wda

i

g
&h




Cn%n; s Drean

a novel by

ROBERT ITALIA

aaaaaa


https://kdp.amazon.com/self-publishing/signin

AAUTHORS NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the
author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or
dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

COVER CREDIT
The Nightmare, Henry Fuseli (1741-1845).

(&) This work of art depicted in part on the cover is in the public domain in the United States,

and those countries with a copyright term of life of the author plus 100 years or less. This
file has been identified as being free of known restrictions under copyright law, including all
related and neighboring rights. The image and reproduction thereof are in the public domain
worldwide. The reproduction is part of a collection of reproductions compiled by The Yorck
Project. The compilation copyright is held by Zenodot Verlagsgesellschaft mbH and licensed
under the GNU Free Documentation License.

Cover design by Tango Communications

TEXT CREDIT

Scripture texts in this work are taken from the New American Bible, revised edition © 2010,
1991, 1986, 1970 Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, Washington, D.C. and are used by
permission of the copyright owner. All Rights Reserved. No part of the New American Bible
may be reproduced in any form without permission in writing from the copyright owner.

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Nightmare
http://www.usccb.org

PROLOGUE

The MONSEET .....veveveeeiiiiirieeeceestere et eees 7
PART ONE: PLOTTING ..ccoerrrrerenennnencccecereeeeeenennnnnes 13
The Demon Horde .........coeueeeivinininreeeicieieseeennes 14
Dinner with the Angel........cccccvvveinnvcnnnccnneceee 21
Staring into Heaven........ccccooveivivninnnccnniniicnee 30
Judgment Day ..o 39
The Fallen .....ccoeveveeiiieeieieeeeeeseee s 47
Banished ......cccoceieieieeiiiiecccese s 54
PART Two: THE HOLY SEASON OF MAGIC .......... 62
Resurrecting the Tree........coccvvcuveernecnecrrecrnecrnenens 63
The Wish LiSt.....cceeeeeieieieieeeeeeeeee e 73
Treatment .....cc.ceeeveeeeerieeeerereeeee et 81
The Church ... 87
The Giftuevcueeeereeiereeeereeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 91
Shadows from the Past..........ccccceveveerreeeeceicieererenee 96
The Grand Experiment..........ccccccvvveuvevcrrecrnecrneennes 101
PART THREE: THE DREAM WORLD.......cccecerrennnee 111
The Dream Village .......cccooeeueivnicninncccirneceennnes 112
The Artist’s StUdiO .....ccceveveveeeeiiierieeee e, 119
At the Vanity ... 125
A Dream Come True.......cccoveveveeenivecneeninieenenens 137
The Manor.......oeeeeirirnieieeeeiieeeieeeeesseeeseeesesens 140
The Sleigh Ride......ccocccueivnecninnicircceirecieienes 145
To Dream within a Dream ........c.cocoeeeeninrnirrenennen. 149
The Bridge.....cocoeceueuveecrircccrccerecceneeceeeenes 152
The GAME ..o 157
The GIrovVe.....coevvveeeeieieeeeeetsee e 160

THE OIDS et e e seeas 166



The Morning Light.......cccoovvcennvcnncccninccenes 172

The Old Cottage .........cccvurevecuerrenecreererecreireneceeeenes 176
At the RUINS...cooveveveiiieecccceee e 183
PART FOUR: BACK TO REALITY...ccceeuueerrennneccnenns 190
Meeting of the Minds........cccocvveuveveuvecrrivcrricrneennes 191
WaIting.....coiiiiiiiiii e, 200
The Letters.....ocomiieerireeereeeeeeietereveeeesesesese e 203
PART FIVE: THE QUEST ...coeetererrneeeenrceecenereeenennnns 208
The ESCape...c.cceerrrrirrreeeeeccceceieeee e 209
The Old Mill......coeueieeeeieeeceeecee e, 213
Natale per Sempre .......cccovveveveveeeeeeeereeeenirenn. 221
The Study...c.covvieecrccccecceeceaes 242
The ObServatory.........cccoevveeuerveniccrerreneceirineereneenes 249
ASSESSINENL ...cuveeereiirierieieierrereee ettt seeaees 254
In the Kitchen .......ocoveeiinnnieeeeeee 259
At the WIndow.......cccevvvireeeiirneeeeceeeeenene 263
Caterina’s Dreams.........cccccceevevirurueeereneneseeeeseeneens 268
The Plunder..........ccoceevvinireeeireeeeeeeeeenene 272
The StOrmi....ccoveveeeeeiieeceee e 276
The Machine .......ccoeeevevinireeeinrinreeeeeesieeenne 283
The Paintings .......c.cceeeeeeivnecrernnicercceirenecrenenes 290
The Chamber of Light ......cccocvevvcnvcncnicrneennes 294
Pandeemonium ...........cccocecvnnnneeennnneeeeeenns 302
Epiphany ... 309
The Old Ghost .....cceiiieecceeee e 316
PART SIX: MIRACLES ....cceeterteeennnnnnennreeceeereeesennans 323
The AWaKening.......cococcceurevcceenenicreunerccreineneceennenes 324
The Night Before Christmas........ccccoeveccueirenccurunnes 330
Between Two Worlds ........ccoeveereeerenenieiceeceennn 337

Cristofori’s DI€am c.eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeeeens 339



For my angel, Karen
(G220



Cristofori’s Dream

PROLOGUE

Té‘ Maenster

“Chris, Chris, wake up, wake up! The Monster...it’s coming.”

The little girl's strained whispers crashed through his head like a clap of thunder that scattered
the dreamscape and left only blackness.

The Monster? Here? Wait, where exactly am I?

His eyes flew open, and as the wind began to rise, Chris saw his sister’s dark and ghoulish figure
standing in her nightgown next to his bed, and backlit by an eerie light. Her breaths were rapid
and shallow. It was Janey—poor, sad Janey, longing for their mother, fearing a storm, and seeking
comfort and protection. Right? He blinked hard, sparking a flash. The thunder crashed again. A
storm or the Storm? This was getting crazy.

Feeling gutted but fully aware of what happened earlier in the day, Chris sat up and wiped the
drool from the corner of his mouth. Then he glanced about. Stark walls, barren floor...his familiar
prison firmly in place. Yet something strange was happening. His clothes were drenched in sweat,
and his skin tingled from the strong charge in the air. Along the periphery, shadow figures—never
seen before, their origins unknown—stood shoulder-to-shoulder and shifted nervously, as if they
wanted to flee. The red light on his clock radio glared at him and seemed to record his fear. And the
voices inside it mumbled their steady alarm...and his name. “Janey?” he said, grasping for some
sanity. His lips felt hard to move. When she didn’t answer, Chris squinted, fine-tuned his hearing,
and detected other troubling telltale sights and sounds.

Please don’t leave us, not with him.

I'm sorry. Idon’t know why this is happening.

At the window, the glittering but deadly white butterfly, tapping the glass as it fluttered, trying
to get in. Behind it, radiant snowflakes as big as feathers drifted down in the warm raging air. Far
beyond, the pulsing spires of the Bethlehem Star, shining just above a pointy treetop, looking for
that safe place to send the Child, and finding them instead. Its gaze lit the room with the ghostly
light.

The stage was set, props in place. And then the Story took hold...

The grandfather clock in the foyer struck midnight. Its clanging echoed up through the loft.
Janey’s face froze in a pale mask of fright, and her shallow breaths ceased. Then she shrank and
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hovered with golden translucent wings. In her tiny hands, cupped so precisely, she held the glow-
ing Purple Orb. Suddenly, as if it knew, some thing pounded slowly but with deadly intent up the
foyer’s wooden stairs, a chain dragging behind, raking the treads.

Be strong, and take care of your sister.

But mom, you know who he is. He'll kill us.

With the winds still howling, the footsteps reached the landing, stopped for a moment, then
continued their loud and steady climb. Like a drumbeat, but with a sledgehammer. Iron pounding
wood. A bad dream, a false alarm? Whatever it was...was heading their way. Chris blinked hard
again, inciting a crackling flash. The pounding refused to yield. Still hovering, Janey seemed ac-
cepting of—no, oblivious to the madness; just playing her role so loyally. And though, in this form,
she possessed a great strength, Janey stared at him with round black eyes and whispered in a small
voice: “Don’t let it get me.”

Don’t worry, I'll be watching over you.

Will you? Will you, really?

There had been signs before, this year of Sandra’s demise: a flash here, a rumble there—and
intrusions that he brushed aside—hinting at something frighteningly beautiful, just beyond this
world, that they all had created to escape him. But this? Playing like a movie toward an unknown
end? And then Chris saw it, like each of the paintings, so painfully obvious and factual. This
nightmare was his fault. He had abandoned his post and let her down again, leaving the White Rose
open, if only just a bit. And while he had slept, thinking only of himself, bad thoughts from the
Book—its Dark Power—seeped in like a fog and quietly altered parts of reality, just as he designed
it to do. Now they were in it, and he could not reverse the horror that was surely coming for them.

Chris sprang from the bed and rushed to the door to slam it shut. Then he darted to the closet
and threw open the folding louvered doors. “Hurry!”

Promise me you’ll take care of her. Promise me you won't give up our secrets. He mustn’t find
them—not ever.

Janey flew beneath the hanging wardrobe and curled up in the corner, trying to make herself as
small as possible, and protect the Orb. This nightmare might be unending if she lost that precious
thing. Chris stepped inside the closet and closed the doors as best he could. But in his haste, he
left a small opening. No time for precision; they had to be still. He huddled there with her in the
slotted light and hoped that the Monster would pass by.

Don'’t forget to use the Book. It will save you.

But Mom, I want you to save us.

The heavy footsteps arrived at the bedroom door. Chris and Janey held their breath. They
dared not make a sound, even in the tumult. Maybe, just maybe, the thing from that Other World
would turn away and disappear into the boiling Black Cloud from where it came. How he wished
she hadn’t given him the Book, that he hadn’t written the Story. Then maybe theyd be safe.

Quickly, now. I need to hear it.

I promise, Mom, I promise.

At that instant, Chris heard the sound he feared the most: the bedroom doorknob rattling with
a fury. The Monster’s intent was truly clear. It was looking for them, to do her harm, and obtain
the sacred Orb. They would have to endure the horror this night—by themselves, now that the
Sorceress had abandoned them. And God, shining His light on them, for His amusement, refusing
again to answer their prayers, so He could watch them suffer.

I'll see you one day in the Village, yes? In the Village.

8
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Don't do this to us. Please don't.

Janey let out a yelp—smothered by Chris’ firm hand. “Shhh!” he said. Though their outer
defense might crumble, they remained safe in the closet, as long as they kept silent. The Monster
was powerful but its mind was addled by hate and greed. If it saw that the bedroom was empty; it
might turn away.

Oh my God. Oh my God. I can see it!

See what? Mom? Mom!

The rattling continued, more furious than before, as the creature groaned at a device it could
not understand or defeat. Then unexpectedly, the rattling stopped. What now?

Forgive me. It is time.

No!

The bedroom door exploded inward.

In the roaring wind, Chris heard the chain dragging on the bedroom floor, the cloven hand
sliding across the wall just behind him. He clutched Janey tighter and shut his eyes once more. But
then as he listened to the thunder, his lids rose like a theater curtain. He just had to see.

With all those tufts of fur and curling horns, the Monster and its shadow drifted past the closet,
a woolly Medusa, eclipsing the slats of light. The cloven hooves pounded the floor, iron on wood;
the cloven hand slid down the door. Clack, clack, clack. Drafts exhaled from flaring nostrils like
steam from a locomotive, and filled the closet with its foul but familiar breath. Chris pressed one
side of Janey’s head against his chest and covered her exposed ear with his hand. He did not want
the frightful sounds to enter her mind, to be captured there like floating orbs that could haunt her
forever. But though they had been in a similar situation once before, he could not stop her from
trembling.

The Monster jammed the bed against the wall and stopped, as if to ponder. Chris’ eyes wid-
ened. Thats what it wants? Yes, yes, now he could see: What a stupid place to hide anything!

But Chris had to frown as the shadow of the Monster’s rising arm flickered through the louvers.
The chain rattled, ready to strike. But at what? Them?

The bedside lamp exploded from a furious blow. Shards of glass peppered the closet doors.
The Monster bellowed so loud in its bull-like way—deep from the dark chambers of its massive
chest—that Chris could hardly hear Janey’s shriek.

Chris wrapped her in his arms as the assault began. He could feel her writhing, attempting to
flee, as she had tried years ago. If Janey escaped, shed fly into the thrashings. And that was some-
thing, playing his sacred part, he would never allow. Furniture splintered, glass shattered—every-
thing lashed with the chain. The Monster groaned with the howling wind, trying to alter the hated
reality in its own way, to wipe it clean, just as the Sorceress had warned. The whole house seemed
to quake, ready to collapse. For a moment, Chris felt as if the tornado had found them, and was
tearing up their lives once more.

But then, just like that awful storm, the thrashings ceased, the fury spent. All he could hear
in the eerie calm was the sound of the Monster...weeping. Tears of acid and self-pity, its suffering
never-ending. At least that part was working out well.

Chris sighed, and rocked Janey in his arms. He had saved her again, like he was supposed to
do, and their secrets remained safe. “It’s okay, it’s over, it's over.” The worst of it, anyway. But she
could not stop crying or shaking, for which he felt a sickening guilt. Now, all he wanted to do was
disappear, back into his dream, into the World of the Paintings, where he once thought he had full
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control. But he had to wait for the final act to play out, and continue to hold her. Only then could
they emerge.

All at once, more pounding—on the foyer’s front door. Then the frantic tolling of the foyer
bells, as loud as the booming thunder. Chris heard a man shouting, but he could not identify the
voice. Had Katie heard the roars? Would she rush over to investigate? My God, what would she
think? Those were Sandra’s worries echoing in his mind, but he couldn’t help himself. He was just
as much a part of her as he was of his father.

The Monster, still weeping, threw the chain against a wall, then, transforming once more, drift-
ed away with the Cloud...down the hall...down the stairs...and back into the basement tunnel that
led to Pandeemonium. The pounding and the shouting and the ringing stopped when the front
door latch snapped open, sparking one final flash that cleared his mind and the freaky air. The
Story, already abridged, had come to an abrupt end.

“Victor,” the man’s voice boomed above the thunderclap, “I was out in back, and heard some
awful noises. Whats going on?” A pause, and then: “My word, Victor, what happened to your
hand?”

“She’s dead,” Victor said with a slur. “It’s your fault she’s dead!”

“Yes, yes,” the man said in a hurry, without remorse or sympathy. “Where are they, Victor?”

“Damn house, damn kids. I don’t want this. It's my money. She stole it from me. And then
she gave it to them?”

“Victor—the children.”

“They’re hiding something, I know they are! Damn house, damn kids. Now what am I sup-
posed to do?”

“No, you love your children. Say it, Victor, say it!”

“I love my damn kids”

“Tell me where they are. Did you hurt them?” Another pause, then a shout: “Chris? Janey?”

Someone started running up the stairs.

Now certain who the man was, Chris pushed open the closet doors, stood up, and held out his
right hand to his sobbing sister. Her human stature had been restored, and the Orb had vanished.
She still seemed unaware. “Come on, Janey, the Monster’s gone.” So this is how it worked. Hed
have to keep that from her as well.

Janey reached out to Chris and they stepped from the closet. The ceiling light flicked on and
sent ripples of anger across his skin. Chris turned briefly from the glare, his eyes narrowing. A
lanky, middle-aged man in a tan windbreaker one size too small entered the room with a flour-
ish—then froze like a statue. Their reluctant neighbor, Doctor Samuel. An astrolabe no bigger
than a pocket watch dangled from a delicate gold chain around his long neck. They had seen the
doctor earlier in the day, under similarly dreadful circumstances. But now his presence brought
little comfort. He seemed out of place in all of the rubble. After all, this was part of their existence
he was never meant to see.

Dr. Samuel raised his wild brows, and his tired eyes brightened. “What in the world?”

Chris pulled Janey to his side. She clung to him for protection and support. He was glad she
still saw him that way, after this. Then he scanned the bedroom. He could not accept this final act
of madness on a day that had already become incomprehensible. The nightstand was a jumble of
stained wood, the headboard splintered. Only an experienced eye would recognize the rake marks
from that awful chain. And his clock radio, somehow unscathed and beneath it all, the red light
still peering. The dresser lay on its face, its cardboard backing punched with holes. The curtain rod
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on the window hung diagonally across the opening, and a breeze ruftled the valance. Worst of all
were the bloody prints that streaked every wall. Should have known this would happen, that the
Power he helped create would turn against them. The signs were there, after the funeral. But like
the intrusions, Chris chose to ignore them. Now he had been reminded, the warning delivered.
The Monster was gone, but it would be back, seeking the treasures—and an outcome it should not
contemplate.

Dr. Samuel lowered his stunned gaze on them. “Are you two all right?”

This was his chance to tell Dr. Samuel everything, and show him the Book. But the doctor had
terrible powers of his own. If the awful truth did get out, if he knew what was truly happening in
these Chambers of Doom, Dr. Samuel would rip them apart, just like the Monster wanted to do.
Nothing in this world, or any other, could be worse. And as with every other problem he faced,
Chris would tackle this one on his own, without anyone questioning his judgment, or wondering if
he were insane. “Yeah, we're fine, just great,” Chris said at last, as a matter of routine, as if nothing
happened, as if nothing ever happened, just as Sandra often did. They had to stay together and en-
dure, and never ever give up their secrets. But already, he twitched in uncommon defiance of that
long-standing tradition.

The doctor kept staring. Then his wild brows dropped into a frown, and the light in his eyes
intensified.

Chris turned away and bowed his head. He knew what the doctor was thinking. Suddenly,
Chris saw it: Libro Omnia, The Book of Everything, unearthed from the land of those revered Al-
pine woods and mountains, and steeped in the scary legends that were part of the Story, and his
being—now protruding from beneath his lumpy, cockeyed mattress. Bauerneinband, full vellum,
with gilded spine and borders. He snatched this treasure with his left hand and clutched it to his
chest, making certain that the doctor could not see its blind-stamped cover, its Power now unde-
niable. With her final words, the Sorceress had bestowed that Power. That was so obvious, too;
anyone would get it—even Janey, if he ever told her what he knew. Yet even now, with the rules be-
coming clearer, Chris could not understand fully how the bad part of their holy fantasy had slipped
into this reality, becoming real, and so deadly. As the Grand Experiment was teaching him, hed
have to accept the horror as fact just like everything else that was wrong. Because it did happen.
He saw it, he heard it, and he felt it. And no one could convince him otherwise, not that hed give
anyone the chance. Why bother trying to explain things? They wouldn’t understand. Especially
Dr. Samuel, who doubted everything, and wasn't so easily fooled.

“Chris, watch Janey;” Dr. Samuel said, as if Chris had to be told. “I'll be right back” The doctor
rushed out the door.

Looking to cause more trouble, no doubt, and send in his agents. Hed have to find a way to
fool them, too. “C’mon, Janey, Chris said, “just you and me. Just you and me.” The Pact, as he had
promised only a few nights ago.

Chris led his whimpering sister into the hall. They would hide in her bedroom tonight, behind
a locked door, and try to mend their wounds with words. But none would be spoken. It was their
escape that he had to carefully plan. And it really had to work. But use the Book for that purpose,
as the Sorceress had begged him to do? And leave beautiful Catherine behind? Katie Cat Kate, so
close and so perfect in every way, who he couldn’t live without. Where would that dark path lead?
An idea, born from that twitching defiance, blossomed in his mind—an amazing idea, really—
though he doubted Katie would go along with it, considering what had to be done. Even to him it
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seemed so impossible, and frightening. Janey would agree with that, once she found out. Already
their lives were tumbling in a new direction, toward an uncertain future.

After all, it was just them.

The Book.

And the Monster.

12
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CHAPTER ONE

Té LDemon /Z{ﬂ%é

Because of last spring’s totally misunderstood Church Incident (and that’s all it was, really),
Christopher Russo had to stand silently in line with the other freshman football wannabes in the
dank bowels of Holy Cross High School, wait for his turn with “Clueless” Coach Joe Przybyszewski
at the equipment counter, just ahead, and endure the humiliation about to burst from that other-
wise jolly face. The portly coach, in his traditional black workout garb, was mulling over the wan-
nabe roster with pen in hand like a judge about to sign a commitment order. Chris stood rigidly in
his powder-blue shirt and baggy, deep-blue trousers. He didn’t dare step across or even touch the
black line taped to the concrete floor until he was told to do so, fearing his reaction to the howls
from the Demon Horde, its hated members scattered among the blue-clad wannabes behind him,
watching his every move, and hell-bent on total domination. Confronting them was never good for
him or them. Certainly not here, in the volatile dankness, with Coach Joe present, and certainly not
now, with the Dark Power still available, which remained a permanent but unseen part of reality,
like gravity and the air, flowing everywhere, and through everything.

Which Chris could use ...

... if he really wanted to.

“Next, please,” the coach said like a polite grizzly, his tiny eyes focused on the roster.

The ridiculous greeting ritual, complete with its own strange language, started up again as
Chris reluctantly approached.

“Ah, Cristofori Russolini, my little bambini,” the coach bellowed, for all the world to hear,
“how’s your mamma mia? Youre lookin’ a little thin. Aren’t you gettin’ e-nufta pasta fazuli? Or isn't
she makin’ that for you-uh no more-ay?”

“Hey, coach, “Thats Amore’! ” someone sang. A new twist of the knife. The others in line erupt-
ed in laughter.

Then, as if the entire scene had been rehearsed, which wouldn’t have surprised Chris all that
much, the coach checked something off the roster, strolled down an aisle between the metal racks,
and began to sing like a baritone: “When the Moon hits your thigh like a big piece of pie...”

With his face burning, Chris arrived at the counter, bowed his head, and carefully closed his
eyes. Their cruel words, though expected, still felt like daggers. He didn’t wannabe a football wan-

14
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nabe. He wanted to disappear. But he resisted, because he just had to. Part of his new strategy to
survive in this reality, before the real escape attempt occurred, with all its inevitable dramas, and
consequences. “She’s dead,” Chris muttered at last, to remind himself, and them—and to shut them
up. He could only take so much. But, oh, how he hated to say it—that, and singing.

Coach Joe snapped his broad head around, and his shallow brow crinkled. The laughter con-
tinued. “Par-doni?” the coach said.

You want more? “I said she’s dead!”

Coach Joe’s eyes widened, and he reeled from the force of the statement. The equipment room
fell silent, except for a few snickers that lingered like those sobering last drops from the storm. They
were embarrassed—good. He had returned the favor, and restored order in a normal-human way.
But they still didn’t care, and that still bothered him.

The coach returned to the counter and set down a wire basket full of pads topped off with a
spotless purple helmet. “Hey, I'm sorry, son, I didn't know. When did that happen?”

His mind went blank, which was a rare occurrence. Chris never committed the date to memo-
ry. Never wanted to, so he kept it foggy, like lots of things. “Two years ago, I guess.”

“From what?”

“Cancer” That word, and others, once written respectfully in the Book of Everything as a prop-
er noun to signify its power over all, was now used for the power it held over all of his detractors.
It did not betray the Legacy that he so desperately fought. How little they knew of her, or him, or
anything that mattered. He intended to keep it that way, for the sake of his larger plans.

Coach Joe ran his fat hand across his dark flattop, then fumbled with the pads. “You know, if
youd talk more, I might find out about these things.” He slid the basket toward Chris. “Here ya go,
son. Give em Hell out there”

“Yeah...good word” Already on the List and in the Story, each an important part of the Book,
from which the Dark Power flowed. Hell was his life on the practice field...and in school, and... He
put a clamp on his negative thoughts, just as his mother, fearing the Legacy, begged him to do while
she lay dying; when the Power overwhelmed him a few nights later, and the Way to Pandeemonium
opened up. He, and she, despised self-pity. That was straight out of Victor’s playbook. Chris want-
ed and needed more self-control of his emotions, of everything in this upside-down world. That
was his idea of happiness, and why he had banished the Book. He vowed to keep fighting those
negative impulses, no matter how reserved those efforts made him look.

Chris grabbed the basket and whirled around. But he refused to make eye contact with any
of the Horde, certain that they were still watching, trying to decipher his thoughts. If he looked
at them any longer... He headed down the dimly lit concrete tunnel to the locker room, with its
disturbing shadows, the sickening smell of chlorine and sweat building with each unwilling step.

Despite the razzing and the danger the coach’s odd words fostered, Chris didn’t feel much ill
will toward the man. He couldn't. Not even the “Gee, that’s too bad—let’s play football” attitude
bothered him all that much (since he was friendless, Chris got a lot of that after she died). Unlike
the wannabes and the Horde, Coach Joe was new to the scene, and the crucial facts. The truth was,
Chris was no more Italian than the many jars of grocery store red sauce in their home pantry. Sure,
Chris’ father was born to Sicilian immigrants (who brought with them a secret). But Sandra’s par-
ents were Austrian (they brought the treasures and the legends, and secrets of their own). So that
made him “Austalian,” Janey liked to say. Austalians were a uniquely talented and colorful breed
(with things they needed to hide). Still, from day one of football practice when he first bellowed
roll call, Coach Joe seized upon Chris’ distinctive last name of Russo. “Russo” quickly became
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“Russolini” (After Mussolini? I'll have to ask someday) and “Chris” became “Cristofori.” The correct
translation was Cristoforo. But somehow—as Chris found out by chance one day while reading
the “C” book of his antiquated encyclopedia collection for the umpteenth time—Coach Joe got
the translation mixed up with the inventor of the piano, Bartolomeo Cristofori. Maybe the coach
thought most Italian words ended with an “i” Or maybe he wanted to draw attention away from
his impossibly-difficult-to-spell last name. Whatever the reason, because of his own flawed knowl-
edge of the language, Chris accepted Coach Joe’s peculiar brand of playful but mangled Italian as
authentic, which Chris duly noted often in his diary. (Anything written in the Book becomes offi-
cial—another good reason to hide it.) So all kidding aside, Chris considered Coach Joe an ally. He
was one of a few at joyless and appropriately girl-less Holy Cross High School who wanted Chris to
make the freshman starting team.

If only the coach knew how vitally important it was.

And, most damning of all, why.

This whole salvation-through-sports thing was Victor’s decree. Unforgiving Victor the Mon-
ster (aka his worthless father), pacing at home, alone with the Keeper of the Sacred Orb (aka the
still-believing Janey), dreaming of the riches she commanded and the respect that he didn’'t—and
demanding daily reports of Chris’ expected progress. Chris was in no position to cross him. The
escape plan (and because of the Monster, they desperately needed one), worked upon so diligently
for an entire year, was now in tatters and they were stuck as Chris built and tested a new plot—all
because of the Twelfth Night, and the annoying Epiphany setback with Katie, so unexpected, but
safely hidden, which nevertheless showed him the folly of his former childish ways. The New
World, Forever Christmas, The World That Soon Would Be. Such a beautifully wicked place, always
crackling in his mind. And he desperately wanted it to be true, until he realized that he could not
control its horrors. In the end, the Grand Experiment, though shuttered as a dangerous disaster,
had shown him a new and healthy way to understand things, which would even make Dr. Samuel
proud. Despite the continued intrusions, the New World was more like a haze, lacking any real
mass, permanence, or benefit, other than to hide in for a time. (Fake, phony, just a lie.) His inse-
curity blanket, no doubt. He needed real results, involving real things from this reality where they
were stuck, that wouldn’t place Janey in harm’s way. And yet, he had to be careful. The brilliant
Way to that fake and phony World—and its violent trigger—was still accessible, with the willful
blink of an eye. And though he had managed to construct an effective method to keep it all under
control, the Book and its Story remained powerful things that could ensnare him, and make him a
lie as well.

Chris arrived in the locker room and started down an aisle crowded with wannabes suiting up.
One by one, they stared back at him, sizing him up. Suddenly, someone behind Chris blew a whis-
tle. His scalp bunched like a kicked-up rug. “Ten minutes to calisthenics,” Coach Pete Wozniak
shouted from his office doorway. “Let’s go, kiddies. Your mommy’s not here to dress you.”

Coach “Woz” had sounded the alarm. Bodies scattered. Metal locker doors everywhere were
yanked opened or slammed shut. The sounds boxed his ears.

Chris rushed to his locker, dialed the three-number combination that opened the door to his
torment, and undressed. He hated getting into trouble; he had the Legacy to thank for that. The
football pants were first, then the shoulder pads and practice jersey—all the instruments of his en-
slavement. Finally, he checked to make sure that the unholy copy of his playbook, its photocopied
hand-drawn diagrams already photocopied to memory, rested on the top shelf with his spikes.
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(Lose that book, lose your life.) Like the book that powered their hokey religion and hid the truth
and caused so much trouble, the playbook set the path to another insanity.

“Hey, dago,” a voice called out.

Chris looked to his left and saw Tom Fitzgerald standing at the end of the aisle. As the anointed
starting quarterback of the freshman team, “Fitz,” though hardly original with his name-calling,
had the power to draw Chris’ attention whenever he appeared. Not that Chris admired Fitz. (No
way!) It was a survival instinct, first deployed when they attended middle school together. Like the
other members of the beloved and mindless Demon Horde, Fitz showed signs that he, unlike Chris,
was morphing into something he didn’t deserve: manhood—patchy but shaven beard on a pimply
face, pronounced brow, a tinge of deepness in his voice. Overall, he was taller and more muscular
than Chris, who felt like a cowering boy in his presence.

“Better get your spikes on, wop,” Fitz said. “You know what happens if you're late”

Out of the corner of his right eye, and separate from the shadow figures (their origins still un-
known), Chris saw a colorful someone reaching into his locker. A large, freckly hand snatched his
spikes. Chris turned right and saw the redheaded Jim Koch—rangy but powerful—running away
as he laughed with Chris’ spikes in hand.

“Now that’s amore,” Fitz said. “See ya on the practice field, Cristofori.”

Chris took up the chase. When he slid to a stop at the end of the aisle, Chris saw Koch disappear
around the far corner of the lockers. Chris pursued him and soon reached the frosted glass door
marked Pool that was slowly closing. Without breaking stride, Chris turned his left shoulder into
the door and pushed with his forearm into the heated arena. A ripple on the pool’s surface radiated
outward from two slowly sinking and distorted black objects. Koch stood at the opposite end of the
pool. He laughed again, and then slipped through another frosted glass doorway. Steady...steady.

But time was running out. Wading into the pool was out of the question. The spikes were in
deep water. Chris returned to the locker room and searched for someone—anyone—who could
help. But the locker room was empty.

Racing back to the pool area, Chris spotted a lifesaving extension pole partially buried beneath
a tangle of ropes, buoys, and nets. It took him much too long to retrieve his spikes, grab his helmet,
and reach the berm-lined practice field in time. By then, all the wannabes, aligned in neat rows,
went about their exercise routines as Coach Wozniak and Coach Joe looked on.

With clipboard in hand, Coach Woz blew his whistle, stopping all activity. Chris was front and
center beneath a white-hot spotlight. Hell had different forms, too.

“Name?” Woz said, eyes locked on the clipboard.

“Russo,” Chris said, though he knew Woz was aware of this fact.

Woz’s stoic expression remained unchanged. He stared over the top of his glasses at Chris,
but the whites of his eyes seemed to be on fire. Wozniak was not an athletic-looking man. Much
older than Coach Joe, Woz had rounded shoulders, skinny arms and legs, knobby knees, and his
pencil-thin neck was no match for his oversized head that begged battering. But Woz commanded
their respect, even drew fear, because he could shatter everyone’s impossible sports dreams with a
quick thumbs down. “Russo, what?” he said.

Chris sighed. How he loathed these power games. Only Dr. Samuel deserved the respect.
“Russo, sir;’ Chris said finally. He heard snickering, like the stuff from his clock radio, which ended
the moment Woz looked about. The coach gazed down at Chris’ wet shoes and nodded repeatedly
without emotion. Then he stared at Chris. “You want to tell me how that happened, kid?”
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Chris glanced at Fitz, at Koch, at all members of the Horde—a collection of guys who had
grown much faster than the likes of Chris, and who never hesitated to use their superior physiques
to their advantage. Chris still had a special place in his heart, in his Book, and in the Story, for
them. Asgdrdsreien! Tt was always tempting to shout it, and tear this world apart. He could see
their eyes sinking into their skulls, their flesh rotting. Chris carefully closed his lids and breathed
deeply to silence the booming echo and reset the image before the Dark Power took hold and swept
them all away into its fog of deception. At least it wasn't The Holy Season of Magic, when the Story
could run wild for weeks and control him, like last year. Still allowed, with its countdown and rules
etched in stone, that time was coming, and everyone remained especially vulnerable. Itd be here
before they knew it, or suspected a thing.

But for now, their horrible grins were almost impossible to endure. Somehow, without using
the Power, the Demon Horde needed to be stopped. Of course, Chris wanted to tell everything he
knew about Woz’s chosen ones: how they conspired, bullied, lied, and cheated their way through
sports, school—even life—all the while gaining complete admiration from coaches, teachers, stu-
dents, and parents for their ability to push a goofy ball one hundred yards down a stupid football
field. Its about teamwork and achieving a goal, kid. Yeah, yeah, yeah—he got all that. Because he
was good at them, Chris actually liked sports. But, just like Victor, Fitz and the Horde had their
own special take on sportsmanship, which severely altered the appeal. Tell all? Id be glad to. Are
you ready, coach? Are you ready?

“Well, kid?” Woz said.

Chris saw in Woz’s dark eyes that this was yet another test—to see if he was willing to run with
the loser herd and not cause trouble. Victor insisted on this. “They ...they fell in the pool, sir”

Woz frowned. “What were you doing in the pool area?”

“Looking for my shoes, sir.”

More laughter, more glaring, more silence. Then Woz looked at Chris. “You want to make this
team, you gotta show up on time.”

“Yes, sir”

One final stare, just to see if Chris dared to speak his mind. “Okay, kid, take a lap”

Chris’ eyes widened. A lap? That was his reward for going along?

“Is there a problem, kid?”

“No, sir”

“Then get going.”

To keep the peace and the world real, Chris turned away, strapped on his required helmet, and
headed west over the berm, then south along tree-lined Pine Street, which took him past the hated
apple grove, where the Horde often met at lunchtime to steal a snack and hatch their plots against
him. A few hooded, robe-clad Franciscan brothers worked in the grove, trimming branches and
picking fruit, the unwitting accomplices to the insidious evil that had seized the entire complex, in-
cluding the apples, which Chris dared not eat. The brothers, housed on the complex, often stopped
Chris in the halls to remind him of their counseling services for those “in need” But it was much
too late for that. Sure helped explain why he was running a lap.

A lap was no ordinary punishment. A lap was often reserved for the most belligerent, the
most despised of the freshman tryouts—worthless know-nothing “unfocused kids” like Chris, with
“attitude problems.” A lap meant missing more than an hour of practice at his tailback position.
Without Chris’ presence, the competition would get more playing time; more time for the coach to
admire other talent, and forget Chris’
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Still, Chris knew he was the fastest guy on the team, which up to now had saved him from being
cut, and condemned forever to that blazing subterranean palace he had once condemned others.
Chris had always been a fast and elusive runner. He had developed his skills playing tag on the
asphalt playground during the glory days at St. Boniface Middle School. The object? Run from one
end of the playground to the other without getting dinged. If you did, youd be forced to join Fitz’s
own vile horde that roamed the lot in search of prey. (Fitz, too, had honed his skills at St. Boniface.)
After a while, most of the eighth grade class fell victim to these predators. But the fastest and most
resourceful stayed alive to the very end of recess—guys like himself, Larry Witosz, and Matt Ca-
vanaugh, the undisputed king of their elite group. Matt organized them and devised strategies to
defeat Fitzgerald and his followers, sometimes arranging a wager, which grew each time he goaded
Fitz into accepting the challenge. Matt would often sacrifice himself at the very end, so Chris could
win the game, and the cash. But those days were gone. The king was deposed, exiled to his own
private and lonely Hell —some out-of-state military school—leaving Fitz and the Demon Horde
to cast their evil spell over the Holy Cross freshman class. Without their leader, Chris and Larry
became lost souls and disgraced outcasts. But Chris knew well that this unfortunate outcome was
not solely Fitzgerald’s doing. Far from it.

The lap seemed to go on forever as Chris pounded his way in the grass along the streets that
lined the complex. His legs felt heavy, and his lungs burned as he listened to the sounds of his la-
bored breaths and the late summer wind howling through his helmet’s ear holes. At least the light
protected him. (Maybe that’s what mom saw the night she died.) It wasn’t the memory of Victor’s
threats, forever hanging over him, that kept Chris going, not at this moment. Visions of that night,
and Janey’s voice, spurred him on. Don’t let it get me. Letting her down was the greatest sin of all—
that, and breaking the Pact. He had to become a star.

Chris arrived at the church on the northwest corner of the complex. Then he turned south
along Pine Street where he finally reached the parking lot entrance. Time to face them again.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Chris stopped and gazed northward, his line of sight searching the empty street as he listened
intently through his heavy breaths. A postal truck crossed the intersection. A bicyclist streaked
past the church.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Intrusions, drawing near—in the daylight, noless! All his fault; he shouldn't have thought about
it. But where were they? Sounds always preceded appearances as these things slipped through the
blinding gap. Were they really on their way? As that horrible night had showed him, Chris had to
keep his guard up—and them at bay—while he appeased and thought and plotted.

Chris kept his eyes peeled northward and his emotions in check. But when nothing unworldly
appeared, he raced to the practice field where Woz and Coach Joe, at the fifty-yard line, watched
the first team execute their designed plays. Still gasping from his long run, Chris—after one last
glance toward the parking lot—removed his helmet and stood beside Woz. The exhaustion was
unlike anything Chris had experienced. He was great at sprints, not marathons. His stomach was
in a knot, his vision blurred and spotted, and his head pounded with every furious heartbeat. But
he refused to let Woz know he was in such misery. Many outcasts never made it back from a lap.
Either they returned along the same path on which they left, only to be banished from the team, or
they returned their equipment and went home. Chris wasn't allowed to give the coach what they
both wanted.
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Woz glanced at Chris, and then fixed his gaze on the first team. Fitz took the snap and handed
it off to Jim Wenzel. “The Weasel” tried to hit the hole, but it closed too quickly. So he bounced
to the left end where Koch had John “Dirty” Dahlberg tied up in an expert block. Koch pushed
Dahlberg toward the sideline. That created a huge gap between Koch and the left tackle. Instead of
cutting up the gap, Wenzel followed Koch. Dahlberg spun away from Koch, wrapped the Weasel
up in a bear hug, and slammed him to the ground. The Weasel shot-put the ball at Dahlberg’s face,
but Dirty slapped it away. He loomed over his victim, ready to pounce. All the while, Woz looked
on emotionless, the whistle dangling from his neck. Chris could tell that Woz was pleased. He was
building “character”

Still in his black shorts and T-shirt, and unprepared for the reality of the Dahlberg and Woz
they all knew too well, Coach Joe charged in like a grizzly as he retrieved his whistle from his fanny
pack. A rapid series of whistle blows finally quelled the anger. Dahlberg began to walk away—and
stepped on the Weasel’s pinky finger. Fitz rushed over and shoved Dahlberg. But Dahlberg stood
his ground and smiled, as if hoping for a fight. Fitz refused to take the bait. Not even Fitz wanted
to mess with the guy.

“All right, all right,” Coach Joe said, “that’s enough. Fitzgerald, get back in the huddle. Dahl-
berg, you do that again and I'll kick your butt all the way to the locker room.”

“What?” Dahlberg said, arms wide. “Whatd I do?” Not even he wanted to mess with Coach
Joe.

“You've been warned,” Coach Joe said. Then he turned to the Weasel. “You okay, son?”

Sitting up, Wenzel nodded. He tried to shake the pain from his hand. Wenzel was much bulk-
ier than Chris. He spent a lot of time in the weight room. Chris didn’t. This wasn’t supposed to be
a job. When he got free time, he preferred to spend it in other ways—even gazing at the stars and
beckoning a real angel, when he was allowed.

“You shoulda turned it up field,” Coach Joe said to the Weasel. “Kick in that extra gear”

“Yes, sir;” Wenzel said. He returned to the huddle, tail between his legs. They all knew that gear
didn’t exist, not in the Weasel.

Coach Joe looked at Woz, then at Chris, then back at Woz, as if to say: That’s what Chris would
have done. “How about giving Russo the ball? Wenzel’s still hurting.

“He’ll be fine,” Woz said. But he refused to look at Chris.

Chris stood idle next to Woz for the remainder of practice, thinking of the pacing Monster, not
far away. The coach didn’t speak another word to him.
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CHAPTER Two

Chris sat in the oppressive heat and suffocating silence at the glass dining table, Victor at one
end, in his wrinkled golf shirt, his back turned in spite to the bank of untreated casement windows
that offered a full and sun-drenched view of Dr. Samuel’s rolling estate. (How he hates that view.)
Chris and Janey sat on opposing sides of the table as Chris hopelessly waited for the tension to lift
while listening to cheap flatware scraping chipped porcelain, and moist mouths chewing hastily
prepared food. The sounds irritated and sickened him. But he had no desire to smother those
noises by starting a conversation. That would get Victor involved—the last thing Chris wanted.
Slipping away from the potential danger was always the first option. Chris was good at that, on and
off the football field, with or without the Power. And so he kept his head down and began this real
escape attempt in a most dramatic way: he carefully rested his fork on his plate. Then, not daring
to wipe the beads of sweat on his brow, Chris waited patiently for Victor’s reaction while staring at
the table. The table. Another real and humiliating hand-me-down. So too were the mismatched
wooden chairs on which they sat. And the mismatched forks and knives—very real, too. Most of
their house was furnished this way, furniture from relatives who Victor had long since alienated
with his moods and outbursts and drinking. But from the outside, didn't the two-story, brick-fa-
cade Chambers of Doom look grand?

It was the second home in which they lived. A storm tore up their first house years ago. In-
stead of rebuilding, Victor took the insurance money and used it as part of a down payment on a
four-bedroom house in a pretentious and appropriately treeless neighborhood (with jerks like him
who hate children) that his independent sales position could not afford. (Never really figured out
what he does for a living. These days, he calls himself a “manufacturer’s rep.” Keeps lots of small gen-
erators, gears, and roller chains in boxes in the house and garage. But his phone hardly ever rings. So
he has lots of free time for “sports,” and is gone often. That’s okay with me. But he’s still a loser. I know
what he wants to do with his life, and to us. And I know what to do with him, if I really have to. It is
written.) Victor stuck himself here, thinking it would make him happier. But the move only made
things worse. In Victor’s world, pleasure always came before work. Chris had long since noted in
the Book that the storm marked the beginning of Victor’s slow demise, and—because Victor need-
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ed his scapegoats, and money—helped put them in the constant peril Chris and Janey now found
themselves.

But tonight, they would feast—on a concoction of ground beef, chopped onions, and kidney
beans, blended together with tomato soup and served on a plop of mashed potatoes. “German
chili,” Victor called it, mockingly. Janey called it “mish-mash,” and she loved it. It was Sandra’s
recipe. Chris liked to resurrect it now and then, when he needed to keep things calm. It seemed to
bring all of them a small amount of comfort.

So now, as he did every evening his father decided to come home for dinner (mostly to check
up on me), Chris tried to gauge Victor’s mood. He slowly lifted his head and looked for cracks in
Victor’s moody face that could foretell the kind of night they would have. Silence was never a good
omen. But silence also brought the current escape opportunity. While Victor stared at his plate, far
oft with his floozies or in the Kingdom of Darkness, Chris hoped to avoid discussing today’s events
on the practice field. That would only create conflict, and raise the defenses.

“This is really yummy; Janey said as she picked at her dinner, “but I think there might be too
much salt. The soup already has plenty. You should check the ingredients. And maybe next time,
you could put in less onions—too onion-ey.’

“Onion-ey, huh?” Chris said, his line of sight drifting toward his sister. “Great word, Janey.”
Janey. The Keeper of the Sacred Orb. Sandrass little angel, born on Christmas Day, who must have a
better life. Despite the heat, she wore tattered jeans and a frayed pink sweater. Yet seemed cool and
in control, even when she wasn't. And not a drop of perspiration on her fair skin. How he wished
he could be like that. He decided to run with her innocuous topic. All he had to do was deposit a
coin, then sit back and let her go, like the twirling music box angel that she was. He loved that about
his sister. Way too happy, even in their fun-filled world, Janey made up for his social inabilities, and
kept away unwanted scrutiny. “And the potatoes?”

“Well, now that you mentioned it, they are a little lumpy. I don't think you cooked them long
enough. Don't use the hand-masher next time, use the ricer. It'll break up the lumps better. And
add more butter and some cream, and—"

“What happened at school today?” Victor said, pulling the plug, his hooded eyes aimed at
Chris.

Chris withered under the glare. Instinctively, he glanced at Janey—this time for salvation, as
he once did to Sandra. His mother was alive, in Janey. Anyone who knew Sandra could instantly
see her in Janey’s youthful face: the small nose and ears, hazel eyes, fine auburn hair—they could
even sense her protective disposition, which he missed most of all. Chris, however, was the other
Sicilian in the family. He got his father’s hook nose, dark wavy locks, athletic ability, and his “tem-
per;’ (whatever that means). And when Chris at last fixed his shifting sight onto Victor, he felt as
if he were looking into a magical mirror that could show the terrible future, even minus the horns.

“I was named Angel of the Week,” Janey said without a hitch. She pulled her trademark pony-
tail across her chest and appeared ready to take a bow.

Again with the angels. His suffering was never-ending, too.

Victor dragged his gaze from Chris, then quickly fastened it on Janey. “Angel of the Week, huh?
What kinda nonsense is that?”

“It means I get to keep the attendance book”

“A little girl like you...in-charge of roll call?”

Janey shook her head and repeatedly stroked the ponytail. She was frightened of him, always
frightened. That he knew. But she refused to give in, for the sake of that better life. And that he
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admired, too. “Mrs. Commerford does that. I watch the class when she leaves the room. I think
she goes outside to smoke. She always smells like a furnace when she gets back. What a bad habit.
If anyone starts talking while she’s gone, I put a red check next to their name. Jenny Mayer got a lot
of red checks today. She just can’t keep her mouth shut. I mean, she knows I'm watching her. But
she still keeps on talking. And then she gets mad at me when Mrs. Commerford makes her stay
after school. I don’'t know what her problem is. I think she needs therapy.”

Victor shoveled some chili into his mouth and chewed slowly. He seemed to contemplate each
of her words, trying to figure out, as always, any hidden meaning. “Aren’t you worried about be-
coming a snitch? That’s not a good label, if you know what I mean””

“Like on a bottle?” Janey said.

Chris allowed his eyes to brighten ever so slightly. Now it was Victor’s turn to act cool when
he wasn't. He set his fork on the table as if it were a card, and he were playing poker with a most
formidable foe—which, of course, he was. He leaned forward on his elbows, intertwined his bust-
ed fingers, and crunched his hands over his plate. Then he stared at Janey with those all-seeing
eyes—directly at the consequences of his womanizing, unwilling or unable to be responsible for his
actions, wishing he could take it all back, and knowing that he couldn’t. There was a time Victor
smiled, back at the old bungalow, when he was just starting his family and career, when he con-
vinced himself, and them, that everything they wanted would come their way, if they just believed
in him. No longer. Now it was all over his face, constantly. He wanted out. They wanted him out,
too. But not the way he desired. “Tattling on people isn’t going to win you any friends. Like you
said, it only made her angry. Anger’s not a good thing, wouldn’t you agree, missy?”

Janey stared incredulously at him. Incredulously. “Too bad. She knows better. She needs to
shape up”

“Shape up or ship out, eh Janey?” Victor said.

“Egg-zactly,” she said with a forceful nod.

Victor eased back in his creaking chair and reloaded. “I can arrange that”

Janey folded her arms and just stared, like Victor.

The battle was on, and Victor was not a man who easily accepted defeat—not when someone
attacked his character or “lifestyle” Victor knew where this conversation would lead. He engaged
her in it often, and it always ended the same way. Still, like the salesman that he was, Victor per-
sisted, looking for weaknesses, and hoping to wear her down. “How’s St. Boniface working out for
you? Everything going okay?”

“Yep,” Janey said.

“You like your classmates, your teachers?”

Janey nodded repeatedly and tugged on the ponytail. “You know I do.”

“No, I don’t”

“Sure you do. You ask me all the time.”

Victor grumbled but kept his composure. His mind seemed to focus on the canned presenta-
tion in his head. “Classes aren't too hard for you?”

“Haven’t you seen my grades? You never miss anything in the mail”

“Because if they are,” Victor said, briefly raising his voice, “you don’t have to stay there.”

“I know.”

“I went to public school, got a good education—and it cost a lot less.”

“Yes, you told me that”
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“Youd save us a lot of money if you transferred. I'm already paying for those schools with
taxes.”

“You've told me that, too.”

“We could do a lot with that money”

“Like what, exactly?”

“Furnish this damn house, for one.”

“And whose fault is that?”

“I'm doing my best.”

“No, youre not—not even close. You don't try. It’s like mom said. You're afraid to, like you
know you’re gonna fail”

Chris tried to suppress a sudden laugh, and nearly coughed. He recalled those Sandra words,
spoken to no one in particular when she folded laundry or peeled those famous potatoes. Sudden-
ly, Victor flashed Chris a perturbed look, which always made him cower.

“Mom wants me to stay there,” Janey said.

“Your moms’s not here”

“Yes, she is. She’s watching over us, just like she promised. She sees everything that’s happen-
ing, even now. And I don't think she likes what she’s hearing”

The thick vein in Victor’s wide neck throbbed. Threatening words or behavior were never
used directly on Janey, not while he was sober. That he saved for Chris. “You really believe all that
nonsense?”

“I do, and so does Chris—don’t you, Chris?”

Chris felt the lightning bolts in his head, and cleared his throat. He should have been prepared,
once the word “believe” was spoken. “Yeah, sure,” he said, “I believe” But not the way she thought.

Victor stared at Janey and slowly shook his head. “You're just like her—gullible to the end”

Janey threw her ponytail aside and popped up in her chair. “That’s me!”

“I gotta get you out of there before your brain turns to mush.”

Then her expression grew stone hard as she leaned forward. “I appreciate your concern, but
I'm not going anywhere.”

Victor grew flustered; his eyes darted back and forth. But he did not explode, which was a good
thing for all of them, even though his ego had taken a direct hit. Still, Janey had become secure in
her position, knowing there was little Victor could do to force her from St. Boniface. Janey would
have to do that mostly on her own, either by choice, or through failing grades. And there was no
chance in Hell of either scenario happening.

Victor kept his focus on Janey. He was analyzing, and plotting, and not giving up, for which
Chris felt a sudden guilt. Then...a cool inspiration overcame Victor. “I was talking to Pommerance
the other day;” he said, “checking on the balance, and I heard some interesting things.”

Pommerance the traitor-lawyer, found at the courthouse, begging for work, after Sandra at-
tempted her one and only inquiry about a divorce. The night following her funeral—after Pom-
merance informed Victor that Sandra not only had a will that cut him out, but also had been skim-
ming just enough each month for years to pay for a hefty term policy—had been his masterpiece.
Victor’s capolavoro. Victor didn't “believe” in insurance, and bought it only when the law or a bank
forced him to. It was as if Sandra knew her fate, despite the clean bill of health the required medical
exam gave her. Pommerance had also mentioned “sundry items” despite promises not to (hence his
need to beg). No doubt, the slip-up helped summon the Monster that night, though his father, until
now, never pursued “the treasures” openly. Had the traitor-lawyer inadvertently done it again?
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“Really?” Janey said, after a mindful delay. “What kind of things?”

Just like that, Victor had slipped through that otherwise well-guarded Way and was in her face.
Chris kept his head down but listened carefully, trying not to show his concern.

“Things of value, little girl. You might call them treasures”

Chris wanted to scream, to end the inquiry now. But that would only tip Victor off. The Mon-
ster was looking for a sign, for any small twitch on Janey’s face, or strain in her voice. It was telling
that Victor thought Janey was the easiest route. But Chris had little doubt that hed be the one to
flinch if pressed. Through it all, Chris had to wonder: why hadn’t Victor asked before?

“What kind of treasures?” Janey said. She was talking to a stranger offering candy. Her tone
was clear and innocent, her eyes bright and full of wonder.

“Oh...you know, things she may have left you. You know Pommerance. Even though he is a
pansy, hed never lie. Would you?”

“But you call him a liar all the time!” Chris said. “He’s a lawyer!”

With eyes aglow, Victor snarled at Chris, then tried to plaster over the nastiness with a smile.
He loomed closer to Janey. “Well?”

“I don’t want to sell her paintings,” Janey said.

“I'm not talking about those goddamn things.”

“What, then?”

“Other things we could sell”

“You know what she left us. There’s nothing more.”

What a great liar she’s become, Chris thought. He didn’t know if it were a good or bad thing.
He always looked at her as his counterbalance.

“You're putting me in a bad spot,” Victor said.

“I'm not doing anything”

“You think money grows on trees?”

“It does in Heaven.”

“We're not in Heaven, missy!”

She had seized control by steering him away from the script. And now, an opening that Chris
could only dream of, not that hed take it. But Janey handled it in her own expert way, and with a
smile: “See, you're not wrong all of the time!”

Victor’s anguished sigh signaled that the first part of the battle had ended once again in defeat,
their secret safe. Chris struggled to stifle his joy. He admired the way Janey spun Victor into the
ground where he belonged—all so innocently. Money...in biblical Heaven. Jeez, Janey. Now it had
a treasury department? Who, or what, was on the dollar bill? It was her own idea of Heaven, of
course, which Chris had dubbed “Janeyland” (in his diary, not to her face), and nearly everything
she needed grew on trees. He had to admit, he liked the idea. If only it were true in this world,
then maybe Victor wouldn't be Victor, but the celebrated opera star. And they wouldn’t fear for
their lives.

But now, as Victor returned his gaze to Chris—the horns momentarily sprouting and curling,
the hairy nostrils briefly flaring—it was Chris” turn to defend himself, and his situation was much
different. Though Chris also received a trust from his mother’s will to continue his parochial edu-
cation, his stipend wasn’t seen as a potential cure for the family’s money woes. Football—and the
status it could bring—had everything to do with that twisted view.

“Well?” Victor said to Chris, his tone a bit more sour from his stinging defeat.

“Well what?”
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“What’s going on with tryouts?”

“Nothing”

“What do you mean, nothing? You're still going, aren’t you?”

“You really don’'t know?”

Victor jammed some mashed potatoes into his mouth and swallowed hard. “This is what I get
for letting your mother raise you. Wenzel’s a tank. You should've left him in your dust by now.
What's the problem? Not enough motivation? I can turn up the heat, if you want.”

The flames of Pandeemonium roared to life within its pillared halls. Chris was tempted to lie,
but that would only stiffen the consequences. Victor was a de facto member of the Holy Cross Men’s
Club. Though he no longer subscribed to the “nonsense” and didn’t attend their meetings, Victor
drank and played sports—and drank—with many of the Horde’s fathers, who were members. They
talked about their sons as if they were miniature versions of themselves. It was important to know
how their male offspring stacked up against the others, to know that they dominated someone—
anyone. The bigger the list, the better. “Coach doesn't like me that much,” Chris said finally.

“Which coach?”

“Woz”

“Wozniak, you mean—not Woz. Are you causing trouble again? I'll say it once more: go along
with the program and do as you're told. I had to ask some big favors to get you that tryout. It’s not
easy hiding things. You brought nothing but shame on this family”

“Me?”

“I doubt that your mother could have ever forgiven you. Now we gotta deal with it

Victor loved playing that guilt card, too, not that his father gave a damn about the church—or
anything else but himself—anymore. Chris resented him for the play. “I'm not causing trouble.”

“Don’t you lie to me, too.”

“I'm not!” And Victor was not a forgiving man. Just the opposite. The Church Incident (and
that’s all it was—really!) happened last spring. Chris was doing all he could to make amends,
though he still had few regrets. If anything, it made him all the more obstinate. But Victor was still
jabbing at him, still punishing him. In his father’s mind, it was always good to have someone in the
family fail more miserably at life than he did.

Victor drew closer. “You know the terms.”

“He’ll make it,” Janey said.

“He’s gotta do more than just make it, little girl. He knows the deal”

Just solve all their problems, in a few days or so.

“He might be a poopster;” Janey said, “but he’s a good little one. I'm always praying for him.”

Stunned by her betrayal, Chris glared for a moment at Janey, but then he extended his hand
toward her and nodded. “There, you see? It’s preordained—by the angel of the month.”

“Week,” Janey said.

Victor wiped his mouth with a napkin and tossed it on the table. “Don’t screw this up, Chris—I
mean it. It’s your last chance. Or you're gonna end up like that Cavanaugh punk. And there’s noth-
ing in that will that says I can’t do it”

Straight to Hell, no doubt. Chris sighed once more, but this time in defeat. This warning was
taken seriously, despite Sandra’s attempt from the grave to protect them. (Nothing terrified him
and Janey more than being separated from each other. Not even the Monster.) It had always been
a contentious subject with Victor, having so much money within his grasp, but forbidden to snatch
it. And he could never let that tormenting thought go. Regarding the wording in Sandra’s will,
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Victor was right. No words forbade him from transferring either of them to another private school,
not that it would matter. But hed do it because he could, just to get back at all of them. It was the
one mistake Sandra had made before she died. But Chris had long ago conceded that he only had
himself to blame for his predicament.

Victor slowly rose from his chair. “I gotta go pay bills—school bills”

But Chris knew that was a dig, and a lie. Pommerance the traitor-lawyer handled that task,
too—yet another contentious point. “Can I use the telescope tonight?”

“Just don’t go wandering off”

“Like you do?”

“Don’t push me,” Victor said. He snatched a stack of mail from the credenza and stared at the
digital thermostat on the wall. He seemed surprised that Chris had not lowered it from its per-
manent summer setting of eighty-two degrees. He flashed an annoyed look at Chris anyway, then
retreated, with the chain dragging, to his study. He closed the door.

Moments later, Chris heard the clinking of ice cubes in a glass, like a fire alarm. Then the Ital-
ian opera music (always Italian, and who cares about the titles?). He looked at Janey as a bolt of pain
shot through his head, and they both sighed. The Story was awakening, the Storm clouds brewing.
Bill-paying was always an adventure. More bills than money—the usual case—made for a poten-
tially volatile night. Money problems often demanded great quantities of potion, demonic chants,
and sacrificial lambs. And then the late-night atmosphere, so threatening and mysterious, would
be ripe for the Monster’s sudden appearance. Chris finally wiped his brow with a paper napkin.
He stared at Janey. “Have you ever, ever, in your little-girl life, ever, ever felt that he was ever more
mature than you—ever?”

Janey sat motionless and gazed back sadly. With all that wisdom imposed on her, with all of
her Janey-isms always at the ready, she never, ever responded to this vexing question. She didn’t
dare hear it.

“I don’t know why he ever got married,” Chris said. “Come on, wed better hurry up.”

“Do I need to worry?” Their precarious future was always on her mind.

“No, Janey. T'll figure something out”

Janey smiled weakly and didn’t say anything else. It bothered him that she didn’t believe him—
of all the damn irony. She expected failure. But he couldn't tell her about the tumult that was truly
happening behind the solid fagade of reality; he just couldn’t. Hed simply have to deal with it on
his own and come up with a real plan that would get them out of here for good, without placing
Janey in peril.

Chris and Janey repeatedly passed each other to and from the kitchen while they cleared the
dining table. Then Chris paused to stare at the painting on the dining room wall. It was his favorite
of all Sandra’s paintings: a lamplit village with its meandering stream, thatched cottages, towering
pines, a steepled church, and stone-arch bridges, all lovingly frosted with snow. The Dream Village,
she called it. Victor calls it “kitschy” He hates all her art—hates anything that brings us joy and
reminds him of his failures—and he makes fun of it whenever he can. So he’s out—with the rest of
them. The Dream Village wasn’t her best work, with all the sharp lines and primary colors and lack
of depth, but it was one of her first. And that made it extra-special. Her first thoughts of rebellion,
so vividly expressed on canvas for even Victor to see; the beginning of her escape, and theirs. As
with all her paintings, it had the “dive-in” quality Chris admired and appreciated, and could not
forget. Every time he stared at one, he wanted to dive in and stay there for a while, just so he could
get away from the clomping thing—figuratively thinking, of course—and remove the suffocating
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pressure he often felt in his chest. Not until the night Sandra died did Chris realize why she had
painted the Village. It had been part of her escape plan all along. The Sorceress Artist: Painter of
the Magical Light. Maybe somehow (he hadn't solved that part yet, strange concoction that it was),
but duly noted in his diary, Sandra was in that winter wonderland, painting in her Studio with those
magical brushes and canvases—not drugged and emaciated and outrageously undignified despite
her lifetime devotion, but healthy, beautiful again, and safe from the Monster, thanks to the Great
Tree. The only problem was: she left them behind, and alone, to deal with a growing anger and a
conflicting power.

Chris glanced at Janey. Temptation again, now that he stood before an original that inspired
so deeply. Did he dare take her hand, just so she, and he, might see? As Chris also noted shortly
after the Monster’s first appearance, looking for answers—after testing his hypothesis with a few
trial runs and watching things vanish, according to the rules—it was Victor’s threatening presence
that helped Chris tap into the Book’s Power; to burn a hole in this reality, allowing the other—not
real, but inflating elsewhere as it prepared for his temporary arrival—to seep back in. This power,
intended for protection and salvation, into which they all unwittingly popped into that night, was
everywhere but unseen, except when a threatening sound like a slamming door or pounding foot-
steps or a snapped latch or the frantic ringing door chimes helped opened the Way.

Or when he, The Man of Reason, Writer of All the Rules—and out of a former bad habit in
times of undue stress—blinked-and-thought really hard where he wanted to go.

Like into a painting.

Like now.

When the thunder died, the Studio appeared, its French doors wide open. Standing in the
glowing ankle-high snow as the luminous flakes fell, and dressed in the flannel and leather of the
required old-fashioned, Chris felt the delightful heat emanating from the well-lit space. A woman
with dark, straight, shoulder-length hair sat at an easel with her back to him. She wore a black
painter’s smock, and worked carefully before a white glowing canvas displaying a half-finished blue
sunflower. She gently dipped the dazzling tip of the brush into the radiant-paint palette resting
on a wooden stool to her right. His heart raced again. But he never could approach her—not yet,
anyway. He felt as if he were looking at a ghost. And he was looking at a ghost, after all. The last
time he saw her face, she lay in a coffin, mummified. The last time they spoke, she uttered her last
words in bed. The only sounds of her voice he had heard since then echoed from memories that
haunted his mind. But now, she was painting before him, as if nothing ever happened. Would she
really remember him? He wanted that so much from this ghost. It always pushed him—pushed
him to confront her.

Chris started along the snow-packed walkway that split the slumbering garden in two—and
past a line that he had never crossed before. He hoped she would hear his footsteps crunching the
snow, so he wouldn’t have to speak first, but she continued to paint the sunflower.

Still fearful, Chris stopped halfway. The woman turned her head to the right as if she indeed
heard a strange noise. Then she spun around on her wooden stool to face him—at last!

Chris could not take his eyes off her astonished face. “Mom,” he said with a surprising force as
the thunder boomed.

“Don’t be angry with her, too, Chris,” Janey said, a mere echo.

He was violently yanked back, the particles whizzing past his ears. Feeling satisfied that what
was his mother had seen him, maybe thinking that he were a ghost—if only for a false moment,
now that the make-believe there had collapsed, and no longer a viable space—Chris watched his
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sister saturate the tabletop with the plastic bottle of cleaning spray that, since Sandra had so cruelly
abandoned them, seemed to be on Janey’s person at all times, like a concealed weapon. He still
did not understand the science behind all the magic; how the Power flowed from the old Book, or
even the hard blinking/thinking part that tapped into it, and kept the fictitious World accessible
and intact, in its own ethereal way, like some flat spiritual recording that became substantive and
three-dimensional only when he appeared in it. That phenomenon, too, was undeniable. As was
the light, flashing or otherwise, so important in the Story.

“You're not being fair,” Janey said. “It wasn’t her fault” She wipe the table with a paper towel.

But it was. All of Sandra’s paintings that hung throughout the house had become part of that
make-believe sanctuary for them. They had tied their wonderfully harrowing Story to those art-
works, and others that, for better and worse, moved him deeply, which he also once noted. And the
tale filled their gloomy lives with light and magic and hope. Then one day, Sandra decided to quit
the battle. And this loving young woman who cared for them so much got reckless and died, leaving
them alone, and lonely, to battle the Monster. And though the Book and its magic still remained,
for those selfish acts, there was no forgiveness, only consequences. This, too, had been duly noted,
multiple times, on its own page, with the winds roaring, and the lightning bolts flashing.

Chris closed his eyes carefully, and let out a long breath. Time to beckon a true angel.
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CHAPTER THREE

S L‘W% (it FHleaven

The late summer night was rapidly cooling but tolerable as Chris, defying the darkness, de-
ployed the small, refracting telescope and its tripod on the back patio. A sliver of the Moon hung
low in the sky, and the wondrous glowing cloud of the Milky Way—a roiling purple, and peppered
with silver stars—revealed itself. It was so pronounced, like the giant backbone of some ghostly
skeletal creature, Chris could feel its soft light upon his face. The night sky had gone through quite
a transformation during the last two years. Once it had been a stage for heavenly creatures. Now it
was a cold and voiceless expanse that offered no drama or comfort. But instead of white dots on a
black backdrop, the tiny points of light became far-oft places that begged inspection, and fueled his
wonder. He was fortunate to have that inspection ability. And every time he stared at the stars, he
was reminded of that great fortune.

To this day, the telescope was among the best Christmas presents he ever received (a designa-
tion that he kept to himself, fearing the consequences). Since Victor did not buy electronic devices
for anyone but himself, of course—cable and Internet service for the house, other than in his den,
were “out of the question,” as were electronic games and cell phones—Chris and Janey only had
their other books, their wild imaginations, and their mother’s art to keep them entertained (the
Book was definitely not for entertainment). The telescope came from Dr. Samuel as another hand-
me-down. But this one was special. The doctor became an avid stargazer to clear his mind of the
medical riddles that often kept him up at night. From time to time, he would invite Chris over
to peer into the eyepiece. When Chris first saw the rings of Saturn, he became hooked. But after
lamenting that the telescope wasn’t powerful enough to see the galaxies, Dr. Samuel had a roll-oft
observatory shed built in his expansive backyard (because he could). Then he replaced the refract-
ing telescope with a much larger reflecting telescope. But the doctor, a hospital internist, often
worked long hours, and rarely made it home before Chris’ imposed bedtime of ten p.m. Invites
to the observatory were limited. So on Christmas Day two years ago, just after Sandra’s death, Dr.
Samuel’s only daughter, Catherine, their once-frequent babysitter who helped Sandra develop her
love of art, showed up unannounced at Chris’ front door with a red bow around the old telescope.
Chris had been using the magical device on a weekly basis ever since. Now with Victor in charge of
the holiday festivities, Chris knew another such treasure would never come his way.
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Chris lowered his gaze to Dr. Samuel’s two-story Tudor, its trimmed boxwood hedge separat-
ing their backyards. The doctor’s estate was part of the original development built decades earlier.
These older homes were much larger. Each sat on acres of land with mature trees, and some, like
the doc’s, had natural ponds and streams. A land speculator, who saw Victor coming, snapped up
the farmland that surrounded the old development and quickly built rows and rows of drywall
boxes, one of which was theirs.

All the lights were out in Dr. Samuel’s home. Not a surprise. But Chris’ heart sank just enough
to force a sad smile. It was always joyous and comforting to see Katie's home, to know she lived
there, that their backyards touched, just as there was joy in writing and whispering her name. And
sweet soft waltz-like music that automatically rose up with that name, playing somehow not inside
of his head, but all around him—the kind of tune that Sandra used to hum glassy-eyed and with
a girlish grin as she whirled in her fineries with Dr. Samuel in the gilded halls of her unattainable,
old-fashioned, Victor-less world. Chris would dance and smile with Katie, clutching her tight,
holding her dainty free hand just so...if he ever got the opportunity, even though he really didn’t
know how to waltz. Maybe he did know how...there. But tonight, as the music died, it seemed
that a chance meeting with her would not materialize, not that it mattered. She hadn’t come over
in quite a while. The small break once worn through the hedge had nearly grown over, and she was
missing out on the entire love story, with the full soundtrack, always playing somewhere outside of
his mind. Naturally beautiful Catherine...Katie Cat Kate...so close...and so beguiling...in every
impossible way... And make you do things you wouldn’t normally do, in happier times. “Here,
Katie Cat Kate” He closed his eyes briefly and took in a steady breath. Deep down, he knew why
visits from the immensely popular, older beauty had ended. In accordance with family tradition,
he just couldn’t admit it.

Chris chuckled at his self-pity, then, ignoring the shadows as they judged and hissed at him,
he squinted into the eyepiece. He tried to focus on the yellowish point of light, suspecting it was
a planet. He didn’t need anymore books to control him. But when his vision would not clear, he
withdrew from the lens and rubbed the troublesome eye, careful not to push too hard, giving it
enough time to refocus. Concentrating on anything, especially his studies, had been a difficult task
since Sandra died. He could stare at whole pages sometimes and not recall one word. Most of the
time, he just didn't care, and his grades suffered. Even now, as he often noted, he felt as if he were
roaming in the Kingdom’s persistent fog.

The sliding patio door opened and a set of light footsteps approached. He heard his sister
whistling a happy tune. Chris gazed into the eyepiece and tried to suppress his smile, but couldn't,
though perturbed with her. “The whistling pixie,” he had called her, before she was cast in her new
role. The whistling, more like a warbling tenor trying way too hard to impress, was an accurate
health-barometer. Janey often whistled happy songs when she felt good. When she didn't, he grew
concerned. Janey put on a good show, much better than he ever could. But Sandras death had
shaken Janey’s once-indomitable spirit, though she refused to admit it. As with himself, he sus-
pected she suffered bouts of depression, what little he learned of its symptoms. Some days, it was
hard for her to get out of bed (I know the feeling). And she would complain now and then about ex-
haustion and just feeling “icky” (that I know, too). Still, Janey had come very far since the Monster
smashed Chris’ bedroom with its bloody hand and chain. Instead of cowering before him, Janey
kept fighting back.

“Whatcha lookin’ at?” Janey said.
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“Your kinfolk,” he said, still squinting into the eyepiece. “You know, the ones with the halos,
big wings, and red pens”

“Very funny”

“You're funny-er,” he said.

“You're funny-est.”

Chris turned the focus dial. “Well, that’s Heaven up there, right past the Moon. Isn't that what
you're always telling me? Or is it past Jupiter, Neptune, Pluto? No? I forgot” He gripped the focus
tube and began moving the telescope wildly in all directions. “Maybe its just past Polaris, Androm-
eda—M87! Where is it, Janey? Where did it go? I...I can't seem to find it? Oh no, we're doomed.
Doomed!”

“Don’t you worry, she said. “I think I can still get you in through the back gate—maybe. If
you behave yourself”

Skewering the biblical Heaven and the associated beliefs while experiencing his own intrusions
into the New World wasn't a tough task. Both were fictitious. No doubt. None at all. But they had
major differences, which he knew well, and caused all the arguments. Chris stood up, shook his
head, and sighed as he glared at her, because that was what he had to do. “What were you thinking
in there?”

“What do you mean?” She was still in her jeans and pink sweater.

“You called me a poopster.”

“Well, you are a poopster—but a cute little one.”

“Yeah, nice try”

“Aren’t you the one who's always telling me to be realistic about things?”

“Not in front of him. All you did was give him another bullet. You knew he was going to be
all over me. So what did you do? You took his side. Victor. You do recall who he is. I thought we
had a pact—right? I take care of you, you take care of me? That’s the only way we’re gonna survive.”

“I was only telling the truth,” Janey said.

“Oh, all right—fine! Pour gasoline all over me, light a match, and send me straight to Hell,
Sister Mary Janey. I'm guilty—guilty as charged. Of everything! At least I won't have to shovel
snow anymore—you know how much I love doing that. And the hot dogs—your favorite...mmm,
mmm, [ can roast them whenever and wherever I want. Can’t wait.”

“You're such a drama queen.”

“King,” Chris said. He sighed once more, and then tried to collect his emotions. That was dif-
ficult, these days.

“I'm worried about you,” Janey said. “You've been so crabby—and for a long time, now””

“Well, don't I have every right to be?”

“So do I, but you don't see me losing it. Bad enough we got him scaring away everyone. You
keep this up and you’ll become just like Victor”

“Now you sound like mom?”

“Well, it’s possible.”

“May I remind you that I am fifty percent Sandra?”

“Amen to that,” she said.

“You're fifty percent Victor, too, you know. Aren't you a little worried about yourself?”

“I'm not out to destroy myself like you are”

“Who says I am?” He saw in her widening eyes that his shouting and threatening posture had
frightened her, and he became subdued by his sudden guilt. Hurting Janey was a no-no. Chris also
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worried about the persistent anger. He had never experienced such an intense emotion before. It
felt like something else was in him, something bad, ready to burst. That he had, like now, difficulty
controlling it only made it more worrisome, because of the Power. But until Sandra’s passing, since
he had been so invincible, death had only been something that happened to old people he did not
know or care about. Now he was forced to think their thoughts, about mortality, and the hereafter.
If he could just ditch the anger, and the incessant anxiety that accompanied it, then he could be
somebody, and do wondrous things. “Look, I'm not mad at you.”

“I know.”

He paused to soften his emotions and tone. “So how are you feeling? I haven’t asked you in a
while”

“I feel good.”

“Youre not run-down? Depressed? Getting enough sleep? I'm worried about you, too, you
know. You're not as strong as you used to be.”

“That’s Dr. Sam talking. Maybe you should talk to him. He’s pretty good at that psychology
stuff—remember?”

“I remember him being kinda sarcastic and...what was that word mom always used? Oh, ye-
ah—'straightforward’ There’s a funny word. ‘Rough’ is more like it

“Like you?”

“And you. I don’t want talk with him, if it’s all right with you?”

“Okay, Victor. Anything you say.”

“Janey—"

“Well? So what about singing?”

“Singing? Where did that come from?”

“I never hear you sing. Even you-know-who does that. It can make you feel better. I'm sure
that’s why he does it”

“He does it because he hates himself and his life—and us—and he wants to be someone and
somewhere else—without us.”

“And do you—"

“I don’t want to sing, Janey, okay?”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t feel like it, that’s why. Is this your version of Doctor Sam?”

“Ever try crying?”

“Crying?”

“Yeah, clears out all the yucky feelings.”

“What—on demand? You make it sound like vomiting, and I can’t and don’t care to do that
either. That's a girl thing”

“So how about whistling?”

“Again, your department.”

“You can start going to church with me again.”

Chris sighed, but said nothing, and let the statement die. He felt guilty about not taking her to
church on Sunday. Not because of the rules, but because Janey still believed her way and wanted
to attend Mass, but couldn't—not when the weather was bad, like in winter. Victor didn't go to
church anymore, either. He didn’t encourage it, and he no longer offered to take her. Even Katie,
who used to attend with them when Sandra was alive, didn’t stop by anymore to give Janey a ride.
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Apparently, she was too busy with her new life, and the young men who populated it. (If that’s what
she wants—fine with me. She’ll be sorry, too. Probably is. No doubt.)

“What about confession?” Janey said.

“Confession? Oh please, I'm so beyond that”

“Then why don’t you try praying? Maybe your guardian angel can help”

“Guardian angel? Jeez, Janey, don’t you have homework to do?”

“I did it on the bus”

“Of course,” he said. Janey, like Sandra, was relentless with the holy advice and the finger-wag-
ging. “Look, we've been through this. It doesn’t work, and they don't exist.”

In the rarest of moments, Janey retreated inward. He knew what she was thinking: the standard
old line she always gave him during their heated arguments. She was sad, of course, about Sandra’s
death, of course—but accepting (of course!) as part of God’s Grand Design for them all. Just like the
storm that swept them into the Chambers of Doom.

“I hate what they’ve done to you,” she said. “You can’t stop believing, Chris.”

He defiantly put on his science cap, sensing her doubt, and his victory. “Believing, huh? You
mean thought structures?” There had to be science behind all this weird stuff. There just had to.
The Grand Experiment had showed him that. And his search would continue despite the pabulum
of lies that Holy Cross spooned him.

“I still don't get that,” Janey said.

“Sure you don’t. You're not programmed to.”

Janey scowled. “Call it what you want. If you destroy them, you'll be left with nothing. And
I'm just not going to allow that. You saved me twice. Now I'm gonna save you.”

“Is that right?”

“It is. Just like the One your name says.”

But Chris didn’t like his name. He found it embarrassing, and made him feel self-conscious,
now that he no longer believed in that old junk. “So who died and made you boss?”

When Janey raised her brows and stared apprehensively at him, he realized just how foolish his
stock and insensitive comment was, and he decided to end the debate before he got too emotional
and caused his sister more pain. It was a battle neither one could win. “You know, you did good in
there tonight, standing up to him. And you didn’t fall for his tricks, either”

“I know;” she said.

“I wish I were as smart, and strong.”

“It’s all right. You don’t have to be. I can handle him for you”

Chris shook his head. “Do you know what the Horde would do if they knew my sixth-grade
sister was tougher than me?”

“Uh-huh!” she said with her cutesy girlish voice, infused with impossibly high tones. “Theyd
kick you in the pooter”

That cutesy voice was intentional. She knew that he knew it was intentional. She didn’t use it
often, just when she wanted to win an argument, or melt his cold heart. It worked every time. He
hated and loved her for it. “Thanks again for your honesty”

“You're welcome”

“Just do me one favor, okay? Don't ever, ever, call me a poopster in front of my friends, espe-
cially from school”

“But you don’t have any”

“Yeah...well...and whose fault is that?”
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“Yours.”

Chris gazed at her, thoughtless. “Well, if I ever do and someone does come over to this Hell-
hole, just keep that Janey-ism to yourself, please. If the Horde gets a hold of it, kicking will be least
of my problems.”

A light flicked on in the corner window of the second floor. Chris saw Victor’s dark figure
standing there like some specter, on the ledge of the terrible shrieking Mountain. Victor rapped on
the window, then pointed to his watch. At least his father, for the moment, was where he should be,
though, in truth, he was feigning parental duty. Victor was all about control—controlling them—
hiding things from nosy neighbors, child advocates, and prying eyes. He was probably on his way
out to see the perfumed giggling one who liked to smoke and thought that Victor was worth all
the trouble. Whatever. Tonight, with some luck, that nasty thing from the Story would not show
up, slip past the defenses, and sit on his chest while he slept, and he would rest. “Time to get your
jammies on. And I suppose you’ll want some grammies, too.”

“It’s your job, isn't it? Part of the Pact? And don’t forget the milk—two percent, if he bought
more.” She headed for the hedge.

“Where are you going, little girl?”

She hiccuped, and sounded like a squeaky toy. “I just want to check.”

“Janey, they’re not there”

“Are you sure?”

“Would I lie to you?”

Janey whirled around and folded her arms across her chest. Then she stuck out the tip of her
tongue and rolled her eyes from side to side. She was thinking hard, gathering evidence, and Chris
suddenly realized the grave error of his habitual and clichéd response. He was about to get it, both
barrels. He wasn't the only one in the family with “the gift”

“Yes,” Janey said finally, the tally completed. “Yes, you would. Yep. No doubt. You betcha.
Definitely. Uh-huh. Without question. Yeah...yes...yes, yes, yes. Yes”

“Janey—"

“And that’s just this week.”

Chris smoldered in silence, and ended his rebuttal. He did not care to hear every word of the
account, including the dates and times, which she would eagerly provide—even if he didn't ask.

Janey stood by the hedge break and gazed into the darkness where Dr. Samuel’s aerated infinity
pond lay. The doctor called it “infinity” because of its figure-eight shape. (Victor calls it a swamp.)
The many Canadian geese that once populated the pond were gone. To keep the “infernal crea-
tures” away, Dr. Samuel recently added a boxwood hedge around the pond’s perimeter, which elim-
inated nesting areas and discouraged landings. The only access to the water came from the small,
stone bridge that arched across the narrow center. Before the hedge was installed, Katie—much
to the doctor’s dismay—often fed the geese from that bridge, especially in winter when food and
open water were hard to come by. Years ago, Janey took up the cause and became Katie’s self-ap-
pointed assistant. Though Sandra often featured the bridge and the geese in her paintings—she
even depicted a girl with a bag of crumbs in one version—Sandra forbade Janey one winter from
any future visits after Janey crashed through the brittle ice while attempting to hand-feed the filthy,
noisy things. Of course, Janey ignored the edict until the hedge was installed, citing “humanitari-
an” reasons. But to this day, she remained vigilant.

“Satisfied?” Chris said as Janey approached.

“Just wanted to see. I don’t know why he did that. They weren’t bothering anybody.”
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“Ha! Geese are people too, huh, Janey?”

“I thought they were cute.”

“You thought they were cute because you're ten times bigger. If you weren't, theyd chase you
out of the neighborhood”

Janey strode defiantly past in an obvious refusal to engage him in a science debate. She knew
better. “I'm going inside, now. It’s chilly”

“Thanks for the weather report.”

“Don't forget the cookies.”

“Aye aye, sir. Wait—cookies? I thought you wanted grammies?”

She kept walking. “Can’t I have both?”

“I'm going to put that on your headstone, you know”

“The way you're going, I doubt I'll die first”

Chris grumbled like Victor, then fell silent.

Janey dodged her nemeses—the “gross, disgusting” bugs swarming about the spotlights—and
slipped through the sliding patio door before closing the screen. Chris loosened the bolts on the
tripod. Then, moments later, as she had the most annoying habit of doing, Janey began talking to
Chris as if he were standing next to her. But all he could hear was a mumble of angry words.

“What?” Chris shouted. He struggled to lift the telescope, which felt like a million pounds.
Football was just killing him.

Janey returned to the patio screen. “I said you washed my blouses and your underwear in the
same load.”

Exasperated and breathless, Chris set the telescope down. “So? They’re white, aren’t they?”

“They’re delicates. I don’t want them to shrink. Don’t you ever listen?”

“So don’t throw them down the chute with everything else—Sandra!”

“You're all so much alike,” Janey said. She turned away.

“I heard that,” Chris said.

“I heard you, too!”

Chris drew in a slow, deep breath. Then, for salvation, he took one last look at Dr. Samuel’s
house and implored Katie’s appearance, hoping that she wasn't with him. Finally, he gazed up at the
sky. Stars, galaxies, the universe. Stupid words, actually—so stupido, they made his diary’s List of
the dumbest words in the English language. They were part of something far grander than just the
universe. He saw it in the Book, despite its magical ways. He saw it in the Story, despite its roots
in legend. And he saw it before him wherever he looked, especially now, in the darkness—millions
and millions of tiny universes, like glowing orbs, swirling around a flashing black hole. There was a
reason, one single solitary reason for this world. One day, he would figure it all out. Then hed have
a nice, long “talk” with all the other angeli who couldn’t adequately explain why so many bad things
happened while He was on His loving watch.

And theyd tremble with every word.

Chris set telescope inside and, after securing the patio door, he and Janey scampered past the
storeroom, making damn sure its door was still barricaded with heavy boxes, before they turned oft
the dome light and scrambled up to the stifling loft. She closed her bedroom door and connected
the unauthorized chain to its track. Victor remained in his den just below them, singing his opera
with abandon.

36



Cristofori’s Dream

Chris retreated to the kitchen to gather up the promised bedtime snacks. Once in the foyer, he
passed the basement door, making sure it was shut. When he returned to the loft, Janey’s door was
already opened just enough to see her perspiring face. He handed her the plate and glass of milk.

“I'm sorry I doubted you today,” Janey said.

“It’s okay, Janey. I deserve it.”

“No, you don't”

“You know what your problem is? Always looking for the good in people, no matter what they
do or say”

“Sorry,” she said, briefly bowing her head. “I miss Katie. I wish shed just come back to us”

“Yeah, well ...”

“I didn’t want to say anything before...”

“Its all right. I get it”

Janey smiled sadly. “Do you really think you can do it?”

Chris smirked at her sudden flip-flop, sensing her hope in the promise of escape. Felt hurt, too.
“Yeah...I do” Involving real things that he could hold.

She nodded repeatedly, but still looked concerned. “And should I worry? About tonight, I
mean.”

“No, Janey, I told you, it’s just a story”

“And football?”

She was going down the checklist, before she could think of sleeping. “No,” Chris said.

“I don’t want him to take you away.”

“I'm not going anywhere, Janey. I'll make it, you'll see. And then things will change.”

“God bless you, Chris, whatever happens.”

“Yeah-yeah, you too, Janey.” Then he echoed Sandras words: “Pleasant dreams.”

Janey smiled, brightly this time, which delighted him. Her door closed once more, the chain
rattled ...and finally, the towel, stuffed ever so carefully, blocking out the strip of yellow light at
his feet, leaving no way in—not even for the smallest and deadliest of creatures. He sighed, but
couldn’t blame her for her doubt or fear. In a way, this nightly routine was his fault, too—and all
the creatures, really. It made him more determined not to fail her on the football field, or with his
promises of salvation.

After bathroom routines, Chris entered his room and shut his door—then opened it and
checked the hall, just to be sure. He stood there for a moment and listened to the grandfather clock
ticking in the foyer. How could he not? The shadows remained stable, diffused, but he still felt
something watching. Childish child, fearful child, childish childish nonsense. Will you ever become
a man? 'The opera had ended, but Chris suspected that Victor was still there, sitting in the dark,
thinking. Funny thing about that Book: it wasn’t so discriminating. And just like Janey feared,
despite his reassurances, Chris couldn’t stay vigilant all night, and never really knew when any of
the creatures would return, if only for a time. Fictitious or not, they had to be confronted. Always
a frightening task. How could he make them finally go away?

Chris closed the door for good. But he made certain that his chain was secure, his towel
stuffed in its proper place. He looked to the window, making sure that the drapes were closed, its
rod mended with duct tape, which he always kept handy. Then, off to the closet, reaching to the
top shelf to retrieve the diary, buried under a stack of other banished childish things: his Comics.
Bauerneinband, full vellum, with gilded spine and borders. Chris ran his fingers over the cover’s
stamped lettering. Wotan id est furor, the very first words said within. Written by one of his an-
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cients who still believed in such things when they made the Book to summon Him in a time of rage,
in the land of the Woods and the Mountain that they honored and feared, where the glimmering
Temptress beckoned the young and old to join Them, revealing her alluring spectral form so they
could feel her deadly thrill; and the foolish Sentinel, dressed in rotted black, warning of horrors
much too late before he fled the wrathful Storm. In Baden. Sandra’s Baden. Noble Baden. Bad, bad
Baden, burnt to the ground by the Turks who wanted the Book for their own evil designs—forever
part of her being, and his. Now he was touching the very thing his ancestors touched, and buried,
way back then, just before the Turks invaded. He felt its Power flowing as it numbed his hands. All
for him to use...when he needed to.

Chris sat on his bed and stared at the Book, now feeling Janey’s piercing doubt. Judgment Day
was coming. It would be sudden, no warning at all, and hed have to face it. He sighed once more,
teeling constricted, then he stuffed the Book in its traditional hiding place.

After undressing, he slipped into bed and reached up to turn off the lamp. The clock radio
was silent, but its red light glared. Power on, and transmitting those recordings. But to where?
Nowhere, nowhere at all. He opened the drawer and, in the jumbled collection of ink bottles, half-
used notepads, and dried-out pens, found the roll of duct tape. He carefully placed a torn strip over
the indicator. But he decided to leave the protective lamplight on as he listened for those telltale
sounds...
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The next afternoon, Chris approached the equipment counter. Coach Joe checked oft a roster
name. Chris prepared for his usual greeting, and the stabbing humiliation that followed. But the
coach seemed unusually glum. He retrieved Chris’ equipment basket and shoved it forward.

“Here ya go, Chris,” Coach Joe said. “Good luck today.”

Chris stood there for a moment, stunned and frowning. So did everyone else in line.
Head-pounding ritual was important to all at Holy Cross High School. Removing it without notice
sent up warning flares. So that was it? No mangled Italian? No joking around? Good luck today?
Chris grabbed the basket and started for the locker room. He heard the shadow figures in the tun-
nel hissing their joyful little laughs. Was it his imagination, or did he just receive his last rites, too?
Suddenly, Chris felt like he was carrying his remains to the grave. Something definitely was up. So
were his defenses.

After he arrived on the playing field, Chris realized that his suspicion was justified. This would
not be an ordinary practice. It would not revolve around a scrimmage between the first-team
offense and defense. Instead, Coach Woz divided them up according to position—quarterbacks,
running backs, and so on. Then, all evening long, Chris faced the Weasel in a strange assortment
of competitions.

The first was a strength test with a two-man blocking sled, located on the backline of the end
zone. Not the sled in the Story; nothing joyous or magical about it. Woz stood on the sled and be-
hind the blocking pads, clipboard clutched against his chest with the ever-present whistle hanging
around his neck.

“Ready?” he called out.

In a three-point stance, Chris and the Weasel faced the sled. Woz blew the whistle, and the two
combatants threw themselves at the blocking pads before falling to the ground. The lightning bolts
flashed. He tried to stay calm and thought of nothing. The Horde, which had gathered around, let
out their howls for the Weasel.

“Ready?” Woz said quickly.
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The whistle sounded. Again, they sprung at the sled. Then again. And again. Crackling.
Flashing. While Chris bounced off the pad each time, Wenzel’s powerful lunges made his blocking
pad’s metal springs scream in agony.

“Come on, Russo—hit that sled,” Woz said. The Horde groaned and booed at Chris’ effort
while cheering on the Weasel.

Chris could tell he was losing this contest. The Weasel’s side of the sled was farther up the field.
Chris grew faint with each lunge; his head felt as if it were splitting open. Even worse, because he
had to use his right shoulder for blocking (the arm and hand strength just wasn't there), it felt like
it was tearing off. Speed and agility were his talents. Weight room work and summer practice were
paying off for the Weasel.

Finally, Woz blew his whistle in a series of rapid bursts. The competition had ended. The
Horde cheered. Victory for the Weasel. Woz jotted some notes, then said, “Quarterbacks—you're

up.”

“Way to go, Cristofori,” Fitz said as he lined up before the sled. “Shoulda bet it all on you.
You're done.”

Chris looked at Coach Joe, who stood among the Horde. He saw the black death spread on the

coach’s sullen face.

Chris’ next competition against the Weasel involved a punt return. This was the most terrify-
ing test of all. Chris and the Weasel stood at the ten-yard-line. Past midfield, Coach Joe removed
his fanny pack, then paced side to side with ball in hand. He waited for Woz’ signal. Koch and
Dahlberg stood on either side of Coach Joe. They were ready to charge toward Chris and Wenzel.
Chris hoped the Weasel would receive the punt, but Chris knew Coach Joe would kick it to him.
He needed the points.

Problem was: Coach Joe was a former college punter who almost went pro. Those powerful
grizzly legs could kick the ball to the Moon. There was no way in Hell a high school freshman could
prepare for this manly experience. After all, Chris had been practicing with his pubescent peers.
He was onstage again, where the entire world could witness his humiliating failure.

From the bench area of the right sideline, Woz blew the whistle. Coach Joe performed his
quick and powerful punting motions. He sent the football spiraling upward with aloud boom! The
Horde let out a roar as if watching fireworks on the Fourth of July.

The ball turned into a speck in the yellow sky. Just looking at it made Chris feel wobbly.

“Oh, Hell,” Wenzel said, “it’s yours, dago!”

Regardless of the Weasel's insistence that Chris take full responsibility for the utter disaster that
would eventually descended upon them like a nuclear warhead, Chris quickly realized that there
was no sense in turning from his moment with destiny. He saw the entire trajectory, a bell-curve
line from Coach Joe to himself. The ball was headed Chris’ way. But he had to catch the damn
thing first. If not, the ball would land with an embarrassing thud, bounce high into the air, and be
snatched by one of the two devil-dogs charging down the field. Ultimately, Chris would be blamed
for the fiasco, and he would fall farther behind in the contest—his confidence, already in short sup-
ply, crumbling to dust, the Power becoming edgy.

Chris stared past the top edge of his opaque facemask and tried to decipher the exact trajectory
of the ball, which was just now re-entering the upper atmosphere. Keeping his eye on the football,
Chris stepped forward a few paces—then determined, much to his dismay, that the ball would land
somewhere behind him. Chris backpedaled, slowly at first, then faster and faster as he realized just
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how far Coach Joe had kicked it. Chris lunged backward—but the furiously spiraling ball streaked
through his outstretched arms, singeing them. He looked down in horror, expecting the worst.

The ball bounced into his gut.

Chris clutched the football and turned to see Koch and Dahlberg thundering toward him,
kicking up dirt and grass. Chris gazed at the Weasel, who stared back in amazement at Chris’ good
fortune. Then Wenzel turned up field to try to block the devil-dogs. Chris quickly followed as he
sized up his attackers.

What happened next took but an instant. But to Chris, time halted, freezing everyone and
everything in place, as if he had hit a universal pause button. The practice field became a chess-
board. The players became chess pieces. He saw everything from high above. He could rearrange
the chess pieces and try different strategies. If they didn't work, hed put everything back and try
again. Patterns, connections, frozen orbs and particles—he saw them all. When he was confident
he had chosen the right set of moves, Chris hit the start button, and the entire universe hummed
into normal motion.

The four converged at the ten-yard-line. The Weasel struck first, as expected, taking Dahl-
berg out with a vengeance-filled body block to the crazy kid’s knees. Dahlberg cartwheeled to the
ground. The Horde howled its approval.

That left Koch to zero in on Chris.

Chris ran straight at Koch—so close, he saw his beaming eyes. The Horde screamed and hol-
lered, anticipating the violent, one-sided collision between the brute and the wimp. Just as Koch
was nearly upon him, Chris took a step to the right. But Koch didn't flinch, and kept coming. Chris
juked left, planting his left foot near the sideline. This time, Koch took the bait and shifted his line
of attack, refusing to slow his powerful charge. Now Chris, with much less mass and force, had
Koch right where he wanted him, according to plan, turning a negative into an advantage, the laws
of physics (which he doubted they knew existed) in control. Koch leaped at him. Chris stopped
and spun on his right foot like a turnstile. Koch flew past Chris, brushing his shoulder, then tried
to slow his momentum. Instead, he tumbled to the ground. The Horde groaned as Chris streaked
past Coach Joe toward the opposite end zone, the flat brown expanse of the empty field in his tri-
umphant view. How he wished he could keep on running.

“That’s uh-my little bambini,” Coach Joe shouted. “Fantasti-cato!”

Woz’ frantic whistle ended Chris’ temporary flight to freedom.

Woz motioned with his arm for Chris to return to the right sideline. “Come on, kid,” Woz hol-
lered, “you’re holding things up.”

Chris sprinted to the bench area. There, the Horde congratulated the Weasel for his block on
Dahlberg. “Payback time!” Fitz said to Wenzel. They bumped fists and high-fived each other.

Woz offered a rare praise. “Nice going, kid,” he said to the Weasel. As the Horde began to sing
that horrible Amore song, Woz looked at Chris. “You're lucky”

Chris was shocked at the cool response. Despite his triumph on the field, he had fallen father
behind Wenzel—down, and almost out.

So this is it—the final test, Chris thought on the sideline while Coach Joe spoke to the silent
Coach Woz at midfield. It was dusk. The vapor lights on Pine Street had just flicked on and buzzed
as if in his ears. One last chance to make an impression, score some much-needed points, and
somehow beat the Weasel. But what kind of a test would it be? Even if he won the last contest,
Chris doubted it would be enough to overcome Wenzel’s two victories. Chris needed a miracle;
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otherwise he would have to face his father. Forced into that perilous situation, Chris doubted he
could hold it back.

Coach Joe broke away from Woz and headed for the end zone. He brushed past Chris, and
knocked him slightly off balance. Chris turned to see Coach Joe flash a look of warning. Then,
positioned at the orange pylon where the goal line and right sideline met, Coach Joe withdrew a
stopwatch from his fanny pack. On the left sideline, at the other pylon, the trainer stood with his
stopwatch. This was going to be official. Then another sign: Coach Joe nodded at Chris with a
knowing grin.

Chris’ eyes brightened, and he shivered with anticipation. The buzzing stopped. He couldn’t
believe his sudden fortune. This kinda stuff only happened in the movies—and never to him.
Would he choke?

Woz blew his whistle. “All right—running backs,” he said, “take your position on the forty-
yard-line”

Some of the Horde let out their bays. The others kept silent, and not so sure. When it came to
the so-called skilled positions, the running of the forty-yard dash was the gold standard, the ulti-
mate contest. Forget craftiness, weight room dedication, team spirit. Deep down, everyone knew
those traits were minor compared to blinding speed. Who could run the fastest? Breakaway speed.
That’s what really mattered. Woz, Coach Joe, the Horde—they all knew it. Just like they knew who
was going to win the race. If he didn’t screw up.

And so now, suddenly, one by one, the cheers began to falter. Feeding off their fear for once,
Chris slammed on his helmet and jogged to the center of the field. He took his position on the
forty-yard line and glanced to the sideline. Koch shook his head, while Fitz gritted his teeth and
tightened his right fist. Even Woz seemed resigned to the outcome. Payback time, no doubt. But
he still needed a miracle.

The Weasel joined Chris at the forty-yard line. He looked worried.

“Good luck,” Chris said. Just for a moment, he was back at St. Boniface, standing at one end of
the asphalt playground, victory waiting for him on the other side.

“Yeah,” Wenzel said, already deflated.

“Get ready,” Woz shouted. He grabbed his whistle.

Chris crouched just behind the chalk line.

“Get set.”

He thrust his right hand down to the moist grass, assuming a sprinter’s stance.

Then Woz blew the whistle.

For a split second, the Weasel took the lead as Chris slipped out of his stance. But that was
the extent of Wenzel's moral victory. Chris had always been a slow starter in most everything he
attempted. But once he reached his stride, Chris felt as if he were running downhill, almost weight-
less, with rocket engines roaring.

“Andari, andari"” Coach Joe said.

Chris also heard the hopeless calls from the Horde, urging the Weasel to give it his all. It didn’t
matter. Chris quickly pulled away. He widened the gap with every half-second. The cheering sput-
tered as Chris flew past the goal line. The Weasel chugged ten yards behind.

Chris spun around the goal post to slow himself down. Gasping for breath, his hands on his
hips, Chris saw Coach Joe and the trainer converging in the end zone, comparing stopwatches.
Then they stared at each other in disbelief. Coach Joe charged toward Woz. He held the stopwatch
high in the air.
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“Four-three-seven,” Coach Joe said, “four-three-seven!” He held the watch to Woz’s disbeliev-
ing face. Woz’ eyes flared before returning to their normal suspicious stare.

“That’s a school record,” Coach Joe said, almost breathless. “Jesus Christ, Coach, I never saw
that in college! You know what you got on your hands here, don't ya?”

Woz turned a burning gaze on Coach Joe.

Coach Joe lowered his head slightly and turned down the enthusiasm. “You gotta do it, Coach.
You gotta”

Woz nodded, but looked befuddled. He waited patiently for the uproar to settle, thinking hard.
Then he stared at Chris for what seemed to be an eternity, regret now dominating his expression.
“All right, kiddies, it’s getting late. Let’s huddle up”

Chris jogged to the bench area. The Horde, shrinking and cowering, parted like the Red Sea.
Everyone was in shock. Not even Fitz dared to look at him. For once, Chris felt proud, like a man
among boys. A strange sensation, no doubt.

“When I call your name,” Woz said, “take your position on the fifty-yard line”

Then Woz began naming the starters for each position, slowly assembling the first team at mid-
field. Applause and shouts rose after every announcement.

“Jim Koch,” Woz called out. “Thomas Fitzgerald.”

Koch took his place at left end while Fitz stood behind the center, each greeted with ape-like
grunts and fists held high.

One last spot remained.

“Christopher Russo,” Woz said, stuttering, as if he were forced to call out the name.

Chris ran out to take his place behind Fitz. A mild applause with a smattering of boos filled the
air. Didn’t matter. He was happy, for Janey. It was a strange feeling. After all, he had accomplished
his goal.

“All right...men,” Woz said, “I'll keep this short. I want to congratulate the starting team for
their fine work and effort. But we have a lot of work to do next week. Mount Carmel’s going to be a
tough test. They’re bigger than we are—but we have grit, cunning...and speed. And I expect we'll
have them in tears by halftime.”

The Horde began howling in that animal way that was forever inscribed as part of their destiny.

Woz held up his right hand to silence them. “Rest up tomorrow. But I want everyone on the
field one hour early the next day. We've got some new plays to learn”

Woz said his closing prayer, then everyone broke the huddle and headed for the locker room.
Chris jogged with them, helmet in hand. He saw everyone parting around Coach Joe, who stood
on the sidelines holding the watch as if it were a souvenir. He waited for Chris to approach. “I
know, I know;” Chris said, maintaining his pace. “You really don't have to call me your little bam-
bini anymore.”

Coach Joe jogged alongside him. “Damn right I don't, not after what you did out there. Do you
know what I'm gonna call you now?”

Chris shuddered to think. He and Coach Joe stopped. Then the coach held up his hairy arms
and slowly moved them independently as if they were two spotlights shining on a theater marquee.
“Tonight, you became Cristofori Russolini, football dio-missino. How does that sound? Amazing,
huh?”

“Yeah, Coach,” Chris said. “That’s exactly what I was thinking”

Coach Joe slapped Chris on the shoulder and laughed robustly, nearly knocking Chris over.
Then they ran with the team toward the locker room. It felt funny, running with the Horde—with
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all the scary things that escorted them, their dagger-like teeth, curly black claws, and featherless
wings. Immersed now in their fantastic numbers, treading on the great boiling cloud, Chris could
feel their seductive power, their terrible invincibility. But he didn’t see how he could stay with them,
knowing what could be their fate, if he wanted it to be so.

A football god, Chris thought as he sat in front of his locker. For winning a foot race? Talk
about stupid. What was wrong with people? Why was this a big deal? Was everyone at school sud-
denly smarter? Better looking? Healthier—just because I ran a four-three? What? He settled his
thoughts, and allowed himself to grasp a little joy from his victory. Maybe now Fitz would be kept
at bay. Even better, Victor would be off his back—until Chris failed to fulfill some other grand ex-
pectation. But now he had to commit to the honor. And perform in a game that counted. What if,
with all those bright lights and cheering crowds—with all those teachers and students and parents
thinking he was really good—what if he short-circuited? Forgot all the plays? Or even one? And
Fitz pitched the ball to someone on a power-sweep right, but that someone wasn’t there because
sometimes in his flip-flopping mind left was right and right was left and he had turned the wrong
way when everyone else went the other? And the ball just sat there on the damp field with all those
lights shining on it. And all those people in the stands with their mouths wide open, wondering
what in Hell is going on? And the other team scoops up the ball and runs it in for a touchdown?
And that one missed play becomes the difference in the game? And they lose the first of many
games to come—games they’re supposed to win because he’s so talented? And it’s all his fault? That
was possible—no, probable. No, it was going to happen. Always did, under those circumstances.
Damn. He hadn’t won anything at all, just another set of problems he couldn’t handle. Life was
never more confusing, or frustrating.

“Hey, dago,” Fitz said as he approached from the right.

Chris slammed his locker door, then stood to face his quarterback. Chris saw the fur standing
on Fitz’s scalp, his evil brown eyes shriveling into black sockets.

“We need to find a new name for you after that performance, don’t ya think?” Fitzgerald said.

“What do you want, Fitz?”

“Maybe the dago flash? Or how about the dago thief? Yeah, that’s better—says everything,
don’t you think? We both know you stole that spot from Wenzel”

“I didn't steal anything,” Chris said.

“Weasel was way ahead before that bogus forty-yard dash.”

“Bogus? Youre whacked. I coulda done better, but I slipped”

“How much did you pay Coach Joe to stage that, huh? I mean, why’s he so obsessed with get-
ting you that starting position?”

“Maybe I'm a better tailback”

“Yeah, and maybe it’s your tail. You doin’ something for him that you shouldn’t, butt boy?”

Chris felt a chip of his mind flying off. “Go away, Fitz. You lost. Again”

Fitz drew close and pointed a finger at Chris’ chest. “How about this word?” he said. “Busone.
Ever hear your old man call you that? I know he has. My old man told me. Yeah, he did. Vittorio
knows what you're all about. We all do”

Chris’ teeth clenched. The thought of Victor collaborating with the Horde and insulting him
behind his back—his own offspring!—made his blood boil. It shouldn't have surprised him, and he
shouldn’t have cared. But he did.
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And then Fitz drew even closer and got real nasty-looking, showing his blackened teeth. “You
think this is over? You think you won?” He shook his head. “You might have fooled Woz, but you
can’t fool me. I know what youre made of. I went to Boniface—remember that little fact? So I
know sure as Hell that you're no football player. You coulda stood on the sidelines with your helmet
in your hand like all those other second-string losers, fetching us water when we wanted you to.
But you just had to show me up, didn’t you? Had to prove—once again—that youre smarter than
me, that you can beat me. Well, youre not, dago—and you can’t. This is my team. I make all the
rules. Weasels’ gonna be the starting back. And you're the one who’s gonna get a beating.”

Chris shook his head in disgust. Fitz was doing his best to revive old memories and resent-
ments. But the villain in Fitz’ version was much different than the one in Chris’ mind. That was the
heart of the problem between them: St. Boniface. And not just the Church Incident. The Grand
Experiment really irked Fitz. That had made him feel inferior, made him feel left out. And he
was particularly jealous of Chris, who had worked his way up, just like on the football field. Chris
searched for a clever response, and snatched one from a deposed ally. “Why don’t you let all of that
go, Fitz, okay? Just let it go.”

“Oh, now you’re a shrink? Dumb—really dumb. You see, I already know what’s going to hap-
pen to your glorious football career. Ain’t gonna have one much longer. And do you know why?”
Fitz opened the locker and reached up for Chris’ playbook. But before he could snatch it, Chris
slapped at the door. Fitz was fortunate to remove his hand before the door slammed shut.

“You're not taking that,” Chris said.

“Oh, we're not going to take it. You're gonna give it to us. That oughta make that drunk you
call a father real happy, huh, momma’s boy?”

Fitz shoved Chris, knocking him a step backward. But Chris quickly regained his balance. He
was scared and angry at the same time.

“Want to call your mommy?” Fitz said, looking encouraged, his aggressive tone escalating.
“Oops, sorry, I forgot. You ain't got no cell phone, do you?” He laughed. “And you ain’t got no
mamma mia.” He laughed even harder, and longer. And nothing about that joy seemed insincere.

Chris” temper flared, and he tightened his right fist, tempted to strike. There was too much bad
blood between them, too much hate, for Chris to back down completely. This was one jerk Chris
would fight, if he had to, regardless of the obvious and painful consequences. But he didn't retaliate.
That’s what Fitz wanted. Again, there was a higher power at work in Chris’ mind. Might as well be
wearing a collar and some jingling tags, Matt had said about their nemesis. Stay cool; that’ll get him.
The Power could, too. “You'll have to catch me first,” Chris said to Fitz. “You've never been good
at that”

“We're not in grade school anymore, goombah,” Fitz said, holding up his oversized fist. “You're
battling real men out there”

Chris saw the thick, dark hairs on Fitz’s fingers, how they looked like quills. “Coach Joe won't
go for it” He heard the hint of fear in his words, could feel himself slipping. That stoked his anger
once more, and his eyes flared as the last of his wariness evaporated.

Fitz laughed boldly. His fist fell to his side. “Yeah, dumb-dumb Joe. He never could hack it.
That’s why he’s here, asking for more. He won’t have anything to say—not a thing. He’s a fool, and
a tool, just like you.”

“Wrong again—Fitz. Aren't you getting tired of that?”

Fitz tried to shove Chris once more, but Chris snatched Fitz’ wrist. The anger stood firm. He
was ready. Consequences still didn’t matter, nor did the Vow. They hardly came to mind. Only

45



Cristofori’s Dream

his Story, and the roles they both played. Chris stared intently, confidently, as Fitz began to frown.
Chris saw his angry reflection in Fitz' glassy wide eyes, felt the Power crackling all around him,
tingling his skin. He had had enough. “Asgdrdsreien!” he roared with a power and depth that he
had never heard.

The lightning flashed...

...the thunder boomed.

And then?

Climbing a bed of broken rocks, they burst through the boiling blanket of fog to gaze in awe
into a harsh new realm, dark and wild and forbidding. The Mountain, which from a distance,
within the Village, always looked smooth and placid with the drifting clouds at its benign peak,
now showed its monstrous side. The full Moon, high above the vent, shined a harsh and glancing
light on the Mountain’s scoured face where nothing dared to grow, and cast shadows in the deadly
chasms from which shrieking and moaning and a thunderous pounding rose. The vent was gaping
and angry, frozen in an eternal roar. And a flaming orange glow illuminated its scarred inner walls.
Chris looked at Fitz who was dressed in his black robe, his hideous face partially hidden in the
darkness of his hood. “Home sweet home,” Chris said.

“What in Hell...?”

Another flash, another boom, and they stood firmly on the concrete floor of the locker room.
The shadow figures scattered. Fitz stared back, his expression twisted, his eyes afire. He yanked his
arm from Chris’ grip. “What in Hell, dago?”

“Happy now?” Chris said as the thunderous echo waned. Fitz would recall the flash, for sure.
And maybe, within that flash, something more. Chris studied Fitz’ confused expression, looking
for signs. Lucky, lucky Fitz.

But Fitz, being Fitz, quickly regrouped. He snickered at first, then hesitated as he, too, seemed
unsure about what had just occurred. Finally, he grinned in his rotted, sickening way—the way he
would have every day.

If Chris had made him a lie.

“Okay, flash,” Fitz said, his angry tone crippled as at last he stepped back, “see ya on the practice
field”

“Sure, Fitz,” Chris said. “Anything you say.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

The tnllon

With backpack in hand, Chris found his way to the bike rack as the last bands of the pink
and orange sunset melded with the encroaching mass of deep blue just above the treetops on Pine
Street. This evening didn’t seem as scary, even with the lonely trip ahead of him. But the good
news he carried did little to stop Fitz’s threat from bouncing around in his head, and he renewed
his will not to give up. Not just because of Janey and the lessons she taught him. He couldn't let
Fitz and the Horde win. That catastrophe would not make the world a better place, no matter what
form they were in. Maybe that little detour to Hell had helped, if Fitz saw or recalled it. But now
that his anger had subsided and a cool reality set in, Chris saw the danger in this decision. It was
too easy for Chris’ scrawny body to get hurt playing a game that reveled in the violence that he was
so against. Accusations of foul play after-the-fact would be useless. He could go to Coach Joe and
reveal the threat. But as Fitz had correctly pointed out, what could the coach do without proof?

“Chris, is that you?” a familiar voice shouted. “Hey Chris, wait up!”

Chris slipped on his backpack, and then turned to see a stocky figure approaching from the
cafeteria doors where a handful of scoundrels sauntered from detention into the dusk. “Hey,” Chris
said with reservation to Larry Witosz, taking note of his former friend’s navy-blue tie, how the
narrow blade was tied much longer than the wide one—no doubt, intentional. Chris scanned the
parking lot for potential spies and demons before returning his gaze to Larry. “What’s up?” He
really didn’t want to know, but felt bound out of a former loyalty.

Larry grabbed his rusty bike and walked it toward Chris. “Maloney let us out early. Guess he
was feeling sorry for us.”

“I doubt that,” Chris said. He marveled at how much Larry, with his permanent five-oclock
shadow, looked like Coach Joe, only smaller, and dimples in his baby-fat cheeks. The coach had
tried to get Larry interested in football. But when Larry, who with his stout frame certainly looked
like he belonged, spewed his smart-ass reply—“I don’t hang with Neanderthals”—Coach Joe nearly
fainted.

“Where ya headed?” Larry said.

“Home. I gotta get going. Janey’s waiting for me” And Victor.

“Mind if I tag along?”
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Chris shrugged, but he wanted to say “yes” “Let me start out first. You can catch up. But if
you see an old, black BMW—*

“I know what to do,” Larry said.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Chris looked to his right at the lifeless church, then squinted into the growing darkness. The
returning sounds didn’t surprise him all that much, considering what they had just discussed.

“Problems?” Larry said, not sounding too concerned.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

“Let’s get going.”

Chris headed south on Pine Street, passing along the crowded row of lamplit bungalows, re-
fusing to look back. Larry caught up with him at the next illuminated intersection, well away from
the parking lot.

“So what have you been doin’ with yourself lately?” Larry said as they continued riding, his tie
flapping over his shoulder. “You never talk to me anymore.”

“I can't”

“Still reading those loony Ragnar novels?”

“They’re not Ragnar novels. They’re fantasy stories.” Chris hadn't read one in a while. Sandra
used to buy them for him, and they helped him write the Story. And like that story, fantasy novels
offered him an escape, however edgy they might be. Now, to get the latest greatest, he often had to
put his name on a waiting list with all the other cheapos at the public library. More embarrassment.

“Never could understand why you went for that sword-and-sorcery crap,” Larry said, “you, of
all people”

“Yeah, well, tell me you don't feel like you have to draw your sword and start hacking away the
minute you wake up.” No swords in the Story, though, or knives. Not anymore. Personal reasons.
Larry giggled, but Chris was serious. “You don't live my life, do you?”

“No?” Larry said. “How soon we forget.”

The dust from the past settled, and they continued on through the darkness, legs pumping,
wheels spinning, a warm breeze ruffling their hair.

“I heard you made the team,” Larry said. “First team, too. Oh yeah, and something about a
school record.”

Larry had a special talent to make vaunted accomplishments sound foolish. “Yeah, so? What
of it?” Chris said.

“Nothing”

“Yeah, right. Go ahead and say it

“Say what? You made the starting team. Goody-two-shoes for you. That’s just AWE-some...
dewd?

“Stop.”

“What?”

“You know. I don't want to be awesome or dude.”

“So what’s next? A baseball cap on backwards? How about a nice flame tattoo across one side
of your face? That'll open the doors. Nothing like advertising how desperate you are for attention
and accptance. Or—hey!—maybe a goatee”

“You don’t have to worry about that last one any time soon.”

“Yeah, well, I never thought youd fall for all that mindless rah-rah stuff either”

“It’s not rah-rah stuff—”
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“Right”

“—and I didn’t fall for anything.”

“Then why in Hell are you rollin’ around with those apes?”

Chris slammed on his brakes. They both skidded to a halt in another lighted intersection and
faced each other. The long, deep shadows on Larry’s face made him appear decrepit. “Look, not all
of them are apes—and you know why.

“Yeah—but first team? ‘Going the extra mile?” “Winning one for the old Gimpster?” That’s
Horde-speak, man. Fitz talks like that. You don’t—at least I didn’t think you did. What happened
to you, Chris? You sure have changed”

“Fitz pissed me off, so I got back at him.” It sounded reasonable. And tough.

“Fitz? Well, there’s a surprise. So why don’t you just quit?”

“I can’t”

“Sure you can”

“No—I can’t”

“Why not?” Larry said.

Chris sighed. Though Larry’s old man—a baker—had him by the balls as well, Larry was still
in the St. Boniface experimental mode, using a simple but effective argument technique to make
a quick but profound assessment of Chris’ situation. “Look, I'm sorry” Chris said. “I know what
you're trying to do. But the old gang is dead. And I can’t come back”

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Chris gazed north again, past the bug-infested cone-shaped islands of lighted intersections—
and once again to the darkened church. Maybe that’s where they hid. Certainly would make sense.

“What?” Larry said.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

“It's nothing” He was certain that Larry was unaware; the hoof beats were much too faint,
even in the dusky stillness. Only an expert ear could detect it. But Chris” heart raced a little harder.
Though slow, the clomping was drawing near, and did not cease.

“Then don’t keep doing that!”

They started riding—faster this time, to distance themselves from the creatures, which seemed
bent on contact, in the dark, when he was most vulnerable. All he had to do was look at them
to give them the substance and the power that they craved. Chris didn't want to give them the
chance—certainly not now, with Larry looking on—but kept mindful of their approach.

When they finally reached the point where the troubling sounds ended, Chris turned his atten-
tion to Larry. He felt sad for his old friend. High school was much more difficult for him. Plucked
from the nest, tampered with, then betrayed, Larry was let loose without re-indoctrination on the
unwitting freshman class of Holy Cross High School. Even the faculty didn’t know what to make of
his belligerence. More so than Chris, Larry was isolated from the herd, shivering in the cold, and
slowly starving. Maloney, the school’s ever-hovering sergeant-at-arms, often picked Larry off—in
the halls without a pass, wearing jeans instead of creased blue trousers, or just for being late for
school. Larry was on the fast track toward expulsion again. Victor had warned Chris many times
to stay away from his former “degenerate” friends. Victor knew all about that word. And it was part
of their agreement. Larry had no role in the Story—none of his former friends did. He liked them
too much, still thought of those days fondly, to do such a thing.

“He’s coming back,” Larry said.

“Who?”

49



Cristofori’s Dream

“Cavanaugh.”

Chris felt uneasy, but intrigued. “When?”

“Around Thanksgiving”

“Howd you find that out?”

“The turd wouldn't return any of my calls or letters, so I went to see his old man.”

“Howd that go?”

“Fine. He was cool. Almost seemed happy I stopped by.”

“That’s hard to believe”

“Why?” Larry said. “We didn’t do it”

“Yeah, but we were there.”

“So?”

“So? Look at us now. Life treating you okay?”

“Well, let’s see,” Larry said. He rubbed his chin stubble. “I get up every morning at two-thir-
ty—two-thirty! Hell, we used to come home sometimes by then. And the next thing I know, I'm up
to my elbows in unbleached flour. It’s like dust, and it’s all over the place, like a frickin’ cloud. You
know what happens when you breathe in that stuft all morning long? It starts coating the inside of
your nostrils like snot—all gooey and sticky. Who knows what it’s doin’ to my brain? Might explain
a lot of things, right? And my old man thinks I'm gonna take over the business. Of course, we have
lots of old ovens...and insurance. Maybe I can get you to rig something up for me. Your brain’s
good at that. T'll even give you a percentage” Larry smiled and wiggled his eyebrows.

“Oh, man,” Chris said. He slowly shook his head.

They looked at each other—and, suddenly, they began to laugh half-heartedly. And just for a
moment, the tension between them melted, and they were back atop their little world, back in the
days when they were cooler and smarter and so much wiser than everyone else, and could get away
with anything. But when the laughter ceased, the crushing silence returned, and they continued
their ride without speaking another word. Chris knew that Larry secretly wanted that old life back.
Being a rebel had its serious consequences, just as Matt had warned them. But Larry, like Chris,
was too stubborn to admit it aloud.

They reached the four-lane highway that ran parallel to the elevated railroad tracks. Then they
turned into the poorly lit parking lot of the Lowenbach Funeral Home where Sandra’s wake had
been held. Instinctively, Chris’ eyes locked on the building’s portico, and for an instant he saw her
casket being shoved into the back of the hearse. His mind began whirling as a kaleidoscope of more
related sights and sounds vied for attention. The shadow figures seemed intrigued.

They stopped near the curb. “You okay?” Larry said. “You look like your going to hurl”

Chris” head still felt as if it were dancing. This particular point in the universe was always a
tough place to be. “Yeah, sure”

“I gotta hand it to ya. I don’t think I could come by here if I were you.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t have a helicopter, so you get used to it.”

“So what are ya thinkin'? Anything you want to share, or should I keep my mouth shut for
once?”

“What this all about?”

Larry shrugged, and tried to look innocent. “Just talking.”

Too humble. Too caring. Still trying to worm his way back in. “It's nothing.”

“Bad memories, huh?”
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“Not really—just something Matt said to me when she was dying, something I think about a
lot”

Larry nodded. “More pearls of wisdom from our fearless, incarcerated leader? I can’t imagine
he said anything that helped, not that I could”

“It's not what you think?”

“It’s not, huh?”

“We were in the church, looking at the paintings—”

“Uh-oh”

“—and we were talking about magic”

“Magic? You mean like capes and wands and flying broomsticks?”

“I was complaining that there wasn't any.”

“Complaining? Jesus Christ, starman, we're on a spinning speck of dust orbiting a giant fireball
of gas that’s traveling at seven hundred thousand miles an hour through an endless frickin’ vacu-
um—and you're looking for magic? Really?”

“I know, I know,” Chris said. Larry’s observation was common among the Hotshits.

“You gotta stop reading that kiddie crap. Don't you think he’s right, that it really matters what’s
in your head? You're not a Butthead, you're a man of reason. I thought you were on-board by then”

“I was”

“I guess dealing with reality can be tough. Look what it’s done to Fitz” A smile spread on
Larry’s face, but Chris did not respond to his shatter-the-gloom attempt. “So lay it on me. Whatd
he say?”

Chris shrugged, still hesitant. “He reminded me of a lot of magical things, just like you did”

“Yeah, such as...?”

Chris paused to scan Larry’s stout face. There didn’t seem to be any insincerity in his friend’s
baggy eyes. Chris raised his right hand and pinched his thumb and forefinger together. He saw a
speck of dirt beneath his index fingernail. “The universe was once this big”

“And that’s what mesmerized you? What does that have to do with your old lady dying?”

Embarrassed for letting his guard down and allowing Larry a rare look into his troubled mind,
Chris lowered his hand and retreated inward. Old ways died hard in them both.

“I gotta tell you, Chris. I think I'm weird—but, man, you got me beat by a mile. Maybe you've
been staring into that telescope too long” There was no real contempt in his words. Larry was that
unwittingly insulting to all his friends, what little, if any, remained. It was...Larry, toxic byproduct
of the Grand Experiment. He glanced left and right as he prepared to cross the four-lane highway.
“Good luck with that football thing. Maybe I'll see you in the cafeteria some evening”

“I hope not,” Chris said, “or you’ll see me here, too.”

Larry shook his head. “Notallowed.” Then he slipped through a break in the traffic and crossed
the road, disappearing like a phantom beneath the darkened viaduct. Chris’ line of sight shifted
higher. Just beyond the tracks loomed the abandoned wood-cribbed grain elevator made famous
in one of Sandras paintings, and infamous by one of Matt’s ill-fated get-rich-quick plots. Chris
stared for a moment as it drew him in, the Power buzzing and crackling. A great place to hide
things, if they needed hiding. He thought of what might have been, then quickly turned away.

Chris was about to head up the wide, concrete sidewalk that ran past the small illuminated
shops along the north side of the highway. But then he gazed back once more at the glass doors of
the funeral home, and fell into a morbid trance. A school day did not pass when he couldn’t think
of himself standing in stunned silence over her as she lay in that coffin. Dead. They knew that
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day was coming. He was certain his tears would flow, as they did from Janey. But then, when it
happened... There had been plenty of flowers delivered, complete with sympathetic notes on tiny
cards. But what about all those empty rows of folding metal chairs? Sandra had only one sibling,
an unmarried sister named Monika. But she had died suddenly years earlier. Dead dead dead.
Still, there was church and friends. Where were they? Why didn’t they come? But he knew who
to blame. He chased everyone away—especially first real loves. So on that horrible day, reality
slapped him hard across the face, and Life was added to the list, as the word ceased to make any
sense to him. As for death, it now seemed to be everywhere, affecting everyone—it’s a miracle
anyone’s alive. And it caused him to ask many strange questions for which he received much scorn,
but for which no one had any satisfactory answers. That only made him all the more frustrated and
angry, and had put him on his quest to figure it all out on his own. For thirty-eight years, Sandra
had been a living, breathing human being, creating thoughts and beliefs, collecting memories, the
body being just the device to keep all the information flowing and churning. So where did it all go?
Couldn’t have just disappeared. That, he had read outside the classroom, was impossible. Once
information is assembled, it can’t be destroyed. It has matter, it has mass. And energy. Dead, he
decided back then, was a supremely stupid word. Who would think of such a stupid thing? Like
all the other words on the ever-growing list, it explained nothing. It was an empty term—a drug,
used to try to pacify him, and give those who used it on him a power over him that they did not
deserve. Well, we don't really know where all her thoughts and memories went. Those structures
just disappeared. Like information swallowed into a black hole. But she’s dead, all right. Dead as
dead can be. Not satisfactory? Have you tried the word spirit? How about Heaven? Those are a
couple of oldies but goodies.

Dead. Morto. It had rightfully earned its placement atop the list, duly and angrily noted with
those roaring winds and damn lightning bolts.

Chris put his right foot on the pedal and prepared to ride away. But then he heard it again:
the steady clomp clomp clomp; horseshoes on asphalt, still trotting toward him along Pine Street.
Chris squinted into the dusk and caught the movement of something ghostly white, like a wisp of
fog condensing in the folds of the boiling darkness. Chris shut his eyes tightly, sparking the flash,
then opened them again to the rumbling thunder. But just like the night the Monster appeared, he
could not alter this dreadful reality, and the mare trotted closer and closer. There was little doubt
now, they had slipped through and—even worse—were becoming permanent without his coopera-
tion, hiding permanently in the folds, and refusing to evaporate. His heart thumped wildly, up into
his throat, but he would not give in to his fear as he continued to stare. He felt curious and brave
enough to allow them closer, determined enough to face them, and maybe shout some anger, to
try and scare them away; saw the mare’s round and pupil-less cue-ball eyes, its awful human grin.
A furry little beast with the cat-like ears and a flattened nose and a fedora rode atop the horse,
clutching the long and wild mane. And then came the laughter—like an old man’s laughter, low and
steady, but delighted by his fear. It trailed off as all went silent, then burst back louder, even more
delighted and menacing. Chris knew where these nightmarish creatures ultimately came from, the
awful things they could do, just as he and Janey knew how to combat them. Janey! Time to leave
them in the darkness, and prepare.

Chris streaked past the lighted shops along the highway, then pedaled furiously through the
spotlit entrance of the Lone Oak complex, listening to his tire treads rumble over the warm asphalt,
certain that the mare was charging, closing the gap, and laughing all the way. He dared not look
back until, out of breath, he turned into his driveway and leaped from the bike, running it into the
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safety of the dark but open box-filled garage, where he let the bike crash against those boxes as he
spun around. But there was no sign down the lamplit street of the mare or its freakish rider, and
no clomping hooves, just an occasional passing automobile with headlights on, and the sound of
the tumbled bike’s spinning front tire. And a moth, just a moth, all by itself, fluttering around the
streetlight. Not real; fictitious. Make-believe. Breathe. Breathe. But as he finally pushed the button
and watched—with a saving light now on—the garage door sections rattle one by one down the
track, Chris, thinking of the Story, had to wonder: Why are they after us?
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CHAPTER SIX

Buanished

The following Monday, Chris found the halls of Holy Cross a foreign world. Those who had
shunned him before his great athletic feat now wanted him to know them by name. He never knew
he had so many friends. Even his teachers looked at him in a new way—some with puzzlement,
others with respect. Skinny, unknown freshman he was not (not the unknown part, anyway). As
the first-team tailback and school-record holder, Chris was suddenly cherished as a rare commod-
ity, just like the Book and the Orb. He had done something that no sports heroes—their photos
enshrined in the lobby’s glass trophy cases—had accomplished. And the second-best time wasn't
even close, not in the nanosecond world. A miracle, it truly was. Now a blurb about his accom-
plishment, printed on an index card, rested next to Coach Joe’s stopwatch, also encased. Word was
planned for the school newspaper and the alumni newsletter. Toward the end of the school day,
even Chris was convinced once more of his greatness (that roller coaster ride is always wild). And
he indeed walked the halls like a man—make that a giant!—among boys, his skin tingling with a
new kind of power: pride. Football was actually tolerable. Once again, his thoughts returned to the
conundrum: Could he really be—willingly—an important part of this condemned team?

Victor’s reaction to the news wasn’t surprising. There was no congratulatory offering, just a
dark reminder: “Don’t screw up.”

There was always that chance, since Chris really didn’t care. And Woz reminded Chris of this
possibility later that Monday evening on the practice field. “We didn’t see you in the weight room
yesterday, kid. Where were you?”

“I had lots of homework, coach,” Chris said, though it was a lie. He didn’t want to face Fitz and
the Horde any sooner than he had to.

“Members of the first team are leaders,” Woz said. “You need to be a leader, kid.”

In the huddle, Chris didn’t hear any signs of the threats voiced the previous Friday. Fitz called
the plays that Woz prescribed. Often, they involved Chris. And with each run, Chris felt increas-
ingly confident that Fitz’s plan would not materialize—at least, not under the watchful eye of Coach
Joe.

But then Chris started seeing the conspiracy develop. On a left end sweep, Koch “missed”
his blocking assignment. That gave Dirty Dahlberg a clear shot at Chris. Chris cut inside, but
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Dahlberg struck low and hard with a shoulder tackle on Chris’ left thigh pad, knocking him to the
ground. Each time Chris ran to the left, Dahlberg was waiting for him, unblocked. He struck low
again and again like a sledgehammer on the left thigh pad.

From time to time, Woz and Coach Joe admonished Koch. But just as Fitz predicted, neither
coach suspected anything. Dahlberg was a talented player. And Koch often had trouble block-
ing him. Chris was surprised that Dahlberg, who answered to no one, had joined forces with the
Horde. Yes, there would be consequences.

All week long, the trend continued. Dahlberg seemed to be everywhere, shadowing Chris even
when he didn’t get the ball.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Chris said one time after running a safety valve pattern into the
left flat.

Dahlberg, all over Chris, in his face, just kept on grinning.

Finally, on Friday, it happened—but not from one of Dahlberg’s sledgehammer blows. Rather,
it came unexpectedly—while running sprints at the beginning of practice. Woz blew his whis-
tle and Chris sprung out of his set position. His left quad tightened into a burning knot. Chris
screamed in pain and clutched his leg as he hobbled about.

Woz approached slowly. “What’s the matter, kid?”

“My leg, sir;” Chris said as he tried to walk normally. But his thigh muscle tightened and
burned even more, and soon Chris had to sit on the ground.

Coach Joe rushed in. “Charlie horse,” he said to Woz. “He’ll be all right.”

Coach Joe helped Chris to his feet, then guided him to the bench where he handed Chris a
paper cup filled with water. Chris chugged the contents, and then saw Wenzel take his place in the
backfield.

“Dahlberg,” Coach Joe said. “They put him up to this”

All through practice, Chris tried to walk off his thigh cramp. But each time Chris tried to run,
the muscle seized into that hot and painful knot. Woz grew concerned. The Mount Carmel game
was Sunday, and his starting tailback was hobbled. He sent Chris to the training room where a
large bruise on Chris’ thigh revealed itself. The trainer wrapped an icy compress around Chris’ leg,
which was then elevated for a time. After practice ended, Woz entered the training room and was
informed of the injury.

“Fine time for a stunt like this,” Woz said. “Go home and get some rest, kid. We’re walking
through the game plan in the morning, if you care to join us.”

“He’ll be there,” Coach Joe said.

Coach Joe gave Chris a ride home in his old, black pickup truck that smelled of hot vinyl. They
tossed Chris’ bike in the open bed. Chris gave him the directions.

“I'm sorry, Chris, I should have seen this coming,” Coach Joe said. He shifted the gears as they
headed down Pine Street. “Fitz can be a real devil when he wants something. But that's why he’s
our quarterback. Gotta have guys like that steering the ship”

Chris sat in silence with the backpack in his lap, his left hand slowly rubbing the injured thigh
muscle. He cringed to hear Coach Joe sanctioning that insanity.

“What I can’t understand is why he hates you so much. That’s not too strong of a word, hate, is
it? Yeah, sure we all know he wants Weasel to be the starter. But Fitz’s an athlete. He knows you're
the better runner. But instead, he’s trying to get you killed. I don't get it”
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“He’s never liked me. Not even in middle school”

“You two were classmates.”

“Yeah?”

“Did you have a fight or something?”

“No”

“So what happened?”

“I got promoted.”

“Promoted?”

“Yeah, to the ‘Hot Shots. ” Chris substituted an “0” for the “i,” just to be safe.

“ ‘Hot Shots, huh?” Coach Joe said before he laughed. “Were you in a gang?”

“Sort of. My school divided the eighth-grade class into two groups—smart kids in one, average
kids in the other. Fitz and I started out in the average group.”

“But you got bumped up”

“Yeah?”

“Makes sense. Youre a smart kid. I saw that from the first day. You got the ability to see every-
one on the field all at once. And you know how to react. Don’t see that too often. Quite a talent.
Being fast as Hell doesn’t hurt, either, huh?”

They reached the highway. Coach Joe downshifted, rolled slowly through the stop sign as he
looked left, then turned right and accelerated. “So this war between you and Fitz, it all has to do
with jealousy?”

“I guess.”

Coach Joe shook his head as he stomped on the clutch. “Thats our quarterback” When the
truck settled into third gear, Coach Joe said, “I gotta do something about this. Maybe have a little
talk with Dahlberg, too. We'll get Fitz to call off the dogs.”

After a few miles, Coach Joe turned right into the Lone Oak development. A fountain and a
sign with cursive writing chiseled in stone welcomed them. The coach followed the meandering
street. “Lone Oak, huh?” Coach Joe said, examining the proliferation of tightly packed two-story
brick homes on grassy lots. “So they left one standing?”

“Not in my yard,” Chris said.

They arrived at Chris’ house. The garage door was up, and Chris saw his father’s BMW parked
between the stacked cartons. Coach Joe parked in the street, then helped Chris remove the bike
from the open back.

“Remember to keep icing that leg,” Coach Joe said. “And another thing—don’t give up. I know
what you’re going through, son. I was a skinny kid my first year in high school—yeah, me, can you
believe it? That’s a whole other story; funny how things can change so quickly” He grabbed two
handfuls of his belly that stretched his black T-shirt and laughed, only briefly. “But that’s my point.
I got pounded every time I got the ball. It was tough. I wanted to walk away lots of times. But my
old man kept after me. He always told me: “Wake up, son, you can’t run away from your troubles’
Simple lesson, I know, and I'm sure you've heard it before. But it’s true, and it bears repeating.
You're gonna run into a lot more Tom Fitzgeralds in your life. Sometimes, you gotta fight back”
His expression grew muted. “And those others...stay away from them. They might be worse. Mak-
ing fun of you and the things that, way down inside, you know you really want; always criticizing,
tearing things down, groping for your sad company...telling you that you don't look the part, and
can't make it. It’s so easy and safe not to try anymore, to save yourself from the pain of failing, and
having to try again. You can always blame others for your misery, how they plot against you. The
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rest of your life, if you want. That’s safe and easy, too. Real easy”” Coach Joe came of his mini-trance
slightly flushed. He smiled, then laughed a sad little laugh before his forceful words exploded the
pity-portrait. “Just make sure you don’t quit.”

“I won't,” Chris said as he stood next to his bike. I can’t.

“Buon-issimo.” Then Coach Joe hesitated. “You gotta understand something. The coach is
under a lot of pressure about this tailback position. He'll be challenging you every chance he gets.
If you crack, you’'ll lose out, got that?”

“Yeah, but 'm hurt. What am I supposed to do?”

“I’know. It'll heal. He knows. So don't get discouraged if he starts doubting you. Make sure he
understands you want to play—no matter what he says. Keep reminding him of that. Your talent
will win out. Always does. So rest up, and I'll see you tomorrow.”

“Thanks, coach”

Coach Joe got into his truck and finally started the misfiring engine.

“Hey, Coach?” Chris said.

Coach Joe poked his head out the window. “Yeah, Chris?”

“There’s something I've been meaning to ask you...”

“Sure, son, whatever it is”

“That language you speak—you know, your Italian.”

Coach Joe’s round face brightened as he smiled. “Ah, si—the food, the ladies—and the food!
Magnifi-cato!”

“Yeah, well, you know, your translation...it’s kinda...kinda...” He paused, fearing miscommu-
nication.

“Yeah?” the coach said, still looking cheerful.

Chris decided to go right to the heart of the issue, as he saw it. “You really want to be Italian?”

Coach Joe looked on in bewilderment. “Doesn’t everyone?” He laughed heartily—with his fat
hand jutted out the window, and waving—as he drove off in a cloud of exhaust.

Clueless is he?

After Chris entered the house, Victor greeted the news of the injury in his usual way. “Are you
sure about this?” he said as they sat opposite each other in the den.

“Do you want to see the bruise?” Chris said.

“I want you to start that game” Then he slammed his fist on the desk. “Damn it, Chris, when
are you gonna man up?”

“I'm not faking it,” Chris said.

“You've pulled this crap before,” Victor said. “I don't believe you.”

Chris shot from the chair, but came up limp. “There—happy now?” He turned and started out.

“You better not quit!”

Chris hobbled up the foyer stairs and entered his bedroom. He slammed the door behind him.
Then he pounded his fist repeatedly on the mattress before lying prone on the bed, hot and vengeful
thoughts filling his brain. He was sick to death of it all: Victor, Woz, football. Once again, he felt
the urge to flee—to burst through his bedroom window like some fantasy hero, and hit the ground
running, slashing sword in hand, seeking vengeance. But there was nowhere to go and nothing he
could do—not while he existed in this world, and had to depend on his father for survival.

Chris took some deep breaths, propped his head up on the pillows, then stared at another of
his mother’s paintings that covered a hole in the wall opposite his bed: The Artist’s Studio, on loan
from the rest of his mother’s collection kept in the spare bedroom (her former studio) and managed
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by Janey. It depicted the snow-covered stucco Cottage that sat atop a bluff, with misty, purple-and-
blue mountains in the backdrop. A solitary dwarf evergreen frosted in snow glowed unnaturally
in the foreground. There was a low stone wall with an arched gateway that ran from the right side
of the Cottage and surrounded a small courtyard. And in the back of this courtyard sat the lamp-
lit glass-facade Studio, those French doors wide open, revealing the easel and small wooden stool.
Oh, yes, she had planned her escape very well. Judging by the number of paintings that hung on
the long back wall of that Studio, Chris saw that she intended to be very busy, happily painting more
scenes in that new life, further distancing herself from them in this world—maybe into another,
then another.

Chris rolled from his bed, then stuck his hand between the mattress and box spring to retrieve
the Book. Sandra had given it to him one Christmas, under strict orders to keep it a secret, even
from Janey. It was a strange book in its own right, even without the bestowed Power; for “the fam-
ily;” a kind of fear-and-anger registry, containing anonymous entries over the centuries, written in
Latin and then Bavarian and in all kinds of cursive styles, to summon the Legendary in the fight
against those Turks and, later, the French. Sandra had hoped that Chris would use it “to collect
happy thoughts,” and to save his soul from the same anger that ravaged Victor. But just like his
ancestors, he had used it to record every rant against his invaders; even what he would and would
not accept as good or truthful. And then there was the Story. She wasn't the only one who could
build new worlds.

Little did she know what she truly had done.

How it would open the door to her World.

Shed know soon enough, when she became a permanent lie.

Chris flopped onto the bed, removed the time-worn ink-stained wooden dip pen fastened by a
loop on the inside cover, then withdrew an ink bottle from the drawer and set it on the nightstand.
He collected his thoughts for the day. He flipped to the back of the diary and, after dipping the
pen into the well, added football to the list of stupid words, underlining it twice, the lightning bolts
flashing from the steel nib. And then he found his latest entry and wrote another just below, con-
demning them all to Asgdrdsreien—every single one of them.

The next morning, while the rest of the team was slowly drifting onto the practice field, Chris
decided to test his sore leg. He had survived the night with little pain as the continual icing and
aspirin had done the job. And after he got dressed, descending the stairs was uneventful. Chris’
hopes were high that his leg had healed enough to resume practice. But he didn’t dare try to run
until after Victor dropped him off at school.

After a lengthy session of stretching, which helped to postpone the inevitable, Chris stood at
the goal line, then started running toward midfield. His leg seized up after a few strides. Limping
back toward the end zone, he saw Woz and Coach Joe approaching.

“Ready to go, Chris?” Coach Joe said.

“I'm still having problems with the leg”

Woz looked more annoyed than usual. Then he flashed the same suspicious look Victor had
given Chris the night before. “Okay—Wenzel,” Woz called out, looking around, “where are you,
kid?”

Wenzel charged up from a group slowly approaching the field. “Yes, sir?”

“You’re first team until further notice”

“Yes, sir, coach. Thank you, sir”
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Woz brushed past Chris as the Weasel broke the news to the Horde. They raised their helmets
and cheered. And then: “ “‘When the Moon hits your eye like a big piece of pie...”” They laughed
at him and poor Coach Joe.

Chris grew bitter at the sight of them, and resisted a calling. When they got older, had families
and well-paying jobs, when they gathered at one of those highly anticipated reunions and remi-
nisced, the Horde would cheer and sing once more for their fine accomplishment. After all, they
had won. And that’s really all that mattered to them.

After practice, Woz called Chris into his office. Chris sat in a steel chair opposite the coach’s
deep metal desk. Woz had the same severe look he had shown earlier. Chris felt as if he had just
committed a heinous crime, and had been brought downtown to be interrogated in some harsh and
sterile environment.

Woz put his hands behind his head and looked up at the suspended ceiling. “You know, there
are lots of kids out there playing hurt. Sprained wrists, jammed fingers, cuts, bruises—”

“I didn’t make this up, sir, if that’s what you're thinking,” Chris said.

Woz sat up in his chair and folded his hands on the desk. “What are you doing here, kid?”

Chris was confused. “You called me here, sir”

“You don’t want to be part of this team, I can tell. I've seen hundreds of kiddies like you come
and go. You razzle-dazzle your way onto the roster—and then you give up, on to something else.
You don’t put in the extra time. You weren't here for summer camp. You don’t go to the weight
room. And now you get hurt. I don’t need players like that. I can’t win with players like that. You
just don’t fit in”

“I didn’t give up—"

“Look, kid, I stuck my neck out for you. I told Przybyszewski you weren't right for this team. I
told him this would happen. But I gave in. School record—yeah, yeah, yeah. Great. Now look at
the spot 'm in. Wenzel’s not ready for tomorrow. What am I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know, sir”

Woz rapped his knuckles on the desk. “You don’t want to be here, do you?”

Woz was pushing him hard, real hard, just as Coach Joe had warned. But Chris kept silent.

“Come on, kid, be honest. Do you like football, or do you want to be doing something else with
your time? It’s okay, kid—really. You can tell me. I'm not going to bite your head oft”

Chris shrugged. “No, I'm fine with it”

“Fine with it?”

“I don’t want to quit, sir, if that’s what you're asking.”

Woz nodded slowly, sternly. “Okay, kid, I gave you your chance. I wanted to spare you the em-
barrassment. But now I'm gonna lay all the cards on the table. I got a call from a booster last night.
Do you know what a booster is, kid? And I'm not talking about a shot or a chair”

Chris was stunned. “Yeah?”

“I gotta tell you, kid, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I've seen and heard a lot of bad
things, but I've never heard of a kid do anything like this. Do you know what I'm driving at?”

Chris remained silent. The hot blood rushed to his head, which began to pound in pain.

“A church? You vandalized a church? The House of God?”

“Well...I was there—"

“You were there? Christ Almighty, kid, what in Hell were you thinking? And now you expect
me to keep you on a team that represents the Lord Himself? Do you know what kind of a fool you
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made me out to be? Wenzel's dad is a big contributor to this school. It was going to take somebody
pretty extraordinary to push his kid out of the starting spot. Coach Joe convinced me I had my
man—and it turns out, you're just a hoodlum. I'm a forgiving man—but this?” He shook his head.
“The word’s getting around now, kid. Not only am I getting calls to kick your butt off this team, the
principal’s getting calls to have me strung from a tree. And I'm not about to lose my job because
of some degenerate like you” He leaned closer and folded his hands on the desk. “Let me ask you
another thing. Aren't you afraid youre gonna burn in Hell for this? I mean, really—a church? I
can't get over it. I've never heard of anything so goddamn irreverent.”

The shame and the guilt Chris felt during the tirade quickly changed to anger. Everyone was
so quick to pass judgment, yet no one knew all the facts. Guilt by association. His punishment, no
doubt, would be eternal. Now he understood Fitz’s threat, Dahlberg’s attacks being just a sideshow,
to keep Chris distracted from the painfully obvious and deadly main event. Chris had been all
wrong about his nemesis. Fitz thought in ways that were foreign to Chris, a way that only the most
cunning adult could understand. He never saw this coming. But he should have. It was much too
easy, for Fitz. And bad stuff always happened even when just a bit of the horrible truth leaked out.
He was tempted to disappear—and take them all with him. But he knew it wouldn’t last, not before
the Holy Season.

“Let’s end this little charade so you don’t waste any more of my time, or yours,” Woz said. “Turn
in your playbook before you go.”

Shock seized Chris as he continued to stare at the coach’s stern, unyielding expression. His
flesh quickly blackened and shriveled, revealing patches of his tarnished skull. But those glaring
eyes remained in place. Chris was so stunned at the dramatic turn, he felt as if he had just been
shot, his anger evaporating. But he could not maintain eye contact for long, now that the coach
knew. Chris looked down. The will to say anything more just wasn’t there, not even with those
incessantly nagging words hammering his brain—you can’t! you can’t! you can’t!—or visions of the
Monster Victor, towering over him with its chain, ready to capture him. Chris was never good at
fighting for something he did not want or believe in. And a seductive relief immediately sprang up
as it always did after a sudden failure, briefly clearing his mind of the horror. No more practice, no
more charade, and Tom Fitzgerald. And he wouldn’t have to perform, and fail, after all the hype,
in an actual game. It's not like he quit. Forced to do it. Out of his hands. Chris could even blame
Victor’s betrayal, if he dared. So why did he feel like throwing up? Fitz had used the Church Inci-
dent, for which Chris was culpable. Couldn’t hide Fitz’ maneuver from Victor. He probably already
knew, the phone call received, and would be waiting. So much for the relief. But there was no fight
left in him.

Chris returned to his locker, grabbed his playbook, then set it on Wozniak’s desk. The coach,
at a grease board, contemplating Xs and Os, didn't turn to acknowledge him.

Once outside, Chris walked in a daze toward the bike racks—and saw his father’s idling im-
port parked on Pine Street by the parking lot entrance, the woolly black figure within growing and
bursting through its silk suit, its horns curling out through the windows like black snakes. Like
everyone else in the universe, Victor had received the call. The school complex, the houses, the
trees—everything was falling into that swirling black hole, light flashing all around its event hori-
zon.

“Chris!” Coach Joe shouted from behind. “Christopher Russo, wait up, son.”

Sickened, Chris turned to face Coach Joe. He saw the panic in the coach’s eyes. Even he
seemed to be rotting.
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“I just talked with the coach,” he said. “What in Hell happened?”

“He kicked me off the team. He doesn’t want me around. None of them do” He knew the
sound of self-pity. But he couldn’t stop himself.

Coach Joe grabbed Chris by the shoulders. “Why did you give him your playbook? Why? You
promised me you wouldn’t give up.”

Feeling ashamed, Chris looked down and said nothing.

“Damn it, Chris, it was just a test—don’t you see? He’s always playing games with you kids. All
you had to say was ‘no. Why didn’t you say ‘no, Chris? Why didn’t you fight him?”

“I did something this past year,” Chris said, “something I shouldn’t have. And now I'm paying
for it. You'll hear all about it, I'm sure. I'm sorry. I know I let you down. Thanks for all you've
done”

“So that’s it? Just like that? After what we talked about?”

Chris struggled to look at Coach Joe, who was fraught with confusion. This was how it always
worked; Coach Joe knew that. “I don’t want to fight. I'm tired of fighting. The coach is right. Ijust
want to go home. Just go somewhere...”

“But Chris—"

“I'm sorry. Really. But I don't want this. He does.”

“He?” Coach Joe froze for a moment, then the fight seemed to leave him, too, and he nodded.
“Okay, Chris,” he said as he let go. “Okay. I'm...I'm sorry, too” He sighed and shook his head once
more.

“Yeah, no doubt” Chris turned to face his father’s harsh gaze. He saw in an instant that the
Monster—with the terrible chain twirling—was ready to carry him away from Janey to the flaming
halls of Pandeemonium.
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I hope you enjoyed this preview. Reviews (the good, the bad, and the indifferent) are important for
and appreciated by Indie authors. Please click on the link below. Thank you.
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Comments and questions are also welcome: Robert-Italia.com
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