back as he left the room.

				Chapter Twenty-Three

				“I was watching him!” Seth folded his arms across his chest, his purple hair seeming to spike from his head in indignation. “We both turned around when you guys came out of the hole…”

				“We were supposed to watch him every second,” Olivia said, wringing her hands before her. “Man, we stayed up all night to guard him, and it was all for nothing.”

				Martin raised his hands for quiet. “Take it easy, you two. If Ivan were that dead set on escaping, he would have gotten away sooner or later. To be honest, I wasn’t sure what we were going to do with him long term anyway, short of building a cage on the back porch.”

				“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Seth said under his breath. “Sneaky bastard.”

				Chloe sipped her coffee. “So, are we going back to get him?”

				“I don’t think we should,” Olivia said. She glanced around at the others. “I’m just saying.”

				“I agree,” said Martin. “I mean, I know we all want him back, but he’s clearly not the person he was, and he very clearly doesn’t want to be here with us. We can’t even get him inside the house, for fuck’s sake.” He shrugged and scratched at his unshaven cheeks. “Whether or not we’ll be able to ever get him back to normal remains to be seen, I guess. In the meantime, I think it’s too dangerous to go back there to get him. I don’t want any more of us falling victim to the Zombification Lightning Fingers of Doom over there.”

				The others chuckled.

				“So what are we supposed to do now?” Olivia said, tugging at her sleeves in frustration. “What are we supposed to do about that?” She jerked her finger toward the hole in the wall.

				Martin couldn’t suppress a twinge of resentment at the question, implying as it did that he knew all the answers. I don’t know any more than any of you do, he thought. I’m flying blind here, just like you. Luckily, he was saved by Chloe, who spoke with little enthusiasm, but at least some measure of decisiveness. “I think we should find out everything we possibly can about this house,” she said. “I know we looked up that stuff before, and that helped, but I guess other shit intervened and we didn’t really get around to doing any more. It’s getting down to the wire, I think. We have to find out something.”

				“We should probably see what we can find out about that church, too,” said Olivia. “Mostly about those people who run it.”

				“How are we supposed to do that?” Seth asked. “Does anyone even know their names?”

				“If Ivan was still here, maybe we could have gotten him to tell us,” Olivia said.

				“How, by torturing him?” Seth was only half joking. He shook his head. “Man, that guy’s not even Ivan anymore.”

				Chloe was squeezing her temples as if to ward off a migraine. “Regardless of the details,” she said, and everyone looked in her direction, “we’re all agreed that we should leave Ivan where he is for the moment and concentrate on trying to figure out exactly what’s going on. Right?”

				Everyone nodded.

				“All right, then. We’re going to have to open Crandall’s—we can’t close up shop every time something dreadful happens or we’ll all be bankrupt. We’ve still got a little while. Seth, I guess you should go back and check on Franklin. The rest of us have got some digging to do.”

				* * * *

				By the time the first patrons of Crandall’s began streaming in the door, Martin was an irritable ball of frustration. He burned himself while pulling a sheet of cookies out of the oven, and then, yelping in pain, backed into the cappuccino machine and nearly knocked it off the counter. By the time he had finished screaming out a colorful string of curses, he was almost out of breath.

				The last few hours of research had yielded very little information. They already knew that the house sat empty for a long time before they bought and restored it. The deed had been in the possession of the county, presumably because its previous holder was dead. Of the man who once lived in the house—William Amory Crandall III, a.k.a. Crandall the Conjuror—they turned up nothing of particular interest. Apparently, he’d been a minor vaudeville stage magician, touring state fairs and small theaters throughout most of the 1930s before retiring to the house in 1942 and becoming a hermit. Chloe remembered the man at the records office mentioning a scandal, but there was no whiff of the specifics in any of the online sources they searched. In fact, no one knew ultimately became of Crandall, but then, the man was hardly Blackstone or Houdini, so it seemed no one had probed too deeply.

				About the strange church called Bellwether and its two frightening gurus, they turned up nothing at all.

				Martin could hear music and voices from the front room, subdued, but still calming. The presence of the open hole over his shoulder was constantly making the hairs prickle on the back of his neck. He considered getting a garbage bag to tape over it, but that would mean going near it again, possibly looking inside, and he really didn’t want to do that. Already the memory of touching that slack, dead face in the dark was making his hands tremble.

				The kitchen door swung open and one of the guys from Seth’s punk band came in. Martin thought his name was Yancy—a scrawny guy in his mid-twenties with a ragged goatee, his arms and neck dense with tattoos. He was chewing on an almond biscotti. “I heard what happened to Ivan, man,” he said, shaking his head. “Same shit with Franklin. Seth told me to come tell you. We kept the kid in the apartment, locked in his room, tried to reason with him. He just wasn’t having it. He busted out this afternoon, took off running. Probably back to that damn church.” Yancy bit off another chunk of biscotti and chewed it morosely.

				“Are you guys going back for him?” Martin asked.

				“No. Not yet, anyway. Not much point, is there?”

				“Probably not.” Martin remembered the flash of white light, implanting Franklin’s face into his memory at the moment of conversion. The poor kid never had a chance. If that crazy woman at the church had perfected that little trick, then it seemed like none of them did.

				Chapter Twenty-Four

				When Ivan came out of the back room, Lily planted herself in front of him so that there was no way he could ignore her. She was so happy to have him back that she could hardly contain herself. One of the other new boys had come back, too, and, of course, that was wonderful, but to her Ivan was special.

				“So, what happened?” She put her hands on her hips and stood fast, blocking his path.

				He looked down at her, the hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Just some news that I hope will help us out,” he said.

				He tried to step around her, but she matched him, blocking him anew. “Was it terrible, Ivan?” she asked breathlessly. “Those people—did they torture you?”

				He chuckled, though his eyes remained serious. “Of course not, Lily. They used to be my friends.” Ivan looked up and past her, out the glass front windows of the church. It was dark now; all he saw was his own pale reflection. “They just don’t understand what we’re trying to do here,” he finished.

				“No one understands,” said Lily, pouting and crossing her arms. “I can’t get anyone to listen anymore.”

				Ivan patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Lily. Everything will be all right. You’ll see.”

				Father and Mother emerged from the back room. All of the murmured conversations going on among the followers ceased abruptly. All faces turned toward the masters.

				“We have some very important business to attend to on the outside,” Father said, standing very straight with his hands clasped behind his back. “We do not need any of you to accompany us at this time. However, we would like you all to remain here while we are gone, and keep watch for anyone who might mean us harm. You have our permission to deal with intruders as you see fit.” Her gaze focused pointedly on Ivan. “Does everyone understand?”

				Solemn assents rose from around the room.

				“Very good. We should be back before morning.” Father lumbered out through the glass door, Mother’s shrouded form shuffling along behind him.

				Lily went to the door and stood on the threshold, watching until Mother and Father were nothing but tiny black figures. Something momentous must have happened, surely—Mother and Father rarely left the church these days, usually sending the followers on any errand that needed doing. She wondered if their strange behavior had anything to do with what Ivan had just told them—it must have, she figured, for the timing could be no coincidence. Lily looked sidelong at the handsome, blond-haired Ivan. She’d gotten the feeling that he didn’t want to tell her what the news was. Perhaps he liked having the secret all to himself.

				She was his special friend, wasn’t she? Surely, she could convince him to spill his story, especially if she promised not to tell anyone else. She wouldn’t tell anyone else, not even Rose, whom she didn’t talk to much anymore as it was. Then she had another thought, one that made her suddenly nervous. What if Mother and Father were simply disgusted by the followers’ failure to bring in any new recruits? Perhaps they really had gone to start recruiting members themselves. Lily told herself she didn’t believe it, but her throat tightened nonetheless. What would become of her and the other followers, if they were no longer needed?

				Her tension had not abated by the time the moon had risen to the halfway point in the bowl of black sky outside the church windows. She had spent most of the evening pacing up and down between the rows of folding chairs, trying to ignore the glum stares of the other followers, who sensed the same thing she did. Ivan’s big secret was momentarily forgotten; when he told her cheerfully to sit down and relax, she ignored him.

				Just as the sky turned from black to the dusky purple that heralded the dawn, Lily heard footsteps on the sidewalk outside. She whipped toward the door just in time to see Mother and Father gliding through it, walking quickly, their very bodies seeming to glow with triumph. Lily was happy to see them so obviously satisfied with themselves, but the seed of apprehension was still growing inside of her.

				The others had all turned their expectant faces toward the leaders, waiting for news. Instead of speaking, Father merely smiled, then stood aside and held the glass door open with the flat of his hand.

				People began to stream into the church, expressions of wondrous awe on their faces as they surveyed their new environment. From the looks of them, one would think they’d just wandered into the Sistine Chapel.

				Lily could hardly believe her eyes. Mother and Father must be far more powerful than even she had imagined, in order to recruit so many new followers in so brief a time. The flood of them through the door seemed endless, humans of all colors, sizes, and ages, united only by the common fire in their eyes, the willingness to die for the cause of Bellwether. Lily was terrified and awestruck, all at once.

				Finally, the deluge slowed to a trickle, and when the last recruit had filed in, Father allowed the door to swing silently closed. There was a little jostling and confusion as people found seats or claimed stretches of wall to lean against. Sensing an announcement, Lily scurried to an empty chair three down from Ivan’s. She stole a sideways glance at him, but he was staring straight ahead, to the makeshift altar where Father now situated himself. Mother, as always, disappeared into the back, her shawls whispering around her birdlike limbs.

				Father held his hands up for quiet, although all the noise had already died down by that point. “Please make our newest members feel welcome,” he said in his deep, resonant voice that carried over the countless heads like the edict of a deity. “They won’t all be staying here, of course, but most will be reporting here every day, as many of you already do. Those new recruits who choose to reside on the premises will sleep on the floor in the main room until we can obtain more cots.” Practical aspects taken care of, Father paused and surveyed his audience with a regal air, his formality belying the palpable sense of excitement radiating from his pores.

				At last, he said, “The time is very near when Bellwether will be powerful enough to convince the world of the righteousness of our ways.” He smiled as warmly as his harsh, stoic countenance would allow. “You have all been a tremendous help to us in spreading the word. We will still need your help in the days and weeks to come, though from now on your duties may be somewhat different than previously.”

				There was a slight rustle in the crowd at this last pronouncement, but no one spoke. Lily felt some of her anxiousness dissipate, but not all.

				If Father had noticed the movement, he failed to acknowledge it. “Our church,” he said, “is currently three hundred members strong. This is a formidable force, but in the next few days, we wish to triple our recruiting efforts, and to grow Bellwether by leaps and bounds.” He dropped his voice, as if conveying a dark secret. “I do not wish to alarm any of you, but there are forces out there that want to destroy us. We had just a taste of their vengeance a few nights ago. We must not let them do their evil upon us. We will build a bigger army, and we will fight them. If necessary, we will go to them and destroy them first, so that we might be free to expose the world to the teachings of our One True Church.”

				This time, the swell of pride in Lily’s chest overrode the flutter of fear and uncertainty that still nested there. She noticed that the other followers, Ivan included, were all sitting very straight in their chairs.

				Father cleared his throat. “There are many changes on the horizon,” he said. His muscled arms were crossed, his bald head shining under the lights. “Very soon,” he went on, “we will all find ourselves tested in a most dramatic way. In the meantime, though, I don’t want your recruiting efforts entirely ignored, I would prefer you to spend the majority of your time preparing yourselves, both physically and mentally, for battle.”

				At this, he surveyed the room once more, then nodded and stepped down from the platform. He had disappeared into the back room before anyone could say a word.

				Chapter Twenty-Five

				Late that night, after Crandall’s had closed up and everyone had left or retired to bed, Martin lay wide awake, listening to Chloe’s deep, even breathing in the darkness beside him.

				He found that as tired as he was, he couldn’t stop thinking about Ivan, and the invisible corpse hidden behind the wall downstairs. These thoughts, as all consuming as they were, weren’t entirely the ones keeping him from slumber.

				They had only really done a perfunctory search of the house’s history, he knew, enough to figure out that there wasn’t a hell of a lot of information on it. Crandall had been marginally famous, but not enough to warrant huge media scrutiny, and the house itself, setting aside the mysterious sealed off room on the blueprints, seemed otherwise remarkable only for its utter ordinariness. The little they discovered still nagged at him. There had to be more to it than they were able to find out. The question that nagged Martin the hardest concerned the final fate of William Crandall, the man who had built the house, lived in it for an untold number of years, and then apparently vanished off the face of the earth. What had happened to him? Surely, it couldn’t be his body sitting calmly in the underground chamber—a quick calculation assured Martin that even if the man had lived to a hundred, his body would have been reduced to a skeleton long ago.

				Then again, he thought, the guy was a magician.

				Martin wasn’t sure where this ghost of an idea had come from, but he scoffed at it nonetheless. Magicians, after all, were only conjurors, illusionists—everything was done with clever trickery. No magician, no matter how talented, could cheat death, or at least delay putrefaction. No, there had to be another explanation. Maybe the body that was down there wasn’t a real body at all, but a mannequin he’d used in his act. It had felt like a real body, Martin remembered, his skin crawling unpleasantly, but perhaps he was mistaken in his panic. Then again, maybe the corpse was Crandall’s, but the conditions of the basement had somehow preserved it, mummified it. Or maybe a friend of his had preserved the body after his death, as a condition of his will. It had to be something reasonable like that.

				Then how were the chambers made invisible? The ghost voice pestered him again. Why did the body feel almost alive—not mummified—when you touched it?

				Martin tried to dismiss the questions, but they wouldn’t be gotten rid of so easily. The invisibility of the chambers could perhaps be explained away as an elaborate optical illusion, but the possibility seemed a weak one. For one thing, Martin reasoned, the top chamber itself looked too big to be situated where it was. Even the room on the blueprints, according to Chloe, had been no more than six feet by six, tops. The chamber, as he and Chloe navigated it, had been easily three times that size, perhaps more. Martin’s head began to hurt. Even if there was a rational explanation for what was going on, he certainly couldn’t imagine what it might be.

				Sighing, he slid out of bed, taking care not to disturb Chloe, who merely turned over and groaned, probably in the grip of the unpleasant dream. He began to tiptoe across the room in the dark, finding his way by the cracks of moonlight sifting in around the curtains. Even though he was physically exhausted, and felt as though he hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in months, his brain simply refused to tone down its hyperactive theorizing long enough to let him rest. So, he figured he might as well put his spare energy to use, perhaps burn it out enough so that his racing thoughts would shut up for a little while.

				He crept downstairs and through the kitchen, considered brewing come coffee, but then decided against it. The aroma might wake the girls, and besides, he didn’t really need the caffeine—his head was already buzzing.

				Martin switched on the computer in the little alcove off the dining room. Planting himself in front of the pulsing blue screen, he was soon immersed in his single-minded search for any information, no matter how trivial, about William Amory Crandall III.

				When he finally looked up at the clock, bleary-eyed from focusing on so many shifting pixels, he was startled to find that nearly two hours had passed—it was almost five in the morning. Then he realized he felt even less like sleeping than he had when he’d first come downstairs.

				Martin’s searches had yielded only a little more than his earlier haphazard ones. He had seen the same archival newspaper articles about Crandall’s shows, read a few excerpts from books that mentioned him. He was a fairly well-known figure at the time, invited to society parties and generally highly regarded by his colleagues and contemporaries. Martin skimmed through the information quickly, looking for something new.

				At the end of the tenth page of his Google search, he found it.

				There was a listing for a book he missed before, a manual on magical techniques written in 1953 by a man named James Morley, otherwise known as Morley the Magnificent. Morley apparently knew Crandall quite well, and mentioned him in the book, which was long out of print. Martin clicked on the link and found himself on the website of a used bookstore, which carried a copy of Morley’s book for only a few dollars. Intrigued, but not expecting much, Martin ordered it, then noticed an excerpt of the introduction was available for immediate perusal. He clicked that link, and read the few paragraphs with growing interest, the darkness like a vast protective shield around him.

				Though the book was meant for aspiring magicians and apparently focused on perfecting various tricks and techniques, the introduction was largely autobiographical. “I owe a great deal of my success as a magician to my very good friend and mentor, William Crandall,” Morley wrote. “Though he never achieved quite the level of fame that I thought he deserved, he was easily the best, most skilled illusionist I have seen, either before or since. He taught me a great many tricks, but most of his best ones remain a mystery to me to this day. Some of them seemed almost supernatural in their astounding execution.”

				Martin sat and pondered that for a minute, a tiny finger of ice trickling down his spine. The chill only increased as he read the next few lines.

				“Indeed, Crandall always believed wholeheartedly in the supernatural, and constantly strove to command its forces. After he moved to his house in the south,” here Martin gasped aloud at Morley’s words, “he became ever more secretive, involved in various projects to control minds and achieve immortality. He shared little of this pursuit with me, and I regret to say that our friendship eventually dissolved. I had not seen or spoken to him for several years before his disappearance. Despite this, though, I still consider Crandall a great magician, a great teacher, and a great man, and I therefore dedicate this book to him, hoping that wherever he is now, he will find it does him justice.”

				Martin rubbed his eyes, dimly aware of the sky beginning to lighten outside the dining room windows. So, Crandall worked on his weird “projects” in this very house. Projects he hadn’t even told his best friend about. This realization made Martin look at the old place in the new way; its mundane stucco walls and wooden joists were now imbued with mystery. Martin had never really believed in the supernatural before, and he wasn’t entirely sure he did now, but the events of the last few weeks were pretty hard to ignore. What if something really had come of Crandall’s experiments, whatever they were exactly? Mind control and immortality, thought Martin. I wonder what the old guy came up with.

				It occurred to him how James Morley, “The Magnificent,” might conceivably still be alive. If he were in his twenties when he knew Crandall, then he’d only be in his seventies or eighties now. Maybe he knew more about Crandall than he was willing to publish in a book. Martin thought it was worth a shot.

				The first few hits on his search for “Morley the Magnificent” were references to the same book he’d just ordered. He scrolled through them, blinking profusely to lubricate his eyeballs, which were drying out from lack of sleep and from hours spent staring at the screen. He could feel the nerves behind them humming like electrical wires.

				Near the bottom of the page, he stopped. For a second, he hoped that his vision was failing, that he wasn’t reading what he thought he was reading. His throat constricting, he clicked on the link.

				It was an archived newspaper article dated more than a year before, from a small-town paper in Kentucky. Martin skimmed the lines, his stomach coiling tighter and tighter with every word.

				“78-year-old magician James Morley, better known as Morley the Magnificent, was a much beloved figure around town, often putting on impromptu magic shows in the park near his home, which drew children and adults from the nearby neighborhoods. All his friends and neighbors considered him a kindly gentleman who was always quick to laugh and had no enemies in the world.

				“So the shock was enormous when a close friend of Mr. Morley’s—who had stopped by for their weekly chess game—instead discovered the butchered remains of the sweet old man who had delighted everyone who knew him with his pleasant demeanor and wonderful magic tricks.

				“Police are baffled as to a motive in the case. Robbery has been ruled out, as money and other valuables in plain sight were untouched. There was also no sign of forced entry, leading authorities to believe that Mr. Morley knew his attacker, or at least had no reason to fear him. It also appears that Morley was tortured prior to his death, though police are not releasing any further details at this point.

				“Forensic evidence suggests that Mr. Morley was killed between 3 p.m. and 9 p.m. on April the 14th. If readers have any information in this case, they are advised to call the local police tips hotline at 555-6795.”

				Martin sat in stunned silence for what seemed like an eternity. April 14th. Only a few months before Martin and Chloe had first seen the house. Morley murdered. No, tortured and murdered. Probably by someone who knew him. Crandall? Martin didn’t want to think about that. If it was Crandall, then what did he have against Morley? Martin didn’t know, but he did know that if Crandall was still alive and in a murderous mood, then it was likely he’d come back here. To his old home.

				Martin heard a creak on the stairs and nearly screamed, his heart speeding up until it sounded like the lightning beat of a hummingbird’s wings.

				The kitchen door swung open and it was only Olivia, her dark hair sticking out around her face like a jagged halo. She looked strangely at Martin, then lifted her hand in a half-assed salute before disappearing back through the kitchen door. A moment later, Martin heard a clink of coffee mugs and the whooshing sound of cereal cascading into a plastic bowl.

				He looked back at the screen, trying to calm himself down. Quickly, he searched “James Morley murder,” hitting the keys with undue force. All the articles that came up were variations of the story that had originally appeared in the Kentucky paper. The only follow-up Martin could see was a four-month-old article titled, “No New Leads in Morley Torture-Murder Case.” Despite its less than promising headline, Martin read through the article and discovered that, just as implied, there was no new information whatsoever. His brow furrowing into a deep V, Martin reached down and shut off the computer.

				* * * *

				He was still brooding and nervous two hours later, after Olivia had left for work and Chloe had gone to run errands. He was alone in a house that now seemed vaguely menacing. Even though he stayed in the dining room area, trying hard to concentrate on a new painting he was working on, the hole in the wall called to him; perhaps, he thought, with the voice of a murderer.

				After another anxious hour had passed, he couldn’t take it anymore and put down his brush. He pushed through the kitchen door, not really knowing what he intended to do. He did know that no one was literally calling him from the hole—after all, even if it was Crandall down there, the guy was as dead as vaudeville and past hurting anyone—but this whole mystery was beginning to consume him. The dreams, the invisible body (Crandall or one of his victims?), the torture and murder of Morley, the whole fiasco of whatever was going on with Ivan and that church—it was all tangling together like kudzu vines, becoming more and more intertwined and confusing. Even though Martin felt afraid, he wanted to slice the knots of the mystery, to get to the bottom of it so he could purge it from his life and the lives of his friends, so they could go back to being the way they were.

				The hole regarded him like a flat black eye. Martin swallowed. He didn’t like the idea of going in there alone, with no one in the house to hear him if he screamed for help. Another part of him didn’t want to wait. What if he and Chloe missed some important clue the last time they went down there? He didn’t know why, but he felt that the time for action was growing shorter. Forcing his trembling hands to still, he retrieved a flashlight from the drawer and began to climb into the hole.

				He heard a sound, very near.

				He instantly withdrew from the hole and stood frozen on the stair landing, every hair on his body seeming to strain with the listening. Where had that sound come from? Not inside the house, he was sure, but perhaps just outside of it. Neither Olivia nor Chloe was due back yet—he supposed one of them could have come back early, but somehow he doubted this was the case.

				Martin stood there for what seemed like hours, although the clock ticked a passage of only two or three minutes. The sound was not repeated, but Martin could sense that its source, whatever it was, had not gone away. Slowly, trying to move quietly, he crouched down and set the flashlight gently on the floor at his feet. Then he crept down into the kitchen, his ears seeming to twitch with the effort of scanning the air for further noise. He slid one of the drawers open, slipping a knife out of the profusion of utensils, wincing a little at the subdued clatter of steel on steel. Whatever had made that sound was out there, he knew, and he wanted to have the advantage of surprise.

				His bare feet silent on the linoleum, he made his way to the back door. He was terrified, but almost relieved at the same time; at last, he thought, he might finally be coming face-to-face with the thing he dreamt about, the someone, or something, who could perhaps make some sense out of all this. How he knew this might be so, he wasn’t sure—all he knew was that he did, most definitively.

				Martin opened the back door, sticking the knife into the waistband of his pants. The back porch was deserted, its narrow and shadowed space filtered through with dim afternoon sunlight. The cot that Ivan had slept on during his brief imprisonment was still there, the blankets disordered, as if someone had just left them and would soon return to wrap himself up in them. The sight made Martin immeasurably sad.

				A second door separated the porch from the steps outside, and it was closed and locked, as usual. He pressed his ear against it and listened, but heard nothing. Still, it was almost as though there was some type of energy field humming beneath his skin—it came from everywhere, like the buzzing of a nearby transformer.

				The knife, a cold, comforting presence at his waist, Martin threw open the door.

				For a second, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. There were so many of them that taken all together, they seemed a single unbroken mass of flesh and pale, slack faces. They were standing very close together, and even though Martin could only see a fraction of their number, he was somehow certain that they had formed a solid wall of people all the way around the house.

				After staring at them, blinking, for nearly a full minute, he began to discern individual faces from the moveless collective. There was Sammy, the manager of the coffee shop where Olivia worked. Farther back was Franklin, the boy from the punk band who changed forever on that night of their ill-conceived siege on the church. Also there was the beautiful girl, wearing her short pink skirt and an eerie smile.

				Right in the front of the crowd stood Ivan.

				Remembering the dreams, remembering that the house was supposedly his protector, Martin did not venture any farther outside. While it was true that Ivan was able to enter as far as the back porch, if not the actual house, Martin thought he could make it to the back door if the crowd made a run for him. In the house, he’d be safe—if Ivan couldn’t get in, then the others probably couldn’t either. He was staking his life on it.

				If they can’t get in, then what are they doing here?

				The thought disturbed him. Were they simply trying to intimidate him by making a show of force? Did they somehow not know that Martin knew they couldn’t get in? This seemed unlikely—Ivan knew, and he’d probably told them. Then again, what if he hadn’t?

				Martin pulled the knife from his jeans; it trembled a little in his hand, and he forced it to stop. He cleared his throat, which felt as if it was coated with sawdust. “Ivan,” he said, addressing his former friend directly, avoiding the probing eyes of the others. “What are you doing here?” It was on the tip of his tongue to add I know you all can’t get in, but he thought it better to keep this information to himself for the time being.

				For a long moment, he didn’t think Ivan was going to answer; his face remained as expressionless as marble. Then, suddenly, he spoke. “We’re waiting,” he said.

				The words sent a shiver down Martin’s back. Even though he was pretty sure he didn’t want to know, he asked, “Waiting for what?”

				There was a slight ripple in the crowd, as though they received a simultaneous low-wattage shock. Afterwards, it seemed to Martin they had grown—not in size or number, necessarily, but in some way he couldn’t put his finger on. It was eerie, and he didn’t like it one bit. He gripped the knife tighter, thinking of how it would feel to have to use it, to plunge it into the guts of one of these people. Into Ivan. He didn’t know if he’d be able to do it. “Waiting for what?” he asked again.

				Ivan looked almost dreamy as he replied, “To pass the threshold.”

				Martin paused. What was he talking about? Did they simply want to cross the threshold into the house, for whatever reason? Or was there more to it than that?

				He sensed they’d come to an impasse, and although he was still frightened, his patience with the whole situation was wearing very thin. “Well, if you’re going to come in, then go ahead,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.” His voice shook, but only slightly. He wished Chloe or Olivia would come home, but then it occurred to him what might happen to them if they were caught outside among the massed followers. Just as fervently, he then began to hope the girls would stay away.

				The expression on Ivan’s face hadn’t changed at all; in fact, no one’s had. They all appeared as though they were quite content to stand out there until doomsday. “They will tell us when it is time,” Ivan said.

				Martin assumed he meant those two wackos who ran the church. Were the leaders even here among their disciples? Martin scanned the faces again, but couldn’t see any sign of the shrouded woman or the hulking bald man. Keeping an eye on the intruders, watching for any sudden moves, Martin backed away from the door, back into the shadows of the porch. The followers all watched him, but stayed where they were. With one last glimpse at Ivan, Martin went back inside the house and closed the kitchen door. There wasn’t much point in standing outside staring at the slack-jawed mob, was there? Evidently, they couldn’t get in, or they would have rushed the house already. It occurred to Martin that he should probably check to see if the leaders were outside anywhere, perhaps around front. If they weren’t, then Martin assumed he was still fairly safe, since the woman looked like the only one who could do any permanent damage in the form of her instant conversion trick.

				Still clutching the knife, he trotted around the perimeter of the house’s interior, peering out the windows from all angles. Just as he’d suspected, the disciples had the place completely surrounded, but he couldn’t see the leaders anywhere. That was something, anyway.

				On the other hand, if those two weren’t there, then that led to the uneasy speculation of where exactly they were, and what they might be up to. Out indulging in a little laying on of hands, no doubt, Martin thought cynically. The idea made him shudder.

				Realization hit him so hard that he stopped dead in his tracks, one foot still suspended above the floor.

				Waiting to pass the threshold, he thought, his whole body going cold. When they get enough recruits, they’ll have broken whatever spell was keeping them out. They’ll be able to swarm the place.

				Why hadn’t he put it together before? He felt like smacking himself, but settled for slapping the blade of the knife flat against his thigh. He had to think fast. If the woman-thing was out on the town right now, touching people with her poisoned fingers, then there was no telling how soon she’d have enough power to allow the disciples to overrun the house. Martin’s breath chuffed in and out, and he realized he was beginning to panic. Setting the knife down on a nearby end table, he collapsed into a recliner and tried to make himself calm down. He had to think clearly. He had to do something, but what?

				Once he regained some of his reason, he started to consider the situation. He knew he was no match for the disciples. From the looks of it, there were a few hundred of them out there. Even if Chloe and Olivia came home and were somehow able to fight their way through the throng of followers, then it would still be only the three of them against a multitude. Martin finally faced the fact that he was all alone on this one.

				The first thing he thought to do was call Chloe’s cell phone. When she answered on the second ring, he described the situation in as succinct a manner as possible while trying not to freak her out. He told her to stay where she was for the time being.

				“The fuck I will,” she said, as he knew she would. “I’m not leaving you there all by yourself with those nutcases. They could kill you. I’m calling Olivia and then I’m calling the cops.”

				“Chloe, the church people aren’t technically doing anything.” Yet, his helpful mind added.

				“The hell they’re not. They’re trespassing, they’re threatening you. You said the two head wackos aren’t there, right?”

				“I didn’t see them.”

				“Good. Then maybe we’ve got a chance. Just stay put, the cavalry’s on its way.” She laughed, but it sounded forced and a little sad.

				“I love you, babe,” Martin said, but she’d already hung up. Now that he knew she was coming, he wasn’t sure how to feel. He’d thought he was protecting her by keeping her away from all of this—whatever it was shaping up to be—but now it seemed as though she would ultimately be the one saving him. As usual.

				He glanced out of the nearest window. None of the disciples moved, which he supposed was a good thing. He wondered what would happen when Chloe showed up with the cops in tow—the possibility of a riot seemed a likely one at this point. As soon as Chloe arrived, he’d have to get her inside, and Olivia, too, if she came. Then the three of them could hole up in the house and hopefully let the police sort everything out.

				If the cops couldn’t handle it? Martin didn’t like to think it, but he suspected this could be the case. In that event, he and the girls would just have to crawl through the hole in the landing wall and hide out, hoping the entire house didn’t come crashing down around their ears.

				For now, the only thing to do was wait.

				Chapter Twenty-Six

				Ivan stood with the others, patient and silent. Every few minutes he felt a surge of energy coursing through his body, and he smiled. Mother and Father were apparently making rapid progress.

				He couldn’t help but feel sorry for Martin, who stood out on the porch brandishing his kitchen knife in a pitiful display of bravado. Ivan could not hate him, and in fact still fondly remembered the friendship they shared over the past several years. Despite this, though, he would not hesitate to do what was necessary to secure the wishes of his masters. If that meant killing his former friend, then so be it.

				Ivan heard the commotion only a brief second before the ripple among the disciples reached him. His first instinct was to stand his ground, but then he saw that the ring of people around the side of the house was beginning to break up. The followers were looking at one another, confused, and then looking toward the street with worried expressions on their faces.

				Figuring that someone needed to take the initiative in the absence of their leaders, Ivan broke ranks and began trudging around to the front of the house to see what was going on. Even though he had lived in this house in what he considered a former, faraway life, and even though the walk through the side yard felt familiar, Ivan nevertheless had no more sentimental attachment to the place than he would to the abode of a stranger. The pile of white stucco and dark gray window boxes was, after all, just a house, albeit one that was important to his masters, and therefore important to him, in a strictly academic way.

				As soon as he had rounded the corner by the old garage, he saw what the trouble was. Two police cars had pulled into the driveway, the bumper of the foremost vehicle less than a yard from the now bedraggled line of disciples. Behind the police cars was another car that Ivan recognized immediately; Chloe was standing behind the open driver’s side door, her red hair like an angry smear across the landscape. She spotted him and her face took on a hard edge. “Ivan,” she called. “Get these people out of here now. I mean it.”

				“You know him, ma’am?” Ivan heard one of the police officers ask.

				“Yes,” she answered simply. She turned back to Ivan. “What do you want here? If you’ve decided to join a cult, I guess that’s up to you. Why can’t you leave the rest of us out of it?”

				“Send the police away, Chloe.” Ivan had stopped a few feet from the police cars, smiling, showing them that he wasn’t any threat. “You know we don’t mean you any harm.”

				“Yeah, why am I not so sure about that?” Chloe slammed her car door and took a few steps forward. The police motioned for her to keep back, and even though she shook her head at them and made to keep moving, she finally and reluctantly did as she was told. “Your best friend, Martin, is in there alone, Ivan,” she called, her arms folded across her chest. “Is that why you came here, to scare him half to death? Or is it because you want something from us and you figured it would be easier to get it if there was only one person in the way?”

				“I want only what Mother and Father want,” Ivan answered, taking care that his smile did not falter. He could tell that the cops were getting more and more uneasy with each passing minute. He may have been on a mission, but Ivan didn’t particularly want to get shot. He held up is hands slightly, a gesture of partial surrender. “Mother and Father are good people,” he said. “They sent us here only to wait. We don’t mean to hurt anyone.”

				The cops turned to Chloe, silently asking what their next move should be. She narrowed her eyes. “Get rid of them,” she said, her gaze still fixed on Ivan. “Can I go inside to see if Martin is all right?”

				“Ma’am, it would probably be better if you —”

				She waved dismissively at them. “I’ll be all right. Just get rid of all these people. They’re a nuisance and they’ve been harassing us. I don’t want any of them hurt, but I do want them all gone as soon as possible.”

				Chloe marched past the stunned cops and headed directly for Ivan. “I’m only trying to help you,” she said when she was within three feet of him. “Maybe one day we’ll get you back, and then you’ll understand why I had to do this.”

				Ivan looked down at her, sadly. He remembered loving her, remembered the close friendship that blossomed between them, but the memories were strange, disconnected, as though they were someone else’s. Now, in his view, Chloe was simply recalcitrant, another obstacle in the way of his mission, like Martin, like his former lover, Olivia. None of them would be an obstacle for long, and perhaps his sadness was more a feeling of pity for her, for all his former friends. “It doesn’t matter now what you do to us,” he said, too softly for anyone but Chloe to hear. “It’s all going to happen soon, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

				She glared into his face, defiant, looking as though she’d just as soon spit at him as speak to him. “We’ll just see about that,” she hissed, then breezed past him, not looking back. The other disciples, whose tight ring formation had dissolved into a loose clumped mob, parted in the face of her obvious rage and contempt. As Ivan watched her rod-straight back, she stomped up the brick front steps and disappeared into the house, slamming the door behind her with a sound like a pistol crack.

				Martin was huddled beneath the ragged hole on the stair landing when he heard the front door slam. He didn’t move, even though he knew it must be Chloe; he felt safe here, the way he did in his dreams, despite the lurking presence of the unseen dead man below.

				A few moments later, there were footsteps, and then Chloe poked her fox-like face around the corner. He wanted to cry when he saw her, but he laughed instead. “My hero,” he said, and then held his arms out so she could fold herself into them. She was laughing now, too. “How did you get past…them?” Martin asked.

				“Oh, you know what a mean stubborn bitch I am,” she said, pulling back from him a little so she could look at him with her big, searching eyes.

				“I heard the police cars pull up.”

				“Yeah.” She glanced away, toward the back door, as though she could see through it to the outside. “I ordered them to disperse the Jim Jones brigade out there. At this point, I don’t think I even care if the cops just mow them all down. Save us a lot of trouble.”

				Martin stared at her, trying to decide whether she was joking or not. “They can’t help being that way, babe,” he said.

				“I know,” she sighed. “I didn’t really mean it.”

				He thought maybe a small part of her did mean it, but he didn’t pursue it. He had known Chloe for more than six years, but it seemed as though he was always stumbling across uncharted dark waters in her character. It certainly kept things interesting, he had to admit that, but it was a little scary, too. Then again, he’d been standing out on the porch with a knife in his hand not more than half an hour ago, so who was he to judge?

				“What are we going to do if the cops can’t get rid of them?” Martin wondered aloud.

				“Well, I’ve been thinking,” Chloe began, and he realized he knew what she was going to say before she said it. “Those people obviously want something in the house, or want the house itself for some purpose only they know about. Do you think they might want that body?”

				Martin couldn’t think of a reason why they would, but it seemed a reasonable possibility under the circumstances. The thought had crossed his mind as he had sat here waiting for Chloe to come. Crossed his mind more than once, in fact. “You think we should go back down there,” he said. He didn’t mention that he’d been in the process of doing that very thing when the Bellwether crew had turned up.

				“Yeah,” Chloe said. Her hand still grasped his, loosely. “Even if the body is nothing to do with it, there has to be something we missed. Even if there isn’t, we’ll be safer down there than up here when the barmy army finally get in.”

				He had to agree with her there. “What about Olivia?”

				“I called her before. She won’t be home until past seven probably.” She fished in her pocket for her cell phone. “I’ll call her again and tell her what we’re doing. If she can get in the house, we can leave some kind of trail for her to follow down the hole. If she can’t get in, maybe she can stay over at Seth’s. I’m warning you, we might have to stay down in the hole for a long time until this shit all blows over.”

				Martin shuddered slightly at the thought of sitting down there in the featureless darkness, knowing there was a corpse nearby but unable to see it, perhaps being able to hear the thundering footsteps of the invaders upstairs once the mystical threshold had been crossed. He silently hoped things wouldn’t come to that. Maybe they’d be able to find out something more while they were down below. Something that could help them out of this mess.

				“Get another flashlight, and some rope from the basement,” Chloe said, getting to her feet. “Oh, and there’s something else.”

				Martin had reluctantly moved to follow her orders, but he stopped and turned to her. “What’s that?”

				“I’m going to get the hammer again. In the dreams, there are three other places, remember? Something was making us touch the walls there, in the living room and upstairs. I want to check those places, too.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’s nothing, but then again…”

				“Maybe it’s something,” Martin finished.

				“Exactly.” Chloe began punching buttons on her cell phone. “I’m gonna call Olivia, then I’ll get to work on those other walls, see what we can see.” She looked up and smiled at him, a sad smile. “After that, I guess we can start heading on down.”

				* * * *

				Ivan could feel that the time was very near. Mother and Father were very close now, and the threshold would soon be passed.

				He stood and faced the two police officers, his smile never faltering. He was not afraid of them; there was nothing they could do to stop any of this. Nevertheless, he thought it would be better if they were out of the way. What was going to happen was none of their business, and they might cause a bit of trouble if they weren’t dealt with immediately.

				“I’m sorry about all of this,” Ivan said. He could tell that the cops were still nervous, so he kept his voice even and friendly. He didn’t make any move toward them, and kept his hands loose and still by his sides. “We’re just going to go, okay? We really didn’t mean anyone any harm.”

				He knew the officers didn’t believe him, although it was obvious by their faces that they wanted to; they probably had no idea how they were going to disperse all these people anyway, and were no doubt hoping for an easy resolution to the problem. “Sir, we’d really like to know what’s going on here,” the cop closest to Ivan said.

				Ivan gave them what he hoped was an aw-shucks grin. “Well, it started out as kind of a joke on my friend, Martin,” he said.

				“The young lady doesn’t seem to think it’s very funny,” the second cop said.

				Ivan shrugged. “Yeah. I guess it all kind of blew up in my face.” He laughed.

				Just at that moment, he felt a ripple on the air, like an earthquake that had no external form but simply manifested itself directly in the marrow of his bones. His friendly expression fluttered briefly, but he quickly recovered himself. It didn’t appear that the cops had noticed the change.

				Ivan smiled inwardly, triumph surging through his veins. Mother and Father had racked up another step toward the threshold. All the followers had felt it; he could sense their psyches buzzing in time with his, like the whine of a giant circuit. It was all he could do to keep his hands still and his face neutral. Soon now, it would be very soon. “So, we’re just going to go now, okay?” he said. “Again, I’m really sorry to have caused so much trouble. It’s just been a big misunderstanding.”

				One of the cops crossed his arms, his eyes narrowing. “You’re sure this was all just a joke?”

				Ivan laughed again, losing patience with the whole charade. He risked taking a step or two toward the officers, though he willed the other disciples to keep still with benevolent smiles on their faces. They all did. “Yeah, I’m sure. Not a very good one, I guess.” He took a few more steps. The disciples wouldn’t have to go far; they could make their way toward the road until the cops left, then circle back and hide out in the woods until Mother and Father arrived with the news they’d all been waiting for. “We’re going now, all right?” He raised his arms as if in surrender. He wanted to glance back at the house to see if Chloe or Martin was watching through the windows, but he didn’t dare.

				One of the officers crouched a little, as if on the verge of getting back into his cruiser, whether to drive away or call for backup on his radio, Ivan wasn’t sure. The closer cop hadn’t moved, although his hand was thankfully no longer hovering near his gun belt. The wariness in his eyes still hadn’t completely disappeared, though. “Are you all going to go quietly?” he asked, a threat bubbling just under the surface of the question.

				“Absolutely.” Ivan glanced back at the other disciples and made a very slight gesture with his head. They all met his eyes, and all began to move at the same moment, slowly and calmly, their faces slack and contented. They all knew how near the time was, and knew this was only a temporary setback.

				Ivan led the followers past the two cops, and he couldn’t help but salute them jauntily as he walked by. The horde began the long walk between the trees, along the dirt path toward the road. After a few minutes, Ivan heard two car engines coming up behind them. He didn’t turn to look. The cop cars passed them slowly on the right, kicking up clouds of sand with their tires. Ivan waited until the cars were out of sight, leaving nothing but a miasma of dust hanging in the air. Then, without a word, he signaled to the others. Silently, moving as one great organism, they dispersed among the trees to hide and wait for their salvation.

				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				By the time Olivia arrived home, it was nearly dark, and there was no sign outside the house that anything had happened at all. She prepared for World War Three after that weird phone call from Chloe, and convinced Seth to come with her. Once she approached the house, she found the stillness more disturbing than a riot would have been. The very air seemed on the cusp of disaster.

				The pair of them entered through the back door, stealthily, jumping at every creak of the boards beneath their feet. By the fading daylight through the kitchen window, Olivia saw immediately where Martin and Chloe had gone; one end of a cheap white rope had been nailed clumsily to the wall of the stair landing, just outside the hole. Olivia was suddenly reminded of Theseus and the labyrinth. It wasn’t an encouraging association.

				They scrounged another flashlight from the basement and drank two espressos each, to fortify their courage. Seth tried to smile, but it was strained, and the flashlight trembled a little in his hand. Olivia knew how he felt. The last thing she wanted to do was go down into that hole—Christ, Martin’s description of it had been bad enough—but it seemed as though there was no way around it.

				She stood by the side of the hole. Seth pressed in at her back; she could feel his adrenaline pumping, hear his quickened breaths. The fact that big, scary Seth was afraid made Olivia slightly less so; at least she didn’t have to go through this alone. Sticking her face partway into the opening, she shouted Chloe’s name into the blackness, then poised her ear for a reply. For a long moment, there was nothing, and then she thought she could hear a voice, very faint and far away. It might have been wishful thinking, but she hoped it wasn’t. “Well, let’s get going,” she said.

				Seth climbed in first and then pulled Olivia in by her arms. They began following the rope through the empty space, each second passing like an hour. The flashlight they’d found was an old one, and kept flickering out, making it necessary for Seth to smack the plastic casing every few minutes. Nevertheless, the pitiful light it gave off was more than welcome.

				Neither of them spoke, but Olivia knew that Seth was thinking the same thing as she was, namely that she never could have imagined what it was like in that hole, and that it was worse than anything she had ever experienced in her entire life. The place freaked her out immensely, but she did her best to stay calm, silently groping along the lifeline in the guttering nothingness. Seth kept moving, too, his back squared in an oddly grim pose; she guessed he was just concentrating on maintaining his sanity, just like she was.

				The trek seemed endless with no landscape to guide them, and Olivia thought that this was what it must feel like to be floating in the deepest reaches of space, so far out that no stars or planets were visible. Maybe this was what it was like on the event horizon of a black hole; the idea made her shudder. After what seemed like an eternity of listening to nothing but their shallow breaths, Olivia was startled almost to the point of screaming when Seth whispered, “I think we should call to them again.”

				Once her heart had regained its normal rhythm, Olivia agreed. Seth had stopped walking, and without realizing it, she had moved right past him. It was then that she nearly stumbled headlong through an unseen doorway, catching herself just as her toes were dangling over the edge. “Shit!”

				A strong hand clapped around her arm, pulling her back. “Watch it there,” Seth said. “What is it?” He waved his fingers in front of him, feeling for anything tangible.

				“I guess it’s that doorway they told us about,” she said. She didn’t add that she fervently hoped the two pioneers were at this moment standing at the bottom of the steps waiting for them, with more light and hopefully more answers. Olivia thought briefly of what else Martin had told her was down there, but she shoved the memory away.

				The rope squirmed a little in her hands. “Hey, are you guys down there?” she shouted.

				The flashlight flickered in the silence. Then, very faint, “Yes, we’re here.” It was Martin’s voice. “Come down and be careful on the steps.”

				The two of them managed to get to the bottom without stumbling too many times, and a second later Olivia could see the dim glow from another flashlight, and a quick glimpse of a face in the blackness. She headed eagerly toward it, now gripping the rope loosely with only one hand. Seth followed right on her heels.

				Finally, their own flashlight picked out Martin and Chloe’s unreadable expressions floating in the vast nothingness. The light also illuminated three small dust-covered boxes tucked under Martin’s good arm. “What are those?” Olivia whispered.

				“We found them behind the walls, you know, in the other three places.”

				Olivia nodded, but Seth frowned. “What are you guys talking about?”

				“The dreams,” Olivia said without elaborating further. “What’s in them?”

				“We’re not sure what they’re for,” Chloe said, keeping her voice very low. “One’s got an old book in it, and one has a crystal bell, and the other one has a hunk of something like wax.”

				“Let me see,” Olivia said, moving closer to Martin and Chloe’s circle of light.

				“Don’t get too close,” Martin warned, his voice seeming like a yell even though it was barely more than a whisper. “That body is right here in front of you.”

				Olivia stopped abruptly, and Seth jumbled headlong into her back before he sorted himself out. “Christ. Is it really…a dead body?” She snatched the flashlight from Seth and pointed it to where it should be, but, of course, she couldn’t see anything.

				“I guess so,” Chloe said. “I touched the face and the hands. They feel like a real person’s. If it’s a dummy, it’s the most realistic one I’ve ever felt.”

				“If it was really a dead body, then it would be stiff or mummified or a skeleton by now,” Seth said. “There’s no way it would still feel like a living person.” After a moment, he added, “If it were put here recently, it would have started to decompose. You guys would have smelled it.”

				“Don’t you think we thought of all that?” Chloe said, half irritated, half amused.

				Martin spoke again, this time in a voice that was barely audible. “Maybe the guy’s not really dead,” he said.

				Seth gave a sharp bark of a laugh. “Are you crazy? You mean to tell me there’s some invisible guy sitting there and letting you grope all over him without saying anything? Did you feel him breathe, by any chance?”

				“No.”

				“Well then. It’s probably just a mannequin or something.”

				“Seth, you haven’t been here the whole time,” Olivia said. “You don’t know about how weird everything is, and the dreams, and…”

				“That’s fair enough,” Seth interrupted. “Just let me touch it. That’ll help me get a better handle on things.” He sounded brave, but Olivia could see his hands shaking, just a little.

				“All right. It’s just here.” Chloe took his arm and guided his fingers to a spot in the darkness that looked like every other. His palms flattened slightly, as though pressed against an unseen glass globe. After a moment, his skin went pale, and he yanked his hand away with a strangled cry.

				“See what we mean?” Martin asked. There was no satisfaction in his tone, only weariness.

				“What is that thing?” Seth had backed away and now stood beside Olivia, his hands hanging uncomfortably at his sides as though he feared they might be contaminated.

				“I have a couple of theories,” Martin said. “I think it’s either the man who used to live here—Crandall, the magician—or a friend of Crandall’s that he might have murdered over a year ago.” He briefly related the sad fate of James Morley that he had read that morning.

				Olivia crossed her arms. “Crandall disappeared years ago, when he was already an old man. He couldn’t still be alive now, either to be sitting here or to kill anybody.” Shivers traveled up and down her spine as she realized the import of what she was saying. “Assuming you call that alive,” she finished.

				“Well, Martin and I have been talking about it down here,” Chloe said. “We think maybe it’s some kind of suspended animation.”

				“And our dreams,” Martin added. “I thought that maybe—whoever this is—we’ve been sort of catching his dreams. Either that or he’s sending them to us deliberately, maybe as a warning.”

				“You guys are nuts,” Seth said, although he didn’t sound as if he really meant it.

				“A warning for what?” Olivia asked, as though Seth had not spoken.

				As if on cue, there came a strange rift on the air, not so much a sound as a gut-level vibration, a warp in the fabric of space-time. Olivia’s heart jumped into her throat, and as she glanced at the flashlighted faces of the others, she saw her own sudden, overpowering dread reflected back at her threefold. She wasn’t sure exactly what had happened, but she knew it was major. She knew it was very, very bad.

				Then, very faint, came the sound of hundreds of racing footsteps echoing above their heads.

				“They’re in,” Martin said simply.

				* * * *

				From the moment Martin spoke, time sped up and slowed down simultaneously; everything happened at once, yet seemed to take forever.

				The footsteps and shouts were like thunder crashing over their heads. Martin looked up toward the ceiling, even though there was nothing to see. Their fortress had finally been breached. He realized he should be afraid, but instead he felt strangely calm, inhabiting a pocket of silence amid the sounds of destruction from upstairs.

				He was only startled out of his complacence by Chloe, who began shaking his arm so vigorously that he nearly dropped the boxes he’d forgotten he still held. “We have to do something!” She said, and her voice was so loud in the empty space that Martin thought he went deaf for a brief second.

				“What can we do?” Seth said, peering back over his shoulder even though there was nothing to see.

				Chloe snatched the boxes from under Martin’s arm. “It’s got to have something to do with these.”

				Martin looked at her panicked, sweating face. “How do you know that?”

				“I don’t! What other option have we got?” Flashlight beams spun wildly as Chloe pawed at the box lids, prying them up with trembling fingers. The first box contained the lump of wax, which when light was shone upon it proved to conceal a wick at one end. “Anyone got a lighter?” she asked.

				Seth retrieved a cheap Bic from his pocket and handed it to her without a word.

				“Wait!” said Olivia as Chloe closed her hand around the crude candle. “Do we have to do something in some particular order?”

				Martin’s strangely dislocated brain managed to cough up a memory through the haze of noise and fear. “The dreams,” he said, his own voice sounding sluggish to his ears. “Right before waking up. A paper smell, then a wax smell, like a candle burning. Then a bell ringing.”

				Olivia was nodding. Chloe extinguished the lighter flame. “Okay, okay, you guys are right. Where’s the book?” She pried open the second box, which contained the bell, then hurriedly opened the third and pulled the book from its crushed velvet bed. She looked up at her three companions. “What, am I supposed to read the whole thing?”

				There was a resounding crash from upstairs, and all four of them flinched in unison. “Just hurry!” Olivia said.

				“Here, you start reading,” Martin said, taking the box with the candle in it and upending it so the candle rolled out. “I’ll light the candle, and Olivia, you ring the bell.”

				“When?” she cried.

				“Whenever!” Martin snatched the lighter from Chloe’s grasp. “Okay, babe, just open that thing and start reading.”

				“Okay.” She opened the cover forcefully and was immediately rebuked by a cloud of thick dust puffing up into her face. She coughed, the sound echoing weirdly off the unseen walls. At last, she squinted down at the book as Seth shone a flashlight on the page. “Shit, what the hell language is this?”

				“Never mind, just do the best you can!” Martin could hear the invading horde upstairs, stomping across the floorboards toward their hiding place. He wondered if Ivan was in the lead.

				Chloe began reading from the beginning of the book, struggling over strange syllables that sounded like no language Martin had ever heard. As she read, her voice took on a bizarre droning quality, like the recitation of a dark prayer, or a funeral mass. The smell of the old paper and binding was filling Martin’s nostrils, just like in the dream. Are we doing the right thing? he wondered as he summoned the flame on the lighter. Or are we just making things worse?

				Chloe’s reading had become much smoother, more fluent, and the words wove a tapestry around them as they stood, four puny humans in a sea of nothingness, with only their flashlights between them and oblivion. Martin couldn’t help but think of a small band of ancestral beings, huddled around a pitiful campfire, surrounded by peril on all sides, trying to keep the darkness at bay. He shivered.

				The lump of wax—or whatever it was—felt warm and throbbed in his hand as he applied the flame to the wick. There was a bluish spark, and the candle burst merrily to life, its intense red flame dancing against the pale flesh of their faces. The four of them looked at each other in the candle’s flickering illumination, and though he couldn’t speak for the others, Martin noticed their features warping and changing, becoming simultaneously monstrous and angelic. He felt a pang again, a sudden certainty that they were doing the wrong thing, but then he noticed something else.

				The sounds from upstairs had died down. They hadn’t stopped completely; Martin could still hear the creaking of the floorboards, the susurrus of many people breathing at once. It seemed to him the invaders upstairs stopped their plunder. Perhaps, like Martin and the others, they waited to see what would happen. Keep reading, Chloe, he encouraged silently. Olivia and Seth stared at him, their eyes huge and grave.

				At last, Chloe turned the final page of the small book, intoning its message in the weird, echoing voice that was so unlike her own. As soon as she had finished and closed the book reverently, Olivia raised the crystal bell before her eyes and rung it, three times. Its diamond tones enveloped them all, completing the protective barrier that Chloe had begun with her reading. Martin felt suddenly safe and warm, as though enclosed in the loving arms of a mother and father unlike the horrid counterfeit parents of the followers upstairs. Without realizing it, Martin had drawn closer to his friends, and the four of them comprised a tight knot of shared humanity, a shell of safety in the midst of disaster. Martin closed his eyes, the mingling scents of paper and wax lulling him into a kind of hypnotic state.

				In fact, he was so overwhelmed by this odd fugue that he barely even felt what was going on in the dark around him, at least until Chloe punched him hard on the arm. “Hey, Martin, are you in there?” she said, her voice sounding like a warped record slowly coming up to speed. “Fucking look.”

				Martin opened his eyes and looked.

				The room around them seemed to be—lighting up was the first phrase that popped into his head, but that wasn’t exactly right. It didn’t seem as though objects in the dark were gradually being illuminated as much as they were being brought into existence from a void. Martin thought of a Polaroid picture developing, and that wasn’t quite right either, but it was closer.

				“Holy shit.” That was Olivia, and if Martin were capable of speech, he would have echoed the sentiment. Seth simply stared around at the emerging surroundings, his mouth agape.

				The stairs were the first thing to come into sharp focus, which made Martin wonder if the chamber upstairs had already undergone the transformation. As the rest of the room wove its reality around him, he turned his head this way and that, trying to take it all in.

				The space was nearly empty of furniture, but still seemed pleasant, almost lush. Martin caught glimpses of gilt-framed paintings hung high on the walls and intricate rugs that slowly revealed the whole of their splendor. Most of the paintings had the supernatural as their subjects—exquisitely rendered witches flew on skirling broomsticks across midnight blue skies of pigment and linseed oil; demons capered gleefully in the red glow of painted flames. Scattered among the artwork were a few framed posters advertising Crandall’s magic shows, and in all of these Crandall was pictured in a long, black Victorian-style cape that reminded Martin of something Jack the Ripper might have worn. The magician was staring out at the viewer with large black eyes that clearly harbored secrets in their twinkling depths.

				The sight of the posters jarred Martin from his stupefied silence, and made him remember what else would be illuminated in the room. “Crandall,” he said, then looked down.

				It was undeniably the same face, the same crest of graying hair sweeping back from the high forehead. Crandall’s body was still, waxen, but as he looked, Martin could swear he could see the man’s lips tremble, just slightly, as though in preparation for a single, life-restoring breath.

				“He’s alive, isn’t he?” Chloe’s voice was no more than a whisper. “What we did, the book—it must have woken him up.”

				No one else spoke. Everyone stood frozen before the unmoving magician, unable to tear their eyes away from him even as the sounds from upstairs confirmed that the followers had begun moving again, and that some of them were at that moment climbing through the hole in the landing wall.

				Finally, Seth’s wavering voice asked, “What do we do now?”

				Crandall’s eyes opened.

				Chapter Twenty-Eight

				Mother and Father came marching triumphantly up the dirt road less than an hour after Ivan and the disciples had hidden among the trees. The electricity in the crowd was palpable, like a crackle on the air. No words were exchanged; Ivan and the others had simply fallen in line behind their leaders, and the dozens of new recruits that marched at their backs. They were the breakers of the threshold.

				Ivan spotted Lily in the crowd and made his way over to her. She smiled up at him, warily, and he returned the smile, hoping it looked as genuine as it felt. He felt a little impatient with the girl, he had to admit that to himself. Everything would be different now. He took her hand and squeezed it companionably. On the other side of him, Rose appeared and slipped her butterfly hand into his as well.

				As they approached the house, it felt less like a siege than a homecoming. The doors were locked, of course, but Ivan had his key. The others parted to let him pass, staring at him solemnly. Even before he had slid the key in the lock, he knew that the spell was broken. There was no longer the sense of an invisible shield hovering over the house, keeping them out. There was nothing now.

				The front door swung inward on the cool, darkened living room, a large space in which glints of metal chairs, tables, and musical equipment shone in the dimness. Ivan peered in and felt a familiarity with these things, with the look and feel and the vaguely coffee-like smell of these rooms he had once lived in, but there was no longer any emotional attachment. He might as well have been in a hotel suite.

				The only thing unfamiliar was the sight of a small, splintered hole in the wall beside the sofa. Ivan glanced at it, briefly, half-remembering the dreams he’d had before he’d seen the light, then dismissed it as unimportant.

				He felt the presence of Mother and Father at his back, and with utmost humility he moved aside so that they might be the first ones to cross the forbidden threshold. The occasion warranted some solemnity, formality, but clearly Mother and Father were too eager for the trappings of ritual to mean anything to them; without ceremony, Mother pulled her shawls tight around herself and stepped quickly inside, Father close at her back. Once they breached the doorway, the followers hesitated only a second, glancing at each other with hungry eyes, before plunging through the living room at a pace just short of a sprint.

				Ivan was a little taken aback by their behavior, but as it was not his place to question, he kept his thoughts to himself. The other disciples were arrayed on the porch behind him like a ragged army, their moon faces slack except for the slightest hint of confusion peppering their features. They had known or sensed their leaders’ goal in getting into the house, but now it seemed as though they were all waiting for someone to tell them what to do next.

				Ivan wasn’t sure what was expected of them either, but after a few moments, he decided the best course of action would be to follow Mother and Father into the house and play the situation by ear. Tentatively, Ivan stepped over the threshold, relieved that there was no longer that invisible and rather unpleasant barrier to block his way. He glanced back over his shoulder at the others, encouraging them with a look. They understood, and in their numbers began moving toward the house in a great undulating mass.

				Mother and Father had gone toward the kitchen, so Ivan led the disciples in that direction. When he rounded the corner from the dining room, at first he saw no one, but then realized they must have climbed the three steps to the landing. He smiled. The information he had given them must have been important, then.

				The disciples were still streaming into the house behind him, and he could hear the inevitable knocking about of furniture, and the occasional tinkle of broken glass as hundreds of pairs of feet and arms crammed into the limited space. Over the racket, he heard Mother’s strange inhuman voice muttering something to Father. Ivan couldn’t make out what she said but when he turned the corner and spotted her, the sound stopped immediately. Father turned toward him with an unreadable expression on his face.

				“What we want is in here,” Father said, loudly enough so that the other followers in the kitchen could hear him. “We’ll need some of you to come with us to fetch it. The rest of you stay up here and don’t move until we tell you to.”

				There was some general milling as the disciples looked at each other, wanting to volunteer for duty, but perhaps unsure of what the duty would entail. Ivan felt no such uncertainty, and stepped forward immediately. Lily had stepped in sync with him, and stood proudly at his side. Of course, Rose was next, and after a moment, a few others volunteered also; then Mother and Father nodded their approval, then turned toward the hole.

				Just as they did so, there was another warp in the air around them, much like the feeling Ivan had gotten when more disciples were converted, but different somehow, and much stronger. He froze, his heartbeat very loud in his ears. Mother and Father froze, too, their heads tilted as if listening. Father’s brow furrowed, and Mother tugged hard at her robes. Something was wrong; Ivan could feel it.

				Then the sensation passed, gradually ebbing away, though not disappearing entirely. Some of the disciples began to move again, looking at each other uncomfortably. Father visibly relaxed, though he glanced at Mother, clearly uncertain and seeking direction. The shrouded woman straightened, the fabric around her face tightening so that Ivan could almost see her monstrous features, her oddly glowing eyes. Then one clawed hand emerged from her swaths of fabric, and she gestured at Father to climb into the hole.

				As Father stepped forward to obey, Ivan decided the space inside the hole was becoming lighter; he was sure he spotted a hint of varnished wood, the darker rectangle of an open doorway.

				A scream suddenly issued from the fading blackness, and a sound like a great engine coming to life.

				* * * *

				Olivia had never been a girly type of girl, and it took quite a bit to make her scream, but a dead body suddenly opening its eyes accomplished the task handily.

				No sooner had the sound of her lone shriek died away than everyone in the cellar became aware of another sound, one which emanated from the ground beneath them, and reverberated through their bones.

				“What the fuck is that?” Chloe said, almost mildly.

				As if in reply, the dead body—who was no clearly no longer of the deceased persuasion—focused his icy gaze on her. His face crinkled into a slow smile, the skin almost seeming to creak after its long hibernation. “It is my final line of defense,” said the corpse, his voice likewise rusty from disuse.

				By this time, Martin gathered his wits about him enough that his heart no longer threatened to burst free from his chest cavity. He forced himself to look at the still-seated man. “Are you…William Crandall?” The question was little more than a squeak.

				The man shifted in his chair, as though testing the range of his limbs. He grunted a little as he moved. “Indeed, I am,” he said, his voice gaining strength and clarity with each word. “May I ask who I am in the company of?”

				Each of them introduced themselves through mouths still slightly agape from astonishment. Crandall nodded at each name, as if their recitation pleased him. Formalities dispensed with, he then asked, “What year is it, please?”

				Martin told him.

				Crandall’s eyes widened a little, and his smile grew larger, displaying perfectly straight, white teeth. “My goodness, well into a new century,” he mused, shaking his head. “I wasn’t sure what sort of time frame to expect, but…” He trailed off, still smiling. He looked at each of them in turn. “I’ve been out of it a long time, haven’t I?”

				They all agreed that he had.

				“Well!” He slapped his palms on his thighs. “Since I am talking to you now, I assume that there is some trouble afoot, yes?”

				As if on cue, Martin heard voices and shuffling from upstairs, very nearby. The disciples were starting to come through the hole. Meaning the scary woman and the bald guy were probably already through it. “What do they want?” he asked, whispering even though the intruders surely knew they were down here.

				Instead of answering, Crandall got unsteadily to his feet, stretching his arms and legs like a cat awakening from a long nap. His smile never faltered. Martin was about to ask the question again, but then noticed that Crandall’s gaze had flickered upwards, over their heads. He was looking at something behind them. Martin turned.

				The bald man from the church stood halfway down the stairs, the shrouded horror right behind him, her veils shifting with her movements, giving glimpses of the horrible countenance beneath. Ivan, the dwarf, and the beautiful girl leaned over the banister, looking down. Other disciples crowded around the top of the staircase; not nearly as many as Martin had seen outside the house before, meaning, he realized, that they were still all upstairs, sealing off all hope of escape. His stomach curdled.

				The bald man stared, flinty-eyed. “So, you are the famous Crandall the Conjuror,” he said, his thick voice spiked with contempt.

				“Well, I don’t know about the famous part,” the magician said good-naturedly, crossing his arms across his chest. “The rest of your statement is accurate. Might I ask to have the pleasure of your acquaintance, sir?”

				The disciples behind him shifted nervously, but Father didn’t move, his bulk like a stone wall. “Our identity is not important,” he said. “What matters is that we know who you are, and we know what you have.” He came a step closer, dark eyes blazing.

				“Well, my good man, I have lots of things, as you may have noticed.” Crandall swept his hand briefly around the room, encompassing all its treasures. His voice was mild and companionable, but his gaze was steely, unflinching. “Is there any particular object to which you refer?”

				“Don’t play games with us,” Father hissed. Mother stood right beside him on the step, only her clawed hands visible as they pulled at her covering garments. Martin hoped this was a sign of nervousness, but somehow he doubted it. What the hell did she have to be nervous about, knowing what those talons could do? He looked back and forth from her to Crandall, wondering what on earth was going on and if any one of them was going to get out of this alive. When Father spoke again, it was a low rumble. “We happen to know a great deal about your work,” he said, placing his hand on Mother’s shoulder as if to stay her. “It took us a long time to find you, but we did have a little help in that regard. Your friend, James Morley, was most forthcoming, although it took a little persuasion to get him talking.” He smiled, and his teeth glowed in the dimness, shark-like.

				Martin gasped. They killed Morley, he thought, and with that, any hope of getting out of this mess alive evaporated completely. They tortured that poor old man.

				Crandall looked pained for a split second, but then his expression hardened. “Well, my nameless visitors, I regret to inform you that my work is my own, and is forever…unavailable to others. I’m sure you understand.”

				Father stomped down to the bottom of the staircase, holding up a hand to indicate that the followers should stay where they were. Mother came down behind him, her shawls whispering. “I don’t think you’re in a position to deny the request,” Father said. The red stone on his ring flickered like a candle flame. “Our power is greater than yours, old man, as you can clearly see. Your protections have fallen away, and we have a small army at our command who can easily obtain by force what you will not hand over willingly.” He glanced up at the followers littering the stairs, who looked more like confused children than a formidable fighting force. “I had hoped we would be able to handle this in a mature and reasonable fashion.”

				Crandall dropped any pretense of friendliness. “I can’t let you have what you want,” he said, quietly but firmly.

				The tension in the room was stretched so taut that Martin almost expected the air around them to snap in half. He moved closer to Chloe and put his hand on her arm. She glanced at him and smiled briefly, but her eyes were frightened and questioning: What are we going to do?

				Martin only looked back at her dolefully. I have no idea, babe.

				They were in over their heads, that much was obvious. Martin had seen Mother in action back at the church, and now that she had managed to get her minions past whatever protection the house had once had, he assumed she was stronger than ever.

				Crandall, even though his spells were breached, still apparently had something Mother and Father wanted. The old magician was also obviously not afraid of them, making Martin deduce that he was at least as powerful, if not more so, than they were, or at least he thought he was.

				Whose side is Crandall really on? Will he help us if things get ugly? Martin wondered. The fact that they all had warning dreams seemed to imply a friendly intent, but what if the dreams were nothing but an unintentional psychic residue on Crandall’s part?

				Either way, Martin thought, they wouldn’t be able to get out past the Bellwether army. So, it was all going to end down here, for better or for worse.

				Father and Mother hadn’t moved at all since Crandall’s last pronouncement. They seemed to be weighing their options, but Martin could sense the rage twitching just beneath their calm veneers. After a moment, Father leaned close to his shrouded companion, seeming to listen to something she was saying, though Martin could hear nothing but a vague scritching sound, like a metal gate swinging in a high wind. Father straightened up. “Very well,” he said tightly. “We’ll just have to resort to other methods.” At this, the handful of followers at their heels, including Ivan, seemed to stand erect and tense their limbs, as if preparing themselves for violence. Martin felt his stomach twisting itself into a slick knot. Mother didn’t have many disciples with her now, but judging from the noise upstairs and the ring of people he’d seen outside earlier, there was more than enough manpower at her disposal to crush them all like bugs, even if Crandall did have some last-ditch parlor trick up his sleeve. He was just a human after all, wasn’t he? Even if he came back from the dead.

				Crandall still stood his ground, his feet planted in front of the chair he’d been sitting in for an untold number of years. He lowered his arms stiffly by his sides. “You have no idea what it is, or what it can do. Even if you could get it, it would destroy you.”

				Father took three quick steps forward, and this time the brute squad fell in line, matching his strides. “You don’t know what she has done, old man,” he sneered, pointing at Mother, who stood very still at the bottom of the stairs, as if waiting for the right moment to strike. “For years, she has worked at isolating the life force, at transferring its energy from one person to another. She told me of her many failures, of the long years of practice and study. Look what she has accomplished!” Here he swept a hand back to encompass Ivan and Rose and Lily, and the half-dozen other acolytes arranged on the stairs, ready to spring. “They are perfectly docile and willing to obey without question any command we give them. Their life force gives her strength, and control over them. Greater strength than a sideshow magician like you could ever imagine.” He smiled again, nastily.

				“Is that so?” Crandall said. His voice was calm, but Martin could feel the fury thrumming just beneath his skin. “Am I to assume you are also willing to obey this woman without question, just like her docile followers?”

				Father pressed his lips together. “She is my master also,” he said simply.

				“Ah.” Crandall took a long look at the woman beneath the veils, who still had not moved. “Might I ask, then,” he said, directing his inquiry to Mother, “what need you have of me? If your strength is far more than I can imagine, then I see no reason why you needed to torture and murder an innocent man in order to find me and obtain something which you, in your greater wisdom, must surely have discovered on your own.”

				“Do not offend our master!” Father roared, blocking Mother’s shadowy form with his body. As though she needed protection, Martin thought bitterly. Father grew taller and wider in his indignation. “She would, of course, have discovered your secrets on her own, given time,” he said with just a trace of defensiveness. “Why expend the effort, when your knowledge is there for the taking?”

				“Why, indeed?” Crandall’s spine was ramrod straight, his feet planted firmly a shoulder-width apart. The rumbling engine noise issuing from beneath them spiraled upward in frequency and volume, causing some of the followers, as well as Seth and Chloe, to clap their hands over their ears. Martin could feel the sound hammering inside his skull, making him feel like dizzy and nauseated. Jesus Christ, what is that?

				Crandall slowly raised his arms, the joints of his elbows creaking with the effort. He looked as though he was preparing to do a particularly dramatic magic trick. He stared straight at Mother with his deep black eyes. “All the power you want is right here,” he said, his voice almost a purr beneath the deafening roar of the engine. “Come and take it from me.”

				Before the veiled woman had taken a single step, Father, Ivan, Rose, and Lily had surged forward, lunging toward the magician with single-minded purpose. Martin pushed his friends back against the now-visible wall, feeling an alarming sense of déjà-vu. Under siege, just like at the church, he thought. Only this time there’s no door behind us to escape through.

				“I told her to come and take it!” Crandall thundered, his arms still thrown out to his sides. The sound was very loud now, seeming to blot out all reason.

				“We won’t play by your rules, old man!” Father shot back, bearing down with his bulky frame and sleek, shining head. More of the followers had begun to stream downstairs. Bodies jostled against bodies, some falling over and being stepped on by their brothers and sisters, eager for blood and glory.

				Father was reaching for Crandall, who looked like no more than a tiny, delicate sparrow compared to the bulging, furious acolyte. Ivan was right on Father’s heels, his iceberg eyes empty of everything except pure, unthinking hatred. Martin raised his arms in front of his face in a futile attempt to ward off the attack. Someone—maybe Olivia—screamed, “No!”

				There was another sound, a sort of inhuman keening wail piercing through the fog of noise and chaos like a silver scalpel. The followers froze, some of them caught in almost comical positions, half-running, half-lunging. The wail reached a crescendo and then died away, leaving only a faint echo curling like a satin ribbon through the resounding din of the underground engine.

				For a long moment, no one moved. Then Martin began to hear a soft rustling sound.

				Mother was coming through the frozen crowd, shuffling in her slow, deliberate, somehow inevitable way. Her shawls were still pulled taut around her face and body, and all that could be seen of her were her crabbed white hands and the strange glints where her eyes would be.

				Martin glanced over at Crandall, who was still standing perfectly straight near his chair. He didn’t look afraid, but neither did he look entirely confident. He simply watched as the thing in the shape of a woman made her steady way toward him.

				When she was less than three feet away, she stopped. The layered fabric covering her form rose and fell with her rapid breaths. She moved her head, just a little, appearing to look sidelong at Father, who was frozen in position just like everyone else in the room. She beckoned to him, seeming to free him from the spell that held him. He ducked his shoulders, a clearly nervous gesture, and stepped forward to stand beside his mistress.

				Beneath the still-thrumming sound of the engine, there came another strange sound, like the scrape of dead leaves against concrete. Martin looked around, trying to place it, but then he realized it was issuing from beneath Mother’s veil. She was speaking. Martin shuddered.

				Father opened his mouth to translate her words, but Crandall apparently needed no translation. “You don’t understand,” the magician said, keeping his gaze fixed on Mother’s hidden face. “I’m giving you one last chance. Release all these people. You do not want what I have to offer. Look at what a little knowledge has already done to you.”

				The woman-thing made another horrible screeching wail, shorter in duration but just as clearly an expression of fury and frustration. With no further warning, she lurched forward, reaching out with her hands, grasping at Crandall’s stoic face. “Don’t!” Martin shouted, and without thinking, he grabbed for her, getting nothing but a handful of her rough wool shawls. Still, her motion propelled her forward, and Martin, with his good hand clutching the fabric that had pulled away from her long-concealed form, caught a glimpse of what lay beneath. The shawls dropped from his hand and puddled at his feet.

				There was a collective gasp in the room as everyone realized what had happened. Mother herself seemed not to realize that she was now exposed, her hardened and translucent flesh on display for all her enemies as well as her loyal followers to gawk at. “Holy shit,” Chloe breathed, and Martin could just stare at what he had uncovered, unable to comprehend the horror.

				For Mother hardly seemed human at all. Her body was vaguely woman-like, in the sense that it possessed two arms, two legs, and a suggestion of breasts. The overall impression was bestial, monstrous, a cruel afterthought of creation. Her pale skin was cracked and plated, like that of an albino crocodile, and what hair she had looked green with mold, hanging about her face in twisted wisps.

				And her face… Martin couldn’t even begin to imagine what happened, what unspeakable coupling between beast and demon had produced a visage so hideous. All that he could really focus on were those eyes, twin white specks amid the abomination of her features. Within those round white embers there glowed the light of intelligence, of cunning—but also of madness.

				Her clasping hands hung in the air before Crandall’s face for an enormous amount of time. Martin began to feel as though everything was moving in slow motion again. He could no longer think, no longer process—if she was going to get Crandall now, there was little Martin could do to stop it. Shock had made him a spectator in the drama unfolding around him.

				The others seemed just as helpless to intervene. As they all watched in terrified silence, Mother’s fingers made contact with the skin of Crandall’s face.

				The reaction was instantaneous. The engine sound exploded, becoming as loud as a supernova, an impossible roar that Martin was sure had perforated his eardrums as though they were tissue paper. He wanted to close his eyes, wanted Crandall’s defeat to be over and done with, wanted his own death or conversion to come quickly, painlessly. Then, even through his eyelids, he could see a blinding flash of light, violet and searing, and his eyes flew open of their own accord.

				The naked form that had once been Mother was blazing with a supernatural fire, purple sparks spraying off her in gaudy arcs. She was screaming, a terrible shriek that rattled the walls; Martin was sure he heard glass shattering all over the house. While the violet fire consumed her, Crandall watched, his dark eyes reflecting the spectacle, his expression one of deep regret.

				It took only a moment. The purple flames sizzled out, vanishing into the air on tiny lavender tendrils. Martin looked down. All that was left of Mother was a scorched mark on the corner of the rug she’d been standing on, and the vague stench of ozone. Martin realized he hadn’t breathed for what seemed like several minutes, and he took in a huge lungful of air.

				There was an impossibly long stretch of time in which no one spoke, and no one moved. Father and the other disciples stared fixedly down at the spot where their master had once stood, as though unable to believe the evidence before them. At last, like people awakening from a long sleep, they began to blink, the light of humanity in their eyes returning. They glanced at each other, uneasily, suddenly strangers to one another, confused as to where they were and what they had been doing. A quiet buzz of confused, but obviously normal, conversation began, and Martin thought it was the most beautiful sound in the world.

				Speaking of sounds, he realized he no longer heard the distant thundering of the underground engine. The ensuing silence was somehow almost as loud as the noise had been. He glanced over at Crandall, whose shoulders had slumped a little, whose face seemed older and weary. “Are you all right?” Martin asked.

				The magician smiled, pensively. “I warned her, didn’t I?” he said, looking as though he’d like nothing more than to sit back in his chair and doze off for another few decades. “It couldn’t be avoided.”

				“You did the right thing,” Chloe said. She waved her hand toward the now-departing acolytes. “You saved all those people.”

				“What exactly just happened?” Seth asked.

				Crandall laughed. “That’s not important now. We should probably make sure everyone gets back home safely.” He looked at Father, who was still standing like a sculpture, staring down at the burn mark on the rug, his mouth hanging slightly open. “Especially this one here. I think he might have the hardest time.”

				Martin searched the crowd for the two girls, the dwarf and the angel, but he saw neither. He felt sorry for them, even though they had caused no end of trouble. Where would they go now?

				Ivan had stepped forward, and now stood hunched in front of them as though awaiting their judgment. “I have no idea what’s going on,” he mumbled, and Olivia, laughing through reluctant tears, ran up and tackled him, throwing her arms around his waist and digging her face into his t-shirt.

				“You are such an asshole,” she said, and the perplexed expression on Ivan’s face made Martin crack up, too. Soon all of them were laughing, even Crandall, even Ivan, who still looked bewildered but undeniably himself.

				“Well,” Chloe said, clasping Martin’s hand in hers, “let’s try to make sure nothing like that happens again.”

				Chapter Twenty-Nine

				It was nearly one in the morning, but Martin found he wasn’t tired at all. He felt like he could stay awake for the rest of his life.

				The acolytes had drifted away, slowly at first, and then in quickening waves. All had seemed as confused as Ivan, but as they left, realizing on some level they were freed from some terrible spell, Martin heard laughter, gaiety, and the sound of personalities reestablishing themselves.

				Father was the last to leave, perhaps because he had invested so much of his identity in Mother, in the church, and now felt he had nowhere else to go. Martin felt sorry for him, too, but after a few words of encouragement from Crandall, the burly man had gone on his way, perhaps on to better things.

				The sky outside the kitchen window was black now, but the light inside more than made up for it; Crandall sat at the head of the small table, cheerful despite his obvious exhaustion, and the others, including Seth and the newly liberated Franklin, gathered around him, their faces lit with wonder. Martin could never remember feeling as happy as he did at this moment, here with his friends and with the woman he loved more than anything else in the world. They had come through the worst together, and for the most part, unscathed. He squeezed Chloe’s hand, and smiled at her. She smiled back, her eyes dancing.

				“Some of the books she was reading, some of the rumors she must have heard about the work I did—they evidently weren’t very clear. There never was an object,” Crandall said, his long dexterous fingers curled around a thick brown coffee mug. “I suppose she thought she could just come here and take something from me, something that would give her power. There was never a thing to take. It was always right in here.” He tapped his forehead.

				“What I don’t get is why she would want anything from you,” said Olivia. She hardly let go of Ivan since his release. For his part Ivan didn’t seem to mind. “I mean, she is pretty powerful herself.”

				“True,” Crandall said thoughtfully. “What I have, what I discovered…” He drifted off, shaking his head. “It isn’t right that anyone should have it. What she had was terrible, yes—being able to control the minds of others is a power no human should possess.” He paused, and Martin could almost hear the unspoken codicil: If you could call her human. As though he had read Martin’s mind, Crandall continued, “Especially someone who wanted control and power for its own sake. The life forces of her followers made her formidable, but also made her more and more monstrous as time went on, until she finally became what you saw earlier. That was the power of all those lives, stealing her humanity.”

				“It didn’t steal yours, though,” said Chloe.

				Crandall smiled. “Perhaps it was because my intentions were good, or because I never made use if it once I realized the importance of what I found. The knowledge in my head encompasses more even than what she possessed. Immortality, an absolute god-like power… I’m sorry I ever pursued it. I’m sorry the secrets I learned somehow escaped into the world to be found by those whose intentions were perhaps less noble than my own. There’s no taking it back now.” He fingered the crystal bell that sat on the table before him beside the dusty book and the lumpy candle. Considering what those objects had done, they looked almost painfully ordinary in the indifferent light from the kitchen fixture. When Crandall looked up at them again, his eyes were shining. “Poor Morley,” he said. “If it wasn’t for me, he’d still be alive.”

				“There wasn’t anything you could have done,” Chloe said quietly.

				“I suppose I expected him to be the one who would be here if anything like this ever happened,” he said. “The spells I put on the house were mainly for his benefit, to protect him as well as myself. James would have known how to awaken me. I wrote it in the coded letter I sent him along with the transfer of the deed. I wanted him to come live in the house, but perhaps he was happier where he was. I’m not sure if the house went on the market before his murder or afterward.” He paused, seeming to struggle with his emotions, then he smiled. “Well, at least you’re all here now. You look like you’ve been taking care of the old place.”

				“We’re trying to. We want to,” Martin said.

				“So what are you going to do now?” Seth asked.

				Crandall sighed, taking a sip from his mug. “Well, I hadn’t given the matter much thought. When I put myself into the state you found me in, I wasn’t really thinking about what would happen if I was ever woken out of it.” He smirked, and a twinkle returned to his eye. “Not that I’m blaming you, my dears.”

				“As well you shouldn’t,” Olivia joked, shaking her head. “You and those dreams you sent. You did send them, didn’t you? We haven’t had a good night’s sleep in months.”

				“Inadvertently, I imagine I did send them. I had to warn you somehow, didn’t I?” Crandall said, his smile widening.

				Ivan laughed. “Hell of a way to do it, pal.”

				There was a long, comfortable silence after everyone’s laughter had died away. The night outside was deepening, and Martin was finally beginning to feel like he could sleep; a good, deep sleep, hopefully with no dreams. He looked down at Crandall, the old man who had unlocked the secrets of forever, who would be around long after all of them were gone. He wondered if the magician would ever share the secret with anyone else, or if he would continue to fight against anyone trying to claim it. For a moment, Martin considered what it must be like, knowing that you would never die. The temptation of it was unmistakable. Martin felt a pull, a desire for the forbidden knowledge aching in his gut. Just as quickly as it came over him, it was gone. A knowledge that people would kill for, he understood, was not worth it.

				He opened his mouth to say as much to Crandall, but what came out was, “You’re going to stay with us, right?”

				The magician looked up at him, startled. “Why on earth would you want a clueless old man like me around?”

				Chloe slapped him companionably on the arm. “Heaven’s sakes, it’s more your house than ours,” she said. “You could even slap another protection spell on it, one that won’t get breached by a scary reptilian witch this time.” She arched her brow and Crandall laughed. “Besides, you can help out around the place. After I show you how everything works, that is. You’ve got a lot to catch up on.”

				“I suppose I do, at that,” Crandall said, obviously pleased.

				“Yeah,” said Olivia. “Maybe sometime you can tell us how you pulled off all your best tricks.”

				The corners of Crandall’s mouth turned wickedly upward. “Some secrets I’ll never reveal,” he said.
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