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            But Rick never lost his focus, not for a moment. He never stopped working the Realm with his spirit. The moment the ring of monsters was blown back, he dissolved himself into a Favian-like flash and streaked away. A split second later, he was standing beside his blue friend at the open door at the rear of the church.

“That was AMAZING!” Favian cried out with wild excitement. “That was . . . that was . . .”

“Tell me what it was later,” said Rick. “Now, let's bounce!”

“Oh, right, smart idea,” said Favianâ€”and good thing, too, because even now some of the dead were clambering to get their balance back, coming out of their dazes and getting ready to renew their attack.

In a dazzling blue streak, Favian flashed through the doorway, leaving the heavy door to start swinging shut behind him.

The effort of focusing his spirit had worn Rick out. He had no more flash in him. He grabbed the door with one hand to hold it open. Then he slipped through into the shadows beyond.

He found himself standing on the top landing of a spiral staircase of heavy stone steps. The blue glow of Favian was receding around the spiral, out of sight.

Rick found a large wooden plank leaning against the
wall in here. Obviously, it was meant to rest in the door-frame holders and keep the door barred.

Rick set his sword aside, hoisted the plank across the door, and set it in place.
That ought to hold the dead for a little while,
he thought.

Then he grabbed his sword and went running after his friend.

10. WITCH'S WORKSHOP

RICK AND FAVIAN
hurried down the winding stairs. They were surrounded by deep shadows. Only a low blue glow emanating from Favian's palm lit their descent. Holding his sword in one hand, Rick reached out with the other to steady himself against the wall. He felt the pebbly mosaic there under his fingertips. Now and then, when Favian's glow hit the wall just right, Rick caught a glimpse of some mosaic face staring at him. He knew these were the faces of saints and apostles, but they didn't look very saintly or holy. They just seemed grim, condemnatory, and basically kind of spooky.

Favian flashed ahead only a little at a time. He didn't want to leave Rick in utter blackness. Also, he was scared to be alone in this place. He would zip down a couple of steps and then wait to allow Rick to catch up and then flash away again.

“Where are we going?” Rick said breathlessly.

“I was just going to ask you the same question,” said Favian, flashing away.

Rick caught up with him and said, “I don't even know
how I got here in the first place. I don't remember coming through the portal into the Realm. I'm thinking maybe this is just a dream.”

“Well, I hope not. If it is, then I'm just a dream too,” said Favian, and he flashed around the curve of the spiral stairs out of sight.

Rick turned the corner and the sprite came into view again. “You're not a dream,” said Rick. And then he remembered something else: “You're an Army clerk named Fabian Child.”

Favian looked like he was about to flash away again, but Rick's words stopped him. “Wait, what? I'm who? What?”

“An Army . . .”

“Clerk. Yes. That's right!” Favian's eyes grew bright as the memories flooded back to him. “My dad wanted me to be a soldier! Like he was. So I joined the military, but instead of sending me into any war zones, they just put me in an office because I knew how to use a computer. Which was fine with me. I was never much good at fighting except in . . .”

“. . . video games,” said Rick.

Just then, there was a loud bang above them. The dead had found the stairwell door and were pounding against it, trying to break through.

“It's all coming back to me,” said Favian softly. “I joined the military so I could show my dad I wasn't a coward. The only problem is I actually
am
a coward!”

Another bang from above. Rick looked over his shoulder, up the stairs. They had to get out of here before the dead broke through.

“You're no coward,” Rick said quickly. “You're just a nervous type of guy. That's all. You've got courage to burn when you need it. But you know what? There are times when acting like a coward is the smart move.”

“Really? Like when?”

“Like now. We've gotta get out of here.”

“Oh . . . oh, right . . .” But Favian paused for one more second and murmured almost in wonder: “An Army clerk who played video games. I remember.” Rick could make out his friend's glowing face only dimly, but he could see, even in the shadows, that the guy was delighted to have his identity back after all this time.

Then Favian flashed away, and Rick continued down the spiral stairs after him.

Rick came around another curve. The pounding of the dead against the door echoed above them. Favian was ready to flash away . . .

“Wait. Stop. Look,” said Rick.

The two stood together and stared down into the shadows.

There was a faint line of light off to one side.

“A door, I think,” said Rick.

“An exit maybe,” said Favian hopefully.

“But an exit to where?” said Rick.

“Right,” said Favian, not so hopefully.

Rick continued his descent toward the lightâ€”and Favian (who really could be sort of a coward sometimes) let him go ahead, hanging back fearfully behind him. Every now and then, the blue sprite would flash forward to catch up, but never so far forward that he got in front of Rick. So it was Rick who reached the dim light first.

He found a platform just off the stairs, and yes, sure enough, there was a door. Rick moved close to it, listening for any noises that might let him know what was behind it. After a few seconds, he heard something. It sounded like . . . what? . . . a high-pitched cackling laugh.

“What is that?” Favian breathed in his ear. He had come flashing up stealthily behind him again.

Rick shook his head. “Sounds like an old woman . . .”

“Like a witch, you mean,” said Favian. “Like a witch in one of those fairy tales who lures you into her lair then cooks and eats you.”

Rick gave him a look: Favian would think of something scary like that. It wasn't helpful. And even worse, it was kind of true. It did sound like there was a cackling witch behind the door.

The cackling came againâ€”but it was almost immediately drowned out by a fresh series of echoing bangs from the door upstairs. The pounding was accompanied by a noise like wood splintering. The plank that Rick had used to bar the door was beginning to give way. Another few tries and the dead monsters would break through the door
and come pouring down the spiral stairs like a flood of . . . well, like a flood of dead monsters.

Rick glanced quickly down the stairs. Nothing he could see down there but more blackness. There was no choice. He reached for the door.

“What are you doing?” said Favian. “We could get lured in and cooked and eaten.”

“Maybe,” said Rick. In this crazy place, he wasn't sure Favian was wrong. “But we've gotta try it. We've got nowhere else to go.”

He reached out and pushed the big door. It creaked as it swung open like a door in a ghost house. The dim light grew brighter and spilled out onto the platform where Rick and Favian were standing. The door swung open farther and they saw where the light was coming from.

“Whoa!” said Favian. His amazement almost overcame his fear.

Rick didn't blame him. He was also amazed. He felt the breath come streaming out of him as he stared into the light.

Through the door was a cramped room with a low ceiling. There were no mosaics here, only naked wood. The room was windowless and empty . . .

Empty, that is, except for the witch and her crystal table.

She sure looked like a witch, anyway. In fact, she looked almost exactly like a witch from a storybook or
cartoon. She had greenish skin and thick white hair that fell heavily out of the red bandanna tied around her forehead. Her face was deeply wrinkled and spotted with thick warts. Her nose was warty, too, and sharp and bent. Her grinning mouth was almost toothless. And her pale eyes, despite the grin on her mouth, were full of malevolence. She actually did look like the sort of creature who would cook and eat children.

The witch went on cackling, moving her hands in mystic gestures over the table in front of her. It was the table that was giving off the light. It was a round table made of some sort of clear, crystal-like material. It looked almost like a gigantic diamond. The white light was coming out of it from who knew where. It was shining brighter and then dimmer in a pulsing rhythm. The light rose and bathed the witch's face and made her look more terrible still. It spread across the room, striking the heavy ceiling beams above and throwing black shadows across the floor below.

The witch continued to gaze into the light. She did not look up at Rick and Favian. But after a moment, as they stood in the doorway gaping at her, she beckoned them with a rolling motion of one stick-like finger.

“Come in, come in, boys, and meet Baba Yaga,” she said in a high witchy singsong. “She'll show you visions of what has been and what will beâ€”and all will become clear to you.”

Rick and Favian glanced at each other. They heard
more pounding and splintering from the door upstairs. Rick shrugged. Might as well get killed and eaten by a witch as by a raving swarm of half-decayed monsters. He stepped into the room. Favian followed. Rick pushed the door shut behind him, hoping the dead monsters would pass down the spiral stairs without noticing it was there.

“Oh, don't worry. They can't reach you here,” said the witch, as if reading Rick's mind. “Baba Yaga's room is the one room in the Golden City that no one can enter.”

“But . . . but we just did enter it,” said Favian nervously.

For the first time, the witchâ€”this Baba Yagaâ€”lifted her face to them and caught them in the glare of her sinister eyes. “You, yes,” she said with another cackle. “Because you're in the Realm but not of it. You are free agentsâ€”you and the water woman. The only free agents here. The rest are his creatures.”

“Kurodar's?” asked Rick.

But the witch just continued in a low throaty mutter, “Even I'm his creature, poor soul that I am. But he can't touch me. He can't make me leave, much as he may want to.”

Rick took another tentative step toward the crystal table. He had to duck under the beam in the ceiling, it was so low. He kept moving. He was curious to see what was in that white light, what exactly the hideous old crone was looking at.

“So,” she said with a canny glance up at him, “you want to see what Baba Yaga can show you. The past. The future. Your fate. Come. Come forward. Come and see.”

Rick felt Favian's touchâ€”that buzzing, faintly electric touchâ€”on his arm.

“Maybe we shouldn't,” Favian whispered. “I'm not sure I want to know my fate. What if it's bad?”

Almost the minute he'd spoken, he let out a gasp as Baba Yaga startled them both with a loud, screeching laugh. “There's a wise lad!” she cried. “Maybe you should listen to him.” She cocked a scraggly white eyebrow at Rick. “But you won't, will you, my dear? You're too curious, aren't you? You have to know. You have to know!”

“You said you could show me the past too,” said Rickâ€”and he continued to edge toward the crystal table, his feet shuffling along the stone floor almost in spite of himself. “Can you show me how I got here? Can you tell me whether this is real or a dream? Can you tell me if Kurodar . . .?”

“Come, come, come!” said the witch, making that rolling beckoning gesture with her warty hands again. “Come and see what Baba Yaga can show you.”

Rick was nervousâ€”even scared. The old woman's malevolence was so obvious. It was obvious in her eyes . . . in her laugh. It was even obvious in her toothless grin. He didn't trust her. He wasn't sure he should even get this close to her. Maybe she really would grab him and devour him! She sure looked like she might.

But it didn't matter. Baba Yaga was right: He needed to see what she wanted to show him. He needed to know what she knew. How he got here. What was happening. What would happen next.

Favian continued to hang back, but Rick stepped into the white glow surrounding the table. He held his sword down at his side, its tip
screaking
along the floor as he shuffled to the table's edge. He squinted down into the brightness. It was so bright it hurt his eyes, made him squint. He could not see anything but the light coming up out of the core of the crystal.

But the witch said, “Look . . . look . . .,” and once again she passed her bony hands over the surface of the table in weird, flowing patterns. As she did, the light began to grow softer. It seemed to spread out under Rick, almost as if it were drifting apart like clouds. Rick felt like he was falling, falling into the misty light. He felt as if it were surrounding him, taking him in. And yes . . . yes, he began to see . . . something . . . images . . . places . . . people . . . inside the light. He couldn't quite make them out . . . He peered down more intently to try to get a better view.

Suddenly, shockingly, the witch seemed to be talking directly into his ear. No, it was more than that. She seemed to be talking and cackling from inside his own head.

“You must go into the belly of the beast, my dear! You must learn what he does not know. You must face the horror he cannot face. Look and see, Rick Dial! Lookâ€”and see.”

The next thing Rick knew, the images in the crystal table seemed to rise up all around him, surrounding him, closing on him from every side and from above. They were so clear it was almost as if he were truly among them. As if he were one of the images himself.

Rick stared. And now, finally, he saw clearly. The images came into focus, and his eyes went wide with horror. He opened up his mouth to shout in fear, but somehow he couldn't. He couldn't make a noise. He tried to cover his face with his arms. He tried to stop seeing the things he saw. And then . . .

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	...
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	...
	21
	...
	29
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        100 Days of Right Believing: Daily Readings from The Power of Right Believing by Prince, Joseph



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Garden of Venus by Eva Stachniak



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Inhuman by Kat Falls



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Hollywood Hills by Joseph Wambaugh



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Fresh Disasters by Stuart Woods



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Voice of the Night by Dean Koontz



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Robber Bride by Margaret Atwood



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Reapers by Edward W. Robertson



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Borrowed Baby by Marie Ferrarella



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Guestbook by Martin, Holly


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    