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About The Center’s Writer’s Group
Your PCSL Writers Group creates a forum for writers to practice their skills
with the encouragement of other writers. Regardless of genre, whether it be
fiction, horror, fantasy, non-fiction, memoir, poetry, or inspirational
exposition, the Writers Group makes it happen. We now have three
published authors. We are open to new members starting in October;
meeting every three weeks. Our members commit for a year to the group
so that we can come to know each other and work in depth to further each
other’s projects.
Please contact Kathy Marshack at wonderwoman@kmarshack.com.
Portland Center for Spiritual Living
6211 NE Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd
Portland, OR 97211
503-261-0677
info@cslportland.org
http://www.cslportland.org

Digital Brown Snot and the
Rubber Band Pickle
The CSL Writers Group decided to create a challenge for ourselves. Several
of the writers are completely at home writing fiction, but a few others had
only written non-fiction. We decided to challenge ourselves to write a new
fiction piece, and it would have to contain certain words. Each one of us
chose a word. Well, technically one of them is two words, but it’s still just
one person, and we all really liked it. And here are the words we chose:
•
Digital
•
Brown
•
Snot
•
Rubber Band
•
Pickle
The challenge stated we must use all of these words, and we could put them
into our story however we chose. Take a look at how this challenge inspired
each of us to write something completely different!
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Author

Damon Gates
I have been writing on and off (mostly off)
since high school. My dad wanted me to
be a writer, but I never felt like I had a
story.
True, when I was grieving the loss of my first wife, I maintained an
online journal to process my grief as well as keep friends and family posted
on how I was doing. I occasionally reread it and it feels like it was written
by a better writer than I am. Still, it wasn’t a story, it was a collection of
observations and spleen venting.
In the wake of that tragedy, Divinity ceased to have any useful meaning
to me. In the ensuing decade-plus, I’ve been re-engineering my spiritual life.
It’s progressing in fits and starts, and I joined the PCSL Writers’ Group to
establish a writing habit (still working on it) so I can further develop and
articulate my spirituality. I have this tornado of ideas to coalesce into a
coherent thesis and narrative. I’m hoping that whatever I come up with will
be of help to others, too.
I’m finding I have a knack for addressing challenges in an
unconventional manner. My “Escape from Guy Hell” performance a few
years ago was a case in point, as is my contribution to this collection. It also
forces me to rethink my assertion that I don’t have a story to tell: a
disturbingly high percentage of readers say, “This is great! When will you
finish the book?”
“...finish of the book”?
Crap. Another tornado!
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One Windmill, Falling
By Damon Gates

He surveyed the bank of monitors, an amused sneer curling across his lips.
“And you thought you could walk away from me…me…and so rudely reject
my generosity!”
The monitors showed her every move from every angle. Her smooth,
dark skin made her look as if she’d been dipped in chocolate; even her
palms were brown. Her red tresses were bound into a bun at the base of her
skull. Her irises matched her hair, adding to her otherworldly appearance.
She was nimble and graceful.
However, his maze/castle tested even her superb athleticism. “Ooh…got
a touch singed there did we?” as she barely evaded a flame jet. She winced,
inspected the spot where her pant leg was melted into her thigh, then
moved on. He once again wished he’d installed speakers, so she could hear
his taunts and commentary. Still, it’s enough to be able to record them real
time and edit it to the best camera angles later. “We could have been such a
team – although your quaint analog skills are clearly inferior to my digital
prowess, they would have meshed well to synergistic effect. We could have
had the world.”
He turned back and forth in his high-backed leather throne. He had to
admit to himself that she was making excellent use of her paper-clip-andrubber-band ingenuity. Her means of avoiding the floor mines was
particularly clever. He would clearly need to tighten things up before he
recruited another protégé (oh, why were they always so promising yet so
unworthy?). Nearly every room in his castle was a devilish trap. He could
control any of them from his chair, but it was more fun to set it on
automatic and watch the show. She was providing better entertainment
than most. He reached for some popcorn.
Hours passed. He sent for more popcorn, more butter this time. She
penetrated his maze further than anyone, but he was unconcerned. He
switched the monitor images to his tablet so he would miss anything while
he went to the restroom. It was where he saw her receive a nasty cut across
her left shoulder from a concealed ax blade. He was pleased it wasn’t a fatal
wound; he wanted neither his vengeance nor entertainment foreshortened.
Room after room, trap after trap. She was limping now, and it didn’t look
as if her left arm was working well. She had to wipe strands of loose out
hair of her eyes. It wouldn’t be long now; the noose was closing.
“In quite a pickle now, aren’t you? You walk away from real power,
power beyond your imagination, leave trail of bloody carnage, and vanish.
Disposing of the bodies and replace all those Persian rugs was so dreadfully
tedious.
5

“Now, you return in some sort of holy quest, knowing the joyous
greeting you’d receive? And I am so much enjoying giving you the greeting
you deserve, you little snot! Has no one told you, little Miss Quixote, that
when you tilt at windmills, the windmills win?” He was nearly screaming at
the monitors. He’d have to re-record that, he noted to himself. He really
wanted to convey sardonic condescension throughout.
He eagerly watched as the wall of flame pushed her towards an
immense set of rotating, spiked drums. There would be no further escapes.
“So which will you choose…immolated or kebabbed?” He leaned forward.
Closer…closer… he savored the expression on her lovely face as the
futility of her situation sank in.
He had just raised another hand of popcorn to his mouth when he heard
a thwip! behind him. At once, he felt a sharp pain as the monitors died. He
looked down and saw blood pouring out of a hole just below his sternum. A
hand grabbed the back his chair and spun it around.
She was standing there, her hair was down in loose curls and all the
cuts, scrapes, and burns he watched her acquire had, along with her clothes,
miraculously mended. Her face was shadowed, but her eyes glittered,
rubies shining out of a merciless abyss. Her gaze met his over the silencer of
the pistol she held in her left hand.
“How?” he managed to croak.
She raised her right hand and touched the tips of her thumb and
forefinger together. “…sort of holy quest, knowing the joyous greeting you’d
receive?” he heard his own voice say.
So…not so exclusively analog as I thought – but did you have to ruin
another one of my beautiful rugs?
He saw a white flash and heard another thwip!
Then the sound of one windmill, falling.
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Author

June Gumz
As a first -year member of the Writer’s
Group, I am impressed by the regulars
who have been published several times.
They have helped me realize that getting
published is a major production – editing,
rewrites, wadded up papers, promoting,
etc.
Nine years ago, I decided to volunteer to start a newsletter for the
Center. Up until that time I hadn’t written anything more than an annual
Christmas letter and a few poems. Thanks to a graphics person (Cheri
Smith) the newsletter looked professional from the first issue. My goal is to
improve my writing skills so that my articles will keep peoples’ interest.
Since I have lived a very long time, I have had some amusing experiences
that lend themselves to short stories. With the encouragement of the group,
I may make a collection of them. We will see what year two in the Writer’s
Group brings.
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PTSD Be Gone
By June Gumz
“OUCH that smarts,” said Mr. Pickle as the brown rubber band snapped on his wrist.
He had stretched the band almost to its breaking point and then let it go.
Earlier in the day he had visited his psychologist for the first time. It seems that his
PTSD episodes were scaring his family and coworkers. Mr. Pickle had been mugged
by a group of teenage girls in February and since then whenever he saw one or more
young women, he started raising his fists and yelling obscenities at them.
The rubber band snapping was one of the techniques the psychologist suggested
to remind him that he was in control. Every time he saw a teenage girl alone, or with
friends, he was to snap the rubber band and silently congratulate himself for not
getting flustered.
It didn’t take long for him to discover that he liked being in control. Snap, snap,
snap. Mr. Pickle got to the point by day three that he began looking for girls so that he
could conquer his emotions with a simple tug of the rubber band. At work, in Macy’s
department store, the young ladies behind the counter stopped running to the rest
room when he came by their perfume station. Schoolgirls realized there was a big
change in the man who used to scare them with his histrionics around the
playground.
Mrs. Pickle didn’t suffer fools and was the one who insisted her husband see the
psychologist. Digitally she was a whiz on the computer and came across the name of
the PTSD specialist under the heading "What are you Afraid of? "His name was Dr.
Bob Snot (Snot was originally Snotonovich). His family came from Yugoslavia in the
early ‘50’s and found it difficult to spell his name for Americans. It was shortened to
Snot for the American citizenship ceremony.
Having completely controlled his outbursts by the end of the second week, Mr.
Pickle wanted to continue snapping but his fear of girls was handled. He needed a
new target. Hmmmmm. As he bent down to pet the neighbor’s Labradoodle, it
uncharacteristically bit Mr. Pickle’s hand requiring ten stitches. Snap, snap, snap.
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Author

Kathy Marshack
I first learned of Portland Center for
Spiritual Living from church members
Consuelo and Anne when I overheard
them talking. We were standing in line at
an event, held at an airport hotel. When I
turned to introduce myself, Anne and I
were convinced we had met before. We
hadn’t but we marveled at all we had in common.
Ironically it was Anne who said, “I know I’ve seen you before. Like
maybe on a book cover. Are you an author?”
I was holding a proof copy of my book, Out of Mind – Out of Sight. “Well
yes I am,” I said, “But you haven’t seen this book yet.” She agreed that she
had never read any of my books, so our conversation turned to the
connection Anne and Consuelo have to PCSL, and their recommendation
that I check it out.
I followed up the two women’s’ suggestion to check out the church but it
took a year of erratic attempts before I felt ready. A year or so after that
Rev. Larry and I decided to start the PCSL Writer’s Group. We both needed
support to get our latest books written and published. This was one of the
best decisions I have ever made; well, two actually.
I am proud to say that I published my fourth book this spring, "WHEN
EMPATHY FAILS: How to stop those hell-bent on destroying you." It's a
personal memoir but also a psychological self-help book. Without the loving
support and critical feedback of our PCSL writers, I wouldn't have made it.
Thank you.
All of my books are available on Amazon, Barnes and Noble, or at my
website www.kmarshack.com.
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Five Random Words
From PCSL’s Writer’s Group 2017-2018
By Kathy Marshack

“Pickle”, “snot”, “rubber bands”, “brown”, “digital.” These are the words members of
the PCSL Writer’s Group chose at random. It’s a game we writers play once a year to
help us fashion stories for the PCSL Talent Show.
I wasn’t inspired though. One by one my fellow writers crafted clever stories
including these words. Fanciful stories of fairies and vampires and childhood
memories emerged from our members. For some reason, nothing creative came to
mind for me. I kept drawing a blank.
“Pickle”, “snot”, “rubber bands”, “brown”, “digital.” Nothing. Nothing at all.
I crumpled my paper one more time and started fresh. I listed the words in a
column and felt a twinge of inspiration. There just might be another way to look at
this project. Pulling out a tool from my psychologist’s box I decided to make two lists.
On the left were the negative meanings of these words. For example, “pickle” means
to be stuck or backed into a corner. On the right side of the paper I listed more positive
qualities for a pickle. It could be a savory snack, or great in a potato salad. It is also an
optional food meaning that I am free to choose it. With an inkling of intuition, I began
to feel that this game was worth pursuing.
By the end of my exercise I had redeemed myself for the talent show. These
nothing words took on the meaning of Science of Mind values. Check out my lists:

Stuck
Old Thinking
Pickle: Backed into a corner
Stuck
Blind Alley
I made a mess of things
Snot: Drippy Nose
Selfish brat
Arrogant person
I’m worthless
Rubber Bands: Useful Clutter
Functional
Old, crusty, broken
Never have one when you need one
Brown: Dirt
Smog
Filth
Scandal

Freedom
New Thinking
Savory Snack
Home made with Mom’s Love
Great in potato salad
Optional food; free to choose
Immune System response
Free flowing body juices
Wise body
Love my self even when ill
Flexible
Colorful array
Abundant supply
One of multiple options
Soft fur
Milk chocolate
Beautiful eyes
Bountiful earth
11

Stuck
Old Thinking
Digital: Numbers
Calculating
Unimaginative
Two dimensional

Freedom
New Thinking
Music by another name
Creative force
Brings photos to life
Language of the Universe

From “pickle”, “snot”, “rubber bands”, “brown”, “digital,” came this God message:
I am a creative force on this bountiful Earth because from multiple
options, I freely choose Love, the Universal Language of all life.
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Author

Laura Perry
I grew up in the Pacific Northwest, which
is an integral setting for the “Moonphase”
series I’m writing. I've been writing
stories and poetry extensively since I was
11, and studied under Robert W. Walker,
author of the “Instinct” mysteries.
My first published work was
biographical, for "Letters Across Time", as
Nikola Tesla. I also have a blog I post to infrequently at
kaliwalk.wordpress.com on Autism Spectrum and Attention Deficit
disorders. On the Oregon Coast, I have cards with my poetry illustrated with
watercolor art by Carol Summers in gift shops. My author website at
moonphasebooks.com has links to real world websites, podcasts, T.V. shows
and videos that provide further background on the science, history and
folklore behind the “Moonphase” series. There’s also a sign-up link if you
want to be notified when each book is released, and an e-mail link if you
want to send me a message.
When I'm not writing, I drive for Uber, and am currently seeking work in
technical writing and instructional development. For fun, I listen to "How
Stuff Works" podcasts, information from which gets assimilated into my
story-lines to provide real-world science for many of the plot elements.
I used this challenge to write a chapter for the third book in my
“Moonphase” series, called “Foul Moon”. The factions and politics in
“Moonphase” vampire culture are exposed as the battle between
werewolves and vampires rises in pitch. “Foul Moon” has several scenes set
locally, with werewolves in Forest Park and vampires in the Shanghai
Tunnels under Portland.
You can find the first two books, “Fatal Moon” and “Kindred Moon” on
Amazon.com under author “L. E. Perry”. “Foul Moon” will be out in June
2019, and each subsequent book will launch annually after that until the
series is finished. If you’d like a free electronic copy, you’ll find “Fatal Moon”
also on Google Play Books and Free-Ebooks.net. You should know, though,
that these are not traditional werewolves; these are shapeshifters who have
contracted a CRISPR-type virus that splices wolf DNA into their
chromosomes, along with an infusion of DNA from the extraterrestrials that
engineered the species.
14

Much like the pirate code, I consider folklore more of a guideline than a
blueprint, weaving science, folklore, history, and fantasy to provide
challenges for my epic characters. The series delights me even more than I
expected when I first blew life into it and it lifted off the page.
Feel free to join the discussion; I’ve created a Facebook page and am
slowly developing a following, at
https://www.facebook.com/LEPerryAuthor. If you have any questions
about how it all works, or where it’s going, I’m happy to answer them, there
or in person.
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PDX: Parlay
A “Moonphase” excerpt from book 3, “Foul Moon”, available June 2019
By L. E. Perry, author
www.moonphasebooks.com
It was a long way down. The quiet room was an old cistern they’d dug out, on a side
tunnel under the city of Portland, one rock at a time. It had been the twelve of them,
“soldiers” as they were called. And once the sides were deep enough, while they were
busy lifting rocks into buckets at the bottom, the ancients had pulled the ropes up, and
told them they would have to use the rocks they dug out to build steps to get to the
top. Bags of mortar and a barrel of water were lowered down to them. No amount of
yelling had made a difference; the elders turned their back on them and made them
build their way out. They’d worked frenetically, day after day, hungry, even thirsty,
afraid to drink water they might need for mortar to build the stairs. Now, every time
one of them was told to go to the “quiet room”, it was a reminder of the sore muscles,
the blisters, the scraped knuckles, and the terror. A crack in the pavement of the
walkway above let in a trickle of light, like Ariadne’s thread, as Amber descended in
circles, down to her brother. She could hear him sniffling, all alone. Vic would check on
him, and he had to be at the bottom of the well, or he’d have to stay longer. She
followed the steps down, feeling as if a huge rubber band was trying to pull her back
up, resisting her steps. If there was a single place in the world where terror was so
thick you could feel it like a silent scream, this was it.
“Brandon, it’s me,” she whispered, as if speaking any louder would disturb
something fragile in the dark stillness.
“Amber?” he asked, querulously, his voice a hollow echo coming from several
directions in the cold stone well. He was so frightened. It made her angry, the way the
ancient ones treated them, as if turning them into vampires had been a blessing they
bestowed. Well, technically it had saved their lives, but only because the ancient ones
had captured and imprisoned them, calling them “blood slaves”, their only purpose
being to feed the hungry creatures. The vile demonspawn would come down to
puncture a vein of one of their captives, then drink from it, at least once a month, and
there were a few dozen of them; it was slowly bleeding them to death. When the
powerful revenants gave them the choice between remaining prisoners and
becoming monsters, Amber and Brandon had both been eager. They’d even thought
that, if they became vampires, they’d be just as powerful, and they could overcome
their captors and escape.
The reality, while an improvement over being blood-slaves, was far more dismal
than they’d pictured. The ancients were powerful beyond belief; there would be no
overcoming them. Amber and Brandon both found their new, fledgling powers hard
to use, and any use was detectable by their captors in an instant. They were no longer
restricted to a tiny cell, but they were now given orders to capture others, turn them
into blood-slaves to replace themselves, and their movements were tracked.
Deviation was punished severely. They were taught disguise spells, to hide
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themselves when they crept out from the tunnels under Portland, and they were even
given guns with silver bullets in case they encountered werewolves, but their primary
job was to wage war on the homeless people of Portland, the ones whose
disappearances would never be solved, and rarely even investigated. Their hunts
were not frequent enough to cause alarm, and they chose their victims carefully,
selecting those that kept to themselves, or were such a nuisance that any notice of
their disappearance would be met with relief. Amber and Brandon unfortunately
knew the homeless people of Portland well; that’s what they’d been, after ejecting
themselves from the foster system several years ago. Amber was barely sixteen now,
her birthday had come and gone without notice, except by Brandon, who had pulled a
wheel off an abandoned car and rolled it into the barracks as a birthday gift. At
fourteen, he should have been a larger boy; the effort had thoroughly exhausted him,
and he lay there panting as she asked him why he’d brought her a wheel.
“It’s your car! I’ll build it for you, one part at a time,” Brandon had replied. They
had both laughed so hard they were crying. Huge sobs of shared disappointments
wracked their young bodies.
“You’re getting snot in my hair,” Amber said, as she took the last step into the little
empty place where Brandon sat.
“I’m not even near your hair,” He answered, and they both chuckled quietly. Those
were the last two things they’d said to each other, on her birthday, before Vic had
come to take Brandon away, ostensibly for more lessons on becoming invisible, which
Brandon couldn’t seem to learn. Amber wasn’t sure what Vic did to Brandon during
those lessons, because Brandon refused to tell her. For the first time in their lives,
Brandon was keeping secrets from her. She let him; it was hard enough to defy the
fear they both felt, down here. If keeping a few secrets gave him some strength, let
him do it, she thought.
“I’m supposed to be alone,” Brandon admonished her.
“I said I’d never leave you alone, didn’t I? What kind of sister would I be if I didn’t
keep my promises?” Amber whispered, as she sat down next to him and pulled his
head onto her shoulder. She felt his body shudder with huge, wracking sobs, and she
rubbed his back, like their mother had, when they were still young and the world was
still a safe place.
“Amber, I can’t do it,” Brandon sobbed. “I don’t want to be a monster! I don’t want
to kidnap people. I don’t want to eat them.”
“It’s just blood, Brandon. It’s like drinking milk. Cows actually like to be milked,
don’t they? Maybe they just have to get used to it. So can we.”
Brandon gave a hard sniff and wiped his eyes. “But we’re not the ones being bled
any more, are we? We’re not the cows, we’re the killers.”
“They don’t die!” She protested.
“Eventually they do. You know they do. And they’re prisoners, just like us!”
Brandon protested, sitting up slowly.
Amber sighed. “We’ll find a way to get out of here, and we’ll set them free as well.”
“How?” His question was almost a howl of grief and despair.
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“We’ll build a car, one part at a time, then fill it up with gas, and we’ll drive to
Mexico, and live on the beach, and eat pickle sandwiches,” she answered, still rubbing
his back, picturing the fantasy she’d been clinging to for months.
“We could stay here, by the river, and eat salmon and blackberries,” Brandon said,
always ready to have an answer that was different from her own. He needed to feel
like he had some control, and these days, the only thing he had control over was the
fantasy of how their lives would be if they escaped.
“OK. We’ll take a vote when we get the car built,” she said, still rubbing his back.
“There’s only two of us! It’ll be a tie.” Brandon protested.
“We’ll have to kidnap someone and make them the best and happiest blood-slave
ever! We’ll eat blackberries and drink happy blood,” she mused.
Brandon laughed. She’d taken his mind off the stone floors and walls of their
imprisonment for a moment, at least.
“Will drinking happy blood make us happy?” Brandon asked, sounding like the
little boy he’d once been.
“It has to! Think about it; we’ve been drinking scared blood, and how has that
made us feel?” It had seemed funny, in her head, but Brandon had gone stock-still.
Amber wanted to tear her hair out. She didn’t know how to be a mom. She didn’t
know how a mom always found the right words to say, how a mom always knew
what to do. Amber never knew what to do. Brandon needed a mom, and all he had
was his sister. It wasn’t enough.
She hugged his shoulders and tousled his brown hair. “I have to go, Brandon. Vic
told us to get our guns ready. I’ll clean yours for you. We have to put silver bullets in
them, for the werewolves.”
“Are they really going to make us fight werewolves?” Brandon asked, in a panic.
“What if Luke’s there? We don’t stand a chance against him!”
“Luke’s not as tough an old wolf as he wants us to think!” Amber said, bravely,
trying to hide the shaking she felt when she thought about the terrifying werewolfcult leader.
“Now you’re lying to me. Why would you lie to me?” Brandon said, plaintively.
Good lord, Amber thought. Is he really going to revert to a six-year-old again? Why
can’t he grow up! But she answered, patiently, “You don’t know that. Like you said,
we’ve been told all kinds of things about him, and they’re probably not true. He’s just
got a really good PR guy.”
Brandon laughed. Amber worried that they were making too much noise. She
didn’t want Vic to find out she’d been down here with her brother. They’d both be
punished, and that would most likely mean more time in the “silent room” for
Brandon. The last thing she wanted was to make his time here last longer.
She could feel Brandon’s arm moving back and forth. It felt like his hand was
behind his back, digging in something. He pulled out a watch. “Hey,” he said, “This was
buried in the mortar in the cistern wall! It was in here before we dug the place out.” He
held it up, so the thin thread of light hit it. “And it’s digital! Didn’t Vic tell us this thing
was filled in a century ago?”
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Amber nodded, frowning. “Yeah, he said the werewolves buried a bunch of
vampires here after the tunnel wars of the nineteenth century.”
“But we never found any bodies! We didn’t even find bones,” Brandon pointed
out.
Amber nodded, remembering how they were afraid they’d find something
macabre with every stone they lifted, but all the way down, all they’d found was rocks.
She’d also looked at some of the histories of the area, and she was pretty sure there’d
been no tunnels in the nineteenth century.
“Why would Vic lie about that?” Amber asked. “What would lying to us do for
them?”
They sat in silence for a few moments, then Brandon said the smartest and most
hopeless thing she’d heard from him yet. “What if the werewolves aren’t our
enemies? What if the ancients just want us to believe they are? What if the
werewolves could be our saviors?”
Amber thought about it. Everyone knew werewolves and vampires were
enemies, right? At least, in legends, that’s how it went. She’d thought the stories of
werewolves and vampires were just fantasy. When she’d done a book report on
“Twilight”, she’d dug up an article on werewolves versus vampires; it said vampires
were symbolic depictions of the parasitic nature of cold logic, fully aware of the
damage it does. Werewolves, on the other hand, were symbols of rampant,
uncontrolled emotions, destroying lives unconsciously. After reading the “Twilight”
series, she thought of vampires as the good guys, because you could at least reason
with a vampire, and if a vampire WANTED to be good, it could survive without killing.
There was a chance of salvation, for a vampire, but legends said werewolves would
only stop killing when they were dead. A werewolf couldn’t listen to reason; when a
werewolf became a monster, it only had a beast-brain, and couldn’t understand
anything it was told.
She’d thought they were just stories. Then she had been stunned to learn that it
was impossible to become a vampire without going through a werewolf phase; the
virus that changed a person was the same for both, but werewolves never made it
past the raw beast phase, and never learned to control themselves, while vampires
were the more evolved creatures who had made it to the next level. That’s what Vic
had said. Once you became a monster, the best thing you could do was gain control
over it, and that could only be done by becoming a vampire, something those that
remained werewolves refused to do, preferring to remain the horrific killing
machines of folklore. They were evil.
“But Luke seems like he’s in control of himself, doesn’t he?” Amber said, slowly, as
she thought it through. “That guy in the entrance, the one that might be Luke, he
totally took charge of that situation. He had his bodyguard take out Romeo and
Booger, then they were gone so fast I didn’t even see them leave.”
“Yeah, they were slinking around like criminals!” Brandon noted.
“You mean, like us?” Amber answered, with irritation.
“We live here!” Brandon exclaimed.
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“Hush! Keep your voice down,” Amber said. “I’m not supposed to be here. I’m
going now.” She stood up, but she couldn’t shake the idea that Brandon had just put in
her head. What if they’d been lied to? Luke and his bodyguard could have killed
everyone in that room. If they lost control so easily, why didn’t they? And she knew
she’d felt someone touching the surface of her mind, then the blond man had looked
straight at her, before looking away, as if he hadn’t seen her. But he had; he knew she
was there, even with the cloaking spell she’d used. Legend was that Luke was
incapable of restraining himself; if he found a vampire, he would rip it to shreds. But
he hadn’t. Obviously, he had restrained himself. Which meant, at least one thing they’d
been told about werewolves was a lie.
What if everything they’d been told about monsters was a lie? What if they were
all just a bunch of frightened kids, doing what they were told, trying to stay alive? Yet,
if it was true, what could she do about it? The only way she could learn anything about
werewolves was to talk to them, and everything she knew told her she’d be killed if
she tried.
Was there and alternative, though, really? All she had right now was this shadow
existence, catching glimpses of real life, up above the streets of Portland, while she
lived down below, in stone tunnels no one even knew about; the real tunnels had
been filled in, section by section, as the city grew, while the vampires had carved out
their own secret passages, off to the sides and deeper, so they could remain hidden
from the living.
She realized she’d made it all the way back to the barracks without even noticing
where her feet were taking her. How long had she been walking through her life, as if
she was on a treadmill? She’d become a monster that way. All she wanted now was to
stop being a monster. What if the answer was not to escape, but to change? What if
the answer to a shadow existence was to embrace the other monster, the one she’d
been told was the enemy? Did she need to shift from an open battle above the ground
to a personal battle in her own mind, until she found balance between cold logic and
unrestrained instinct? Was she living in a dream, trying to wake up? Maybe the only
way to wake up was to face the beasts within herself.
She realized how arrogantly philosophical that sounded. Maybe this was just that
ancient affliction of all teenage girls, the need to find drama in everything. Mortified at
the thought, she stepped into the barracks, where the rest of the “soldiers” were
industriously cleaning their weapons. Well, at least she knew the drama wasn’t just a
concoction of her own mind. She was living in a tunnel under the city with a bunch of
kids who had to drink blood to stay alive, and who’d been taught to clean rifles so they
could wage war on werewolves. If that wasn’t real drama, then there was no such
thing.
She pulled Brandon’s rifle out of his footlocker, sat down on his bunk, and started
taking it apart, carefully wiping and the deadly weapon, trying to think. How was she
going to get the attention of one of the creatures? Could she ask for a truce? None of
the others would follow her, not even Brandon. He wasn’t brave enough. She’d have
to do it behind everyone’s back, and there was no guarantee it would work. But
Brandon wasn’t going to survive this crazy vampire existence; he was an artist, he had
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a sensitive heart. He was the type of guy that rescued ducklings and nursed them back
to health. He was already in denial about so many things; he refused to believe
anything he was told. Maybe that wasn’t the weakness she thought it was. Maybe this
time, Brandon was right. She hoped so, because she realized she had resolved to do
the most dangerous thing she could think of; she was going to talk to a werewolf. And
the only opportunity she could see was in the middle of the upcoming battle. She’d
have to step aside, find a leader, put her gun down, surrender herself, and ask for
parlay. The word was parlay, wasn’t it?
Parlay, she thought to herself, and it became her mantra. Parlay, parlay, parlay, she
thought, as she ran the gun-cleaning rod down the barrel. Parlay, she thought, as she
put the pieces of the rifle back together. “Parlay,” she whispered, as she loaded the
magazine with cartridges that had pale silver bullet tips. Parlay. Parlay with a monster
to make peace, to rejoin the living. Parlay, if she could find one of the beasts who
would listen. Her heart felt like it was going to explode, inside her chest, and she
remembered the post she’d seen on Facebook, about a black guy who had gone into
one Ku Klux Klan meeting after another, to talk to them. And one after another,
Klansmen had handed him their robes, later, and walked away from their Klan,
convinced that they’d been wrong. She would be like him, and go tell them, we aren’t
the enemy, and neither are you. We’re just people trying to live, who’ve been told a lot
of lies. We need to start finding our own truths, because the truths spoken by others
aren’t working for us.
Parlay.
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22

Strawberry Scum
By Janine Steward
Nichole settled into the red vinyl booth cushion at Ben Brown’s Breakfast Bonanza
Restaurant. Her friend, Tina, had recommended Ben’s for the food and the
atmosphere. She checked the digital read out on her phone and put the phone on
mute. She said, “It’s great to see you, Tina. We have a lot of catching up to do.” Nichole
took a long sip of her coffee. “I’ve been looking forward to this. Black and strong, just
the way I like it.” The waitress brought a wire carrier of jam and syrup to the table
when she came to take their order. Nichole lifted the lid on the jar of strawberry jam
and breathed deeply. “Wow, does that take me back to my childhood and my
mother’s kitchen,” she said. “Mom used to spend most of her summers canning fruits
and vegetables, and making jam. I remember one day in particular when I was
around nine. My brother, Bobby, and sister, Jennifer, and I had been playing outside.”
v
“Hey, mom! What smells so good?” It was late June and she had started her
steady stream of putting up vegetables and fruit for the coming winter. She was the
proverbial industrious ant, never a wasted moment. Today, as most summer days,
the back door was open to the breeze and only a screen stood between us kids and
the amazing aromas wafting from inside.
“I’m making strawberry jam today,” mom said, turning away from the stove and
making her way to the door. “And, I’ve just scooped a fresh batch of scum from my
jam. I don’t know what to do with it.”
“We’ll help you.” The three of us rushed into the house, pushing and shoving each
other as we made our way to the kitchen counter.
“Slow down, you little snots. Wash your hands first. There’s soap on the
drainboard and a towel hanging from the hook next to it. Find a seat and I’ll join you
at the table.”
Mom put a white cereal bowl, four table knives, a packet of saltine crackers, and
napkins on a tray and carried it to our kitchen table. She took down four glasses from
the cupboard and pulled out the jug of milk from the fridge. After pouring milk into
each glass, she joined the three of us at the table where we had already claimed our
seats.
“Alright now, you know what to do.” Mom looked each of us in the eyes. We each
took a saltine in our left hand, a knife in our right. Starting with Bobby, we passed the
bowl around the table. The bowl was filled halfway with a frothy pink substance that
smelled of fresh strawberries. This precious foam was known to us as strawberry
scum--skimmed from the top of the strawberries, sugar, pectin and water bubbling
away on the stove. Bobby carefully dipped his knife into the bowl and pulled it out
with a gob of frothy pinkness that he then spread on the saltine. He passed the bowl
to Jennifer who, after repeating Bobby’s process, passed it to me. I finally passed the
bowl to mom.
23

We held our treats in front of our mouths. When mom said, “Ready, set, go!” all
four of us popped the saltines into our mouths--whole. What an explosion of sweet
strawberries and salty crackers—a simple, yet intensely satisfying treat. “Mmm,
mmm, mmm,” was all anyone could say, as we chewed, swallowed and then reached
for more saltines.
Mom returned to her jam making as we kids made short shrift of the bowl of
strawberry scum. When it was gone, we each put our knives into the sink, gave mom
a hug, and went back outside to play.
v
Nichole smiled to herself. “My mom always said, ‘There’s nothing more
wonderful than a kitchen full of children.’, she told Tina.” “When her jam was cooked
she would spoon it into ½ pint jars. Once cooled, she would put a square of red and
white checked gingham on top, held in place by a rubber band. All during the coming
year she would share the abundance of her kitchen with family and friends. In
addition to the jam, there would be peaches, pears, cherries, applesauce, apple pies,
frozen corn, and bread and butter pickles. Strawberry scum, on the other hand, was
an in-the-moment experience reserved for children and those young at heart.”
“Sounds like a great memory,” Tina said. The waitress had just served their
breakfasts. Nichole reached for the strawberry jam jar. “Not as good as mom’s but it’ll
do.”
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Gŵyl Ifan

By Lawrence King
Norma hated using the telephone. It sat on a table in the parlor and she
regarded it with some distrust. For one thing, she couldn’t really tell what
people were thinking when she talked to them over the phone. It was just
words. Sometimes people would say the darnedest things on the
telephone—things they would never say in person. Because of this, she had
put off making a call that should have been made earlier in the week.
She picked up the heavy black handset and dialed a number from her
pocked-sized address book.
“Miskatonic University, School of Liberal Arts.” The voice was that of a
young man.
“This is Norma Davies. I’m calling for Dr. Clarke.”
“Is there something I can help you with, Ma’am?”
“Not unless you know about the bonfire tonight.”
“Bonfire?”
“For Lithia.”
“Forlithia? I’m not sure that…”
“Could you ask Dr. Clarke? Please.”
“Just a minute, Ma’am.”
Norma was put on hold for a moment.
“There’s no bonfire tonight,” said the young man, returning to the phone.
“I’ve asked ‘round and there’s no bonfire.”
In person Norma could easily catch someone in a lie. It wasn’t so easy
over the phone. She was pretty sure that he was lying. About the “asking
around part,” at least. She was sure the young man hadn’t asked anyone.
“Did you ask Dr. Clarke? Dr. Alicia Clarke? Personally?”
“OK. OK. Just a minute.” He put her back on hold.
“Little snot,” said Norma.
Norma’s grandniece, Violet, giggled from across the room. She was
staying with Norma for an extended weekend. At five years old, Violet
already knew about swear words, but thought that Norma’s alternatives
were very funny. In a bit of frustration Norma had called Violet “you little
pickle-puss.” Violet had a good laugh over that one. Imagine: a face like a
pickle!
Norma tapped one foot. She wondered if being put on hold halted the
flow of electricity through the phone wires. Sometimes she worried about
electricity leaking through, causing damage to her or the old farmhouse.
“This is Claire Barry. Are you still on the line, Ms. Davies?”

27

“Mrs. Barry, could you please help me to reach Dr. Clarke? Alicia Clarke?
I need to make arrangements to come to the bonfire tonight and that young
man says there isn’t one.”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Davies. I’m so sorry to have to tell you. Dr. Clarke’s
passed away. She died this past winter, shortly after the January
snowstorm.”
“What? She’s dead?”
“Yes. I’m so sorry. Were you a friend of hers?”
Norma had to think about that a minute. Friend? “We were colleagues. I
always helped her with the Gŵyl Ifan bonfire and sometimes with other
things.”
“Gŵyl Ifan?”
“Solstice, dear. The bonfire for Lithia is what I’m talking about.”
“Solstice was on the twenty-first, Ms. Davies.”
“I know, that. Gŵyl Ifan’s on the twenty-fourth. In the old days, solstice
lasted three, sometimes four days. Today’s the last day: Gŵyl Ifan. Who’s
taking Dr. Clarke’s place? Can I talk to her?”
There was a long pause on the line.
“I guess that’s me,” said Claire.
“But there’s no bonfire tonight?” This wasn’t an occasion for
pleasantries, so Norma decided to ask a straightforward question. “You are
the new witch at Miskatonic? Yes?”
Another pause.
“We really shouldn’t discuss this over the…” Claire’s voice sounded
frustrated. “I’m a mambo, actually, from Haiti. But that’s just an island word
for witch or priestess.”
Norma sighed. “And you don’t know about setting the bonfire? For
Lithia? During the convergence? The University has kept the solstice safe
for as long as I can remember. I’ve been coming out to help with the bonfire
for at least 25 years. I was going to bring my grandniece this year. To
acquaint her with the ways. To take my place someday.”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Davies. I’m really just starting to assess Dr. Clarke’s work.
She didn’t really leave many notes about her non-teaching responsibilities.”
Norma was lost in thought.
“Is the bonfire necessary?” asked Claire.
“I thought it was. Dr. Clarke and I always had a trap ready in case
something came through on Gŵyl Ifan. Something unwanted, if you take my
meaning. Some years there’s nothing, of course. But other years—I’m sure
we prevented some crossovers. When the realms are so close together, it
always seemed like a wise precaution. Especially here. Around Arkham, that
is. With the ley lines such as they are…” Norma fell silent, not knowing if
Mrs. Barry understood anything of what she was saying. What had
happened to Alicia Clarke?
“Are you still there, Ms. Davies?”
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“Yes. I’m still here.”
“Can I help you with anything else?”
Norma traded contact information with Claire, then hung up.
“Fiddlesticks!” she said. You haven’t helped at all!
v
After breakfast, Norma, Violet, and Norma’s ancient dog went out into
the backyard of the farmhouse.
“I don’t see why we can’t build our own bonfire right here at the farm,”
said Norma. “We kept the Gŵyl Ifan vigil here when I was a girl. Granny and
Mother showed me how. Of course up at the college they’ve been doing it up
fancy. Applied witchcraft, they call it. They have a summoning grid, wards
and the lot. It’s like a new science.”
Norma knew that Violet was too young to understand what she was
saying. She was talking it through for her own benefit. To jog her memory of
what must be done.
“The ley lines converge over there,” Norma said, pointed to the barn.
“Ley lines mark where the energy of the earth flows through sacred sites
and objects. On Gŵyl Ifan the separation between the realms is almost nonexistent. In the old days we called it an ysbrydnos—when the spirits might
be freed to crossover and walk again. Where ley lines come together, it’s
easy to make a crossing. They’re like doors. Dr. Clarke and I always set a
trap on Gŵyl Ifan in case we get a visitor we don’t want.”
“A visitor?” asked Violet. “Like when Adam visited?” Violet remembered
when her cousin Adam came to stay with them.
“Like Adam, only someone you don’t want to visit. Can you imagine if
you had to open your house to a visitor that everyone hated? A visitor who’s
up to no good?”
“How can we keep ‘em out?”
“With a trap. A bonfire trap. When it’s done-up properly it will look like
a welcoming porch light to anyone in the neighborhood, but it’ll trap ‘em if
they come in.”
“But Auntie, you can’t have a fire in the barn.”
Violet had now voiced Norma’s primary concern. Years ago, the valley’s
bonfire had been moved to convergent ley lines at Miskatonic University.
There wasn’t a need for another local demon-trap, so Norma’s mother had
built the new barn over the farm’s site. This was a smart move for the farm.
All the proper symbols and angles had been built into the barn—it was a
fitting trap for anything coming through. It made the farm safe.
But it wasn’t suitable for a bonfire. The trap was available, but there
wasn’t a way to light it up—to make it particularly attractive.
“Maybe we can. We can make a small fire in the barn—just big enough to
look interesting. Maybe that will be enough.”
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Violet looked up at her great-aunt with expectation. She loved helping
her auntie around the farm.
“First we need to gather some materials,” said Norma. “We have to make
the trap really strong, just in case the visitor is big and troublesome. We’ll
need some St. John’s wart, yarrow, fennel and bracken.”
While the old dog sat on the back porch, Norma walked around the
kitchen garden identifying all the various herbs for Violet. It was time to
begin her training in the craft.
“We’ll need St. John’s wart for protection. I’ll show you how to make
chains of flowers. We’ll hang them over the doors and windows of the house
to keep out visitors. They hate the stuff. Then we need small bundles of
yarrow. If the bonfire does draw something in, we throw yarrow on the fire
to drive it back. Yarrow makes a smoke that will burn an unwelcome
visitor.”
Norma showed Violet how to pull up the bulbs of fennel at the end of the
kitchen garden. “Fennel is for our personal protection. We’ll mash them up
in the kitchen until we get liquid out of them. We add water to the liquid
and wash-ourselves-up in it. It makes us unattractive to visitors.”
“Does it smell funny?”
“Like licorice.”
Violet made a face. She didn’t care for licorice, either.
After gathering the herbs in the kitchen garden, Norma sent Violet into
the forest to look for bracken ferns. “They’re on a single stalk and triangleshaped.” Norma drew the outline of one in the dirt. “You can pull them up
pretty easy. We only want the ones with spores on them. Little black or
brown seeds on the underside. If the spots aren’t dark colored, leave them
alone.”
“What do we use the bracken for?” asked Violet.
“The spores will make me invisible,” said Norma.
v
Norma had not been able to actively farm her land for many years. For a
time, the empty barn had served as a garage for her car, but her family
decided it was no longer safe for her to be driving. The barn was empty
now, except for a few garden tools and the woodpile for her kitchen stove
and fireplace. It was basically a big space two stories high. A ladder went up
into the eaves where hay used to be stored.
Getting ready for the midsummer vigil was taxing for Norma. She and
Violet struggled to lift a portable fire pit onto a rolling garden cart. Then she
pulled it from her backyard sitting area into the barn. The fire pit had been
given to her by Violet’s parents two years earlier—but this would be its first
actual use.
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Next, Norma uncoiled the hose from the tap by the kitchen garden. She
drug it into the barn so that it would be handy. She hoped she didn’t need to
use it. Still, having a fire in the barn would require some precautions.
Violet was in the house using rubber bands to make hand-sized bundles
out of the yarrow they had collected. If spirits appeared in the fire, Norma
would lob some yarrow at them and they should be driven back into the
other realm. At least that was how it was supposed to work.
At the college, the bonfire had contained nine kinds of wood, all native to
the Miskatonic River valley. Norma wasn’t sure if this was the college
tradition, or a true requirement to set the demon trap. She had been trained
by her grandmother to use three kinds of wood—all cut from the forest
surrounding the family farm. As she surveyed her woodpile, she hoped the
mix of oak, ash and maple would be sufficient. She built up a small stack of
mixed wood in the fire pit, ready to light.
A true Gŵyl Ifan bonfire also required other elements. “Bones” are what
make it a bonnefyre and a mixture of wood and bones created a wakefyre. A
wakefire was what was needed for summer solstice. Norma needed to
remain awake through the night—from dusk to dawn to watch and guard
the potential portal.
Dog would have to miss his Sunday treat. His stash of bones from the
butcher shop was to be put to another use. Norma added several of them to
the wood in the fire pit.
The other traditional element for a wakefire was cinders from the
previous year’s fire. Norma hoped that this part of the ritual was optional.
There wasn’t anything she could do about that.
At dusk, Norma said a prayer for safety and to honor her ancestors. Then
she lit the fire.
Midsummer fires start easily. Soon a pleasant smell of wood smoke
permeated the space. The night was without wind, and the small column of
smoke lifted up into the rafters of the barn and out through the open gables
at either end.
“Are we ready?” Violet appeared in the barn door, startling Norma.
“I guess so, honey.”
“Here are the yarrows,” said Violet, presenting Norma with a basket full
of the banded bundles of yarrow flower. “There’s another basket in the
kitchen.”
“Thank you, Violet. These look just perfect.”
“What do we do now?”
“We’re going to put you to bed. It’s past 9 PM, way past your bedtime,
little helper. That’s why we put the St. John’s wart above the doors and
windows. You and Dog will be safe and asleep in the house.”
“But I want to see the visitors!”
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“I doubt that very much. If they’re a bad kind of visitor, I expect you’d be
scared. Then I’d be in big trouble when your mamma came to pick you up
on Sunday afternoon.”
“But…”
“Not negotiable, my little pickle-puss. Let’s go in and get you ready for
bed.”
Violet giggled a bit at the “pickle-puss,” but was disappointed at having
to go to bed.
Norma thought the fire would be fine if left for a bit, and she and Violet
went into the house.
Norma tucked Violet into her bed in the guest room, making sure that
the St. Johns wart was hanging above her door and window.
“Now you stay in here with Dog. He’ll keep you company.”
Violet looked down at the old dog, not sure how much company he
would provide.
“What if somebody comes in?”
“That’s what the St. John’s wart is for. You’ll be safe. They can’t come in.
“But if they do?”
“Think of it like TV. When something scary happens on TV does it mean
you have to be scared?”
“Sometimes I am scared.”
“Yes, but do you have to be? Couldn’t you choose to be strong and
powerful?”
Violet smiled. “I turn off the TV when it gets scary.”
“That’s right. The scariness is mostly in your own mind. But even if you
can’t turn it off, you can at least turn the fear off.”
“I guess that’s right.”
“And rotten visitors know that when you’re afraid you’re helpless. You
can’t make them go away if you’re afraid of them. How do you make a bad
houseguest leave?”
Violet wasn’t sure and waited for the answer.
“You stand up to them. You don’t ask them politely to leave—you
demand it. Do you think you could demand an uninvited houseguest to
leave? Could you be that brave?”
Violet nodded. “I think so.”
“Then that’s all you need to know. Besides, nothing’s going to happen.
There are likely no visitors to come, and if one did you’re not to try and
help. You and Dog just stay in the bedroom until I see you in the morning.”
“What if I have to go to the bathroom?”
Oh, right. Violet would think of that. “I’ll make sure that the bathroom
and hall have St. John’s wart protection too. Just go quick and head back to
bed, OK?”
“OK.”
“What happens if you hear something scary?” asked Norma.
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“I don’t have to be scared. It’s like TV. I stay in my room until morning.”
“That’s right. And what if there’s a visitor in the house?”
“There won’t ‘cause of the wart-stuff. But if there is, I order them out. It’s
our house and they have to get out.”
Leaning down for a kiss, Norma said, “There won’t be any visitors,
honey. You have a good night’s sleep.”
“Goodnight.”
“I love you, sweetheart,” said Norma, leaning down to kiss her
grandniece.
Norma patted Dog, who was already asleep on a rug at the side of the
bed. She turned out the light and shut the door.
On her way back through the small farmhouse, Norma made sure the
doors and windows all had small batches of St. John’s wart in place. The
house was secure.
Going through the kitchen, she picked up the small basin with the
squeezed fennel liquid in it. She wiped it over her exposed skin as a
personal protection against demons. She was sincere in her statement to
Violet. She doubted that there would be any “visitors.” It was just an extra
precaution.
But, as she approached the entrance to the barn, Norma began to have
doubts. Someone or some thing had been there. Subtle changes had been
made.
The barn door was open a little wider than when she left it. Some of the
stacked firewood had been shifted slightly. There was an odd smell
mingling with the smoke from the fire. A muskiness.
Fiddlesticks! Norma cursed herself for a fool. She hadn’t imagined an
entity would come so early. That had never happened in her experience at
home or at the college. The fire was down to embers and Norma added a
few more sticks of kindling. She needed more light to see.
There! In one corner of the barn, near the woodpile, was the small bulk
of an interloper. She could just see a shifting outline.
As flames from the fire leapt higher and brightened things, Norma got a
better view. Black skin, flaming red hair. It was hard to make out details in
the flickering light from the fire. It seemed to be wearing a black shroud
from the grave, clutched together in bloody claws.
Norma held her breath in terror. Was it too late to send the demon back?
Suddenly the demon turned its eyes on Norma. Black within white
within black the demon’s eyes bored into her.
Norma started to cry out, unprepared to defend herself.
“You must be Norma Davies,” said the demon, rising up to full height. It
extended a fully human-looking hand with crimson-painted nails. “I’m
Claire Barry from the University. I thought you could use some help.”
v
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After her initial shock, Norma was glad for Claire Barry’s company. She
still doubted Claire’s abilities as a proper witch, but she had brought useful
items with her.
For one thing, she had brought the charred remains from last year’s
bonfire at the college. Dr. Clarke had stored them in a filing cabinet. Claire
added them to Norma’s small contained fire to make a proper wakefire.
Claire explained: “After I talked to you, I pulled Dr. Clarke’s files out. She
had filed her summer solstice materials under ‘Lithia.’ When you said that
word on the telephone, it triggered my memory of the file. Once I read the
file, I realized my mistake. Of course we need a bonfire! I called the
chancellor, but he’s away in Innsmouth. He’s tending the bonfire for the
Manuxet River valley tonight—he assumed I was doing the same for
Miskatonic. I’m so sorry. I’m new, you see. I tried calling you a number of
times—but no answer and no answering machine. Don’t you have a cell
phone?”
“Violet and I have been outside this afternoon collecting things for the
wakefire. Never heard the phone and I’ve not entered the digital age. I’m
not even sure if a cell phone will work out here.”
“Well thank you for pointing out my mistake. I really am new to
providing local safety at midsummer. We don’t have ley lines in Haiti.
Midsummer’s safe there.”
“You said you were a mambo. What kind of a witch is that?”
“It’s not so different than you, I guess. It’s a priestess in the Vodou
tradition.”
“Voodoo?”
“Almost. Voodoo is an American version of Haitian Vodou. A form of
indigenous African spiritual traditions.”
“But you know about spirits and demons?”
“Heavens yes. We serve the spirits, the lwa, and they provide protection,
support, even a glimpse into our futures. Sometimes the spirits are not
friendly and a Mambo knows how to handle that too.”
Claire reached into her dark ceremonial robe and pulled out a small bag.
“I’ve brought each of us sanctified Brown Scapulars and, of course, supplies
of holy water.”
“Sounds Catholic.”
“I am Catholic.”
“But you said you were a Voodoo priestess…”
“It does seem confusing, but it all makes sense in Haiti. When we’re
wearing a Brown Scapular the demon can’t hurt us and has to obey our
command if we banish it. Holy water is like acid to a demon, so we can use
that too, if we need to.”
Norma wasn’t so sure about this mambo stuff, but Claire seemed
confident enough. “So you’ve banished a demon before?”
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“Oh yes. Many times. But, I’ve not stood vigil at midsummer. What did
you call it?”
“My Welsh grandmother called it Gŵyl Ifan, but they always called it
Lithia when I helped-out up at the college.”
“So the idea is that these ley lines provide an easier access to a demon
who seeks entrance into this realm?”
Norma nodded. “Where the lines cross, there’s a weakness. Several
times a year, the realms are very close together. Beings can cross over if
invited, but if they find a weak spot, some can manage it even when they’re
not invited. Especially the hungry ones.”
“…and that’s why the University has the major ley lines and their
crossings mapped out. But why did you build your barn here?”
“When my mother decided to start participating in Lithia at the college,
she decided she didn’t need to build a bonfire here any more. She wanted
space for the barn, but she also wanted the property to be safe, so she built
a special barn.”
Norma motioned upwards to the building’s rafters. “It’s hard to see in
this dim light, but notice the design?”
Claire saw the design at once. “Of course. The rafters form a pentagram.
You’ve got a perfect trap for a demon. They might get through, but they
wouldn’t be able to get out of the barn.”
“Exactly. At least that’s what Mom planned.”
Just then, there was a pop from a piece of wood in the fire. Norma and
Claire fell silent in watchfulness. The fire blazed-up a bit. The flame
narrowed as it rose and turned a yellower, almost sulphuric color.
The already-dark barn turned darker in contrast to the bright flame.
A form began to appear in the flames. At first it seemed corpse-like, like
skin stretched too-tightly over a bony skeleton. As Norma and Claire
continued to watch, the flesh thickened, strengthened into the visage of a
young woman. Momentarily fascinated, they watched the face soften,
golden hair form and a gossamer white cloak appear around the figure. It
began to stretch out a hand. Norma could sense the young woman asking
for help.
That’s when Claire stood up straight. With her scapular in one hand she
said, “Be gone, worthless hag! Return to the grave where you belong!”
Coming to her senses in the same moment, Norma reached for a bundle
of the yarrow and threw it onto the flames. The fire hissed for a second and
the spectral visitor vanished in a puff of smoke.
“Wow,” said Claire. “That stuff works.”
Norma realized she had been holding her breath. How could Claire be so
calm?
“I promise to have the bonfire next year up at the college,” said Claire.
“Honestly, it was just an oversight—an administrative error, really. I had no
idea that emerging entities were a problem in this part of the country.”
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Norma started to smile. “This really doesn’t bother you, does it?”
“Just part of the job at Miskatonic,” said Claire, smiling back. “You
promise you’ll help me next year? I can send a car for you.”
Norma nodded. She was beginning to like Dr. Clarke’s replacement.
Norma and Claire continued chatting. They took turns adding wood and
bones to their small fire. Norma told Claire about using the burnt-up bones
for scrying once they’d cooled in the morning. She promised to coach Claire
in this ancient form of divination. Claire told Norma about channeling the
lwa, about allowing a spirit to enter her body and dispelled some of the
common misconceptions about “voodoo.”
Claire had been reading through Dr. Clarke’s files and shared some of
the historical information about demon incursions including the one that
caused the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 A.D. “Pliny, the younger,
survived and wrote about that one. The demon rained down fire and
brimstone for weeks, burning thousands alive. The region was buried under
yards of volcanic ash and lava.”
“Must have been an elemental,” said Norma. “They get power from the
earth and can take control over the forces of nature.”
“…and the Egyptian demon, Aldinach, was said to be responsible for a
number of disasters of the most gruesome sort. They’re all recorded in
hieroglyphs of the time.”
It was long after midnight when they both felt the emergence of another
entity. Norma had been half-asleep, but came awake in an instant.
The fire flared up as before, but this time the flames were tinged green
and noxious. A vile smell of death and putrefaction began to fill the barn.
The light from the flame ran cold rather than hot—as though newly escaped
from a tomb.
Norma choked at the awful smell. Claire adjusted her Brown Scapular to
make sure it was visible and reached for one of Violet’s yarrow bundles. She
lobbed it at the forming vision in the midst of the flame.
The yarrow was swept aside by a sudden air current.
The flames began to flicker and the smell grew even stronger. It was all
Claire could do to keep her stomach from emptying.
A form began to take shape in the flames. It had an outline both human
and monstrous. It was tall and corpulent but with a strength to it. Ropy
muscles showed in the flickering acrid firelight. It was a man as judged by
its genitalia, yet also had pendulous breasts hanging low on its chest. It was
almost unbearable to look upon.
It laughed. “You witches hope to control me? With herbs and spells?”
Claire reached for the holy water and threw some at the demon.
It laughed again. “You make a poor priest,” it said. “I can tell you don’t go
to mass except Easter and Christmas. For that shit to work you have to be a
true believer.” With a wave of the demon’s arm, Claire’s holy water was
flung across the barn.
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This encounter was not going well and Norma was worried. The flames
were rising higher and although a cold draft came from them, she was still
concerned that the barn might catch fire. Norma reached down for the hose.
She sprayed the top of the fire, but the demon deflected the water with
another wave of its arm. The water hissed and spit where it fell on the
demon, but did little to subdue the flames.
“You think water will deter me?” roared the demon.
Norma’s defensive measures didn’t seem to be working. Is my faith not
strong enough? Will the pentagram contain the creature to the barn?
The smoke from the fire was beginning to sting Norma’s skin. She
imagined welts might be forming from the sulfurous fumes. She could hear
Claire gagging next to her. Norma looked through watering eyes to see the
demon as it continued to solidify in the wakefire. Pallid flesh, like fish skin
was now covering the ropy muscles and hideous features. The demon’s legs
were fully visible now. It stood on cloven feet, taloned hands rested on its
hips. It looked ready to stride out of the barn. It stamped one hoof and the
ground shook.
“What is this place?” it roared, looking around. “What new land will I
conquer?”
It was now studying the barn, casting its gaze upwards, noticing the
pentagram. “Oh you’ve set a trap, have you? Not much of a trap if you make
it out of wood.” The demon was smiling broadly with needle-sharp teeth.
“I’ll just burn it down.”
In an instant, the flames from the fire took a life of their own. The demon
was directing them and they rose higher and wilder. The green flame and
acrid smoke rose up to meet the rafters. It would not be long before the
barn would catch fire and the containment destroyed. It would not be long
before a demon was loose in the countryside.
Norma looked to Claire, hoping for help.
Claire was ablaze! Her cloak had caught fire and she was trying,
unsuccessfully, to put it out. Norma turned the hose on again, praying she
would be able to help Claire in time. But the demon lifted one arm and
pointed upwards. A gout of flame rose up to fulfill its command and the
barn was alight! Norma would not be able to help Claire at all. She would
have to put her efforts into saving the barn—saving them all from a fiery
end.
The demon laughed in expectancy. It peered through the barn door at
the farm outside. Soon it would be free to pursue its unholy desires.
Suddenly a voice came from out of thin air. “Get. Out of. Here! Go!” The
words were growled-out one-at-a-time as though spoken by someone new
to English. The voice was commanding, but high-pitched and raspy. Norma
thought the sound was being produced by something other than vocal
cords. What creature from beyond…?
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Along with the voice, a bundle of yarrow appeared from above and
sailed into the bonfire—a direct hit. The burning yarrow created a puff of
smoke.
“Wha…?” said the demon, whirling around. “Show yourself.”
Another clump of yarrow sailed towards the demon. It reached out to
brush it aside, but the yarrow burned the demon’s hand and was dropped.”
“I said out!” continued the hidden voice. “Away!”
Claire had finally gotten out of her still-smoking cloak as two more
clumps of yarrow were lobbed at the demon from above. It howled in
surprise and fury, but also in pain. The demon whirled, trying to find the
source of the voice. “Where are you, witch!”
The sulfurous flames were beginning to diminish slightly. The demon
was clearly shaken by its unseen attacker. Norma used the hose to good
effect. She managed to subdue the fire that had started in the rafters.
Another bouquet of yarrow was pitched directly into the fire pit. It
hissed and a puff of white smoke rose, enveloping the demon. The smoke
was like acid. The demon shrieked. It also began to dissolve, to shrink. The
flames were now contained within the fire pit. The yarrow had changed
their color back to yellow and orange.
Several bunches of yarrow sailed down from the heavens. Norma was
straining to see, but could not understand where they were coming from.
The fire pit hissed and white, fragrant smoke from the yarrow completely
enveloped the demon. The remainder of the demon’s flesh was consumed
before their eyes.
“Ugh… phew!” The voice came from above.
“Who are you?” asked Norma. “Where are you?” The flames in the fire pit
had returned to their original size and Norma put down the hose. The
demon was gone.
“It’s me,” said the raspy voice. There was a flicker of motion and
suddenly a small form was visible at the top of the ladder into the hayloft.
“Is that…?” asked Claire.
“Violet! What are you doing up there?” said Norma, putting down the
hose. “And what’s wrong with your voice.”
All the fire in the barn was now out. The rafters had been charred, but
were intact.
Violet dangled her legs above the two older witches. She wore a cloak of
Norma’s that trailed around her, hanging well below her feet. A basket sat
on her lap. It contained the last few bundles of yarrow.
“The fennel,” said Violet, with a hand to her throat. “It hurt and I threw
up.”
“You’re not supposed to drink it,” said Norma. “And why aren’t you in
bed?”
“I had to go potty,” said Violet. “I looked in the kitchen. You forgot the
bracken; you forgot to be invisible.” Violet paused to clear her throat. “I
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wanted to bring it to you, but heard yelling. I needed to be invisible too, so I
got your old cloak.”
Violet illustrated. She pulled Norma’s fuligin cloak over her head. In the
dim light from the fire, she and the basket were invisible.
“The fennel was the worst,” said Violet. “Ugh!”
“That was a brave things to do, Violet,” said Claire.
“First I thought you were the visitor,” said Violet pointing at Claire.
“I guess I am,” said Claire.
“But a good visitor. You and Auntie are friends. Not like that guy. Ugh. He
smelled bad.”
Norma and Claire continued to stare at Violet.
“I did OK, huh? I made him leave?”
“That’s right, honey. You sure did make him leave,” said Norma.
“Big snot!” said Violet.
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