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			1996

			Evil was in the air.

			Thick and nasty and smelling of death.

			Elijah could smell it over the heavy stink of the Chinook’s exhaust fumes as the helicopter made its way to its destination.

			He had been leader of the Coalition for a little over six months, and gathering information about this current mission had been his primary focus and that of those under his command.

			Something big was about to happen, something that had sent more than five psychic sensitives in the Coalition’s employ into deep comas from which there were no guarantees they’d awaken. The last of the sensitives had actually managed to pinpoint a general location for them before she’d slid into a deep and disturbing fugue state.

			Realizing that time was of the essence, Elijah gathered a team of the best and brightest of his agents, experts in demonology, ancient arcana, and the dark ways of the infernal, hoping they would be able to prevent the dark event that was soon to occur. He looked at them as they sat stoically, waiting. There were eight of them, and to the casual observer, they would seem bored, completely disinterested—unaffected.

			But he’d been at this game a very long time, dancing with demonic evil on more than one occasion. He could see the fear in each of their eyes; he could see it there, just barely under control.

			It’s good they’re afraid, he thought. As long as they kept it leashed . . . as long they continued to be fear’s master, they would be victorious.

			A voice through his headset told him that the advance security team was about to land. He had no idea what type of conflict might be waiting when the first ship landed. It was private property, after all, and the owner of the estate was known to guard his privacy quite aggressively.

			“Very good,” he told the voice on the other end of the microphone. “Proceed with caution.”

			The female sensitive had identified the mansion home of Randolph Scopa, affectionately called Scopa House, as the location of the impending event.

			The Scopa history was a dark one; Devil worship and human sacrifice were rumored to be connected to the family’s procurement of great wealth through munitions manufacture and shipping. It had been determined that the stone used to build the sprawling Scopa estate had been retrieved from a seventeenth-century village and a monastery in Rome that had been the site of a demonic infestation.

			The ancient order of the Demonists had been called in to deal with the infernal plague, which they had been successful in stopping.

			Though everybody in the village and monastery had died.

			Elijah remembered the old idiom, the operation was a success, but the patient died, as another voice crackled in his headset.

			“Sir, we are preparing to land.”

			“Very good,” he said, then looked around at his team.

			He called them Team Brimstone, and he was sure that they would do him proud this day.

			Elijah made a gesture for them to get ready, and they did just that: unsnapping themselves and gathering up their equipment and weapons, everything they would possibly need to confront a supernatural threat.

			But what that threat was exactly . . .

			The psychics hadn’t been able to tell them much before succumbing to their seemingly endless sleep, only that some sort of connection between Hell and the world of man was going to be established. What that meant exactly Elijah did not know, but he hoped and prayed that the sacrifices made by the sensitives had been worth it and that he and his team would be able to stop this event before any true damage could occur.

			The Chinook landed as gracefully as it was able, and the team was almost immediately on the move.

			Elijah brought a handkerchief to the damaged side of his face, dabbing at the corner of his mouth just in case he had dribbled. He’d had no feeling there since he’d maimed himself during a ritual of exorcism he’d performed during his service to the Catholic Church.

			•   •   •

			He noticed the smell as soon as he disembarked: the sharp, smoky stink of burning flesh.

			They had landed at the back of the estate, on an open, grassy area often used for outdoor events. It looked like a war zone. The first chopper was lying broken and twisted on its side like some beached leviathan, bodies strewn about the perfectly manicured lawn.

			•   •   •

			The evil that he’d been sensing since the mission had begun intensified. It was thick, palpable, swirling in the air like thick, wood smoke.

			Elijah used his headset to attempt to communicate with the commander of the first security team but got nothing but static. Whatever had happened occurred quickly, immediately.

			Viciously.

			Nothing moved upon the lawn except the smoke rising from the downed chopper and the smoldering bodies.

			Team Brimstone had withdrawn their weapons, both traditional and arcane, and were cautiously moving forward, eyes scanning the area before the house for signs of a threat.

			A young man by the name of Dixon carefully walked to the closest of the bodies to examine it. The corpse was charred black and crumbled as he touched it.

			Elijah felt cold sweat trickle down his back.

			He was guessing that it was some sort of magickal defense, a trap set for anyone who would try to disturb what was going on inside the massive home. He shared his suspicions with a woman named Clancy, and she proceeded to do her thing, uttering an ancient Sumerian spell of guidance and protection, as they drew closer to the mansion.

			The response was weak, most of the magick likely used in the earlier attack. Bolts of crackling energy reached out as they got within fifty feet of the structure, but the protective spell that Clancy had put around them saved them from harm.

			The bolts were like serpents snapping at their presence as they drew closer. This was powerful magick, Elijah worried, and he became even more concerned with what they might find inside.

			The security spell continued to try to keep them back, growing weaker with each strike until there was only an annoying buzz in the air.

			Clarkson, a heavyset former Benedictine monk, went to the huge front doors and removed two sets of rosary beads from a leather pouch on his side. Carefully, he wrapped the beads about both hands and made two powerful fists.

			The man then looked to Elijah for confirmation.

			Elijah nodded, and the bear of a man lunged at the doors, punching them with fists that had begun to glow with an unearthly light. The rosaries were reacting to the environment and the evil that filled the air.

			The doors flew open with an almost human moan, and they were nearly driven back by the intensity of the atmosphere.

			Elijah could sense his team’s reaction, a sudden sense of panic.

			“Hold it together, Brimstone,” he commanded, anchoring them to the importance of the moment.

			And they did just that.

			Clarkson unwrapped his fists, kissed each set of beads, and put them back into their pouch for safety.

			Team Brimstone swarmed into the house, traditional weapons at the ready. Seeing that it was clear, Elijah followed, taking in the opulence of the manor: marble floors, hardwood staircases, works of priceless art hanging on every wall.

			Evil was good business these days, and it treated its servants well.

			Spells of protection were uttered as the team began to investigate, moving out from the foyer. There appeared to be no other defensive spells laid, the primary focus seeming to be on keeping intruders out, but now that they were in . . .

			Elijah knew at once that they were too late.

			Whatever was supposed to happen here had already occurred, the defensive spells that had been set outside were only a deterrent to keep them away until the event could be completed.

			And it had. He knew this. He could feel it in the thick scar tissue of his disfigured face.

			His good eye fell upon the corridor to the side of the foyer. That was where he—they—would need to go. From his study of the mansion’s blueprints, he knew that the corridor would bring them to the formal ballroom.

			“Down here,” he said, being drawn down the corridor.

			His soldiers went before him, laying a groundwork of incantations just in case there were more traps. Elijah knew that there wouldn’t be.

			What was done was done.

			At the end of the corridor was a set of double doors, and an eerie, pulsing light could be seen escaping from beneath them.

			Elijah started to walk past his team toward them.

			“Sir, I wouldn’t . . .”

			“It’s all right,” he answered, resigned to the fact that they had arrived too late.

			He reached the doors standing there, watching the light move across the toes of his black boots.

			The others were now gathered behind him, and he reached for the handles. Holding them tightly, he said a little prayer, an act of contrition just in case he found himself suddenly dead, and opened both doors.

			The ballroom was enormous, and he could only imagine the grand times that had been had there, but now, instead of a place of revelry and celebration, it was a place of stillness.

			A place of dead.

			He counted fifty bodies, men, women, and children in a circle.

			Team Brimstone immediately went to work, saying incantations that protected them from demonic attack and checking for survivors—even though he knew that there were none.

			Elijah was fixated upon the circle and the strange light that hovered in the air above it. It shimmered and pulsed in different intensities, casting odd, foreboding patterns about the room.

			“All dead, sir,” one of his team said.

			“Of course they are,” he muttered.

			He then noticed the condition of the bodies; they appeared withered, old, drained of all bodily fluids, drained of all life.

			But for what?

			His eyes again returned to the strange floating object as it pulsated in the air above the circle of death. Had it gotten larger since they’d entered the room?

			Elijah watched it as it moved . . . the darkness at its center.

			One of his team, a woman named Conroy, stepped over a section of bodies to get closer.

			“Careful, Conroy,” Elijah warned, but he, too, was drawn to it. 	“I have no idea what we’re looking at,” the woman said, leaning closer as the object spun.

			There was no doubt, it was getting bigger.

			Elijah was about to caution the woman again when she reached out a gloved hand to touch it, and the object expanded with a hiss. There was a flash of searing whiteness, and as the dancing black blotches cleared from the vision of his one good eye, he saw that something terrible had occurred.

			Conroy now resembled those who had passed in the circle, her body looking like the dried and withered remains of a 	mummy, as she fell backward to the floor, dead.

			“Get back! Get back!” One of the team panicked, retreating to the far end of the room.

			But Elijah remained, just outside the circle.

			“Sir!” somebody called to him, and he heard scuttling movements toward him.

			“Stay right where you are,” Elijah commanded, not even bothering to look at whoever it was who had decided to try to save him.

			The object had more than doubled in size, and he suddenly had a sense of what it was that he was looking at.

			It was a hole. A perforation in reality.

			And it continued to grow.

			This was what the psychics had sensed, that a rip . . . a tear between realities was being made.

			An opening between Earth and . . .

			The tear grew larger, likely using the energy that it had taken from Conroy to continue to expand and grow.

			His team now suspected what he did, what was happening . . . what it was.

			“Sir, what should we do?” Jenkins, the youngest of the team, asked.

			“Be at the ready,” Elijah said, his eye fixed upon the expanding hole. “I believe something is preparing to emerge.”

			Elijah could see something just beyond the hole, a flash of whitish flesh moving within the darkness. He was fascinated, drawing ever closer to the sphere.

			Team Brimstone were tensed behind him, readying their magickal defenses, though Elijah seriously doubted their effectiveness against something with the strength to cross over from the infernal realm.

			The rip grew larger, and Elijah stumbled back, his heel stepping upon bodies. The bones snapped and rustled, like fallen branches covered with dried leaves.

			A hand emerged from within the hole, pale and covered with oozing sores. Elijah gasped as it beckoned to him before disappearing again within.

			He was tempted then to use everything that they had to deal with this threat, to throw every magickal defense they had to try to shut the opening, before . . .

			The sound drifted from the tear, totally unexpected, freezing them all in place as they listened. It was not the sound of impending doom but of new life.

			From within the hole, a baby was crying.

			Again there came a flurry of movement, and the hole hummed and sputtered and sparked as something tried to emerge.

			The crying grew louder, more insistent, filled with fear, and he found a deep, primal part of himself driven to act.

			Elijah moved closer to the hole, to where the panicked cries originated.

			“Mr. Covington!” one of his team yelped, as Elijah did the unthinkable, what he should never have done.

			He plunged his hands into the aperture, fumbling toward the sound.

			To do what exactly? the sane part of his brain shrieked.

			The sensations were profound: incredible pain radiating up his arms, gradually shifting to near orgasm-inducing pleasure, back to an agony that could have driven him to take his own life.

			He didn’t even know that he was screaming, hands searching for purchase in the void, searching for the plaintive wails of a newborn.

			Elijah’s hands found something within the passage—

			And something found Elijah.

			Something with a powerful grip that took hold of him, and he began to panic. Elijah pulled back, trying to withdraw, but the grip from the other side was too powerful.

			“Help me!” he found himself screaming.

			And his team rushed to his side, kicking away the dried corpses, grabbing hold of him and trying to pull him back.

			Whatever had hold of him beyond the rip gripped his hands all the tighter. Team Brimstone pulled upon him, and he thought his arms were going to tear free from their sockets.

			The tear in time and space hissed and snapped, not wanting to let go of its possession as a baby’s cry wafted out from the abyss.

			“Pull,” he found himself urging as he thought he felt some give on the other end.

			They did as he urged, and he was moved back, what he held on to—what held on to him—from the other side ever so slowly being drawn through the opening.

			The baby’s cries were louder now, filled with panic, and it spurred them on, giving them the strength to . . .

			Elijah now saw what held on to him. It was that same, blister-covered hand, flowing up into a spindly, pale-skinned arm. There was no turning back now, they had to go on, they had to deal with the repercussions of their actions.

			They continued to pull.

			The angel emerged from the tear in time and space, its feathered wings afire.

			And protected in the crook of its arm was a wailing child.

			The angel dropped to its boney knees, wings still burning, and held the crying child out to Elijah.

			“Take her,” the divine being said.

			“She will save us all someday.”
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			Nicole sat quietly at the back of the sandwich shop, sipping the cold remains of the coffee she’d bought a little over an hour before.

			She faced the front of the store and watched as a dark-haired girl and an older man took orders at the counter and chatted with customers.

			Maybe this isn’t the place, she thought.

			She was looking for someone although she had no idea what this person looked like—

			But they did.

			Ghosts of animals swarmed around her: cats, dogs, squirrels, raccoons, a horse had even joined them for a short while, but it left when an old pickup truck drove by. Nicole figured the horse probably knew the people in the truck and had wanted to spend some more time with them before eventually moving on.

			Daisy, Nicole’s long-deceased cat, was draped over her shoulders like a mink stole, furiously licking her front paws.

			“Do you have to do that in my ear?” Nicole asked softly.

			The cat stopped for a moment as if considering her question, then began to lick again.

			“Guess you do.”

			The older gentlemen behind the counter was starting to give her the hairy eyeball, which meant that she’d been taking up space in the restaurant for too long.

			“All right, guys,” she said to the ghosts that were strolling on the tabletop and on the floor around her feet. “Looks like we struck out again. I thought for sure the creep worked here.”

			The creep was the one she—they—were looking for.

			The creep was the one who had tortured and killed the two kittens that Nicole now called Ike and Mike.

			They had come to her, still frightened, trailing the residual energies of the inhumane acts done to them. Nicole could read those energies, glimpse what the kittens had experienced, feel their fear.

			And there was nothing more horrible.

			Nothing that made her more angry.

			She downed the bitter remains of her coffee in one gulp and pushed back her chair. “C’mon,” she said beneath her breath. “We’ll go back to the shop on Berkeley for another look . . .”

			Raised voices from the counter drew her attention, and she glanced over to see the older man wildly gesticulating and yelling in what sounded like Greek. She couldn’t immediately see who had caused such an outburst, but as she began to move toward the door, she saw him and stopped.

			The creep was wearing the same black T-shirt with the spattering of bleach stains that he’d worn the night he . . .

			Again she felt what had been done to the kittens—every poke, every stab, every burn.

			The creep simply nodded as the older man berated him, then he rounded the counter and headed into the kitchen. He pulled a full trash bag from the barrel, replaced it with a fresh one, and half carried, half dragged the full bag toward the screen door at the back of the kitchen.

			“All right, kids,” Nicole said to the ghosts that followed her as she opened the door to the sandwich shop. “We’ve got some business to attend to.”

			The spirit animals could sense her anticipation, her anger, and grew more agitated as they swirled weightlessly around her. It was like being followed by a cool, fall wind.

			She hurried around the building and entered the filthy alley just in time to see the creep heft the trash bag into the Dumpster. Quietly, Nicole approached him as he slammed the lid closed and began to turn. He actually jumped when he saw her standing there.

			“You scared me,” he said with a sneer. The cruelty flowed off him in waves.

			This one was bad news. Just being close to him made Nicole feel sick.

			“You should be scared,” she said. The animals were becoming agitated, their ghostly bodies moving through the air, becoming more substantial as they siphoned off some of her life energies.

			“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” the creep asked. “Get the fuck out of here before I call the cops.” He pushed past her toward the screen door.

			“What do you get out of it?”

			The creep stopped and turned.

			“Get out of what?” he asked. But something in his eyes told Nicole that he knew exactly what she meant.

			“Is it just kittens?” she asked, ignoring his question. “Or do puppies give you the same thrill?”

			His eyes widened, and he took a menacing step toward her. “Who the fuck are you?”

			She wasn’t that big, skinny by all accounts. He had a good hundred pounds on her.

			But he wouldn’t lay a finger on her.

			They wouldn’t let him.

			“Somebody who knows what a sick fuck you are,” she said. “They told me all about it.”

			She could see that her words confused him, stopped him cold.

			“They?” he asked. “What the fuck are you . . .”

			The kittens were no longer afraid now that they were dead. They were the first to make their presence known, flying toward the creep, siphoning just enough of Nicole’s life energy to give their ghostly claws substance.

			“Arrrrrrrh!” he cried out, jumping back and swatting at the air around his head. Two sets of bloody scratches marked his face, one running down his cheek, the other across his greasy forehead. “What did you do?”

			“Me?” Nicole asked with a small smile. “I didn’t do anything.”

			The other animals were feeding off the kittens’ anger at the man who had harmed them. They swirled around her like wisps of winter air, waiting for her approval, waiting for her to tell them that it was okay.

			Of course it was okay.

			The kittens continued to fly about the creep, scratching and biting him.

			“You bitch,” he screamed, waving his arms around his head as if warding off a swarm of insects. “What are you doin’ to me?”

			“I’m not doing a thing,” she said with a slow shake of head. “They are.”

			The other spectral animals had joined in now, and she could see that the creep was really afraid. He was trying to scream for help, but ghostly birds fluttered over his mouth and nose, stealing away his voice.

			“This is for all you have hurt,” Nicole said, watching bloody bites appear on the exposed flesh of his arms and tears appear in his T-shirt and jeans. “For every single living thing that you tortured and killed for your own sick amusement.”

			The creep fell backward to the ground, hands around his face as he struggled to breathe, his body twitching, kicking, and thrashing with each new bite or scratch.

			Nicole silently enjoyed his suffering for a few moments before calling out to the animal spectres. “I think that’s enough.”

			The animals stopped their attack but continued to hover about the crying, shivering man, who now lay curled up tightly on the trash-strewn ground.

			“You heard me,” she said. “I think that’s enough.”

			The ghosts flowed back to her, swirling around her like her own private cyclone.

			She stepped closer to the creep. “I hope that you’ve learned your lesson.” She waited for a response, but he just lay there, bleeding and crying like the miserable, cowardly piece of shit he was.

			“Look at me,” she said, squatting down and poking him with her index finger. He began to shake and cry all the harder.

			“I said look at me,” she repeated angrily.

			The ghost dog by her side darted forward, sinking spectral fangs into the man’s arm.

			He wailed like a baby, eyes opening to gaze upon her.

			“Hurt another one of them,” she said. “Even the tiniest bug, and I will come back for you.”

			He looked at her pathetically, his mouth moving soundlessly.

			“I will come back, and I will bring them with me.”

			Then she stood and strode from the alley, satisfied by what she had done, ghostly animals following in her wake.

			But her satisfaction was fleeting.

			Her own revenge yet to be realized.

			•   •   •

			Jackson Price was dead because of John Fogg.

			Yet here John sat, on the edge of an overstuffed sofa in Jackson’s family home.

			“Are you sure I can’t get you anything stronger?” Barbara Price, Jackson’s mother, asked. She sat in a chair across from John. “I think there might be a few beers that Jackson didn’t drink the last time he was home.” A visible wave of sadness passed across the older woman’s features as she remembered her son and that he was gone.

			“This is fine,” John said, holding up the bottle of water she had given him. “Thank you.”

			Jackson had been the cameraman on the television show based on John’s and his wife’s investigations into the paranormal. Something very bad happened while filming their live Halloween episode. Something that had killed their entire crew, badly injured him, and left his wife worse off than dead.

			The official reports had blamed a gas leak for the tragedy. Gas leaks were so much easier to explain than what had actually occurred.

			“I’m so sorry that I wasn’t able to attend Jackson’s memorial service,” John said, the guilt he was feeling like a heavy weight dragging down his soul. He’d already been to visit the families of the other two members of his crew, and Jackson’s mom was the last.

			“You were laid up, weren’t you?” she asked him. “You and your wife? How is she doin’, by the way?”

			He thought of his beautiful Theodora, the reality of her current situation. His wife had been changed dramatically—horrifically—by the events that had occurred during that Halloween investigation.

			Being possessed by two thousand demons was bound to have that effect.

			“She’s doing as well as can be expected,” he said with a polite smile. “But she still has a ways to go before she’s a hundred percent.”

			Barbara Price nodded in understanding.

			“You look well,” she said, a mock smile appearing on her wrinkled face. “You seem to have recovered nicely.”

			Was that some kind of a dig, he wondered. That he had survived while the other members of the crew weren’t so lucky.

			“I still have some aches and pains from time to time, but I healed up pretty good, thanks.”

			She was staring over to the fireplace now, more specifically to the framed photos that lined the mantel. There were high-school-graduation pictures of Jackson, as well as Jackson’s sister. There were some family shots as well.

			“They said it was a gas leak,” she said, not looking at him.

			“Yes,” John answered, beginning to feel uncomfortable.

			“Would have thought with a gas leak, the whole place would have blown up . . . caught fire and burned down.”

			“It was . . . an unusual situation.”

			She looked away from the mantel, from her family. “Yes, I believe it was.”

			He didn’t know where this was going, guessing it was nowhere good.

			“Did you know that they didn’t want me to see him?” the older woman said. “They thought that it would upset me . . . the way that he looked.”

			John was growing more uncomfortable, wrestling with the idea of telling her the truth, but how does one explain the idea that her son was killed by a plague of demons released after a receptacle that held the demonic entities exploded, releasing them into the world?

			It was better to listen, to feel her pain and anger, and just play dumb.

			“And they were right,” she said. There was a tremble in her voice now as her eyes, behind the large-framed glasses she wore, began to fill with tears. “They were right,” she said again, fishing a wrinkled Kleenex from the sleeve of her sweater and dabbing at her eyes. “His face . . . there was very little left.”

			“I’m so sorry,” John said, rethinking whether or not this was the best of ideas but realizing deep down that it was. He needed to do this. He needed to see those who were left behind as a result of demonic encroachment into the world. He needed to see and feel their pain.

			“How could a gas explosion have done something like that?” Barbara asked, shaking her head.

			“It was a terrible thing, and a terrible loss,” John replied. “Jackson was a good man and a good friend, and I’ll miss him terribly.”

			The older woman nodded. “Thank you,” she said. “And thank you for coming by.”

			He could see that she was done, especially with him.

			“I wish it could have been sooner,” he said, standing up from the couch. “If there’s anything that I can do, please don’t hesitate to . . .”

			She looked at him then, her eyes wide behind the thick lenses of her glasses. There was an intensity to her stare that practically caused him to step back and away.

			“Haven’t you done enough?” she asked, anger and resentment dripping from every word.

			John Fogg knew that it was time to go.

			“I’ll show myself out,” he said, turning toward the exit from the parlor, to the hallway leading to the front door.

			Jackson’s mother did not follow, choosing instead to stay where she was, sobbing pitifully as she mourned the life of her son.

			A life that he’d played a part in cutting short.

			•   •   •

			Stephen Vasjack hated the phone.

			“John isn’t here right now,” he said into the receiver. “And I’m not authorized to make any booking decisions for him.”

			He lied.

			As personal assistant to John Fogg and Theodora Knight, there wasn’t much he didn’t have authorization to do.

			“He’s currently away on a business trip,” Stephen told the booking agent on the other end of the call. They were desperate to get John, and Theo if they could, on their shows since they had recovered from the events of the Halloween debacle.

			“No, Theo is not available either,” he said.

			At first he didn’t recognize the sound, turning in his seat to look about the office until he realized what it was.

			“Hey, Rob? I’ve got somebody ringing the doorbell. I’ll have John give you folks a call as soon as he gets back.” He nodded, listening as the booking agent gave his best spiel. “Yes, and if Theo is feeling better, I’ll have her call you. I promise. All right, Rob. Bye now.”

			Stephen hung up with a grunt, getting up from his chair and heading to the front door. He hadn’t recognized the ring of the doorbell because they hadn’t been set up at the mansion for all that long. There was still quite a bit about the place that he wasn’t familiar with.

			He opened the door on two people, a man and a little girl, and multiple suitcases—the last of which was being brought over by the cab driver—stacked upon the front landing.

			“Can I help you?” Stephen asked, covering his surprise with his most pleasant of smiles.

			The man was bald, wiry in his build.

			“This is the Fogg residence?” he asked.

			“Yes, it is,” Stephen answered. “Can I help with anything or . . .”

			“No, we’re good,” the man said, picking up two of the bags and pushing past Stephen.

			“Excuse me!” Stephen exclaimed, watching as the man entered the foyer. The child followed, dragging a pink suitcase with wheels, a cartoon pony emblazoned on its front.

			“You can’t come in here without . . .”

			“Yeah, we’re going to be living here for a bit,” the man interrupted.

			“Living here?” Stephen repeated, then chuckled. “I think you’re sadly mistaken.”

			“Not mistaken at all,” the man said, stepping out to retrieve the rest of the suitcases from the front stoop.

			Stephen felt tiny eyes upon him and looked down to see that he was being stared at by the little girl.

			“And what’s your name,” he asked her.

			“I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,” she said to him.

			“Good for you.”

			“But since we’re going to be living here, I guess I could tell you.”

			Stephen smiled uncomfortably. “I really don’t think that’s right, honey. A misunderstanding must have . . .”

			“Cassie,” she said, and smiled at him.

			“Cassie?”

			“That’s my name. Cassie Royce.”

			“Well hello, Cassie Royce. I’m Stephen Vasjack.”

			The man came in with the remainder of the bags, kicking the door closed as he entered.

			“And is this your father?” Stephen asked her.

			“Yeah, his name is Griffin. His friends call him Griff.”

			“Do they,” Stephen said, eyeing the man as he looked around. “Okay, Griff, why don’t we start with . . .”

			“Griffin,” the man said.

			“Excuse me?”

			“Only my friends call me Griff.”

			“Oh, of course, Griffin,” Stephen said. “Why don’t you explain to me where you would get the idea that you were going to be staying here.”

			“Because Elijah said so,” the bald man told him flat out. “And if Elijah says that this is where we’re living, guess what?”

			Elijah. Stephen immediately recognized the name of the creepy, older man who had come to the house and helped Theodora with her—situation. Supposedly, the man was the head of some ultrasecret organization that dealt with the threats of the paranormal and had recently recruited John and Theo into their fold.

			“I see,” Stephen said as he folded his arms across his chest, not quite sure what he should do.

			He had specific instructions not to bother John while he was away, and Theo was currently indisposed. Stephen could think of no other alternative.

			“Lunch,” he said, moving past the father and daughter and their luggage on the way to the kitchen.

			“What’s that?” Griffin questioned.

			“Seeing as there isn’t an answer in sight and probably won’t be until I can speak to my employers, I say we call a truce over some lunch.”

			He stopped, turning to see if they were following. They were standing there amongst their bags.

			“Well?”

			Cassie looked at her father. “I’m hungry,” she said to him.

			He considered that for a moment, then took Cassie’s hand and followed Stephen into the kitchen.

			“Do you like paninis?” Stephen asked. “I can make us a couple of nice paninis.”

			“What the hell is a panini?” Griffin growled.

			“I like peanut butter and jelly,” the little girl said.

			“Of course you do,” Stephen answered.

			•   •   •

			To see her lying there on the floor of her bedroom, anyone would think that Theodora Knight was dead.

			Her skin was deathly pale, her limbs askew and strangely stiff, as if rigor mortis had begun to set in.

			The only signs that pointed to the idea that life had not completely fled her mortal form were the markings on her skin. Strange black tattoos placed upon her flesh to give her control of the entities that lived inside her.

			The markings were moving, flowing across her pallid skin as if to slide off and puddle upon the floor. The markings moved and changed shape as Theodora dealt with the problem at hand.

			The demonic entities inside her were becoming more unruly, attempting to wrest away control—a little at a time—whenever possible.

			That was something she could not afford. There were too many lives that could be affected by these actions.

			Not to mention the eventual loss of her own immortal soul.

			So she needed to do something about it. Theodora needed to put herself in an altered state of consciousness and engage the creatures that shared her physical form as well as her psyche.

			She needed to show them who was boss.

			•   •   •

			The demons had made themselves at home with her memories, picking and choosing pieces of her past to create a landscape on which to live.

			To use against her as she attempted to rein them back in.

			She found herself on a quiet street in Nottingham, England, a place of fond recollections, as she’d spent many a summer there in her youth. But the demons had taken it, corrupted the quaint structures, and tainted them with their presence.

			There was a stink of offal permeating the air, and the incessant cry of a baby drifting mournfully on the foul-smelling breeze. She looked around the street from her memories, searching for signs of the demonic, searching for a glimpse of those who enjoyed tormenting her so.

			It was all about weakening her resolve, taking away the things that gave her strength, the things that she found joy in.

			If they couldn’t have her, body and soul, they would take from her anything that they could.

			As long as it caused her some semblance of pain.

			There had been a sweet shop on this street, and every Sunday, her mother and her aunts would allow her and her cousins who called Nottingham their home to go to the shop and pick anything that their young hearts desired.

			Theo remembered how much she looked forward to Sunday, how exciting it was to see all the different kinds of candy, and how difficult it was to choose.

			She found herself carefully walking down the center of the street, the baby’s cry still carried on the warm, fetid breeze. If she wasn’t mistaken, the sweet shop was right up ahead of her, on the left-hand side.

			It was exactly as she remembered it, the two large plate-glass windows, so clean, and the store so brightly lit within that one could see all the candies from the street.

			Cautiously, Theo moved toward the store. Even though she knew what she was here to do, she still couldn’t help but be drawn to this particular place that used to bring such joy.

			The old woman was inside, and Theo found herself instantly smiling.

			What had her name been? She wracked her brain to remember as she moved from the window to the front door. Through the glass, the dainty old woman looked up from the display case that she had been stocking to see Theodora peering in through the glass in the door.

			The smile was like the sun breaking through clouds on a gloomy day. She gestured for Theo to come inside.

			Dottie, she suddenly remembered. The old woman’s name was Dottie.

			Theo pushed open the door, anticipating the sound of the tinkling bell over the door announcing her arrival.

			“Hello, love,” Dottie said, bringing back the joy and excitement of those Sundays. “What can we do for you today?”

			She was actually about to start perusing and shopping when the memory of why she was there hit her—

			Along with the savage blow to the back of her head.

			Theo was thrown off her feet, falling to the side, her head striking the front of a glass case as she landed upon the hardwood floor.

			The demon that struck her appeared as a shadow, a living thing of solid black that had emerged from a darkened corner, which was why she hadn’t seen it when she’d come into the shop.

			Even though the entire scenario didn’t exist in the real world and was a creation of the demonic within her psyche, it didn’t mean that things didn’t hurt; in fact, they were downright painful.

			“Stay down, love,” Dottie said, now sitting behind the cash register. “Let the nice man take your life quick, then all your pain will stop.” She was nodding eagerly, assuring Theo of her honesty. “Listen to Dottie, and everything will be right as rain, it will.”

			Listen to Dottie, right, Theodora thought as she gathered her wits about her and climbed to her feet, as the shadow beast lunged. It latched around her throat, slamming her back against the case, breaking the glass.

			Theo struggled in its clutches, reaching out to take hold of the blackness and wrapping her finger in the cold fabric of night. The tattoos upon her flesh began to move, to respond to the proximity of evil.

			And they began to glow, to radiate a light far brighter than the sun.

			The marking were on her fingers, slithering upon her flesh, which were now entwined with the stuff of darkness.

			“Let’s see what you look like under there,” Theo said with a grunt, feeling the burning sensation radiating from her flesh beneath the icy numbness of the shadow-stuff.

			The demon suddenly knew what it would be experiencing and attempted to pull away, but Theo held on.

			“Not so fast,” she growled, as the light began to eat away at the covering of black, punching through the shadow like a thin-bladed knife through cloth.

			The demon was screaming as its body was revealed, its pale, sensitive flesh starting to smolder and stink as it pulled away, leaving Theodora holding a disintegrating suit of darkness.

			The demon revealed collapsed to the floor, its body pocked where the light of her inner might had touched it. The suit of shadow felt wet and heavy as it decayed in her grasp, and she let it fall to the floor.

			“This was very sneaky,” she said, advancing on the demon, who dragged its pale body across the floor away from her. “To be honest, I was prepared for a more frontal assault per the usual. I show up and you all pile on, trying to rip me to pieces enough to weaken my resolve and allow you to take the driver’s seat.”

			The demon continued its pathetical crawl toward the door.

			“All this,” she said. “The Nottingham street, the sweet shop. All very nice.”

			“Thank you, love,” Dottie said, as Theo turned toward her.

			The blast of infernal fire was something akin to burning to death in the midst of the Arctic.

			The old woman’s hands were outstretched toward her, the demonic energies leaping from the delicate tips of her fingers, engulfing Theo, sweeping her up off her feet and sending her crashing through the plate-glass window to the street outside.

			Oh, they are full of surprises today, she thought as she pushed herself upright, shards of glass raining down from her body to shatter upon the street.

			Most of the demons that called her body home—or was it more like prison—had gathered on the remembered streets of Nottingham. They watched her eagerly as she stood to face them.

			The body of the first demon to attack her lay broken and burning on the street beside her.

			“This is what happened to him,” she said, pointing to the demon’s shattered remains. “Seriously think about what I can do to you.”

			The demonic gathering made no moves toward her though she felt the markings on her skin reacting to their proximity.

			“Oh we know,” said a familiar-sounding voice. She turned toward the sweet shop and saw that Dottie was coming out of the store, but her form was changing, growing smaller, younger until she was no longer the old woman who ran her favorite candy shop but Billy Sharp, the childhood friend who’d drowned when he was just shy of his sixth birthday. The demonic spokesman felt as though speaking to her in this form made it easier for her.

			It didn’t.

			“Why didn’t you stay Dottie?” she asked.

			“I’ve actually come to enjoy this shape,” the demon said, admiring the child’s form, his striped shirt and short pants. The clothing the boy’d been wearing the day he drowned. “I would think that you would enjoy it as well, seeing your little friend again, his departure having been so . . . abrupt.”

			“No,” she said. “No, I don’t at all.”

			The child shrugged. “Can’t please everybody all of the time.”

			The street with all its businesses had begun to fade, a thick greenish mist filling the air as the places became less and less defined.

			“I’m sure you know why I’m here,” she said so that not only Billy but all the demons that were still watching could hear.

			“You’ve become tired of your excruciating existence and have decided to allow us to take over the actions of your human shell?”

			Theo started to remove her clothing, the T-shirt and jeans that she’d created to cover herself, peeling them away to reveal her naked flesh inscribed with magickal sigils and words of power that allowed her the ability to fight the monstrosities so eager to take possession of her.

			“Not even a little,” she said, feeling no modesty at all as she stood fully naked before the gathering of the demonic.

			“I was so hoping that would be the case,” Billy said, kicking at a stone on the street just as it turned to green fog. He turned his dark-eyed gaze to her as she stood revealed to him—to them—the markings on her body flowing like an electrical current all along the surface of her female flesh.

			“Perhaps one day,” he said with a heavy sigh, the demons surrounding them responding to some unspoken command, surging hungrily toward her in an attempt to break her spirit and consume her soul.

			She hoped to make each and every one of them choke on the bites.

			•   •   •

			The grown-ups were still talking in the kitchen, paying no attention to Cassie as she strolled away after finishing her peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

			There was something about this house, something that made the blond hair at the back of her neck tingle. She had felt it as soon as she’d come inside.

			Something that made her want to have a look around. Something that told her she should explore.

			Back in the lobby, Cassie stood, listening to the voices of her father and the man named Stephen as they talked in the kitchen. Stephen still didn’t think that they would be living here, but it was obvious that he hadn’t spoken to Elijah yet.

			Elijah would set him straight.

			There were other voices, too, that Cassie heard, just beneath her father’s and Stephen’s.

			And they were calling to her.

			The little girl glanced over to the winding staircase, listening to be sure, and decided that the voices were coming from up there.

			Going to the stairs, she started up, holding on to the railing as she climbed. She couldn’t make out what it was exactly they were saying, and she listened very, very carefully to be certain.

			Cassie.

			She was certain that she’d heard her name called and quickened her pace up to the second level.

			“Hello?” she called out at the top of the stairs. “Did somebody call me?”

			She listened again, craning her head to capture any sound.

			Welcome, Cassie.

			She started down the corridor, passing closed doors as she walked. Were those that were speaking to her behind one of these doors, she wondered, watching and listening as she went.

			“Where are you?” Cassie asked. “Tell me where you are so that we can meet!”

			She liked meeting new people, though her father didn’t like her to. She knew he was afraid that something might happen, that she would meet a new person and they wouldn’t be so nice and. . .

			Cassie pushed the thought from her mind. She hadn’t had one of her accidents in quite a long time and didn’t feel that it was that big a problem anymore.

			Though her dad thought otherwise.

			Flashes of past incidents played before the theatre of her mind, and she tried to ignore them. She was just a little baby then. Now she knew what she was doing and was very, very careful to try not to get upset.

			That was how it used to be, she tried to explain to her father, and he had just looked at her and said that it was always good to be careful.

			“Hello?” she called again. She couldn’t hear the voices anymore as she walked down the corridor, her footfalls absorbed by the thick maroon carpeting that covered the floor. “Can you call out again, please, so I can find you?”

			What she heard next she wasn’t too sure of.

			Cassie stopped and listened. There it was again.

			Somebody was moaning close by, and it sounded as though they might really be in pain.

			The little girl zeroed in on the sound, heading toward a closed door near the end of the corridor.

			The moan had turned to outright crying, and for a moment she didn’t know what to do. She considered calling to her father and the man Stephen, to tell them that something was very wrong up here, but then thought—what if somebody needed help right this very minute?

			What if it was a matter of life or death?

			Her mind was made up as the moans turned into screams. Cassie ran toward the door without a question.

			“Hello!” she called out, grabbing the doorknob and turning, pushing the door open into the room. “Do you need help?”

			There was a woman on the floor of the room . . . well, at first she thought it was a woman.

			But then she saw the color of its skin, and the way its limbs bent in all kinds of directions, and how unnaturally long they were. And the claws. There were claws instead of hands.

			Cassie had thought it was a woman at first glance, but she was mistaken.

			It was a monster.

			•   •   •

			The battle inside Theo’s mind was epic.

			They came at her, wave after wave, attempting to drag her down, not giving her a chance to catch her breath.

			They wanted her weak . . . they wanted her helpless . . . they wanted it so she could not fight back anymore, then they would take away her control.

			The tattoos burned upon her flesh, enhancing her strength so that she could go on. She hated to think of what would have happened to her if the Coalition hadn’t put the marks upon her body.

			The torments she, as well as the world itself, might have suffered.

			They were trying to cover her . . . to suffocate her with their mass, to snuff out the light coming from her body.

			And with the light extinguished . . .

			Layer upon layer of demonic nastiness fell upon her, pushing her farther and farther down into the darkness. She could hear their terrible voices screaming at her to give up.

			That eventually they would win.

			That eventually they would have her.

			Even as a child, she’d hated when people told her what to do.

			She used her anger to feed the fire of the markings upon her flesh, fanning them hotter and higher with her rage.

			And the demons burned, their gibbering and profane words quickly turning into little more than shrieks of pain and agony as they experienced the flames of her conviction.

			Theodora Knight pulled herself up from beneath the burning bodies, climbing atop the screaming and the wretched to ascend.

			To stand atop the monsters that would try to drag her down.

			Victorious.

			For the moment.

			•   •   •

			Theodora swam toward the waking world, the pain of what she had experienced wracking her body in the physical world as well. She could tell that the demonic influence had begun to seep from her psyche, twisting her body to manifest some of the horrific physical attributes of the demonic denizens imprisoned within her.

			At times these physical changes could be beneficial, but at this moment they just proved to her the seriousness of her situation.

			Theodora screamed as she opened her eyes, feeling the painful effects of a body twisted by demonic possession.

			She was attempting to sit up as the door swung open, and the little girl entered.

			Little girl?

			Theo had no idea who this child was or why she was barging into her room, but she saw the fear on the child’s face begin to grow.

			And could she blame her? She must’ve looked a sight.

			She tried to speak, to perhaps calm the child, but the teeth had more than tripled inside her mouth, making it nearly impossible to do anything but drool and growl.

			The child looked as though she was about to scream, and Theo was doing everything she could to speed up the transformation back to her normal form, when the most unusual of things occurred.

			She watched as the child stepped back and extended her arm, pointing her outstretched hands toward her. At first, Theo didn’t understand, but then she felt the change of pressure, a mysterious breeze of humid air appearing out of nowhere, ruffling her hair as well as the child’s curly blond locks.

			And then there came the sparks from the tips of the child’s fingers, sparks that turned to flames, that turned to fire.

			Shooting from the child’s hands to engulf her.

			•   •   •

			The monster was burning.

			Alarms were sounding as thick black smoke filled the room, and Cassie Royce wasn’t sure that what she’d done was right.

			“Cassie?” she heard her father’s voice calling from the first floor, and she didn’t answer him, instead choosing to watch the monster as it burned, rolling around on the floor as it was completely covered and consumed by flame.

			“Cassie!” her father’s voice called again, this time much closer than before.

			“Daddy!” she called out over the shriek of the fire alarms. “I’m up here!”

			She moved toward the door, still keeping an eye on the burning shape. The fire had begun to spread, and she knew that it wouldn’t be good to burn her new home down on the first day she was there, so she used her talent again.

			Concentrating on the fire, she extended only one of her hands this time, calling to it with her mind like she would call to a puppy, and it leapt from where it had been burning, into her hands, and into her body, until the fire was gone, and there was only smoke.

			“Jesus Christ!” somebody said, as Stephen and her father charged into the room.

			It was Stephen, and he was carrying a fire extinguisher, and started to spray the room and smoldering monster body with the white foam.

			“Cassie . . . oh God, Cass. What did you do?”

			She ran to her father, throwing her arms around his waist. “There was a monster, Dad,” she said. “There was a monster, and I burned it.”

			He hugged her tightly, trying to understand, staring at the body on the floor covered in the white foam.

			“Oh God,” was how he responded. They both watched as Stephen stared down at the blackened remains of the monster, letting the fire-extinguisher canister drop from his hands to the floor.

			“What did you do, Cassie?” her father repeated, hugging her tighter.

			“It was a monster, Dad, honest,” she said.

			Stephen knelt beside the blackened remains, reaching out with a trembling hand to touch its face when . . .

			The burned body twitched, and a cracking sound filled the air as some of the charred skin flaked away, falling to the floor.

			“The monster,” Cassie said, holding on to her father tighter. “The monster is still alive.”

			The body twitched again, and the figure beneath began to cough.

			“Theo,” Stephen said, pulling her up into his arms, breaking away the pieces of burned and blackened skin to reveal fresh and lovely-looking skin beneath.

			She didn’t look like a monster anymore, Cassie thought. She was a beautiful lady.

			And that was when she began to realize that she might have made a huge mistake. That maybe this wasn’t a monster at all but something else entirely.

			“I’m sorry,” Cassie said, as the woman continued to wipe away the soot and burned skin. Her clothes had burned away as well, and she was very much naked.

			Cassie noticed the strange black markings that covered the pale flesh of the woman’s body.

			“It’s all right, child,” the woman said, as Stephen helped her to stand. “It was all a misunderstanding, but what talents you have.”

			Looking at the pretty lady standing there, Cassie was reminded of her mother, and how her own so-called talents had been used against the woman.

			“You have talents, too,” Cassie said, holding on to her father all the tighter. “I wish my mommy’d had your talents.”
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			It was just over a three-hour drive from the Price home to the house where it had all happened.

			Where everything had changed.

			He pulled up in front of his destination and parked. Taking out his phone, he checked for messages, and seeing none, dialed his wife. He wanted to hear her voice before going in.

			John got his wish, but it was only her voice mail. It would have to do for now.

			“Hey, it’s me,” he said, imagining her listening to the message later. “Just got to the Gorham place. Will probably be going in shortly and just wanted to touch base.”

			He paused, realizing that he didn’t have all that much to say and just wanted to speak with her.

			“Anyway, I’ll try to give you a call after,” he told her. “Hope you’re doing well. Love you much. Bye-bye.”

			He hung up and held the phone against his thigh as he gazed at the house through the window of the rental car.

			John had learned that the nondescript ranch at 145 Westview Lane in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, was scheduled for demolition that very week. It had taken him half a day to track down the Realtor, then the buyer, and another two hours to convince the buyer to let him have a look around before the house was taken down.

			It had been business as usual last Halloween—they’d done live Ghost Chasers broadcasts before. He remembered how anxious they’d been. The live stuff was always hard, and like most paranormal investigations, completely unpredictable. John smiled as he thought of how fellow investigator and dear friend, Becky Noonan, had joked about throwing a sheet over her partner, Phil Reynolds, if things got too boring.

			But that certainly hadn’t been the case at all.

			John felt a slight chill run down his spine as he sat, looking at the home squatting like some hideous toad on the overgrown lot.

			The demolition team had already brought their trucks and bulldozers. Before the end of the next morning, the house would be nothing more than rubble.

			A blight upon the Earth erased.

			But first, John wanted another chance, another opportunity to determine why it had happened to them. Had it been intentional? Had they been set up by the home’s owner, a man named Fritz Gorham?

			A man who seemed to have disappeared from the face of the Earth, much like what was about to happen to the house he’d asked John and his team to investigate.

			John wanted to find that man. He wanted to find that man very badly.

			He got out of his rental and was almost to the walkway leading to the front door when he heard another car door slam. He spun around to see a short, round woman with an enormous smile rushing from a parked van toward him.

			“John?” she called, waving an overstuffed keychain that jingled like a Christmas bell.

			“Yes, hello!” he said, starting to walk toward her.

			“Flo Wiseman,” she said, extending her hand.

			“Good to see you, Flo, and thanks so much for coming out on such short notice.”

			Her hand was warm and moist. It was like shaking hands with a sponge.

			“No problem at all,” she said cheerily. “When John Fogg calls and asks you to do some readings, how can you refuse?”

			“Very easily, actually,” John replied with a chuckle. “But I really do appreciate it.”

			“So this is it,” she commented, turning her attention to the house. “Doesn’t look like much, which is probably why it ended up givin’ you such a hard time.”

			“That’s an understatement,” John said quietly as he studied the ranch.

			“You have to be careful with those gas leaks,” Flo said.

			He glanced at her then, and the look on her face told him that she knew very well that what had happened in the house had had nothing to do with anything natural.

			John slowly nodded, then gestured toward the house. “Shall we get started?” he asked.

			“Absolutely.” Flo pushed past John and began to head up the walkway, her chubby hands out to her sides as if walking on a tightrope. “I have to say, I’m really not picking up much of anything.”

			Flo Wiseman was a psychometric, gifted with the unique ability to see the history of an object just by touching it. John hoped that Flo would be able to offer some insight to what had happened to Fritz by reading any residual energies left inside the house.

			The new owners of the property said that they would leave a key along the top of the doorframe, and they were as good as their word. John found the key and opened the door, allowing Flo to enter first.

			“I’m picking up some small stuff, nothing of any real significance.” She was touching the walls, rubbing the flat of her hand across the wallpapered surface.

			“I think we’ll have our best luck in the basement,” John said. He actually experienced a physical reaction to the thought of going back down there.

			It had been awhile since he’d last felt it—fear. He hadn’t been really scared in years. But as he stood in front of the door that led to the cellar, a very large part of him screamed to leave it alone.

			“I’ll get that,” Flo said, reaching around him and grasping the glass doorknob. “Oh,” she said, eyes widening behind her large-framed glasses. “That’s odd.”

			“What?” John asked.

			“Everything around us has something . . . some lasting impression. But this doorknob has nothing . . . like it’s been wiped clean of psychic fingerprints.”

			John said nothing. He already knew that the ghosts in this house had been silenced—silenced so they couldn’t warn his wife of what had awaited them downstairs.

			“Are we going down?” Flo asked.

			“Only if you feel up to it,” John said.

			“Let’s do it,” she said, pulling the door open and starting down, holding tight to the wooden railing.

			John pulled a flashlight from the pocket of his jacket and illuminated the stairs in a circle of white light.

			“That’s better,” Flo said, and giggled. “The railings have been scrubbed clean, same as the doorknob,” she said. She reached the bottom and stopped, looking a bit unsure as she waited for John to join her.

			“Are you all right?” he asked. “If this is too much, we can go right now.”

			“No, no,” she said with a shake of her head. “I know this is important for you, and I can guess why.”

			John said nothing.

			“I met some of your crew,” she continued. “Phil Reynolds was a really nice guy, when I heard what happened to him . . .”

			“Phil was a nice guy,” John agreed, remembering the good-natured man and his dedication to legitimizing the study of the paranormal.

			“I want to do this not only for you, but for him and the others who died . . . and your wife.”

			John felt the clash of two powerful emotions: a love so intense that it physically hurt, and fear—fear of what his wife had become and fear for her future.

			“How is she?” Flo asked. “I heard she was hurt pretty badly . . .”

			“Healing,” John said with a deep breath and a steady nod. “It’s going to take time.”

			“Good.” Flo turned back to the cellar and began to walk slowly into the dark and damp space. “Back to work then.”

			John held the beam of his flashlight a little higher to light her way. She was holding her hands out again, feeling the air.

			“Static,” she said. “It’s the only way I can describe it. Bad static.”

			They were getting closer to where the vessel had been discovered, the jar that had contained two thousand demonic entities—until it had exploded.

			Like a demonic WMD.

			The entities were relentless, and John was certain that he would have died with his crew had it not been for his wife’s sacrifice.

			Had she not taken the demons into herself, trapping them within her own body.

			“Something really bad happened here,” Flo said cautiously. “The images aren’t here, but the feeling is . . . like a bad smell.”

			She was standing where Phil and Becky had placed the jar, turning around in a circle, her arms extended like antennae, picking up on the room’s nasty vibe. Her sneakered foot caught on a rock, and she stumbled, lurching to one side.

			John reached out to steady her, sending the flashlight beam spinning crazily around the dark and dusty space.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I’m good,” Flo replied. “Shine your light over there again,” she said, pointing toward a far corner of the room.

			John did as he was ordered, sending the beam of the flashlight into the shadows of the corner.

			“Did you see that?” Flo was nearly swallowed up by the darkness as she headed into the corner. “A reflection . . . right around . . . here,” she said, dropping down to one knee with a grunt. “Oh boy, you’re going to have to help me up when we’re done.”

			“No worries.” John chuckled as he stepped up behind her and shined the flashlight on the ground around her. “What have you found?”

			“This,” she said, reaching toward the loose, dry dirt as his beam of light glistened on something smooth and coppery. Flo plucked it up from the ground, and her reaction was immediate.

			“Oh, God,” she said, the terror in her voice palpable.

			“Flo, what’s wrong?” John asked. “Flo?”

			She had begun to convulse, falling backward to the dirt floor, nearly knocking John over. She was still holding on to her discovery, squeezing her hand so tightly that blood dripped from between her fingers.

			John dropped the flashlight and grabbed her wrist, prying her stubby fingers open to reveal a jagged fragment of the jar. He took it away but continued to hold her hand as her body bucked and thrashed. “Hang on, Flo,” he encouraged, stuffing the fragment into his pocket and removing his phone with his free hand. “You’re going to be all right,” he told her as he punched in 911.

			It was only a matter of minutes before police and fire arrived, but to John it seemed like hours as he sat on the dirt floor of the basement and held on to Flo. The police officers led him outside while the paramedics attended to the woman. He explained what happened as best he could, leaving out the fact that a piece of a jar that had once held thousands of demonic entities had triggered a grand mal seizure in a psychometric.

			As the paramedics brought Flo out from the house on a stretcher, John watched, his hand in his pocket, moving his fingers over the coppery shard as if trying to experience some of what Flo had endured. But he didn’t have the gift.

			“Excuse me,” John called, crossing the grass to the ambulance. “Is she going to be all right?”

			One of the paramedics turned, and John caught the familiar look cross his face, bracing himself for what he knew was coming next.

			“You’re that ghost guy, aren’t you!”

			The man’s partner glanced from the paramedic to John. “What are you talking about?” he asked before John could explain.

			“He’s on television with his wife,” the paramedic told his partner. “They investigate all kinds of freaky shit!”

			“Really?” the partner asked. “Were you investigating now?”

			“Just doing some research, you know,” John said.

			Both paramedics nodded as if they did.

			John used the opportunity and stepped closer to Flo on the stretcher. “Would it be okay if I had a quick word with my friend?”

			She was awake, but her glasses were gone, and her eyes above the clear plastic oxygen mask she wore were hooded and sleepy. He felt terrible, but as ruthless as it seemed, he had to know if she had been able to learn anything useful.

			“Sure,” the one to recognize him said. “We’ll just wait over here.” He motioned for his partner to follow him, and John could hear them talking excitedly about some of the cases from past Ghost Chasers shows.

			“Are you all right?” John asked Flo, taking one of her hands in his. “I am so sorry, I never wanted . . .”

			She reached up with her free hand and pulled the oxygen mask down so she could speak. “I’ve never . . . never experienced anything . . . like it before,” she gasped. “The intensity of evil . . .”

			Her eyelids fluttered, and he wondered if he was going to lose her again. But then they opened wide, and she looked at him.

			“I need a pen and paper,” she said, pulling her hand from his.

			John always carried a pen and pulled it from his pocket, then picked up a wrinkled take-out menu from the floor of the ambulance.

			“I saw . . .” she began, “. . . I saw a man . . .” She was gasping again as she awkwardly scribbled on the paper. “This is where . . . where it was . . . conceived.”

			She handed the paper and pen to John, then replaced the oxygen mask and closed her eyes. He stared at the paper as the paramedics moved back in and loaded Flo into the ambulance.

			It was barely legible, but it was an address.

			•   •   •

			Fritz Gorham was hungry.

			He hadn’t seen anything for miles on the back roads of the Rust Belt that would have provided him with a halfway-decent meal. And now he sat on the edge of the king-sized bed in a run-down motel room and wondered what he should do.

			He wiggled his fingers, feeling them pop and hearing them crack. The hungrier he got, the more stiff they always became. He thought of the last time he’d had a bite to eat, in the restroom of a truck stop just outside Pennsylvania. The trucker had been tired and totally unaware when Fritz had snuck up behind him at the urinal and placed a hand on the man’s bare arm.

			Fritz smiled with the memory of the truck driver’s response, surprise turning to anger, then something much more pathetic and docile the longer Fritz’s hand remained on the trucker’s arm. But his snack had been interrupted by someone else coming in to use the restroom.

			The trucker had taken the edge off Fritz’s hunger, but it hadn’t been enough, and something in the man’s taste had said that he wasn’t well. Fritz wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if the man had been suffering from some form of cancer or heart disease.

			Fritz had to eat, but he wouldn’t need a lot if he ate the right meal.

			He stood and went to the tan, push-button phone on the nightstand beside the bed. He picked up the receiver, placed it to his ear, and pushed the zero button, listening to the phone ring on the other end.

			“Front desk,” answered a cheerful voice.

			“This is room 402. I was wondering if I might have a few more towels.”

			“Certainly, sir,” the voice said. “I’ll send housekeeping right away.”

			“Thank you very much.” Fritz was trying to do his best impression of somebody being pleasant even though he wasn’t very pleasant at all.

			He hated humanity with every ounce of his being and did his damnedest to have as little interaction with his fellow man as possible.

			Except when he needed to feed.

			There was a pain in his body that told him he’d waited too long this time. He glanced at his hands, at the liver spots dappling his flesh. Not a good sign. He wasn’t eating enough, but he had to be careful not to draw attention to his actions. He imagined that the trucker had felt incredibly tired after their encounter in the restroom, probably taking a good long nap in the cab of his truck before hitting the road again.

			Never the wiser.

			It was always when Fritz got greedy that the problems arose.

			There was a knock at the door.

			“Housekeeping,” called a woman’s voice.

			He waited a moment, not wanting to be too eager, before opening the door.

			The woman smiled at him, and his stomach growled in anticipation.

			“Hey,” Fritz said. He smiled pleasantly even though it felt completely wrong.

			“You needed some more towels?” she asked.

			“I did,” he answered.

			She took two dingy white bath towels from her cart and held them out to him.

			“Would you mind putting them in the bathroom for me?”

			The housekeeper looked at him for a moment, then shrugged. “Sure,” she said, entering the room and pushing past him to the bathroom.

			He watched her as he quietly closed the door, then pulled his wallet from his back pocket and removed a twenty-dollar bill.

			“I just put them in there with the others,” the woman said cheerfully as she left the bathroom.

			“Thank you so much,” Fritz said, with his fake smile as he extended his hand, offering her the twenty, enticing her closer.

			She reached for the bill, and that was all he needed.

			Their fingers brushed, and they became attached, like two magnets drawn to one another.

			Fritz felt that initial rush of warmth, followed by the thrum of her life force as it began to stream into his body.

			“Oh,” the housekeeper said, leaning into him. Fritz caught her, more flesh connecting with flesh . . . more of her life force flowing into him. She was quite delicious, not a sign of disease anywhere in her flavor.

			Ordinarily, he didn’t indulge in their memories, but with this one he decided to have a little peek. She was in her mid-twenties, divorced with two children no older than six. This was a second job. During the day, she worked in the cafeteria at her children’s school.

			How apropos, he thought. By day she was feeding children, and right then, she was feeding him.

			Fritz actually giggled, and he realized then that he needed to stop. He was taking too much, and that would result in a whole host of new problems.

			“Are you all right?” he asked, doing his best concerned-human imitation. He pushed her upright, ready to catch her again if she should fall toward him.

			“I’m good,” she said dreamily. “I am so sorry,” she apologized. “I don’t know what came over me.” She shook her head vigorously. “Wow,” she said with a small laugh and a smile. “Sorry again.”

			She started toward the door, stopped, laughed, and started again.

			“Maybe it’s low blood sugar,” Fritz suggested.

			“Maybe,” she answered.

			“Ask your kids to share one of their grape Popsicles with you, and I bet you’ll be fine.”

			The woman stopped, hand upon the doorknob, and turned toward him.

			“How did you know my kids like grape Popsicles?” she asked him.

			Fritz had become careless, perhaps having taken a little too much from the woman.

			He put on his best surprised face. “Do your kids really like grape Popsicles?” he asked her incredulously, then started to laugh, shaking his head.

			“It’s their favorite, the only color they’ll eat,” she told him. “I end up eating all the others.” She laughed.

			“Grape seems to be every kid’s favorite,” he said, not mentioning the fact that she hated the cherry-flavored Popsicles and always threw those away.

			“I guess it is,” she said, then laughed again.

			There was part of Fritz that wanted to reach out, grab her by the throat, drag her back into the room, and take every ounce of life energy she had left.

			But he managed to control himself even though the smile was beginning to hurt his face.

			“Have a good night,” she told him, pushing her cart of towels and toiletries down the hall.

			“You, too,” Fritz said. “And be sure to buy your kids more of those grape Popsicles.” He waved cheerfully, something he’d had to practice.

			Then he closed his door, immediately abandoning his attempts at humanity.
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			It was dark when John Fogg closed the door of his rental car and casually crossed the street to the address that Flo had given him.

			A young woman with bleach-blond hair peeking out from both sides of her red hoodie walked slowly toward him, giving him the eye as she passed. He didn’t acknowledge her, not wanting to draw any more attention to himself.

			The neighborhood was old, run-down, like many neighborhoods that he’d seen in his travels across the country. He imagined that at one time the houses on the street had been immaculately kept. But then residents had probably started to move away or grown too old to manage the large properties, allowing the homes to fall into disrepair.

			He walked toward the house with purpose, like he belonged there, strolling up the cracked and broken driveway. A large, two-car garage stood at its end, the windows painted black. Beyond it was an overgrown backyard. John stopped and stared at the garage for a little while before turning his attention back to the main house. He headed up the walkway leading from the driveway to the front door, then climbed a set of creaky wooden steps that gave a bit beneath his weight.

			He tried the door, not at all surprised to find it locked. He looked around again to make sure that he was alone, listening to the stillness of the night around him. Then, taking off his jacket and wrapping it around his hand, he gave the windowpane closest to the lock a swift punch. The putty that held the window in its wooden frame was so old and dry that the pane popped out whole, not breaking until it hit the floor inside.

			John reached in through the opening and unlocked the door, quickly letting himself in. The glass crunched beneath his feet as he stepped into the foyer and closed the door behind him. It was silent, musty, and dark within the house, so he took the flashlight from the pocket of his jacket and turned it on.

			He faced a long corridor with several doorways on either side. Dust covered the floor, telling him that no one had been there in a very long time. He walked down the hallway, shining the light into each room as he went, looking for something, anything that would tell him what Fritz Gorham had been up to and where he had gone.

			He ended in the kitchen, having found nothing. He knew that Fritz had been there, but probably not for some time. Tired and exasperated, he leaned against the cast-iron sink and gazed out through the dusty window at the overgrown backyard.

			His eyes fell on the garage, and almost immediately, the flesh at the nape of his neck tingled as if a spider had just crawled across it.

			Quickly, he left the house through the back door and strode through the weeds to the garage. There were some scrapes in the black paint that covered the windows, and he stood on tiptoes, trying to see what was inside, but it was too dark.

			John walked slowly around the garage, looking for a way in, and found a door at the very back of the structure. He almost yelped in surprise when the rusted-metal knob turned in his hand.

			Cautiously, he pushed the door open and peered in. His flashlight beam fell on a heavy, wooden table in the far corner of the space, clear of clutter and waiting to be used. John stepped into the garage and approached the workstation. A small table lamp stood atop it, and he reached out to turn it on. Again he was surprised as the light came on, chasing away some of the darkness and allowing him a better look at the space.

			Whoever owned the garage appeared to be heavily into taxidermy, for on just about every flat surface was some wide-eyed stuffed animal, a raccoon, a crow, and what looked to be a mountain lion, its black lips pulled back to reveal a mouth filled with sharp-looking teeth. John had never been a big fan of the art form, and as he looked around him, he knew his feelings wouldn’t change.

			Across from the workstation stood a bookcase with boxes of old kitchen appliances stacked in front of it. On top of the boxes sat a stuffed monkey. John shook his head and walked to the bookcase. He began to slide the boxes away from it, but the movement dislodged the monkey. He reached out and grabbed it before it could hit the floor.

			And it bit him.

			John gasped, feeling the burning sting of the bite as he flung the stuffed animal away from him. It landed amongst the boxes at the far end of the garage, but John suddenly realized he had other things to worry about.

			They were all moving. The raccoon stood up on its back legs, pulling its feet free from its base. The crow flapped its ebony wings and fixed John in its sights with an odd tilt of its head. The mountain lion had begun to pace back and forth, also watching him with its shiny glass eyes.

			How could I have been so stupid? he thought. Of course, anything important would be protected. There must have been some sort of magickal alarm set inside the garage, triggering the taxidermied guards. Very clever but also quite telling.

			John looked for something to defend himself with, grabbing an old metal pot by the handle and pulling it from a box with a clatter.

			“All right,” he said, his focus on the mountain lion because of its sheer size.

			The monkey sprang from behind, landing upon his back. John spun around, swinging the pot uselessly as the monkey sank nasty teeth into the nape of his neck. He felt the skin pop and the blood start to flow as he propelled himself backward, toward the closest section of wall, crushing the monkey against it.

			The stuffed animal didn’t make a sound as it dropped from his back, its limbs broken from the force of the impact. John put his hand to his neck, and it came away stained red. The thing had bitten him good.

			The flutter of wings was close, and John spun around, swatting at the stuffed raven as its clawed feet reached for his eyes. The pot hit the bird, knocking it flailing to the ground. John didn’t waste a second, stomping on the thing’s sawdust-filled body, revealing a hint of what had brought the animals to life.

			“Watch out!” somebody screamed, and he reacted, barely dodging the mountain lion as it sprang at him. One of its claws got him as it passed, multiple bloody furrows dug into the meat of his upper arm. Clutching the bleeding gashes, he stepped back, ready to deal with whatever might be coming at him next, and that was when he saw her.

			The young woman was standing just inside the back door. At first, he hadn’t a clue as to who she was but then realized that it was the woman with the bleach-blond hair he had passed on the street before coming into the house.

			“You need to get out of here!” he warned the young woman, who couldn’t have been any older than nineteen.

			The raccoon was slowly sauntering across the floor toward her.

			“Open the door and go!” John screamed at her, trying to keep an eye on her as well as the mountain lion, which appeared to be getting ready to spring at him again.

			She gave him a look as she backed up toward the door. He thought she would be leaving, but instead, she closed the door firmly behind her and stared at the advancing raccoon.

			“What the hell are you doing?” he screamed at her, just as the mountain lion came at him, charging across the floor, snowplowing boxes out of its way as it attacked.

			John managed to dive from its path, knocking over a stack of boxes, shattering dishes over the concrete floor. The lion was turning around, its body low to the ground as it readied to spring. John grabbed the shard of a dinner plate and met the lion’s attack.

			The lion was on top of him, its teeth burying themselves in his upper shoulder, and John cried out, using the piece of plate like a knife and jabbing it into the stuffed animal’s side, again and again.

			There was as a commotion from the other part of the garage that he couldn’t see, and he could only imagine what was happening with the girl. He pushed the disturbing thoughts from his mind, focusing on staying alive. The lion bit harder, starting to shake him mercilessly as he continued to stab—but he was weakening. John fought to be free of the big cat’s clutches, kicking out with his feet as he tried to get the upper hand, to flip the reanimated corpse onto its back.

			He managed to angle himself in such a way that he did manage to drive the cat onto its back. It was incredibly painful, but he was able to wedge his hands into the cat-thing’s mouth and pry it open wide enough for him to pull his shoulder free. Able to move more freely, he dropped his full weight on the mountain lion, bringing the makeshift knife down on the animal’s chest, hacking it open to reveal what he had suspected.

			There was another creature inside the stuffed body, a kind of lesser demon that often inhabited the bodies of the dead, reanimating them. Some serious magick was at work here.

			“What the hell is that?” came her voice again.

			Still straddling the struggling lion, John turned and was surprised to see the girl standing there, watching what he was doing.

			“I thought you were dead,” he said to her, reaching his hand into the stuffed chest cavity of the animal.

			“Yeah, right,” she scoffed.

			That surprised him as his hand found what it was looking for, and his fingers wrapped around a squirming body.

			John pulled the demon from its nest within the lion. It resembled a kind of starfish, its limbs waving languidly in the air.

			“Gross,” the girl said. “That’s fucked up.”

			“It is at that,” John said, speaking a few lines from a Sumerian text of banishment and watching the creature begin to shrivel and dissolve in his hand.

			“Whoa,” the girl voiced.

			“You like that?” he asked, shaking clinging oily black smoke from his hand as he got off the desiccated lion on the floor and began to stand. “You should see my card tricks.”

			He saw what was left of the raccoon on the ground near the door; it looked as though it had been torn into a million pieces, and the lesser demon’s body was nowhere evident.

			“What the hell did you do?” he asked her.

			“I didn’t do a thing,” she said.

			He could see that she was waiting for him to continue the questioning, but there wasn’t any time for that.

			Many of the boxes had started to move, to tip over, spilling their contents. There were even more newly animated taxidermy animals coming to join the fray.

			John stared in disbelief at the variety of species.

			“Frogs?” he questioned aloud. “Who the hell stuffs frogs?”

			“The guy who lived here obviously,” she said with a sneer, telling him that there was likely some sort of connection between the girl and Fritz.

			Something to keep in mind.

			The stuffed frogs, mice, weasels, and something that looked as though different animal parts had been sewn onto a body, making a kind of Franken-animal, were converging on them now. John was considering a spell of conflagration but didn’t want to burn the entire structure to the ground, when the young woman stepped in front of him.

			“I’m tired of this shit,” she said.

			“Okay, so what are you doing?”

			“Handling it,” she said, and he didn’t know what she meant until he felt the sudden movement of cold air within the stuffiness of the garage. He could just about make out the shapes of something—ghostly—moving around her.

			“All right, guys,” she said, talking to the swarming apparitions. “You enjoyed doin’ the raccoon, so take care of these other shits as well.”

			John watched in wonder as the semivisible shapes flew about the room, encircling the animated animal bodies, lifting them on cold currents of air, invisible claws and fangs tearing them to pieces.

			It was one of the damnedest things he’d ever seen in his career investigating the paranormal; at first he thought it might have been some form of poltergeist activity, but the more he watched, the more details he paid attention to, he began to understand what this young lady was in control of.

			And it was truly awesome.

			The stuffed animals, as well as the fleshy creatures that animated them, were decimated in a matter of minutes by the invisible entities.

			“Good job,” the girl said, seeming to acknowledge the presence of multiple beings.

			“How many?” John asked her.

			She looked at him funny.

			“Ghosts. How many are around you?” he specified.

			“Right now there are five,” she said. “Doesn’t mean that there aren’t more. There are always more on the periphery that I can’t see.”

			“What are they?” he asked, suspecting what they were but wanting her to tell him.

			“Dogs, cats, gerbils, hamsters . . . there are even fish occasionally,” she explained.

			“Pets?” he asked.

			“Spirits,” she told him.

			“Fascinating,” he said, and truly meant it. “Mostly pets, but I’m guessing . . .”

			“Yeah, there are other animals, too,” she explained. John noticed that she was petting something that he was unable to see up around her shoulders. “Squirrels, chipmunks, frogs, raccoons, rats, snakes.”

			“I get the picture,” he said. “And you can somehow control their spirits?”

			“I don’t know if ‘control’ is the right word,” she said. “I just ask them to do stuff, and they usually do.”

			Something moved on the ground amidst the torn stuffing and fur.

			“I’ll get it,” she said. “Daisy, go get ’em,” she said to something close to her.

			“No, wait,” he said, and held up his hand. “I think I’d like this one alive.”

			He looked around, finding a jar and lid, and approached the taxidermy animal’s remains. With a finger, he carefully moved the sawdust guts around until he found the fleshy demonic creature that had possessed it.

			“Those things are nasty,” the girl said.

			“They are nasty,” he explained, picking it up by its pinkish tentacle and quickly dropping it into the jar. “One of the few demonic life-forms to actually attain corporeal form on this plane of existence.”

			“And that means?”

			He looked at the thing as it angrily squirmed about the bottom of the jar. “That means that most demonic creatures are spirit-based, needing the forms of others they possess in order to attain physical presence, but somebody who knew what they’re doing gave these little bastards substance.”

			“Oh,” she said. “These things have bodies of their own.”

			“Yeah, they do now,” he said. He was scanning the workshop again, looking for something sharp, something with which he might scratch the glass of the jar that contained the demon.

			There was a small Phillips head screwdriver on the worktable, and he snatched it up, scratching at the glass.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Protective wards,” he said, concentrating on the specific shapes. “Should keep it inside the jar until I can see if it has anything important to tell me.”

			He looked up from the jar to see that she was looking at him funny.

			“What?” he asked.

			“What the hell is that thing going to tell you?”

			“It has the potential to tell me quite a bit, actually,” he said.

			“It doesn’t even have a fucking mouth,” she said with a sneer. “At least I don’t think it does.”

			“No,” he said, admiring the thing as it squirmed about the bottom of the jar. “But somebody had to summon it in order for it to be here. And that information is likely somewhere inside it.”

			He looked at her again, to see that she was smiling at him.

			“Do you approve?” he asked.

			“I thought you were full of shit,” she said.

			He cocked his head, unsure of what she meant.

			“I’ve seen you on TV, with that wife of yours,” she went on. “I thought it was all bullshit.”

			“Oh really?” John said. “Nice to know that I could change your mind,” he said to her.

			“Yeah,” she said, a crooked smile forming on her face. “Nice to know that you’re not full of shit.”

			•   •   •

			Caroline Ryland was dying.

			It was her heart. At ninety-three it was just worn-out.

			She was lying in a bed at the Blessed Mother Mary Nursing Home, the place she had called home for these last twenty years or so of her life. It had been a sad life, tragedy and unhappiness seeming to follow her through the majority of her existence.

			The pain had begun at the very onset of her life, when she was born dead—stillborn, they believed. Her young parents had been devastated, desperately holding on to the tiny, newborn corpse, as doctors and nurses tried to take their little girl from them.

			Imagine their surprise when the baby screamed with life. The young parents had been blessed after all; a higher power had chosen to bestow this child with a gift.

			A curse was more like it.

			Caroline lost both her parents in a car accident when she was no older than six. Without any other family, she was taken by the state and put up for adoption. After some time, the Crestfield family took her in, and it was with them that she found some semblance of love—before a house fire claimed the entire family when she was thirteen.

			Even as she lay on her deathbed, Caroline was still haunted by the memory of that night, the thick smell of smoke, the cries of her brothers and sisters as she stood on the lawn, watching the big old house burn. She had no recollection as to how she’d gotten out of the house; she’d simply awakened to find herself lying on the grass and the house ablaze.

			And why had her hands smelled like the kerosene her new father always kept in a can in his basement workshop? She’d never learned the answer to that question.

			The life that followed was even harder. Because she was a teenager, she was never again considered for adoption, and the fact that she had lost two families to terrible accidents made her a bit of a pariah within the system.

			It was like death followed her, she’d heard some of the other girls at the orphanage say.

			Eventually, she left state care and went out into the world on her own. She found a job doing piecework at a factory and managed to earn a halfway-decent wage, enough to afford a small apartment of her own. And then things really began to look up for her when she met Roger Whitehall at a weekend dance that her friends had convinced her to attend.

			They’d fallen in love almost instantly and were married in less than a year. The memory of her beloved Roger made her smile. She wondered if he would be there to meet her when she finally crossed to the other side.

			Roger . . . and Rose, their daughter.

			Rose.

			Caroline pulled her boney knees up tighter to her chest. She wasn’t dying fast enough to escape this memory . . . this pain.

			Rose had been her everything . . . their everything. Caroline had often called her their little angel because how could something so very beautiful actually be of this world?

			Rose had died in her sleep. The doctors labeled it crib death.

			Caroline must have been sleepwalking that night, for she’d awakened in Rose’s room, standing beside the crib, finding her baby motionless, a pillow resting on her face.

			Caroline remembered not wanting to lift the pillow, to see the horror and sadness of what lay beneath. It was her husband who had lifted the pillow, coming in to look for his wife, and finding . . .

			He’d taken his own life less than a month after Rose had left them, leaving Caroline so very alone.

			She had considered ending her own existence as well, but she hadn’t had the courage. What if what was waiting was worse than what she was leaving?

			So she’d lived, if one could call it that, working at the factory day in and day out until retirement. And then she’d had ample time to dwell upon the sadness and the pain of her life.

			Drinking had helped a bit, allowing her to pass into oblivion for a few hours, but the pain was always waiting when she woke up.

			The drinking had wrecked her health, and when she’d no longer been able to care for herself, she was sent to the Blessed Mother. The place had been old and a bit run-down even then, but they’d looked after her. Just last August, she celebrated twenty years at the home. They’d had cake and ice cream, and as far as days went, it hadn’t been all that bad, until the heart attack.

			It was sort of a bad joke around the nursing home—poor old Caroline, she can’t catch a break, they’d say in hushed whispers as she sat in a wheelchair in the middle of the hallway. She’d even heard one of the nurses say that it was only a matter of time.

			And the nurse had been right. The very next day, she was too weak to get out of bed, and the day after that, her chest had begun to fill with fluid.

			Caroline knew that her time was up, that soon her pain would end, but she still feared that what was coming next would be no better than what she’d had.

			That it would be worse.

			She lay in her bed, each breath heavier than the last, feeling her strength slipping away. Soon—very soon—she would not be strong enough to breathe at all; and then it would be over.

			And then Caroline realized that she was afraid to be alone; she wanted someone with her when the inevitable end came. Mustering what little strength she had left, Caroline reached for the call button attached to the railing on her bed—but her flailing hand somehow knocked it loose, and it clattered uselessly to the floor.

			That’s just how it is, she thought with a sigh as she accepted her fate.

			And breathed her last breath.

			•   •   •

			But as Caroline Ryland died, something else began to live.

			Something that had been part of Caroline since that very first night. Something that had used the body of the dead newborn as a passage into the world of man, where it took root and nested. No one had ever suspected that a being of the infernal had grafted itself to her soul.

			But how else would one explain the misery of poor Caroline Ryland’s existence?

			The demon that had become part of her had needed pain and sadness to grow, and the removal of Caroline’s parents was just the fertilizer for that soil of misery. The years of heartache had been intoxicating for the demon spawn. It had always been there, waiting for moments when Caroline’s happiness might abound, then stepping forward to snatch it away. How easy it had been for it to take control as the human had slept.

			The older the host became, the more refined the taste of her sorrow became. And there was nothing quite so delicious as the emotions caused by the loss of a child and the death of a mate by his own hand.

			The pleasure had been orgasmic and had carried the demon for many, many years—but now its time had come.

			And as the demon waited for its moment, it couldn’t resist causing one last bit of misery for the dying woman, making her hand spasm as she sought company, leaving her alone as her eyes gently closed on a lifetime of pain.

			•   •   •

			Brenna Isabel wasn’t quite sure what she’d expected when she accepted the special liaison position between the FBI and the mysterious organization known as the Coalition.

			But going through hundreds of thousands of files and random pieces of information searching for . . .

			What was she searching for exactly? Elijah, the leader of the Coalition, really hadn’t been all that specific. He just smiled a kind of creepy-ass smile and said he believed that she would know it when she saw it.

			What the hell was that supposed to mean?

			“Okay,” she muttered, sitting slumped in her desk chair. She reached for another old file from the stack on the corner of her desk. Inside was a report from a zoo in Michigan about four chimpanzees that had cut themselves and used their own blood to paint strange symbols on the walls of their habitat before ripping each other to pieces.

			She leaned forward, studying the symbols in the photos. Over the last few months, symbols similar to this had been appearing all over the world in some of the most bizarre places as well as crime scenes—usually involving murder.

			Taking the photos of the symbols from the old file, she pushed her chair back, placing them on the scanner and putting the images into the computer to run against a database of symbols that had been collected by the Coalition over the time the organization had been in existence.

			She was under the suspicion that the Coalition had been around for a very long time, under many different names. The name “Demonists” was the one that she’d come across in some folders even older than the ones she was currently going through. She guessed the name might have been a little too over the top for more modern sensibilities even though it wasn’t too far off.

			She thought of the last case that she’d worked on before being asked to join the Coalition and what she had witnessed and experienced. She’d always been aware that the world was a strange, and dangerous place, but after seeing what she seen . . .

			Brenna was very glad that something like the Coalition existed and was grateful for the aid from paranormal investigator, John Fogg, and his wife, Theodora Knight, who had been crucial to her investigation and its eventual outcome.

			The database finished comparing the chimp symbols to any it had on file but found no connection to anything else, making it necessary to add these new symbols, as well as adding a description as to how they came to be, to the Coalition files.

			She closed the file and set it in another box on the other side of her chair, where the other sixty or so files that she’d gone through since lunch had been placed. All were filled with the same bizarre kinds of information.

			A quick glance to the time posted on the bottom right-hand corner of her computer screen told her that it was past quitting time, and she looked down to the files she’d been reviewing to see that there were only three left.

			“Just these last three, and I’ll call it quits,” she said to herself, reaching down for the next file, when there was a knock at the door.

			The sound surprised her and made her jump. Since being moved into her new office in the basement of the building, she hadn’t seen much of anybody, usually coming in early in the morning to find the boxes of files for her to review already there.

			She hadn’t a chance to say come in, when the door swung open, and a man with incredibly wild and curly hair, pulling a handcart loaded high with boxes, backed in, singing at the top of his lungs. She could hear how loud the music was playing through the earbuds stuck inside his ears.

			He didn’t even realize that she was there and let out a kind of screaming squeak when he did.

			“Sorry!” he screamed, to be heard over the music playing.

			“It’s all right,” she answered.

			“What?” he asked her.

			“I said it’s all right,” she said again, only louder.

			He continued to look at her funny before pulling the buds from his ears.

			“Sorry about that,” he said. “I thought you’d already gone home.”

			“So you’re the little elf that brings the folders when I’m not here.”

			He looked at her, answering her in a totally deadpan manner.

			“I’m not an elf,” he said. “I work for Records.”

			“Yeah,” she said with a nod, guessing that a sense of humor probably wasn’t all that necessary working for the Records Department.

			The man seemed nervous that she might start talking to him again and took the bull by the horns.

			“I have some new files for you,” he told her, moving to unload the multiple boxes by her desk. “They came in this afternoon.”

			“Wonderful,” she said, as he began to stack the full boxes of files beside the almost empty box that she had nearly finished.

			Seeing what still awaited her took the wind right out of her sails, and she stood up from her chair.

			“All right,” she said, talking her suit jacket from the back of her chair and slipping it on. “That looks to be my cue.”

			The man was leaning over the stack he’d made, placing another box atop it, when he looked down into the other box and the three remaining folders inside.

			“There are only three left in there,” he informed her.

			“It’s true,” she said, pulling the sleeves of her shirt down below to be partially seen outside the cuff of her jacket.

			“Aren’t you going to finish them?”

			She looked at him, totally surprised by the question.

			“No,” she answered. “I’ll take care of them tomorrow.”

			“But there are only three in the box.”

			“And there will be three in the box in the morning when I get here,” she said, shutting down her computer and coming around her desk to eye the man warily.

			“There will be a lot more than three to do then, with all this new stuff,” he muttered, shaking his head in disappointment.

			“I think I can handle it,” she said, heading for the door.

			She stood at her door, waiting for the Records man to finish, before she pulled it closed behind him and locked it.

			“See you tomorrow?” she called after him, as he walked away, singing another off-key tune at the top of his lungs. He’d put his earbuds back in.

			The old elevator took forever, so she took the stairs, feeling her heartbeat race and her blood surge with the exercise. Like all the times when she used the stairs, she was reminded of the fact that she used to run and that maybe this might be something that she could get into again.

			She’d used to do a lot of things, before . . .

			Brenna thought of her son and how much her life had changed since his death. There was a time when just the thought of his not being in her world would have reduced her to a crying, quivering mess, but she’d become better with that, especially since coming back to work—

			And since she’s started seeing him again in her dreams.

			She knew it was crazy, but since the last case, when the world of the paranormal came crashing into hers, she’d been having visits with her baby boy in her dreams.

			Brenna knew that it wasn’t normal, and maybe that it was a symptom of something larger, but it didn’t change the fact one bit that she was spending time with her dead son when she slept.

			And she couldn’t have asked for anything better.

			She came out onto the first floor, walking across the marble floor of the lobby, heading toward the door.

			“Good night, Joe!” she called to the security guard.

			“Hey!” he called to her, and she stopped. “There was a guy just here looking for you,” he said. “I buzzed your office, but you must’ve been on the way up.”

			“Is he still here?” she asked.

			“Went outside when I couldn’t get you,” the security guard said, pointing toward the plaza outside the doors.

			“Okay, thanks, Joe,” she said, heading into the revolving door.

			“Have a good night!” he called back, as she made her way around and outside the building.

			Brenna scanned the area, not seeing anybody at all familiar. She was heading across the street for the parking garage where she had left her car when . . .

			“Brenna,” somebody called to her.

			She stopped, turned, and froze. It felt as though the ground beneath her feet had been pulled out from under her.

			Brenna didn’t remember exactly when it was that she’d last seen the man before her.

			She guessed that it was sometime after their son’s funeral, right before he dropped off the face of the Earth.

			“Craig,” she said to the ex-husband she hadn’t seen in years.

			“Hey,” he answered, walking toward where she stood. “I think we should talk.”

			•   •   •

			The little girl reached out to Theo’s arm, her fingers hovering over the tattooed flesh.

			“Go ahead,” Theo said to her. “You can touch it.”

			Cassie laid her three middle fingers on the black mark, smiling as she looked into Theo’s dark eyes.

			“Feels tingly,” the little girl said. “Like it’s ’lectric.”

			“That’s the magick that’s been put inside them,” Theo explained, as they sat at the kitchen table, having some cookies and milk.

			“Is that why you aren’t dead?” Cassie asked.

			“That’s why,” Theo answered her. “The magick in my tattoos protected me against the fire.”

			She didn’t need to go any further than that, the little girl didn’t need to know about the nightmare things that resided inside her.

			Theo could see that the child was processing her words, her little finger continuing to trace the arcane shapes put upon her flesh to control the demonic entities that possessed her.

			“So if my mommy had these marks,” she began.

			“Your mommy would never have these marks,” Theo explained. “I only have them because if I didn’t, I’d be very sick.”

			Cassie looked at her, chocolate chip cookie midway to her mouth. “That’s too bad,” she said thoughtfully, finally bringing the cookie to her mouth and taking a bite.

			“Yes, it is,” she said. Fearing that the questions might become more intense, Theo felt it best to change the subject to something a little more pleasant and distracting.

			“Something tells me that you’re a little girl who likes books,” Theo said to her knowingly.

			The child’s smile was beaming.

			“How did you know?”

			Theo smiled back, finding it impossible not to be charmed by the little girl.

			“I can see it in your eyes,” Theo told her.

			“You can?”

			Theo nodded. “I really can.”

			The child laughed, bringing her glass to her mouth and drinking more milk.

			“How would you like to look at some of my books?” Theo asked.

			“What kind of books?” Cassie wanted to know.

			“Books that I had when I was a little girl that turned into my favorites.”

			“Which ones?” Cassie wanted to know.

			“Shall I take you into the den and show you?”

			Cassie turned on her stool and looked at her father, who was leaning against the counter with a cup of coffee. Stephen stood to his left.

			“Can I, Dad?” she asked.

			“Sure, if it’s no bother,” her dad told her.

			“It’s no bother,” Theo said, helping the little girl down from her chair. “Have you ever heard of a writer named Shel Silverstein?”

			“No, does he write good books?”

			“He really does, and lots of silly poems that I bet you’ll love,” Theo told her, as the two of them walked through the house, holding hands, to the study.

			“I love silly poems,” Cassie said.

			“I thought you might,” Theo said with a smile.

			“Did you see that in my eyes, too?” the little girl asked.

			“No, I just can’t imagine there’s anybody who doesn’t like silly poems.”

			The little girl followed her to a special section of bookcase, where Theo proceeded to take some books down. She took down Where the Sidewalk Ends first, followed by A Light in the Attic, then took down The Giving Tree for good measure.

			“Are these all by Shel Silverstein?” the little girl asked.

			“Yes they are,” she answered her. “And not only did he write them, he drew all kinds of pictures to go with his poems and stories.”

			“Pictures and silly poems?” Cassie asked. “These books sound great!”

			Theo sat her down on the couch, the stack of books beside her. The child wasted no time grabbing Where the Sidewalk Ends and beginning to read.

			“Oh, I love his drawings,” she said, eyes moving over the pages.

			“See, your eyes told me that you would.”

			The child smiled, momentarily distracted, before going back to the books.

			“I’m going to go out to the kitchen to speak with your dad and Stephen,” she told the girl, who barely acknowledged the fact that she was leaving.

			Theo guessed that it was all right with her.

			Returning to the kitchen, she heard the men talking, Griffin talking about where he and his daughter would be spending the night.

			“Well, there’s a Holiday Inn not too far from here,” Stephen said. “I could go to my office and call you in a reservation if that . . .”

			“What’s this?” Theo said, entering the kitchen.

			“The Holiday Inn,” Stephen said. “Griffin and Cassie are going to need a place to stay and . . .”

			“They’ll stay here,” Theo said.

			“Seriously?” Stephen asked. “Are you sure that’s okay?” The personal assistant looked nervous.

			“After what happened today . . . to you, I’m not sure that we . . .” Griffin began.

			“What happened here today was a total accident,” Theo explained. “Everything turned out perfectly fine. We’re best friends now, bonding over Shel Silverstein.”

			“I love Shel Silverstein,” Stephen said.

			“So, we’re all good,” Theo said. “We’ll make up one of the guest rooms, and there won’t be any problems.”

			“Are you sure?” Griffin asked. He walked to the sink, turning the water on and rinsing his mug. “We wouldn’t want to cause you any more problems than we already have.”

			“And I would think that not being here would cause you quite a bit of problem, wouldn’t it, Mr. Royce?” she asked pleasantly.

			“I don’t understand,” he said, leaning back against the sink.

			“Your employer, Elijah?” she asked him. “I don’t think he’d be too happy to learn that you’re not keeping an eye on me.”

			“That’s not . . .”

			“Let’s not lie to one another, Mr. Royce,” Theo said. “You’ve been sent to observe me,” she said.

			Griffin folded his arms.

			“He wants to know how you’re doing . . . how the tattoos are holding up.”

			“And what have you observed?”

			“They appear to be working just fine,” the man said.

			“And so do I,” Theo said. “Feel free to call in your report.”

			Griffin said nothing.

			“But what if they didn’t?” Theo asked him.

			“Excuse me?”

			“What if the tattoos weren’t quite cutting it,” she asked. “What if there was the potential of the things inside me getting out?” Theo looked at him intensely.

			“Then that problem would need to be dealt with,” Griffin answered coldly, efficiently.

			She liked the answer, the fear that she felt every moment of every day that she might lose control was like a blade hanging over her head. It was nice to know that there was somebody else watching.

			Just in case.

			“Good,” she said simply. “I’ll see about making up that room now.”
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			Her name was Nicole. That’s all she would give John. Just Nicole.

			And she could eat like nobody’s business.

			“So are they with us now?” John asked before placing a french fry in his mouth.

			She was holding a triple cheeseburger with both hands as she glanced around the casual, family restaurant.

			“Oh yeah,” she said. “My gang and some others.”

			John leaned back in the booth and winced at the twinge of pain in his neck and shoulder. They’d stopped on the way to the restaurant for some wound cleanser and bandages, and an old jacket he’d found in the car hid the blood on his shirt. “Is that because of your abilities?” he asked.

			“No, not because of me at all,” she said around a large mouthful of her sandwich. “Some animal spirits just kinda hang around . . . they linger, especially when they have a bond to somebody.” She put her burger down and licked the grease from her fingers.

			“Do they continue to linger or . . .”

			“They eventually get the idea and move on,” Nicole said absently.

			Her focus was suddenly on a family seated at the back of the restaurant. There were two children, a little boy and a baby girl in a high chair. The mother was feeding the little girl, while the dad was trying to convince his son to eat his hot dog.

			“Like that one over there,” she continued, gesturing with her chin. “That pup’s not going anywhere for a while.”

			John looked over. “Where’s the dog?” he asked.

			Nicole picked up some napkins and wiped her face and hands. “He’s right beside the boy, resting his chin on the kid’s lap.”

			John imagined the sight, feeling the tightness of emotion in his throat.

			“They really do hate to leave us,” Nicole said dreamily, her eyes glassy with moisture. “But eventually, they see that everything is all right, and they move on.”

			“And the ones that come to you?” John asked, leaning forward to pick up his burger—lettuce, tomato, pickle, and very little mayo.

			She managed to pull her eyes from the family and returned to her meal. “I guess they just like me,” she said with a shrug before taking another huge bite of her burger.

			“Do you know what it is you do for them?”

			“I guess I let them feel,” Nicole responded slowly. “I give them the ability to interact with the world again. To touch it . . . to claw it . . . to bite it when it’s mean.” She smiled then, burger juice dripping from the corner of her mouth.

			John motioned for her to wipe her face.

			She grabbed a handful of napkins and rubbed at her mouth. “Beautiful again?” she asked.

			“Perfection,” he responded with a laugh. “When did you notice that you had this talent?”

			She thought for a moment, tapping her lower lip with a fry. “I’ve always seen them . . . the spirit animals,” she said. “When I was little, I think I just assumed everybody could.”

			“But your ability to communicate with them? To command them?”

			She knew the answer to that immediately. “Early teens,” she said with a nod, dunking three fries into a puddle of ketchup. “Right after my first period.” She smiled as she stuck the dripping fries into her mouth.

			“That doesn’t surprise me,” he said simply, refusing to give her the reaction he knew she was looking for. “Many psychic abilities manifest more fully during puberty.”

			“How about you?” she asked.

			“How about me what?” He carefully ate the last bite of his burger.

			“Abilities,” she asked. “Psychic stuff . . . got any?”

			He shook his head. “Other than an affinity for memorizing ancient texts and maybe throwing a few spells around.”

			“Spells?” she repeated, and began to laugh.

			“What? You don’t believe in magick?”

			“I didn’t,” she said, her eyes going to the covered jar that contained a tiny demon. “But now I’m not so sure.”

			John reached over, exposing the demon for a moment. “Yeah, this is the kind of stuff that changes minds really fast,” he said.

			“So he was responsible for that,” she said, motioning to the demon in the jar. “And the business at the garage?”

			John nodded slowly as the waiter came to clear away their plates.

			“He was responsible,” John said. “And his name, at least the name that I knew him by, is Fritz Gorham.”

			“Fritz,” she repeated, wrinkling her nose. “Where’s he from, Germany or something?”

			“I have no idea,” John said. “I’ve been looking for him since . . .” He stopped, not really wanting to talk about it.

			“Since what?” Nicole prodded. “That shit that went down on the Halloween show?”

			“I believe Fritz may have been responsible,” John said with a deep breath. “At the very least, I think he knows how and why it happened.”

			“Wasn’t it like a gas leak or something?”

			John stared at her intensely. “Or something.”

			She nodded, her look saying that she understood it was far more complicated.

			“And you?” John asked. “What’s your connection? What brought you to the garage?”

			The waiter came back and asked if they would like anything else. John looked at her.

			“Dessert?”

			Nicole shrugged. “Why the fuck not.”

			The waiter left to get the dessert menus, allowing her to continue.

			“I’ve got a score to settle with Mr. Fritz,” she said with a snarl.

			John immediately felt a shift in the temperature around them, a cold breeze caressing his face and the back of his neck. “Am I in danger?” he asked. A napkin on the table started to shred, seemingly on its own.

			“Sorry,” she said. “They pick up on the vibe and start to react.”

			“What did he do to you?”

			“Not me,” she said. “Daisy, and a few of the others.”

			“Daisy is your . . .”

			“Baby,” she finished.

			John looked at her confused.

			“Cat,” she clarified. “But I treated her like my child.” Nicole reached up to pat the air about her neck. “He killed her . . . I don’t know how exactly, but he killed her.”

			The waiter dropped off the dessert menus, and she angrily snatched it up.

			“Need some fucking chocolate,” she muttered.

			“By all means,” John said.

			“I was staying with some friends,” Nicole began, her eyes not leaving the menu. “Daisy was with me, my friends were cool with her, they had cats, too.” She closed the menu and slammed it down on the table. “Chocolate lava cake,” she announced.

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’ve never been so sure,” she said before continuing her story. “So one day, I couldn’t find Daisy. It wasn’t like her to just go missing. And some of my friend’s brood were missing as well.”

			The waiter came back and took Nicole’s indulgent order and John’s request for coffee.

			“I tried not to freak,” she said, taking a gulp of water. She held the glass in both hands, staring at the water for a few moments. “It was her spirit that found me,” she said softly. “And she led me back to this house in the neighborhood. A run-down shit hole, like the place we were just at. Her body . . . and the bodies of so many other animals were inside.”

			A tear escaped one eye, but she quickly wiped it away as if she didn’t want him to see her emotion. “Daisy told me . . . showed me what he did.”

			John remained silent, allowing her time to finish her story, but she’d eaten more than half of the chocolate lava cake before she finally continued.

			“He touched them,” she said, watching him intensely as he brought the steaming coffee to his mouth, blowing on it before he took a sip.

			“Touched them?”

			Nicole nodded, putting another huge biteful on her spoon, bringing it to her mouth.

			“He petted them, but as he did, he was taking something from them. . . the more he touched, the more he took until . . .”

			“A psychic vampire,” John said.

			“Get the fuck out,” she said, looking at him surprised. “Now vampires are real?”

			“Not the bloodsucking kind,” he explained. “These feed off the life energies of the living . . . the life force.”

			She shook her head, doubling down on her dessert. “This shit just keeps getting weirder and weirder.”

			“And more dangerous,” he told her.

			“Yeah, what’s your point?”

			“That you might not want to be involved any further,” John told her. “Fritz is a dangerous character, maybe even more dangerous now that the whole psychic-vampire thing is in the equation.”

			“I’ve been tracking this guy for a very long time,” Nicole said, scraping at the crumbs and chocolate sauce on her plate. “In fact, I’d been watching the house for a few days when I saw you sneaking around it.

			“And maybe it’s time for you to stop all this.” John finished his coffee, waving off the eager waiter trying to give him more.

			“And what?” she asked. “Let a professional take over? A real live paranormal investigator?” She did the air-quote thing, and John just rolled his eyes.

			“It’s got nothing to do with that,” he said. The waiter dropped off the bill, and John snatched it up. They’d eaten enough for four. “I just don’t want to see anybody else get hurt.”

			She nodded slowly, and he began to think that he might’ve gotten through to her, which was good. If Fritz was as dangerous as he was starting to suspect, nobody without an intense background in the supernatural should be allowed near him.

			“So, what’s next?” she asked him.

			He glanced back to his coat and the jar beneath. “I take this back with me to Massachusetts, and I see if I can extract anything useful.”

			“Harvard Yard?” she teased, putting on a thick Boston accent.

			“Marblehead actually,” he said, starting to get out of the booth.

			“Thanks for the chow,” she told him, gathering up her coat and zipping her hoodie.

			“My pleasure,” John said. “Can I drop you off anywhere?”

			“Naw, I’m good,” she said, putting on her overly bulky military-style coat.

			“I’m going to pay this,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

			•   •   •

			Nicole stood there with a full belly, figuring out what she was going to do.

			Adjusting the collar of her jacket, she turned around to see the family with the sad little boy packing up and getting ready to leave.

			The dog was still at the boy’s side, tail wagging as he looked up at him, as much to say, Hey, I’m down here. I love you.

			Looking at the table, she saw that he hadn’t eaten much of the hot dog and looked as though he was about to start crying again. The family walked toward where she was standing, and she watched them.

			The little boy looked in her direction briefly, his eyes red and watery, and she felt her heart ache painfully.

			“Hey, you,” she said, and he continued to walk, looking over his shoulder, unsure if she was talking to him.

			“Yeah, you,” she said. “C’mere.” She motioned him over.

			His parents hadn’t heard her, going to the counter to pay their bill. He tentatively came toward her. Nicole could see the dog closely by his side.

			“Did somebody you love very much leave you?” she asked him.

			His eyes immediately began to tear as he nodded vigorously.

			“Well, I’ve got a message for you,” she told him, squatting to be at his level. Nicole then reached out, petting the spirit of the mutt that looked as though he might’ve been part Corgi, and part twenty other kinds of little dog. He was adorable.

			She ran her fingers through his ghostly body, experiencing a wave of love so intense that it made her gasp.

			Brody. The dog’s name was Brody.

			“Brody says he doesn’t want you to be sad that he’s gone,” she said, whispering in the little boy’s ear. “He wants you to know that he isn’t really gone.”

			She’d lent Brody some of her strength, some of her power, and the dog leaned its pointy snout into the boy’s hand and licked his fingers.

			The boy gasped as he felt his dog’s loving affections, his eyes bulging, as a smile erupted across his face.

			“He’s right here with you as long as you need him. Okay?”

			She smiled at him then, and he smiled back at her.

			The boy’s parents called to him from the checkout counter, and he started back to them, turning around to give her another smile and a wave.

			Brody faithfully by his side.

			•   •   •

			John had finished paying the bill and threw a few bucks onto the table for the tip.

			“Everything all right?” he asked her.

			“Yeah,” she said. “Everything’s great.”

			She started toward the exit without saying another world. He had seen her talking to the boy and guessed what she had done. Yeah, for right this minute, things were pretty great, he thought, following Nicole out.

			•   •   •

			The thing wearing the skin of Caroline Rayland needed to know things.

			Certainly, it had acquired some knowledge as it had lain dormant during her lifetime, grafted to her soul, but there were still so many things that it did not know.

			And it knew just the place to obtain this knowledge.

			It rose from the woman’s deathbed and strolled from her room. It was very early morning, and the halls of the convalescent home were empty of bodies.

			The demon enjoyed the permanent control it now had over the physical shape it wore, the times that it manipulated Caroline Rayland’s actions few and far between.

			It had been a long time coming, and it was going to be sure to enjoy each and every moment that followed as it undertook its mission.

			The room that it was looking for was down below, in the basement of the old, run-down structure. Finding the doors to the stairs, it descended the two flights, to the place where all the information it would need could be found.

			Opening the door onto the basement level, the demon’s newly awakened olfactory senses smelled the scent in the air at once. Its facial muscles twitched into something that humanity would perhaps call a smile, or maybe a grimace of extreme agony.

			It was, in fact, an expression of pleasure, for now it knew that its next endeavor was not going to be as difficult as it had feared.

			The demon knew of mankind’s technology, of its computers and the Internet. The woman whose body it now owned had some basic knowledge of these technologies, but the demon feared that this was not enough to obtain what was required for its mission.

			It was going to have try on its own.

			Or was it?

			The demon walked down the short corridor, the smell of burning tobacco much stronger the closer it got to the room that it sought.

			The computer room.

			The demon peered around the doorframe to see a lone figure sitting in a chair in front of a glowing computer monitor, a cloud of cigarette smoking roiling above her head.

			The woman was playing a game of solitaire. The computer was winning.

			“Shit,” the old woman growled, clicking the mouse to turn over her next card.

			The demon moved into the doorway, the shuffling sound of her callused, bare feet making just enough noise to alert the old woman, who spun around in her chair to look.

			“Shit!” she exclaimed again, stamping out her cigarette on the bottom of the computer desk. “I know I’m not supposed to be smokin’ in the building, but since nobody is up . . .”

			The demon came into the computer room farther.

			“You’re Caroline, right? From the first floor?” the old lady asked. “You feelin’ better? I heard you were pretty sick.”

			The demon hadn’t attempted speech since obtaining possession and felt that this was as good a time as any.

			“I’m fine,” the demon said, its voice dry and sounding like a croak.

			“Good,” the old lady said. “Nice to hear. Couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d come down here and play a few hands of solitaire. Do you play?”

			“No.”

			“Yeah, waste of time really, but when you get to be our age, what else is there to do? Only so many infomercials you can watch before you start climbing the walls.”

			The demon was now standing directly behind her chair, eyeing the computer screen and keyboard on the desk before her. All very intimidating.

			“Can you work this?” the demon asked her.

			“What? The computer?”

			“Yes,” it answered.

			“Yeah, I can do the basics. Mostly play the games, though.”

			“The . . . Internet?”

			“Yeah, I can do the Internet. Use it to talk to my grandkids and . . .”

			The demon drove the five fingers of its left hand into the back of the woman’s head, breaking through the skin and into the base of her skull. It wriggled its fingers inside the woman’s head, the tips touching the brain stem and almost reaching the brain itself.

			It pushed its hand a little bit more, feeling the ends of its four fingers sinking into the warmth of the old woman’s brain matter.

			“Ahhhh,” the demon said, feeling what it was searching for, tickling its fingertips.

			It began to manipulate the woman, using the knowledge inside her brain as its own. It moved its fingers around inside the woman’s brain, and she began to twitch, her arms to flail. It took but a moment to gain control, her hands flopping onto the keyboard.

			The demon saw how it was done, what would be needed to seek out the information that it felt it would need, moving the old woman’s hand to grip the mouse at her right, clicking onto the search engine, then onto the Internet.

			“Oh yes,” the demon grumbled with pleasure, fingers not its own moving with increasing speed across the keyboard, a world of knowledge opening up to it.

			And the information began to flow.

			•   •   •

			Elijah had had this nightmare before.

			Naked, totally exposed, on a cracked and barren plain, a hellish landscape where the sky is filled with fire, roiling black smoke, and lightning that cuts the air like a surgeon’s scalpel.

			Sounds of screaming replace the voice of the oncoming storm, and he finds himself afraid.

			Off in the distance, he can see them coming, their movements toward him kicking up clouds of thick, choking dust, and dirt.

			Elijah wants to run, but his bare feet are frozen to the bleached and lifeless ground, and the horde grows ever so much closer. He can make them out at this point, see their terrible shapes as they come at him. Such a variety of horrors that gibber, and jabber, shriek and wail as they run, crawl, slither, and bound across the desert of Hell.

			For that is where he is, Elijah has no doubt. He is in Hell, and the denizens are coming for him.

			He considers fleeing again, but as before, he just doesn’t think it would matter. They are a wall of terror, a tidal wave of loathsome savagery that stretches miles on either side. Many are holding weapons, swords and knives, axes and clubs. He wonders which will take his life, will he be stabbed or slashed, or perhaps bludgeoned to death.

			Or could he even be crushed beneath the inexorable stampede.

			Elijah doesn’t remember.

			He knows that he should fight—that he can fight—but the ancient words are so very hard to find here. It is as if this place, this Hell, were preventing his thoughts from jelling, from coming together to form the proper incantations and spells that could harm them.

			They were so much closer now.

			The ground vibrates beneath the fall of their terrible feet, their choking stink now carried on the wind. It is the smell of death, of despair and sadness.

			It is the smell of the end.

			But whose?

			The thought confuses him as he stands there, facing his inevitable fate. How could there be any question as to who was dying this day—this very moment?

			He wants to say a prayer as he is about to die, to pave the way if possible to the afterlife and an eternity with his Lord and savior.

			But the words will not come.

			He cannot remember the prayers, and again he curses this hellish place and instead hopes that the Lord of Lords is somehow with him this moment and knows how faithful he has been.

			How he had always served the light of Heaven.

			The demons of Hell are upon him, and there isn’t even a moment to prepare. It’s so much like life, he thinks as he braces for the coming of pain and agony; you always believe that you’ll have the time to be ready for what is thrown at you . . . for what is coming for you.

			But it’s always there far quicker than you realize. You’re never really ready for it when it arrives.

			He wants to close his eyes. Does one really want to see the thing that ends it all, that takes away the precious gift bestowed upon each and every one of the Lord God’s creatures at that moment of conception?

			Elijah does, trying to look in the faces of each and every one of Hell’s denizens as they come at him.

			I am ready, he thinks, braced for his end.

			But it doesn’t come.

			The horrors are there, he can smell their stink, taste their foulness mixed with the dust of Hell’s brutal landscape upon his tongue. They do not fall upon him, slashing with their blood-encrusted knives and swords. They do not beat him with their clubs fashioned from the bones of previous victims. They do not bite, or claw, or crush or trample.

			They avoid.

			Moving around him as if he were a rock in the center of a flowing stream.

			He attempts to scream, to draw attention to himself, perhaps even reaching out to grab hold of one of the passing abominations.

			And then it dawns on him. They are not running toward him at all. His arrogance has blinded him to the reality of the moment.

			Here he was, thinking that they were drawn to him, to his holiness and purity, wanting to crush and destroy a beacon of goodness in this godforsaken place.

			But that wasn’t it at all.

			Perhaps they noticed him standing there, caught a whiff of this man of God, standing naked in the gardens of Hell, but he was the least of their concerns.

			For they were not coming for him at all.

			They were running away from something.

			Elijah stands unmarred, covered in a fine coating of dust kicked up by their retreat. He finds himself turning, to watch them as they leave, running away to the farthest reaches of Hell to be away from . . .

			What?

			Elijah is perplexed. What could possibly drive the hordes of Hell to flee in such a way?

			Slowly, he begins to turn, to look away from the receding legions and turn his attention whence they’d come.

			To what lay ahead.

			There is only darkness.

			And in that darkness, Elijah thinks he catches a glimpse of something . . .

			What could be so terrifying that it can scare pure evil? he wonders as he stares into the wall of oblivion moving across the hellish desert toward him.

			What could be more frightening than Hell?

			And then he glimpses the answer in the void before him. The answer is—nothing.

			Nothing.
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			The demon’s hunger for information was satiated, but now it had to feed to keep its new body strong.

			It was still early morning as it wandered the halls of the nursing home, slipping into sleeping residents’ rooms and helping itself to sustenance. Their old bodies were like vine-ripened fruit, ready to be plucked. One by one, the demon climbed into their beds and, fastening its mouth to theirs, sucked away their life force.

			Leathery skin and bone were all that remained when it was finished.

			Leaving the room of an old priest named McDevin, a pedophile with a long, secret history of child abuse, whose life force was particularly vile, and quite delicious, the demon encountered its first obstacle.

			“Caroline?” the nurse asked, coming around the corner from the nurses’ station at the back of the floor. The demon hadn’t a chance to feed at that trough yet.

			The demon just stared, considering how it should act and deciding to let its food come to it.

			“What are you doing out of bed, girl?” the nurse asked calmly, crossing the hall to gently take her arm. “How are you even up? Are you feeling okay?”

			The demon smiled, happy that this would be easy. It swung the nurse into the room behind them, the heavyset woman flying across the room to land atop the bed where the pedophile priest once slept.

			The nurse was stunned at first, flailing around, realizing that she was lying atop the old priest’s desiccated remains.

			The demon could see that she was about to scream and sprang across the room with a leap that would have made an Olympic athlete weep with envy. It landed astride the woman and firmly covered her mouth with its own, stifling her screams. The nurse thrashed beneath the demon, but her struggles were short-lived.

			The demon sucked her life energies inward, feeling the precious essence pooling in the pit of its belly. The nurse’s body began to wither, to collapse inward, her once-supple flesh clinging loosely to atrophied muscle.

			The demon dislodged its mouth, gazing down at its handiwork, contemplating the mission it had been assigned those ninety years before.

			The demon left the room, being sure to close the door behind it, just in case, and started to prowl the corridors once again. There were far fewer residents here than there had been when Caroline Rayland had first arrived, but the number was still sufficient to begin the process that it had been entrusted with by the Lords of the Abyss.

			As it headed toward a door near the end of a corridor, the ceiling fluorescent flickered and hummed as it struggled to stay alight. It reminded the demon of humanity and how it tried so hard to live lives that mattered, but in the end, it was all for naught.

			The demon reached the door but stopped, a nagging memory not its own drawing attention to itself.

			Turning slowly, it looked upon a door across the hall and felt something strange in the center of its being. The demon approached that door instead, letting the foreign feelings wash over it. There was some sort of connection here, and it was eager to determine what that might be.

			Opening the door, the demon skulked inside the semidarkened room. The sun was gradually coming up, the shadows of night gradually being driven away.

			But it would return. The darkness always returned.

			There was a figure lying on the bed, and the demon walked closer for a look. It decided to rummage through what remained of Caroline’s memories, finding what it was looking for at the forefront of her thoughts.

			This one, the demon thought with a lascivious grin, this one was special to her.

			The demon had made it its life’s purpose to take from its host body anything that might have brought happiness to her, so how was it possible that this person—this man—had somehow escaped its notice?

			Moving through the departing shadow, it stepped closer to look upon the sleeping man’s face.

			“Who are you?” it asked, loud enough to cause the man to stir.

			His eyes flickered open, adjusting to the light in the room, and he looked at the woman standing there before him.

			“Caroline?” he asked, his voice craggy from sleep. He pushed himself up in the bed, his back resting against the headboard. “What are you doing here? I thought that . . .”

			The demon found what it had been looking for as the old man spoke. This man . . . this Benjamin Freeling . . . he’d taken a liking to the woman, but fearing what fate might befall him, she had refused his love.

			The demon began to laugh, a loathsome chuckle at first, but then a full-blown cackle. How delicious this was. It could feel her residual feelings for the man, how she had wanted his companionship, his love.

			But she had turned him away, spurned his advances, convincing herself that she didn’t truly care. And what a job she had done, for the demon had not noticed.

			Until now.

			“I love you,” it said, doing everything that it could not to laugh.

			The man’s eyes widened in the dimness of the room. The demon could see the confusion, the sudden emotion.

			“I . . . I don’t understand,” the old man stammered. “Is . . . is this some kind of joke? And how could you be here like this? Yesterday, you were . . .”

			“It was your love, Benjamin,” the demon said in its most passionate-sounding voice. “It brought me back . . . it healed me and made me realize . . .”

			The demon sat down on the edge of the bed, doing its best imitation of looking longingly into the man’s eyes.

			There was genuine love there, and it made the denizen of Hell’s stomach gurgle eagerly.

			“I thought you would be gone,” he said, lifting a withered hand from beneath the sheets to stroke her cheek.

			It reached up and grabbed the man’s hand as gently as it was able, holding it close to its face.

			“I couldn’t leave without showing you how much I truly care,” the demon said as he watched tears fill the old man’s eyes, just as it gripped the man’s hand even tighter, bending it savagely to one side with a terrible snapping sound.

			Benjamin opened his mouth to scream, and the demon leaned forward, giving him what was likely his heart’s fondest desire.

			A kiss from the woman he longed for.

			The demon gazed into the old man’s eye as his life energy was sucked away, the look there going from one of surprise, to horror, to absolute disappointment as he realized his fate.

			His fate at the lips of the woman he loved.

			The old man’s skin grew slack, and the demon broke the kiss, a lingering wisp of smoke trailing between their lips like a tiny serpent.

			Benjamin had been the tastiest of them all, for there was nothing finer than love tainted by betrayal.

			Delicious.

			The demon rose from the bed and left the room, the strange feeling that it had eventually recognized as the woman’s love of this man suddenly gone.

			Like smoke upon the breeze.

			•   •   •

			The T. rex was the most fearsome dinosaur to exist during the late Cretaceous Period, and Tommy Stanley hoped that his second-grade class would be as enthralled by his Show and Tell presentation as he wanted them to be.

			The little boy, sitting in the backseat of the SUV, in the parking lot of the Little Peach convenient store, waiting for his mother to get her first cup of coffee of the morning—they were running a little late today—held up the plastic dinosaur that he’d brought to show, admiring its many teeth.

			It was a good representation of the tyrant lizard, he thought, admiring the shape of the extinct monster from multiple angles.

			The barking dog captured Tommy’s attention, and he lowered his dinosaur model and gazed out the back, passenger-seat window. There was a dog, tied to a bike rack, barking crazily at a man standing just outside the Little Peach door. He was sipping a coffee and looking off into space like he didn’t even hear the animal.

			Tommy saw that the man was dangerously close to the angry dog; one step to the left would have taken him into biting range.

			Tommy was hoping for that one step to the left as he leaned closer to the window to watch.

			The man seemed to suddenly notice the dog, looking down as the golden retriever strained upon the leash to get to him.

			Tommy was tempted to roll down the window, to warn the man that he might not want to get too close. That would be the Christian thing to do, which is what his grandmother would say. He touched the button on the panel of the SUV’s door, and the window slid down.

			The man was now kneeling, coffee cup in one hand while extending the other toward the agitated dog.

			“Hey, mister!” Tommy yelled.

			Still kneeling, the man turned and looked at him.

			“I think that dog bites!” he called from inside the vehicle.

			The man smiled at this, extending his hand even farther and stroking the golden fur atop the dog’s head before the animal could strike.

			It was the strangest thing to see, Tommy thought, watching with rapt attention. The dog wasn’t barking anymore, wasn’t angry.

			Funny. The dog suddenly looked very tired.

			The man continued to pat the dog’s head, rubbing it vigorously. The dog began to sway, its head lolling farther and farther toward the ground. Its four legs then gave out, and the dog dropped.

			If he still couldn’t see it breathing, Tommy would have thought that the dog had died.

			The man then turned and looked at him. “What was that you said about the dog?” the man asked, smiling as he brought his coffee up to his mouth for a sip.

			Tommy suddenly felt weird in his stomach, like when he’d had too much ice cream and suddenly had to crap really, really bad. His finger went to the button on the door, to close up the window for some reason, when the man held up his coffee mug.

			“Wait up, sport!” he called as he proceeded toward the SUV.

			Tommy got the window up halfway before it stopped. Why did it stop?

			Tommy looked to the store, hoping that his mother would be there, but she wasn’t.

			For some reason, he didn’t close the window, and the man was suddenly standing there looking into the backseat, smiling. It reminded him of his T. rex for some reason.

			“Hey, want to thank you for warning me about the dog,” he said, taking another sip from his coffee cup.

			“Okay,” Tommy said, holding on to his T. rex tightly, really not sure why this man scared him the way he did.

			“But as you can see, I was fine,” the man said, looking back to the dog. It lay there at the side of the door, legs splayed out on either side, its tongue hanging limply from its mouth. “More bark than bite, methinks,” the man said with a chuckle as he looked back into the car.

			Tommy really had to crap. Bad.

			“That’s a mighty fine-looking Tyrannosaurus you’ve got there,” the man said, eyeing the figure that Tommy clutched.

			“Thanks,” Tommy said, trying to sound tough, but the word came out as a little squeak.

			Tommy wasn’t sure why the man scared him so much, he didn’t look bad. There was just something about the man that gave him the creeps. There was a part of him prepared for the guy’s ripping open the door of the SUV and attempting to drag him to a van parked somewhere in the parking lot.

			“Do you like dinosaurs, Tommy?” the man asked, peering over the edge of the glass in the window.

			Tommy flinched, staring wide-eyed at the man standing there. “How do you know my name?”

			The man just smiled for a bit before . . .

			“It’s on your notebook there on the seat beside you,” the man said, tapping his index finger on the glass to point.

			“Oh,” Tommy said, his stomach gurgling.

			“Well, do you?” the man asked him.

			“Do I what?” Tommy asked, the man’s previous question already driven out of his thoughts from fear.

			“Like dinosaurs?”

			Tommy just stared, the question just kind of floating there.

			“Yes,” he finally said.

			“Thought so,” the man said, smiling. He reached into the pocket of his jeans jacket and began to fish around.

			Tommy almost panicked, part of him thinking that maybe the creepy guy had a gun, or maybe even a knife.

			The man’s eyes shifted from left to right as he pulled something from his pocket. “I wouldn’t even think of giving this to anybody else,” he said. “But since you did me a favor with the dog . . .”

			Tommy’s eyes went to the dog again. It was still lying there, unmoving, barely breathing.

			“What is it?” Tommy asked, his curiosity winning out over the fear. He could see that it was something green, and shimmering in the spaces between the creepy guy’s fingers.

			“You have to tell me you want it,” the man said.

			Tommy looked at him then, staring into his eyes as the man waited for him to answer.

			The man wiggled his hand at the wrist, and Tommy saw a little bit more of what was concealed in his grip, and was fascinated.

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Yes, what?” the creepy man urged.

			“Yes, I want it.”

			The man’s smile became huge as he opened his hand to reveal the prize it held.

			Tommy gasped at the beauty of the thing. At first he thought it was some sort of stone, but the way it seemed to glow, it was almost as if . . . it was alive. “What is it?” he asked again, unable to take his eyes from the object.

			“It’s an egg,” the man replied.

			“An egg?” Tommy asked. “What kind of egg?”

			“Whatever kind you’d like it to be.”

			“Dinosaur,” the boy said dreamily, unable to stop looking at the object as it pulsed with an eerie, inner light. “No, a dragon!”

			“A dragon egg,” the man said. “Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

			Tommy simply nodded.

			“Do you want it?” the man asked, holding it closer to the window.

			“To keep?” Tommy asked.

			The man nodded. “To keep.”

			Tommy nodded enthusiastically. “How much does it cost?”

			“Absolutely nothing,” the man said. “You helped me out, and this is my way of saying thanks.”

			“Really?”

			The man nodded. “Yep.”

			“So, you’re just goin’ to give it to me?”

			“I am,” the man said. “Roll the window down a bit more, so I can hand it to you.”

			Tommy thought about that for a moment, but then he looked at the stone—the dragon’s egg—and he knew that he had to have it. To hell with a plastic Tyrannosaurus rex for Show and Tell.

			A dragon’s egg was far cooler.

			Tommy fingered the switch, lowering the glass with a mechanical whine.

			“Here ya go,” the man said, reaching in and presenting the boy with his prize.

			Tommy hesitated, and the inner light of the egg seemed to pulse and flash all the brighter.

			“Go on,” the man urged.

			The boy’s hand hovered near the egg. He could feel something radiating from the object, tickling his palm ever so gently. Finally, he wrapped his fingers around the egg, taking it as his own.

			It felt warm to the touch, almost as if he were holding something with a heartbeat in his hand. Maybe it was some kind of dragon egg, he thought, staring at it lovingly.

			“So there you go,” the man said, withdrawing his hand and arm from inside the SUV.

			Tommy found himself smiling at the man now, no longer thinking that he was all that creepy.

			“And what are the magick words?” the man asked, waiting for a proper response.

			“Thank you,” Tommy said happily, holding the object all the tighter, practically bursting at the seams he was so excited to get to school to show everybody.

			“Thank you, Fritz,” the man said, taking another sip from his Styrofoam coffee cup.

			“Thank you, Fritz,” Tommy said, his smile growing all the wider.

			“That’s it,” Fritz said, glancing toward the door of the Little Peach. Tommy’s mother was coming out with her coffee and what looked to be a bag of pastries, and there was a man behind her holding a jug of water.

			“Enjoy your dragon’s egg,” Fritz said, turning to walk across the parking lot. He held his finger up to his mouth so that Tommy could see. “Our little secret,” he mouthed as he continued on his way.

			His mother climbed into the SUV.

			“I can’t believe how slow they are in there this morning,” she said, getting herself situated, but Tommy was distracted by another sight.

			The man with the water was kneeling beside the dog, beginning to panic as he attempted to revive his pet. Tommy was almost brought to tears by the sight but turned his gaze quickly to the object in his hands.

			And everything was all right again, and all he could think about was how this was going to be the best Show and Tell day at school.

			Ever.

			•   •   •

			John Fogg hadn’t slept well. A hot shower had relieved the pain of the injuries he’d sustained during his encounter with the taxidermy animals in the garage, but his brain was abuzz with questions about the mysterious man called Fritz.

			Who was he really? What part was he playing in the recent, malignant growth of evil that seemed intent on infecting the planet? Something in his gut told him that it was all connected, which made finding the man imperative.

			He was packing up his suitcase and carefully retrieved the rune-scratched glass jar containing the lesser demon. John held the jar up, noticing that the thing now looked less than healthy. He hoped that it would survive the journey back home, not sure how useful it would be dead.

			Carefully, he wrapped a T-shirt around the jar and placed it gently amongst the dirty laundry in his carry-on.

			He was zipping up the small suitcase, getting ready to call his wife, when the room phone rang. Retrieving it from the desk, he answered. It was the front desk informing him that the car was there to take him and his daughter to the airport.

			“My daughter?” he asked, momentarily confused.

			“Yes, she’s already down here in the lobby, sir.”

			“Thank you,” John said, deciding to leave it at that. “Please tell her I’ll be right along.” He hung up the phone, zipped up his carry-on, and headed for the door, turning back once to survey the room for any items he might have missed before heading out to the lobby.

			“Good morning, Mr. Fogg,” the concierge greeted him as he stepped off the elevator. “May I be of any assistance?”

			“My daughter?” John asked, looking around the lobby.

			The young man pointed toward the dining room. “She’s gone in for breakfast,” he said. “Should I let your driver know that you’ll . . .”

			“I’ll only be a moment,” John said, heading toward the dining room. “Thanks.”

			It was as he suspected.

			She was standing over at the pastry table, filling her plate.

			“Be sure to leave some for the other guests,” he said.

			Nicole turned around, her mouth filled with something that had been covered in powered sugar.

			“Hey,” she said, pushing some ragged pieces sticking out back into her mouth. “You gonna have some of this stuff? They have a pretty rad selection.”

			“I think I’m good,” he said, moving toward the silver urn on the table beside the one holding the pastries. “Coffee should do it for me.”

			“Yeah, already did coffee, now the belly is in need of sustenance.” She started to fill her plate again.

			“So,” John said. “My daughter?”

			She smiled. “You like that?”

			“Not really,” he answered, filling the coffee cup to the brim. “So, did you just come for the free breakfast or . . .”

			She shook her head, just about ready to stuff a honey bun into her mouth. “No, I’m going with you.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“I figure two heads are better than one when it comes to this Fritz guy,” she explained, shrugging as she wiped glaze from the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand.

			“I told you this is too dangerous,” John said.

			“Yeah, and I listened for about three minutes before I realized that you’re wrong, and I need to be part of your crew.”

			“My crew?”

			“Yeah, y’know like the Ghostbusters or whatever the fuck they’re called.”

			“The show was Ghost Chasers,” he told her.

			“Yeah, I want to be one of them,” she said.

			He looked at her hard, his eyes unflinching. “They’re all dead.”

			She stopped, stared, then continued. “Then I’ll be your newest recruit,” she said.

			“No.” He shook his head. “No, you can’t.”

			“Are you going to deny your only daughter?” Nicole asked, walking away toward a nearby table.

			“The potential for danger is . . .” John continued as he followed her.

			“Very high,” she interrupted. “I know. Sit,” she commanded.

			For some reason, he listened, pulling out a chair and sitting down.

			“See, you got to look at this from my perspective,” she said, picking up a mini cheese Danish and shoving the whole thing into her mouth. “I’m going to find Fritz no matter what, so we might as well pool our resources and . . .”

			John shook his head again. “Absolutely not,” he said.

			Her eyes grew hard. “You’re bein’ a jerk,” she said.

			“And you’re not listening,” John snapped. “Things in the world . . . they’re changing, and not for the better.”

			“Tell me something I don’t know,” Nicole said. “I’ve spent more than a few nights on the street, and . . .”

			“That’s not what I mean,” John said. “The incursion of demonic entities into the world is on the rise, and I . . . we believe that this is just part of a much larger problem.”

			“We?” Nicole asked.

			“Me, my wife, and the organization that we work with.”

			“Who’s that?” Nicole asked. “Maybe I should give them a call.”

			“It’s just too dangerous,” John said, finishing his coffee and rising from his seat. “I’m sorry.”

			Her eyes were fixed on him. He didn’t like what he saw in them nor the way her mouth had curled up in a sneer.

			“You’re sorry?” she asked, her voice as cold as the breeze that began to move about John.

			And then all hell broke loose in the dining room. It was as if someone had placed an industrial fan in the center of the room and set it on high. Place settings began to blow off the tables, and people began to cry out as they slapped at their necks and arms.

			“Stop it,” John said to her.

			“Stop what?” she asked, feigning innocence as she nibbled on a blueberry muffin. “I’m not doing a thing.”

			“You’re acting like a child.”

			“And you’re treating me like one,” Nicole retorted angrily, although things in the room began to settle down. “I’m not a little kid, John Fogg, television superstar, and I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.” She reached up to her neck, absently petting something that John couldn’t see. “I’m going to find this guy sooner or later,” she continued quietly. “With you or without you. But I figure if we do it together, we can get this problem straightened out all the sooner, then I can be on my way.”

			Guests were wandering about the dining room, looking stunned, while waitstaff rushed to clean up the mess. John watched for a few minutes, struggling to control his temper.

			“I don’t respond well to blackmail,” he finally said, his voice tight.

			“And I didn’t mean for my little show to come across as that.”

			“Oh really? What did you mean by it then?”

			“I wanted to show you,” she said. “You keep talking about how dangerous this is. I just wanted to prove to you that I can take care of myself.”

			Without another word, John turned and began to walk away.

			“Hey, Ghost Buster? Where are you going?” she called after him.

			“There’s a car waiting outside,” he said over his shoulder. “For both of us.”

			“Both of us?” she asked, cramming more food into her mouth as she jumped up from her chair to follow.

			“Yeah,” John said. “And don’t ever call me Ghost Buster.”
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			Brenna had never allowed herself to think about how much she missed her husband—until now.

			And that acknowledgment made her furious.

			How long had it been? Two years? Probably closer to three. He’d just upped and disappeared one afternoon while she’d been out seeing the grief counselor he’d refused to meet. Craig had been determined that sorrow was best dealt with alone, which is exactly what he did when he’d left her in the most vulnerable time of her life.

			It was early morning, and she’d tossed and turned for most of the night, making it impossible for her to see her son and tell him about his father. And that made her angry as well.

			With a sigh, Brenna threw back the covers and shuffled from her bedroom to the kitchen, the shroud formed by lack of sleep wrapped tightly about her head. She needed coffee—strong and black.

			It was how Craig was drinking it last night.

			She set up a pot of coffee to brew and leaned on the counter waiting.

			To say she’d been shocked to see her husband yesterday was an understatement. They’d ended up going to the bar in a nearby hotel, and as they took seats across from one another at a small table in the corner, she’d let him have it with both barrels.

			He’d been smiling, but he wasn’t when she finished.

			He had no right to smile at her.

			Brenna poured herself a cup of strong-smelling coffee, rocket fuel, and allowed herself a small smile as she remembered the nervous, almost frightened look on Craig’s face.

			“You have every right to be pissed at me,” he’d said, avoiding her eyes. “I wouldn’t have been surprised if you’d refused to even speak with me, never mind coming here.”

			“So what’s this all about?” she’d demanded. “Is this going to be some sort of half-assed attempt to say you’re sorry for walking out on me . . . for walking out on our marriage during the hardest days of our lives?”

			“I know I fucked up,” was all he’d said.

			Her anger had been nearly overwhelming then. She remembered the feel of her heart racing, the blood thrumming through her veins as her pulse pounded in her ears. Thankfully, the waiter arrived at that point to take their drink order. She’d ordered a glass of cabernet although, if truth be told, she’d been tempted to order a whole bottle. Craig had ordered coffee—strong and black.

			Brenna topped off her coffee and went to sit on the couch.

			“You most certainly did fuck up,” she’d snarled at him, unable to hold back the anger and hurt that had pooled deeply inside her since he’d left. She was tempted to get up and leave him, as alone as she’d been these last few years. But something that she still didn’t quite understand had kept her there.

			She’d glared at him for a few minutes, then asked, “Where did you go?”

			Craig had shrugged. “Everywhere . . . nowhere. I was looking to escape . . . to get away from my thoughts . . . my guilt . . . the sadness.”

			She slowly shook her head. “There’s no escaping that. It’s always going to be with you.”

			“Now you tell me,” he said, and laughed sadly. There were tears in his eyes.

			The waiter returned with their drinks, and they’d spent some time in silence, each pretending to be absorbed by the beverages.

			“What I wouldn’t give for one of those,” Craig had finally said, motioning toward the wine with his chin as he picked up his coffee and took a sip.

			“Oh?” she’d questioned.

			“In the beginning, right after I left, I spent a little too much time at the bottom of a bottle. It took me awhile to finally realize I had a decision to make, either come up for air, or not.”

			“And air won?”

			“Eventually, but not before I hit rock bottom pretty hard.”

			Brenna sipped her coffee now as she’d sipped her wine then while waiting for him to continue. She remembered his hands shaking as he’d drunk his own coffee and felt a tinge of sympathy for him. But it wasn’t enough to forgive him.

			“It took me a long time to pull it all together,” he’d finally continued. “I actually saw some people who helped me.”

			She’d been shocked by that statement, remembered thinking that maybe there was some small hope for him.

			But then she thought of Ronan.

			Their son had barely been mentioned the night before, and that bothered Brenna. She wondered what this new Craig would have said if she’d told him about her nightly visits with their boy. How she and Ronan spent just about every night together in a strange dreamworld.

			She knew the idea was nuts, but so was traveling to another dimension to rescue kids from a psychopath who was planning to use them as sacrifices to an ancient god—yet she’d done just that not too long ago.

			She leaned forward and turned on her laptop as she tried to decide how she really felt about reconnecting with her ex last night.

			He’d said up front that he wasn’t there to rekindle their love or their relationship, that he had only come to apologize for having been so weak and selfish, for having abandoned her when she’d needed him most. His apology had seemed genuine, and she’d had to consciously stomp on a trickle of compassion that tried to seep to the surface of her emotions.

			She’d asked what his plans were, but he’d just shrugged, saying simply that he wanted to make sure she had forgiven him before moving on with his life—whatever that might be. Brenna had tried to be civil as she’d told him it would be a long time before the glacier of her anger could even begin to melt, allowing the forgiveness to flow.

			He’d laughed at her analogy but admitted that he still had a lot of work to do.

			She stared at her computer screen, not really seeing it as she tried to decide how she felt about the previous evening’s encounter. A tiny part of her felt a certain satisfaction that Craig had returned, but the larger part resented it. He had given up his place in her life . . . in her heart . . . and now here he was attempting to force his way into that space once again.

			How could she have ever agreed to have dinner with him later in the week? Disgusted with herself, she was about to open her e-mails when her phone began to ring. Grabbing the device, she saw the number and answered immediately.

			“Isabel,” she said.

			“Brenna, it’s Elijah,” the leader of the Coalition said.

			“What’s up?” she asked, knowing that the strange old man didn’t call unless . . .

			“There’s a situation unfolding at a school in Waukegan, Illinois. It will require your attention.”

			“Tell me about it.” She set her computer down and went to the kitchen counter, where a notepad waited.

			“It’s been reported as a hostage situation,” Elijah said.

			“But you don’t believe it is.”

			“No, I do not. A child managed to escape the building, and is saying that his classmates turned into monsters during Show and Tell.”

			“Okay,” Brenna said slowly. “What do you think?”

			“Not too long after the child told his story, the body of a teacher was hurled through a fourth-floor window. His throat had been torn out, and there were multiple bite marks on his body.

			“I think the child is telling the truth.”

			•   •   •

			“Raisin Bran,” Theo said, pulling the old box of cereal from the cabinet and showing it to the little girl.

			The child sitting at the kitchen island scrutinized the box and scrunched up her face. “Nothin’ else?” she asked.

			Theo shook her head. “Nothing else, I’m afraid.”

			“No Sugar Smacks or Capt’n Crunch?”

			“What part of ‘nothing’ didn’t you understand?” Theo asked the child.

			“I know, but I don’t like this kind,” Cassie said, grabbing the box and studying it closely. “There’re no prizes,” she pointed out with a pout.

			“How about the prize of a well-balanced breakfast?” Stephen suggested as he breezed into the kitchen, carrying two cups from Starbucks. He handed one to Theo.

			“Bless you,” Theo said, peeling off the lid and taking a careful sip of the strong, hot liquid.

			“I don’t want a well-balanced breakfast,” Cassie said. “I want Fruit Loops.”

			“Well, you’ve come to the right place!” Stephen exclaimed. The phone had already begun to ring in his office, and he danced off to get it.

			“He’s crazy,” Cassie said with a laugh as she watched him go.

			“We all are a little around here,” Theo said, picking up the Raisin Bran and giving the box a shake. “Raisin Bran or eggs?”

			“Scrambled?” Cassie asked, her eyes lighting up.

			“I think I can manage that,” Theo said, going toward the fridge.

			“Did I hear somebody mention scrambled eggs?” Griffin Royce walked into the kitchen, immediately going to his daughter and giving her a loving kiss on the cheek.

			“Good morning, Mr. Royce,” Theo said, bringing the carton of eggs from the fridge to the stove. “How did you sleep?”

			“Fine, Ms. Knight,” the man said.

			“Theo,” she corrected him.

			“All right, fine, Theo,” he said, pulling his daughter in for a hug. “Hopefully, this monkey hasn’t disturbed you in any way. I woke up to find she’d already escaped.”

			“No worries,” Theo said as she cracked multiple eggs into a stainless-steel bowl. “I was already up and about when Cassie came downstairs. I don’t usually sleep well when John is out of town.”

			“And when will the wayward John return?” Griffin asked.

			“I haven’t talked to him yet today, but I believe sometime this afternoon if I’m not mistaken.”

			“Theo.” Stephen poked his head into the kitchen, his tone serious as he interrupted their conversation. “It’s Brenna Isabel,” he said, holding the cordless phone out to Theo.

			“Could you?” Theo asked Stephen. She pointed toward the bowl with the half-prepared eggs as she took the phone from her friend and assistant.

			He made a face but picked up the whisk to continue where she’d left off.

			“Brenna,” Theo said into the phone.

			“We have a situation,” the Coalition’s FBI liaison said without preamble. “Elementary school in Waukegan, Illinois. It could be an infestation, at least one death that we know of so far.”

			Theo felt a jolt of ice in her veins, agitating the things inside her. She made eye contact with Griffin and pointed to the small television set hanging on the wall over the breakfast counter.

			The man grabbed the remote and pushed the power button, bringing the screen to life. One of the news channels was on, and Theo found what she was looking for.

			“It’s on the television,” she said to Brenna.

			“Shit,” Brenna cursed. “Was hoping to keep a lid on it. So much for that.”

			“Anything else that you could tell me that might prove useful?” Theo asked, half listening to the call and half listening to the newscasters as they talked about the situation at the Waukegan elementary school. From the sounds of it, they believed an armed intruder had taken hostages.

			If only, she thought, eyes studying the aerial shots of the brick school and the large police presence.

			“Not yet, on my way to the scene. Just landed at the airport. I’ve sent a car to the house to take you to Logan, where a private jet is waiting to . . .”

			“That’ll take hours,” Theo said. “We’re talking about children here.”

			Theo’s eyes went to Cassie, who was watching her nervously, gnawing on the fingernail of her right little finger.

			“It’s the fastest way,” Brenna said. “We’ll have Coalition agents here to help with the scene until you can get here.”

			“It’ll be too late,” Theo said, feeling the markings upon her flesh starting to crawl, to counter the activity of the demonic inside of her.

			“I’m sorry,” Brenna said. “If there was another way then I . . .”

			“There is another way,” Theo said, an icy fist closing on her chest. “We’ll be there soon.” She hung up before Brenna could argue.

			Knowing what she had to do.

			“So I’m guessing this isn’t a hostage situation,” Stephen said, placing a plate of scrambled eggs and a fork in front of the little girl.

			“No, it isn’t,” Theo acknowledged.

			“Are we going?” Griffin asked.

			Theo nodded. “Yeah, as soon as possible.”

			“Can I go?” Cassie asked, digging into her eggs.

			“No,” her father said. “Eat your eggs.”

			Theo could see the beginnings of an argument brewing. “I was hoping you would stay here and help Stephen today,” she said to the girl. “He’s very behind in his work, and I think you are the perfect assistant for him.”

			The child looked at Stephen.

			“I really could use your help today,” he said earnestly.

			“Oh, all right,” Cassie said, going back to her breakfast.

			“I’ll get my things,” Griffin said, setting his coffee mug down and leaving the room.

			Theo looked at her arms and saw that the marks were moving.

			“Why are they moving?” Cassie asked, very seriously.

			“Because the bad things inside of me are . . . excited.”

			“Why?”

			“Because there’s a chance that some children are going to be hurt very badly.”

			“That’s not very nice,” Cassie told her with a firm shake of her head.

			“No, it isn’t. Not at all.”

			“What are you gonna do?”

			“Your father and I are going to try to help them.”

			“Won’t the bad things try to stop you?”

			“They will,” Theo admitted. “But they won’t succeed.”

			“Good,” the child said, returning to her scrambled eggs. “You should never let the bad things win.”

			Theo couldn’t have agreed more.

			•   •   •

			She left the kitchen, going out into the foyer to see Griffin descending the stairs carrying a satchel.

			“I’m ready,” he said, hefting the bag as he reached the bottom step.

			“Weapons?” Theo asked, eyeing the case.

			He nodded. “Some things that have proven effective over the years.”

			“We’re dealing with children, I’ll remind you,” Theo said.

			“And you’ll just have to trust me,” he told her. “I’ve learned some things during my years with the Coalition.”

			“Fine.” She hoped he was as good as he implied, but even more so, she wished John were back.

			“Are they sending a car?” Griffin asked.

			“We won’t be going to the airport.”

			He looked at her strangely.

			“This is where you’re going to need to trust me,” she said.

			Griffin continued to stare. “Okay,” he said slowly.

			“Because of the things inside of me,” she said, walking toward the center of the foyer, “I can do things as they can do.”

			“Like?”

			“Like get us to Illinois quickly. Just give me a moment,” she told him. “I need to kick a little demon ass first.”

			She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, opening a mental door into her psyche.

			Where the monsters waited.

			•   •   •

			They knew that Theo would come for them, to enslave at least one of their foul kind to do her bidding.

			They huddled deep in the darkness of her mind, their eyes glinting like jewels strewn across black velvet.

			“So,” she said by way of introducing her topic. “Who wants to be on my good side?”

			They continued to glare at her.

			“Oh c’mon now,” she said, moving closer to where they hid. “You don’t really want me to come in and drag one of you out, do you? Think of how embarrassing that will look to your friends.”

			They growled and hissed and gurgled their displeasure at her.

			“I need a specific talent,” she continued, ignoring the sounds. “I need to get someplace very quickly, seconds if possible.”

			Still, none of the foul things came forward.

			“Look, I don’t have a lot of time,” she urged.

			Billy Sharp sauntered out from the darkness. She sighed upon seeing him.

			“What do you want, Billy? Come to negotiate for one of your friends? Well, no dice. Either one of you helps me, or I pick . . . and I doubt that will be very pleasurable at all.”

			“I completely understand,” the demon wearing the face of her dead childhood friend said. “And we’d be honored to help you . . .”

			“But,” Theo said.

			“But we need something in return.”

			“This again,” she said with a snarl. “This isn’t Let’s Make a Deal,” she told him. “This is me needing assistance immediately.”

			“And we would gladly assist you with nary a struggle, if only . . .” The demon child paused.

			“If only what?”

			“Let us see,” Billy said simply.

			“I don’t understand.”

			“It is so very dark in here, inside your mind,” Billy said. “Let us gaze out through the windows of your soul.”

			“You want to see through my eyes.”

			“That’s all,” demon Billy said. “Not too bad, is it?”

			“What’s the catch?”

			Demon Billy looked shocked. “Catch? There is no catch. Let us see what you see while on this errand that requires such immediacy, and you’ll get what you need.”

			“I kind of figured you wouldn’t want to watch television,” Theo said.

			“Not our thing, I’m afraid,” the demon said. “So, do we have a deal?”

			“Just to look out?” she sought clarification.

			“Just to look out.”

			She knew that she was probably making a terrible mistake, but time was of the essence, and there were children’s lives at stake.

			“Okay,” she agreed. “But only for this assignment, then it’s back to lights out.”

			“Excellent,” Billy said, rubbing his hands together and smiling as if he were about to have delicious cake and ice cream. He turned with a giggle and began to skip back toward the wall of darkness, watched by the two thousand demons, give or take, that he spoke for.

			“I don’t have a lot of time,” Theo called after him.

			“It’ll only be a moment,” he said, just before diving into the wall of blackness.

			Theo started to believe that she’d been screwed when Billy emerged, holding the skeletal hand of something made up almost entirely of long, flowing black hair that moved in the air like seaweed caressed by gentle ocean currents. It didn’t appear to have any lower body, floating in the air like a balloon as Billy brought the thing closer.

			She tensed as he released its claw, letting it slowly drift toward her.

			“This is Elione,” Billy said. “A fiend of the air. I believe she is what you require.”

			The fiend drifted closer as Theo stood her ground.

			“Remember our deal,” Billy said.

			“I remember,” Theo answered, preparing to allow the demon to come closer, so that she could assert control.

			“We’ll be waiting,” Billy added.

			And the fiend of the air rushed toward her, its hairy form flowing into her open mouth, her ears, eyes, and the pores of her flesh.

			•   •   •

			Griffin stared down at the woman’s twitching body and wondered how good an idea this was.

			Certainly, any opportunity to get to the scene of the infestation faster was a good one, but truly, what was the cost?

			He remembered how he’d been sent by Elijah to observe her at the Cho Institute, to determine the extent of fate that had befallen her. It was so much worse than they had expected.

			Yet here she was now, functioning far better than they could ever have imagined. Certainly, the sigils tattooed on her flesh were allowing her the opportunity to control the demonic entities, and she appeared to be doing fine.

			Better than fine, actually.

			Theo moaned, her eyes rolling back into her head, and he wondered what was happening inside her.

			“What’s the matter with her?” asked a child’s voice.

			Cassie came down the short hall from the kitchen, looking quite concerned.

			“She’s fine, darlin’,” Griffin told her. “She’s asking the . . . things inside her for help.”

			Cassie looked at him. “I don’t think you can trust those things, Daddy,” she said.

			“You’re probably right,” he said. “But Theo has a special way about her that just might work.”

			Stephen came out from the kitchen, looking for Cassie.

			“Sorry about that,” he said, extending his hand for her to take. “So, are you going to help me today?”

			“You sure you don’t need me?” Cassie asked her father, looking back to Theo.

			“I think we’re good,” he told her. “Thanks.”

			“Okay,” she said, reaching for Stephen’s hand.

			“Hey, how about a kiss for your dad?”

			Cassie turned and darted into Griffin’s arms, giving him a quick peck on the lips.

			“Love you,” he said.

			“Love you back,” she answered, taking Stephen’s hand, the two of them heading toward his office.

			Griffin knelt beside Theo, watching for signs of life. It didn’t even look like she was breathing now, and he reached his hand down to her delicate throat to check for a pulse.

			Just as her eyes snapped open.

			The eyes were totally dark, as if her skull had been filled with oil.

			“Are you all right?” he asked, pulling his hand back.

			“I’m fine,” she said, her voice sounding raw and strained, as if she’d been screaming for a very long time.

			Griffin then noticed the oddest of things. Her hair, already long, and past her shoulders looked as though it was getting steadily longer.

			And looked like it was moving as if touched by a breeze that he couldn’t feel.

			Or maybe it had acquired a life of its own.

			Theo got to her feet, her hair covering her face. He could barely glimpse her wet, glistening eyes behind the intense growth. The hair, now down past her waist and getting longer, spread out around her, drifting in the air.

			“Are we ready?” she asked.

			He saw that her hands had morphed to something more resembling claws than fingers and was tempted to reach into his bag for a weapon, just in case.

			“Yeah, there are kids’ lives at stake.”

			And she nodded in agreement, beckoning him closer with long, spindly fingers with a hooked talon at the end of each.

			“Closer,” she said to him.

			Griffin hesitated but gathered his strength about him and picked up his bag, stepping closer.

			Theo’s hair reached for him, and he nearly recoiled away but allowed himself to be entwined in the tendrils of black. He felt himself repulsed by the touch of the demonic, but he managed to hold his ground as the hair continued to flow, and grow, cocooning them both in row after row of hair the color of the darkest night.

			Griffin’s eyes were covered, as were his mouth and nose, and just as he began to panic, he felt the world shift, and drop out from beneath his feet.

			His body shifting from one place—

			To another.

			•   •   •

			The thing that had been Caroline Rayland sat in the wheelchair of the nursing-home lobby, collecting its thoughts.

			The television was playing on the wall across from where the demon sat, and something caught its eye.

			The sound was turned off, but it didn’t matter. The demon knew from what it was seeing, what it was sensing, that this was an ongoing tragedy of an infernal nature.

			It smiled, comforted to know that its birth into this world was indeed a timely one. That its purpose, foretold by the Lords of the Abyss, was to be fulfilled.

			The demon shuddered. The responsibility that had been heaped upon it was nearly overwhelming, the future of its infernal kind dropped squarely into its lap.

			It looked around the lobby. There were supposed to be acolytes to assist it, but it saw none. Its eyes kept drifting back to the television, hoping for a sign of something familiar.

			Something that might remind it of home.

			It had been so long since it had last seen the infernal realm.

			From the corner of Caroline’s eye, the demon caught movement through a nearby window. It leaned forward in the wheelchair, watching a vehicle as it entered the parking lot, pulling into a space between two other cars, whose owners were part of the piles in the lobby.

			It watched as the car’s door opened, and a man climbed out. He was tall and gangly, what hair he had cut short and close to the skull. The man sauntered across the parking lot toward the entrance.

			The demon waited, making sure that the female form that it wore was innocent and harmless in appearance.

			The stranger peered in through the window before going to the door to gain entrance.

			The demon slid down a bit in its wheelchair, ready.

			The man opened the door and stepped in, fixing his eyes upon the demon. “Hello,” he said simply.

			The demon smiled, and the man smiled back.

			“Oh, there you are,” the man then said.

			The demon cocked its elderly head.

			“I didn’t notice you there at first, but as soon as you smiled.”

			The demon didn’t quite understand and tensed as the man approached.

			“My name is Fritz,” he said, kneeling before the demon and averting his eyes. “I am answering the call of servitude. The infernal lords have sent me to assist you.” Slowly, the man called Fritz lifted his gaze to meet the demon’s. “You are the Cardinal, and I am your acolyte.”

			The demon remembered its title, and smiled. Yes, the Cardinal, it thought, feeling a surge of importance flow through the human body it wore.

			“Rise,” the Cardinal said, motioning for its servant to stand.

			Fritz slowly rose to his full height. “How may I serve you?”

			The Cardinal pushed itself up from the chair, noticing that it was still wearing the nightclothes of Caroline Rayland, stained and stinking of sweat.

			“This form,” it said, continuing to examine the outside appearance. “To embark on a mission of such magnitude, a certain degree of modification will be necessary.”

			“Of course, my lord.”

			“This one,” the Cardinal said, raising a bare arm. It reached up with its other hand and sank its clawed fingernails into the flesh of the bicep and pulled the paper-thin skin away. “It’s far too frail for what is ahead.”

			“I agree,” Fritz said.

			“We will have to do this soon,” the Cardinal said, dropping the bleeding skin in a pile at its feet. “For if this body is badly damaged, or destroyed, it could very well be the end of me.”

			“I understand,” Fritz answered.

			“Good,” the Cardinal said, not quite sure how he was feeling about this acolyte. There was something the demon master could not quite put a finger on—something that annoyed it.

			“We should be going,” Fritz said. “Wouldn’t be good for us to be here when the next shift shows up.”

			“Yes,” the Cardinal said. “Though more bodies could provide further sustenance.”

			“Though we’d be no further along to reaching the Vessel.”

			The Vessel.

			The demon suddenly remembered its importance. The acolyte was correct, which angered the demon lord. They needed to reach the Vessel to achieve their ends.

			“True,” the Cardinal said, plucking at the front of its cotton nightgown. “We should dally no longer.”

			“Of course, my lord.”

			Their attentions were caught by movement on the television screen that hung on the wall. A Special Weapons and Tactics van was pulling up to the open area in front of the school, and men wearing black jumpsuits and holding high-powered rifles poured from the rear doors.

			The acolyte started to giggle, and the Cardinal took its eyes from the screen to study the expression on the man’s face. There was a serious glee present there.

			A glee that came from knowing far more than was evident.

			“This thing,” the Cardinal said, lifting its bleeding arm and pointing to the large-screen television. “This is your handiwork?”

			Fritz managed to tear his eyes from the screen to look at his new master.

			“I set the wheels in motion,” he said, beginning to giggle again. When he saw that the Cardinal was not amused, he stifled his nervous laughter and coughed into his hand. “I’m sorry, a distraction from our true purpose,” he said.

			The Cardinal nodded in agreement. “We should be on our way.”

			“Of course.” Fritz turned and began to stride toward the door.

			“Ahem,” the Cardinal said, clearing its throat.

			Fritz stopped at the door, turning toward its master.

			The Cardinal continued to sit in the wheelchair. Expectantly waiting.

			“Sorry,” Fritz said as he returned to his master and began to push the chair toward the exit.

			“Yes, I believe you are,” the Cardinal said with a growl of disappointment.
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			Brenna was out of the car before it had even stopped moving.

			She had watched the SWAT van pull up as she was coming down the school drive, cursing beneath her breath as she realized that the situation was escalating far quicker than she’d expected. She had a feeling that this one could get very messy, especially if what they suspected was happening inside really was. She was tempted to give Elijah a call, for the old man seemed to have an uncanny ability to pull strings in the highest echelons of power before larger problems could evolve.

			“Excuse me,” she called out as she strode toward the black SWAT van, where the team was suiting up and checking their weapons.

			One of them, a burly man with square features and a mustache the color of steel, turned toward her, an AR15 cradled almost lovingly in his arms.

			“Who’s in charge?” she asked, taking her identification from inside her suit jacket.

			“That would be me,” the man said

			“Agent Brenna Isabel, FBI,” she introduced herself. “And you are?”

			“Stokes, ma’am. Sergeant Stokes.”

			“Sergeant Stokes,” Brenna acknowledged him, then turned toward the old brick building. She could see the broken window on the fourth floor from which the body had been thrown and couldn’t help but glance at the ground beneath. Thankfully, the corpse had already been removed. “I’d like you to stand down until . . .”

			“No can do,” Stokes interrupted. “There are twenty-seven children in there depending on us.” He turned toward his team and gestured. “Move out.” Immediately, the men and women began to fan out across the lawn to fall into position around the building.

			“Damn it,” Brenna muttered, looking at the crowd of officers and onlookers around her, hoping she would recognize other Coalition agents. She saw no one. She was alone and powerless in the heat of the situation. If only she’d arrived sooner, she could have had this thing locked down tight and . . .

			There was movement in a window and the sounds of children screaming.

			Instinctively, Brenna’s hand went to her gun, and she saw that she wasn’t the only one reacting. Stokes and his team were on the move. Doors were opened, gas canisters were deployed, and the SWAT team disappeared inside the school.

			The air seemed to grow thick with anticipation, and all Brenna could do was stare and wait and pray that Elijah had been wrong. What kind of world was she living in now, when she actually preferred a nut job with a gun over the alternative.

			Gunfire erupted inside the building, followed by a succession of the deafening explosions of flash grenades. Brenna held her breath, waiting.

			Automatic weapons continued to fire, but then she began to hear adult screams that could only have come from the SWAT team, and everything went suddenly, eerily silent.

			What kind of a world was she living in indeed.

			This kind.

			•   •   •

			Theodora had taken them both somewhere very dark.

			She felt Griffin’s trembling body, wrapped in the layers of living hair. Each follicle was alive, crackling with malignant life as it attempted to feed on the Coalition agent, and she was tempted to let them have him.

			Feed the hair and let their power grow—let her power grow. What was the cost of one measly soul if it was to provide her with the power to free herself from the restraints etched upon the flesh of her body.

			One. Measly. Soul.

			Elione took what she could from the man wrapped tightly in her raven tresses. It was enough to begin to gently push her human master’s control aside . . .

			No.

			Theo felt her hold upon the demonic reins of the sky fiend begin to slip from her grasp and quickly picked them up again.

			You are a tricky thing, she told the ancient entity that once again squirmed beneath her control. I will remember this when I return you to the blackest hole deep within my soul.

			It tried to apologize, but Theo was having none of it. Fiends like this must be taught a lesson. She yanked hard upon the reins of control, forcing the demonic entity to bend to her will.

			And bend it did—quickly moving them through the spaces between here . . . and there.

			•   •   •

			Griffin was almost convinced he had died and gone to Hell.

			He could feel the hair embracing him, wrapped about him and deep down he knew what was happening. But he couldn’t think beyond the horrible image that was suddenly in his mind.

			His wife was burning. She’d caught fire mere seconds after their baby, Cassie, had begun to wail, upset because she was hungry, or wet, or whatever else little babies tended to get overwrought about.

			One moment everything was fine, the next—

			His wife was burning. His beautiful Judith was engulfed in flames. Her screams were deafening, and the sweet, greasy smell of cooking flesh filled his nose as he tackled her flailing body, driving her to the living-room floor, trying to snuff out the flames with a blanket from the couch. Her skin was so hot, so blackened, but she would be all right if he could just get those flames out.

			“You’re gonna be okay!” he cried as he frantically patted at the fire that threatened to burn through the blanket. “You’re going to be all right!”

			But she hadn’t been.

			She’d died right there on their living-room floor, covered in a blanket.

			Their daughter’s wails seemed to grow louder and more insistent.

			“Shut up,” he had screamed. “Shut up!”

			But the baby had continued to cry, and cry and cry, until his own skin had grown hot.

			And he, too, began to burn.

			•   •   •

			Griffin came awake, his body trembling as if freezing cold.

			He felt the hair sliding across him, releasing him, and he rolled over to see Theo standing stiffly above him, her hair receding to its usual length.

			She stared at him, a dazed look in her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

			Griffin climbed to his feet, his skin tingling and sensitive. “Price of the journey, I guess,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant when truly he was so angry he could have hurt her.

			They were on the edge of the school grounds, in the woods just beyond the back parking lot.

			“We should get moving,” he said, picking up his bag of tricks, heading off toward the gathering of law enforcement near the school.

			Theo followed silently behind.

			•   •   •

			The closer she got to the school, the more her body, and the things trapped inside her, began to react.

			Brenna intercepted them, telling the law-enforcement officials there that they were cleared to be there—that they were specialists. Then she ushered them toward an area that looked to be set up as a command post for the other Coalition agents, who eyed them as they entered.

			“Brenna Isabel,” the FBI agent said, sticking her hand out to the obviously shaken man. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

			“Griffin,” the man said, a trembling hand taking hers. “Griffin Royce.”

			Theo could see the way Brenna looked at him, then to her.

			“Are you two all right?”

			“I’m fine,” Griffin said firmly, pulling his hand away.

			Theo eyed Griffin, feeling a pang of sadness over what the demonic powers she’d hijacked to get them there had put the man through. She’d been able to see the memories the infernal influence had conjured and felt the pangs of compassion for what he’d gone through.

			“The trip was a little rough, but we’re good,” she said.

			Brenna opened her mouth, and it looked as though she was going to question how they had arrived so quickly, but then she appeared to think better of it and closed her mouth again. Probably better that she not know, Theo thought.

			“SWAT’s here?” Griffin asked, seeing the van parked outside the school.

			“Here, and I think gone,” Brenna answered. “They went inside. There was a lot of gunfire and flash grenades, then screams and now nothing. I managed to convince the locals to lock the place down until the specialists—you—arrived.”

			Theo moved closer to the building. She could feel her skin crawling as the sigils tattooed there began to move, countering the demonic influence inside her as it became excited by what lay ahead.

			“If you had any doubts about this being infernal in nature, put that right out of your mind.”

			“A girl can dream,” Brenna said. “How bad do you think?”

			“Pretty bad,” Theo said, eyes fixed on the school. “The assholes inside of me are mighty aroused.”

			“Family reunion?” Griffin asked.

			Theo looked at him. “That might not be too far from the truth.” She returned her gaze to the front entrance of the building. “There are children’s lives and souls at risk here, we have to move fast.”

			Griffin hefted his bag. “I’m good,” he said.

			Brenna made sure her bulletproof vest was secure. “I’m going in with you.”

			“You sure?” Theo asked her. “You didn’t have enough with me the last time?” Making reference to the case that resulted in the FBI agent’s being brought into the Coalition fold.

			“It’s like Chinese food,” Brenna said. “You think you’re full up, but suddenly you’re hungry for more.”

			Theo couldn’t help but smile; the woman was tough, she’d give her that. The Coalition had chosen wisely.

			Brenna talked with her agents for a final time, dispersing them amongst law enforcement to explain what was going on, as they all started toward the school.

			“What’s the plan?” Brenna asked.

			“I need to get in there first,” Theo explained. “Need to literally sniff around . . . see what the situation is. See what the demons are up to.”

			“And if it’s the kids?” Brenna asked.

			“If it’s the kids, then we need to be very careful in how we do things,” Theo said, knowing how tricky and dangerous that could be.

			“I’m not going to hurt kids,” Brenna said flatly. “And I’m not going to allow you to either.”

			Theo just nodded slowly, trying to think about the potential horrors they might face when those statements might be tested.

			They climbed the stairs up to the building, pausing at the door.

			“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,” Griffin said, tensing in anticipation.

			Theo grabbed the door handle, paying attention to the feelings inside her. The infernal were excited, but no more so than earlier, so she imagined that they were clear at the entrance.

			She pulled the door open and entered first. The air was thick with smoke, like a choking fog. Griffin came up behind her, while Brenna moved to the opposite side of the corridor and quickly ducked into the main office.

			“Empty,” she said, coming out.

			Theo suddenly felt that terrible sensation in the pit of her stomach, the one that often told her things were going to get very bad. She began to dig deeply, dredging up the powers of an infernal that would give her a chance against a demonic threat—just as they heard footsteps in the smoke.

			Brenna immediately pulled the gun from its holster at her hip, while Griffin reached into his sack and hauled out a strange-looking pistol.

			A little boy emerged from the smoke, dancing and skipping as if he were playing a game of hopscotch. At first he seemed oblivious to their presence, but then he stopped not too far away and faced them.

			“Well, hello,” he said with an enormous smile.

			Too enormous. So wide that the skin at the corners of his mouth had torn, allowing thin rivulets of blood to run over his chin, making his jaw look as though it were hinged, like a ventriloquist’s dummy.

			“Are you here to join the others?” The boy’s voice sounded odd, as though something was only pretending to speak as a child would.

			“Where are the others?” Theo asked, allowing just a bit of the demonic influence within her into her tone.

			The child looked at her and cocked his head, first to the left, then to the right. “Aren’t you funny,” he said after a minute. “You should be over here with me, I think.”

			“No.” Theo shook her head slowly. “I’m right where I belong.”

			“Ya, think?” the child asked, then began to giggle. There were multiple laughs coming from inside him.

			“Jesus,” Brenna muttered beneath her breath, probably unaware that she’d even spoken aloud.

			“How did you get here?” Theo asked the child, distracting it from paying attention to Brenna. Demons loved fear, and it was coming off the FBI agent in waves.

			“We were a special gift,” the demon child spoke. “Such a surprise to them all.”

			“A gift from whom?” Theo asked.

			The child giggled again. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

			“I would,” Theo said, feeling the effects of a predator demon that she’d called upon flooding through her body. The predators had no qualms about hunting their own kind; in fact, they really enjoyed it.

			She sprang at the child, who immediately recoiled, attempting to run back down the hall. But she was fast, her grip locking around the child’s thin wrist.

			“Let me go, you fucking bitch!” the child screamed with a voice that did not belong to an eight-year-old.

			It tried to pull away, the child’s movements so violent that Theo was afraid the demons inside would hurt the boy. She started to let go, and saw from the corner of her eye that Griffin was on the move. The man strode toward the child, who watched him with eyes dark, and wet, that extrawide smile seeming to get even wider the closer he got.

			She was going to warn him to back off, but before she could get the words out, he aimed that strange pistol and fired several shots into the child. The boy’s body danced strangely with each hit.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Theo cried, horrified.

			“Watch,” Griffin told her.

			And Theo did.

			The possessed child had broken away from her grip, leaping back to examine the marks left by the weapon. “What have you done?” the demon inside the boy demanded as the expression on his face began to change. Then it threw back the child’s head with a horrible, inhuman howl, and departed in a foul-smelling cloud that hovered over the child. The little boy collapsed to the floor like a rag doll.

			“What’s in that gun?” Theo asked Griffin.

			“Just a little something I worked up myself,” he explained. “I call ’em mercy bullets. They deliver an injection of holy water mixed with the powdered bones of six saints and blessed by Pope Francis. That demon’s not going back into that child. He should be fine. Sore, but fine.”

			A face had formed in the misty substance that floated in the air. It looked at them and roared its disapproval before swirling off down the corridor away from them.

			“Effective,” Theo said, feeling the demonic predator that she held on a psychic leash angered by the lack of conflict.

			“Thank you,” Griffin said.

			“So, should we follow the . . . smoke?” Brenna asked nervously.

			“That’s probably a good idea,” Theo said, suspecting that whatever was down the hall and through the double doors would be waiting for them. She lowered herself to the floor. “Back me up,” she said, loosening her hold on the psychic leash. She felt the demonic surge through her, changing her, her body becoming more like that of the monster she was attempting to control.

			She bounded down the hall on all fours, then leapt up, clinging to the wall like some gigantic spider, stopping only long enough to be sure that Griffin and Isabel were following. When she reached the double doors, she dropped back to the floor and plowed through.

			“Dear God,” Theo growled, crouching just inside the doors.

			She hadn’t expected this. What was once the gymnasium now looked like a lower level of Hell.

			Adults—teachers, secretaries, cafeteria workers, and the SWAT team—were hanging from the ceiling. Their throats had been cut, or bitten open, and their blood had formed an enormous puddle of shiny black in the center of the room.

			The children, at a quick glance about twelve of them, squatted around the circle of blood, all staring down into the crimson depths of the enormous puddle.

			There was demonic script scrawled around the edges of the pool, writing that she recognized from the memory of the predator demon raging in her body.

			The pool was to wash away any vestiges of humanity. If the demons wearing the children’s bodies were to complete the ritual they were in the midst of performing, and bathe in the blood pool, they would keep the children’s forms permanently.

			Theo wasn’t about to let that happen.

			“Look at me, you worthless maggots,” she called to them.

			They all looked up from the pool to fix their gazes upon her. In unison, they sneered, baring teeth turned needle-sharp and long.

			“Come on,” she growled, showing them her hands as they morphed, the bones of her fingers popping as they elongated, her fingernails turning to talons.

			They could sense that they were in danger from her, that she could perhaps take away their chance of claiming these innocent bodies as their own.

			As she suspected, they all came at her, confidence in numbers winning out over their fear. Theo was ready, as was the predator under her control.

			The children were fast, darting at her from different angles. But she was faster, using the prowess of the hunter demon to leap from their path, avoiding their slashing claws.

			She drew them closer, taunting them until she realized that they were far enough away.

			“Griffin, if you would be so kind!” she announced.

			From out of the shadows Griffin appeared, weapon in hand, and beside him Agent Brenna Isabel, she, too, wielding one of the strange Coalition weapons.

			They opened fire on the children, the projectiles striking the young bodies as the demons inside shrieked out in terror and pain from the poisons that were currently driving them from their host bodies.

			Fearing the demons’ escape, she knew it was again up to her, tramping down upon the predator demon, putting him back inside the toy box in order to call forth another of her infernal denizens.

			One with the ability to capture its prey and hold it inside for slow digestion.

			The demons exploded upward from the children’s bodies, forming an enormous, roaring cloud of gray.

			Theo allowed the newest demon to do its thing, feeling her body shifting and changing painfully as she propelled herself up into the air, directly into the demonic cloud.

			Upon entering the cloud, she felt her jaws unhinge, and lungs far more powerful than they had been even when she was human, begin to inflate, as she opened her mouth wider, and wider still, sucking in the tainted air—sucking the demons into her lungs . . . into her body.

			Theo came down, landing in a crouch, before springing upward again to capture the remaining demonic entities within her expanded lungs. She could feel the demons, enraged by their capture, attempting to exert their influence upon her augmented human flesh, but the demon’s physical attribute she had borrowed left her safe. Four more times she leapt, like some enormous toad, capturing the ethereal demons and storing them away inside her, and when she was finished, the air was clear of the demons’ malignant presence.

			Crouching upon the gym floor, she sensed her friends approaching from behind.

			“Theo?” Brenna asked.

			“Yeah,” she answered them, repressing the urge to spring at them, murder them horribly, and suck their dying souls into her lungs.

			That wouldn’t be good, she thought to herself, exerting even more control. Not good at all.

			“Are you . . . okay?”

			“Fine,” Theo said, rising to stand. “Don’t I look fine?”

			“You look a little green,” Griffin said, holding his gun in such a way that it looked as though he could easily aim and fire it.

			Theo looked at the weapon. “What would that do to me, I wonder?”

			“Probably not much,” Griffin answered, looking at the weapon. “Minor demonic possessions only, nothing too complicated. You’re another story altogether.”

			She couldn’t help but chuckle. “Thanks.”

			“Don’t mention it,” Griffin said. He looked over at the hanging bodies, as well as the scarlet pool bubbling there. “What the hell is that all about?”

			“Demon magick,” Theo said. “If they were to finish the ritual, they would have owned these children’s bodies permanently.”

			Brenna walked closer to the red pool. “Permanently?” she questioned. “Why would these creatures . . . these demons . . .” She turned to face them. “Why would they want to exist in the bodies of eight-year-olds?”

			Griffin shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows what these demonic pricks are going to do next.”

			Theo felt the demons that she’d just interred stir. It was getting to be quite crowded inside her body.

			“Brenna’s right,” Theo said. “Why permanently? Doesn’t make sense if they can jump from body to body. They wouldn’t ever be able to return home.”

			The air was suddenly filled with multiple cries, and they turned to see that the eight-year-olds shot down by the Coalition’s special weapon had all regained consciousness, most crying hysterically, while others looked to be in shock.

			Griffin looked immediately uncomfortable with children not his own, and Theo was having a difficult time keeping the monstrous entities within under control.

			It was Brenna who went to them, whispering words of consolation.

			Comforting them as only a real mother could.
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			“How’s the sandwich?” Stephen asked the child.

			“Good,” Cassie replied, chewing noisily. She held the peanut butter and jelly sandwich delicately, to keep as little jelly as possible from oozing onto her hands.

			He’d decided to go with a salad, stabbing the romaine with his fork and bringing it up to his mouth.

			“My daddy makes good PB & J’s,” Cassie told him.

			“Yeah?”

			She nodded again. “He doesn’t know how to cook that good, though. He says that Mommy was the cook in the family, not him.”

			She grew quiet then and set her sandwich back on the plate.

			“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” Stephen gently asked.

			“Nothin’,” she said. “I just get kinda sad when I think about my mommy.”

			She looked at him with her enormous blue eyes, and he felt his heart just about melt. He reached across the table and put his hand atop hers. “It’s okay to be sad,” he told her. “It’s not good to keep that stuff locked away inside.”

			“It’s not?”

			Stephen shook his head. “It can make you sick. You’ve got to let it out once in a while.” He had some more salad but could feel her watching him. “Are you going to finish your sandwich?” he asked her.

			She picked it up, ready to begin eating again. “Do you have sad stuff inside you?” she asked him.

			He stopped, fork of tomato and cucumber halfway to his mouth.

			“I get sad because my mom and dad didn’t like me very much after I told them who I really was.”

			Cassie looked at him funny, head cocked to one side. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Stephen,” he said with a laugh. “But I’m not the Stephen they wanted me to be.”

			“What Stephen did they want?” Cassie asked with great curiosity.

			He thought for a moment about how he would answer. “They wanted a Stephen that lived the kind of life they lived and liked all the same things.”

			“Like broccoli?” Cassie asked, shaking her head and making a face. “I don’t like broccoli, but my daddy does.”

			“I like broccoli,” Stephen said. “But my parents didn’t . . . and they kept telling me I was wrong, that I really didn’t like broccoli at all.”

			“Did you tell them that you like broccoli?” Cassie asked.

			Stephen nodded. “I told them, Mom . . . Dad . . . I love you both very much, but I like broccoli, too, and there’s really nothing that you can do to change that.”

			Cassie was listening with rapt attention, peanut butter and jelly now all over her hands as she was no longer being quite so careful. “Were they mad?”

			Stephen felt that sudden surge of emotion that always seemed to be there, no matter how much time had passed. The memory of rejection was not something easily forgotten. It left scars, very, very deep scars.

			“Yeah, they were,” he said, looking into his dwindling salad.

			“That’s too bad,” Cassie said, genuine compassion in big blue eyes.

			“Yeah, it is,” he agreed.

			“Do you still like broccoli?” she asked.

			“I do,” he said with a smile. “And as a matter of fact, I married someone who loves broccoli just as much as me.”

			“Yaaayyyy!” she said happily, wearing a smile that most definitely touched his soul.

			“High five,” Stephen said, holding his hand up. Cassie leaned across the table to smack the palm of her hand into his.

			His hand came away sticky. “Eww,” he said, making a face, and the little girl began to laugh and laugh.

			There was noise from the entryway.

			“Who’s that?” Cassie asked, spinning in her chair.

			“I don’t know,” Stephen replied.

			The little girl slid from the chair, running as fast as she could from the kitchen toward the foyer. “I’ll see,” she shouted over her shoulder.

			“Don’t let anybody in carrying a pamphlet!” he called after her, clearing away their lunch plates, imagining an entryway suddenly filled with Jehovah’s Witnesses.

			•   •   •

			Cassie got to the door, listening to the sound of a key going into the lock, just before the door swung open and a man she didn’t know came in. He was carrying multiple suitcases, and must’ve just gotten back from a trip, she thought, as he set the bags down, noticing her.

			“Hello,” he said.

			“Hi,” she said. “Who are you?”

			“I’m John,” he answered her. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Cassie,” she said. “And who are you?” she asked, pointing to the girl with really cool white-blond hair who entered the foyer behind John.

			“I’m Nicole,” the girl said. “Nice to meet you, Cassie.”

			“And what exactly are you doing here, Cassie?” John asked.

			The little girl danced from foot to foot, smiling at Nicole. She was so cool. 	“I live here with my daddy.” She pointed at Nicole again. “Do you live here, too?” Cassie asked, hoping the girl did.

			Nicole smiled. “Do you want me to?”

			“Yes!” Cassie screamed at the top of her lungs. “Then we could be the bestest friends ever!”

			John looked at Nicole with a funny expression on his face.

			“Come on,” Nicole said. “Bestest friends ever!”

			John shook his head and turned back to Cassie.

			“Is Stephen here?”

			“Yeah!” Cassie answered. “We just had lunch and talked about broccoli.”

			Nicole thought that was funny for some reason, but John just stared.

			“You think you could go get him for me?”

			Cassie thought she could handle that, especially since she was his assistant today.

			“I’ll be right back,” she told them. “Don’t go nowhere!”

			It was then that she realized it, and a smile formed across her face.

			She hadn’t been sure at all, but now she knew. She was gonna really like living here.

			“Stephen!” she called out. “Some guy named John wants to talk to you!”

			•   •   •

			“Who’s that?” John asked Stephen, pointing to Cassie, who was now holding hands with Nicole.

			“That’s Cassie.”

			“I know it’s Cassie. Who is she?”

			“Cassie Royce.”

			“Griffin Royce’s daughter?”

			“Yeah.”

			“She says she lives here.”

			“Have you talked to Theo?” Stephen asked.

			“Not yet today,” John answered. “I left her a message, but . . .”

			Stephen then seemed to notice Nicole. “Who’s that?” he interrupted.

			“This is Nicole,” Cassie answered happily. “We’re bestest friends, right, Nicole?”

			“We certainly are,” Nicole said, giving Stephen a sly smile and a wink.

			“Yes, that’s Nicole,” John said. “Where is Theo?” he asked, looking around.

			Stephen was just about to start explaining when they all seemed to feel it, a chill as if the temperature had dropped thirty degrees inside the room in a matter of seconds.

			John wasn’t quite sure what to expect, but immediately went on the defensive, bringing to mind an ancient spell of protection that could temporarily ward off a demonic attack, hopefully giving him enough time to get to their armory before . . .

			A miniscule circle of black appeared in the air before them, a sound very much akin to a vacuum cleaner having a particularly difficult time intensified in the air, growing louder, and louder still as the circle of black grew and became more defined.

			Within seconds he realized who it was and lowered his defenses, watching in awe as his wife, and who he guessed to be Griffin Royce, appeared in the foyer.

			What’s up with the hair? he wondered, watching both fascinated and a little disturbed as the multiple tendrils of hair enwrapping them both slowly unfurled, allowing Griffin to drop to the floor on all fours, gasping for breath.

			“Theo,” John said, quickly approaching.

			“Wait!” Griffin said, holding out a hand as he attempted to catch his breath. “Something’s not right.”

			John reached out, moving the waving tentacles of hair aside to gently touch his wife’s delicate features. “Honey, what’s . . . ?”

			A tendril of hair wrapped tightly about his wrist and yanked his hand away from Theo’s face.

			“Something’s wrong, John,” Theo said, lifting her pale features to him. “Something’s very, very wrong!”

			And before he could respond, he found himself hurtling backward through the air, bouncing off the wall behind him before dropping to the ground.

			Through bleary eyes, he watched her, his wife, gliding through the air, her feet not touching the ground.

			Hair as black as night reaching for him.

			Reaching.

			•   •   •

			Griffin had a gun and was aiming it at John’s wife.

			“What the hell are you doing?” John screamed, scrambling to get up from the floor, feeling the pain of his wounds from the day before but not caring.

			Griffin fired twice, soft explosions of air followed by Theo’s tortured screams. She turned toward the man, her hair lashing out like a whip and swatting the gun from his hand. He tried to get away, to dive to one side, but the hair was too fast, wrapping around his struggling form and lifting him from the ground.

			“John!” he heard Theo’s pleading voice cry out. “You’ve got to stop it,” she said. “I’m going to hurt him!”

			“What is it,” he screamed, attempting to get closer, but the hair was there as well to ensnare him.

			He noticed that Nicole was moving, the air around her growing foggy as things became aroused. John quickly turned toward her.

			“No,” he commanded. “I’ve got this.” He then pointed to Cassie. “Get her out of here!”

			There seemed to be a moment of hesitation, about to become an argument, then she listened, taking the child’s hand, Stephen waiting to take them both into the house and away from the impending conflict.

			“Theo, what is it?” he called again.

			Griffin was still struggling, but he wasn’t dead yet. John guessed that it was only a matter of time before . . .

			“Demon of the air,” she struggled with every single word.

			Demon of the air, he thought, already digging through his encyclopedic memory of rites of exorcism from a multitude of cultures, searching for the one that would pertain in binding this particular infernal creature.

			There was a ritual in Aramaic, used to calm the Dust Devils that plagued the desert nomads during the reign of Balterus the Savage that would likely do the trick, but in order to perform it properly . . .

			John rushed toward his wife, her lithe and muscular body held aloft by powerful currents of air that seemed to have formed beneath her. He grabbed a handful of hair and wound it tightly around his arm, then, planting his feet firmly in place, he pulled the hair, dragging his wife down.

			The demon in control of his wife screamed and dropped Griffin to focus on this new threat.

			This was a difficult ritual because it required physical contact with the demon. Many who attempted it had been slain before reciting the full ritual, but John Fogg wasn’t like many.

			He held tightly to the hair, drawing the demon closer as he recited the ancient Aramaic words, watching his wife battle the demon for control. He was suddenly face-to-face with her, her features so distorted by the demon that he barely recognized her. But as he looked deep into the monster’s protruding, black orbs, he found a glimmer of the woman he loved.

			John continued to shout the words at the top of his lungs, each one like a physical blow to the demon. Its jaws had distended, creating almost a wolflike snout, and it snapped at his face, razor-sharp teeth grazing the tip of his nose. In return, John yanked on its hair, twisting the floating abomination and slamming it savagely to the floor.

			“So sorry, my dear,” he apologized to Theo.

			The demon continued to struggle, arms flailing, claws attempting to rip the flesh from John’s body, but he managed to avoid the worst of it, leaning in closer as he pressed his forearm, wrapped in writhing black hair, down into the demon’s throat.

			He spoke the final words and held his breath.

			“Thank you, my love,” Theo gasped.

			Before he removed his arm from her throat, he gazed into the monster’s eyes and saw his wife gazing back. But she was angry, and he pitied anything, be it human or demonic, that had to deal with her wrath.

			John quickly lifted his arm as the demon’s long, spidery tresses began to unravel and recede. He stood, then helped Theo stiffly to her feet. “Babe?”

			She held up her hand, the hooked talons protruding from the ends of her fingers also receding. “Just give me a moment to get this bitch back in her box.”

			A moan from across the room showed that Griffin was recovering, and John walked over, extending his hand. The man looked up at him. There had been some friction between the two. Griffin had believed that John was nothing more than a pretty-boy television star, more likely to end up dead rather than saving the world from a demon apocalypse.

			But John had proven him wrong.

			“Thanks,” Griffin said, taking his hand and allowing himself to be hauled up from the floor. “She all right?”

			They were both looking over at Theo now. The woman appeared normal again, human, but deep in concentration.

			“Okay?” John asked, holding his arms out to her.

			“Okay,” she said, getting up on wobbly legs, collapsing into his embrace.

			He kissed the top of her head and held her tightly.

			“What the hell happened?” he asked her.

			“Felt it as soon as we left Waukegan,” Griffin said. “Like she was losing control.”

			“It was the demons I took from the school,” Theo said.

			“Excuse me?” John asked.

			“We’ll fill you in later,” Theo said. “But those demons, they were somehow able to influence the others . . . to entice them to override my control.”

			Nicole came down the hall with Cassie and Stephen.

			“Coast clear?” the girl asked. “Anybody dead?”

			“It’s good,” John told her, giving his wife an extra squeeze.

			“I’m going to need to find out what happened to me,” Theo said. “If you hadn’t been here, and I hadn’t been able to regain control . . .”

			“I know,” he said, holding her tighter. “We’ll give Elijah a call. Maybe there’s something more he can do to beef up your defenses.”

			Theo could barely walk, and John helped her.

			Nicole smiled at her.

			“So, who’s hungry?” Nicole asked.

			Theo looked at her, then back to him.

			“John?” she asked.

			“Yeah, love?”

			“Who the hell is she?”
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			The Sisters of the Blessed Virgin had felt indebted to Elijah since his attempt at exorcising a demonic entity from one of their own in a Fall River, Massachusetts, convent so many years ago—even though he’d failed, resulting in the deaths of several sisters and his own disfigurement.

			He drove beneath a stone archway, on top of which sat a statue of the Blessed Virgin staring down at him as he passed. The convent itself was in the middle of nowhere, an old, stucco-and-brick structure that seemed to grow from a particularly barren and cruel patch of Arizona desert. He stopped in front of its large, wood-and-metal door and climbed from the car.

			Two sisters stood on either side of the door, dressed in full black-and-white habit, pointing automatic rifles at him.

			“Good evening, Sisters,” he said, holding his hands out to his sides. “My name is Elijah Covington.”

			One sister tilted her head and spoke softly into a small microphone attached to the collar of her robes, the other continued to hold him in the sights of her rifle. A minute or two passed before the sister lifted a hand to her ear, covered by the habit. She nodded once, looked at her partner, then opened the door, allowing it to swing open with an eerie creak. She motioned with the butt of her gun for Elijah to enter.

			Elijah offered a slight bow of respect as he stepped through the doorway into the cool, unadorned, stone foyer.

			The Sisters of the Blessed Virgin had become much more militant since the events of Fall River.

			And even more so since Emma Rose had come to live with them. It had taken him quite some time to find her. She’d been at the Vatican, a series of safe houses scattered across Europe, and finally the U.S.

			He recalled the last time he’d seen the child, then a young woman in her early teens. The sisters had allowed him to speak with her about some bizarre ecological findings deep within the jungles of South America. Emma Rose hadn’t been able to give him much information, which had actually put his mind at ease, but a special connection had been established.

			A connection that he hoped to reestablish during this visit; a connection he hoped would help ensure the safety of the world.

			“Mr. Covington,” said a low, timorous voice from behind him.

			Elijah slowly turned to see Mother Superior, an amazingly tall woman, the face peering out from her habit looking as though it were sculpted from incredibly pale stone.

			“Ah, Mother,” he acknowledged.

			“I apologize. I did not expect you to arrive so soon after your call . . .”

			“No worries, Mother,” Elijah said. “Matters have progressed much more quickly than anticipated. The sooner I see her, the better it will be for us all.”

			“I see.”

			The tone of her reply made Elijah suddenly wary. “Is there a problem?” he asked.

			“Oh no, that’s fine,” Mother said quickly, with what Elijah thought might be an attempt at a smile. “She’s still awake and has been quite busy making art.”

			“I can only imagine,” he said with a knowing nod. “These are truly interesting times that we find ourselves in.”

			She stared at him, then spoke.

			“You do realize that the only reason that I’m allowing this is . . .”

			“Yes,” he interrupted, his hand automatically going to the scars on his face. “I know why.”

			The Mother Superior’s eyes were like laser beams attempting to cut their way into his soul. He wondered what it was she was searching for.

			Or did she suspect?

			“Right this way, Mr. Covington,” she said, turning and heading farther into the convent.

			Silently, he followed her, passing several armed sisters on their way to a grand, wooden staircase.

			“I will need to limit your time with Emma Rose,” Mother Superior said, as they climbed the stairs. “She is still young, and because of her unique gifts, she requires a certain amount of rest.”

			“I completely understand.”

			They reached the top of the stairs and continued down a long corridor until they reached two more sentries, standing outside a door.

			“Sisters,” Elijah said with a slight bow. They acknowledged him with nods.

			“Mr. Covington will be speaking with our beloved Emma Rose for precisely thirty minutes,” the Mother Superior said, looking directly at Elijah.

			Elijah nodded, and the two sentries stepped aside, allowing him access.

			“Enjoy your chat,” the Mother Superior said, turning and walking away.

			Elijah could feel his heart rate quicken as he raised his hand and rapped on the heavy, wooden door.

			“Hello,” he heard a muffled, singsongy voice say from within. “Please do come in!”

			He took the doorknob in hand, turned and pushed the door open into the room.

			The young woman was sitting at a large, rolltop desk, her back to the door as she worked furiously on something beneath her hands.

			“Emma Rose?” he said gently, not wanting to startle her.

			She dropped her colored pencil and spun around in her chair.

			“Elijah?” she said, an enormous smile spreading across her beautiful features. “Is that you?”

			“It is, Emma,” he said, closing the door behind him. “How have you been?”

			She sprang up from her chair and bounded across the room to him. He wasn’t prepared for the level of affection she showed as she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him with all her might.

			“I was wondering when you would come to visit me again,” she said. “I’ve missed you.”

			“And I you,” he told her, hugging her back and planting a kiss atop her head. “You look wonderful.”

			He was amazed at how much older she appeared, a beautiful young flower sprouting up amongst the weeds.

			“Do you think so?” she asked, stepping back to spin around before him. She was wearing a pretty yellow sundress, and it billowed out as she turned. He was reminded of a celestial body, spinning in orbit, everything as the Lord God Almighty had placed it.

			“You’re beautiful,” he said, smiling at her.

			“Awwwwwww,” she said, her smile like a newly born star. “They told me you’d be visiting, but I didn’t think it would be this soon!”

			He walked farther into the room. It looked like a typical teenage girl’s domicile, walls covered with posters of kittens and French bulldogs, and handsome boy bands who would be forgotten by year’s end.

			“Matters of grave importance have brought me here, I’m afraid,” he told her.

			“Sounds, serious,” she said, going back to her desk. He could see that on the corner there was a stack of paper, of drawings she had done. “Is it something I might have seen . . . that I might have drawn?”

			“I’m not sure,” Elijah said, moving closer to her.

			“I . . . I’ve been seeing a lot lately,” she told him, looking down at the latest piece, which wasn’t quite finished.

			He touched the stack of drawings on the corner of the desk. “May I?”

			“Sure,” she said as she picked up a pencil and started working on the piece she was doing when he came in.

			Elijah started to flip through the stack, not quite sure what he was seeing, but knowing that the images were important. “Things have changed in the world,” he said. “And not for the better, I’m afraid.”

			“I can tell,” Emma Rose said. “I was hoping I was wrong, but yeah, it is getting worse.”

			Near the bottom of the pile, Elijah found a drawing of what looked to be a school, the faces of demonic children peering out through broken windows, and immediately made a mental note to touch base with his special agents.

			“And that’s why I’ve come to see you,” he said, turning to face her.

			She was drawing again, random shapes and patches of color not yet taking on any meaning, but give her time.

			Give her time.

			No one was sure where the gift had come from. Perhaps it had something to do with the moments she’d spent in the infernal realm at Scopa House. But no one doubted that this gift was important.

			Important to the world.

			“Sounds ominous,” she said, chuckling nervously as she continued to draw.

			Elijah glanced at his watch. Not much time before . . .

			“This place,” he said, motioning with his hand. “This isn’t any place for you.”

			Emma Rose looked up from her drawing, and at that moment, he became instantly aware of her unearthly beauty. Even as a baby, there had been something about her that set her apart from others, as if everything perfect in a human being had been picked out and been used to make her.

			“But it’s my home,” she said, surprise in her tone.

			“I understand,” he said. “But don’t you get tired of the sterility of these four walls, the harshness of the desert?”

			“Sister Lucie took me to Flagstaff, and we went to the movies,” she said, nearly breathless, clearly still excited by the excursion. “And then we went out for hamburgers and visited a mall.”

			“That must’ve been quite the day,” Elijah said, knowing that what he was about to do wasn’t going to be easy.

			But what was these days?

			“It was great.” She nodded and laughed, sounding more like a little girl than a young adult with the ability to read the future of the ongoing war between the righteous and the infernal.

			“And why would you want to leave something like that,” Elijah said, forcing a smile, even though he knew it appeared as something quite grotesque due to his disfigurement.

			She laughed again, going back to her drawing, and he knew that it was time.

			“Oh,” he said, and chuckled. “Before I forget.” He reached into his pocket and removed something wrapped in gold, with a scarlet bow. “I have a gift for you.”

			Emma Rose squealed, snatching the box from his hand. “I thought you might have forgotten.”

			Since she was very little, the child had adored chocolate, and he made it a point to bring her a present of the finest Belgian chocolate every time he paid her a visit. He even had some sent to her on special occasions, like Christmas and her birthday.

			Emma immediately unwrapped the box and excitedly tossed it away to pry off the lid, looking into the box.

			“They look fantastic,” she said, reaching for one. “Mother Superior will probably be furious that I’m having candy before bed, but . . .”

			“To hell with Mother Superior,” he said, smiling slyly at his salacious behavior.

			Emma Rose appeared shocked by his words but quickly joined him, picking a chocolate from the box and taking a careful bite.

			“Oh,” she said, rolling her eyes in pleasure. “This is Heaven.”

			Elijah chuckled as he watched her. “Eat up,” he urged.

			“Would you care for one?” she asked, offering him the box.

			“No thank you, child,” he said. “Those are for you.”

			She happily devoured the remainder of the first candy, moving on to a second, then part of a third when . . .

			He watched her begin to sway.

			“Oh,” she said.

			“Emma?” he asked, moving closer. “What’s wrong?”

			“I feel . . .” she began, chewing what remained of the third chocolate.

			She lurched to one side, as if her legs had been cut out from beneath her. Elijah caught her before she could fall to the floor.

			“Something’s . . . wrong,” she said, her words beginning to slur.

			“Far more wrong than you could ever imagine, child,” he said, guiding her across the room to her bed. He moved aside a host of stuffed animals and draped her form across it.

			He wished that it could have been different, that she would have gone with him willingly, but he’d known that wouldn’t be the case, and besides, the sisters would never have let her go. He removed his phone from his pocket and made a call.

			“Now,” was all he said before cutting the connection.

			Silently, he stood in the center of the room.

			Waiting.

			It wasn’t long before he heard the sounds of gunfire and sighed. How he wished this could have been done peacefully, but deep down he knew that it could never be. He glanced at the young woman upon the bed and felt a sudden surge of anger. I hope you’re worth it, he thought, and immediately regretted it. This wasn’t her fault, and neither was it the fault of the sisters. All were victims of circumstance.

			The gunfire and screams continued for several minutes, followed by an eerie silence.

			And then a knock on the door.

			“Yes,” Elijah answered.

			The door came open slowly, and he looked at the man standing there, dressed all in black, a silenced pistol in his hand. Elijah could see the bodies of the two sisters who had been guarding the door lying very still on the floor outside.

			“Are we finished?” he asked.

			“Yes, sir,” the man with the pistol answered, even as the sounds of single shots echoed ominously throughout the halls of convent.

			More men appeared behind the first.

			“Take her,” Elijah said with a flip of his hand. He watched as they took Emma from her bed and carried her from her room—from this place of relative safety—before returning to the desk and the stack of drawings. He was sure to add the latest she had been working on as he placed them beneath his arm and strode to the door.

			In the hallway were far more bodies than he would have anticipated, all dying to protect the prize that had been entrusted to them. And on the floor in the lobby lay the Mother Superior, her robes stained scarlet, a pistol inches from her outstretched hand.

			She still lived, and she managed to turn toward him as he approached. She stared at him with eyes, cold and gray, and he met that gaze with equal intensity, his own anger growing.

			“I wish it didn’t have to be this way,” he told her.

			There was a fire in the old woman’s eyes as she reached for the gun she had dropped. Elijah was faster, kicking the automatic pistol farther from her grasp.

			“But you would never have given her to me willingly.”

			“How?” she wheezed. “How could you?”

			“Because there is no other way,” he said, suddenly, oddly, wanting her to know that what was done this night was not out of malice but of necessity. “We stand at the precipice.”

			The man with the pistol was standing close by, and Elijah turned to him. “Make it quick. There’s been enough suffering tonight.”

			He walked to the door, the sound of a single gunshot escorting him out into the cool, desert night. As he reached his car, he turned to look at the silent convent, shades of flickering orange beyond the windows as the fires were set.

			And it began to burn.

			•   •   •

			The press was waiting for a statement.

			Brenna paced within the tent set up as a command center. She wanted to scream. How was she supposed to explain that a bunch of third graders had been demonically possessed and murdered their teachers and a SWAT team? She had put a call out to Elijah, but, of course, there was no response.

			The only thing keeping her from having a total mental breakdown was that the children were safe. Every one of them was fine and had no memory of what had transpired within the building. And she hoped that they never would. They were not in any way responsible.

			But who . . . what was?

			It proved that things were getting worse, that sometime soon there would be no avoiding it. The world would know what kind of threats lurked in the shadows. She wondered if the world could stand it. It was already such a fragile place, the cracks getting larger each and every day. And this was before the threats of demonic possession.

			She guessed that it wouldn’t be all that long before she knew the answer.

			“Agent Isabel?” said somebody behind her.

			She turned to see a man standing just outside the tent. There was an unmarked van parked just behind him. “Can I help you?”

			He smiled at her, and her skin crawled. What’s this all about? she wondered.

			He reached into his jacket and produced an envelope, handing it to her. “For your press conference,” he said. He then turned and gestured to the van.

			“And who are you again?” she asked, starting to read what had been written on the papers.

			“Coalition,” he said. “I’m the Custodian, and my team and I . . .”

			“Wait,” she said, reading details of what had transpired within the school that were completely fictitious. “Who is this Ralph DiBernardo that I’m supposed to be talking about?”

			“He’s the person responsible for what transpired here today,” the man said.

			Two people had gotten out of the van and were hauling a body bag from the back.

			“What the hell is going on here?” Brenna demanded. “Who the hell are you?”

			The man laughed softly. “I’m the Custodian,” he said. “This is what I do . . . what we do.” He then turned toward his people moving the body bag from the van. “That is a very bad man . . . on the FBI’s watch list, a loner with a history of psychotic breakdowns.”

			“And?” she asked, dreading the answer.

			The Custodian didn’t miss a beat.

			“And he came to this school today with a murderous purpose.”

			She looked at the man in complete disbelief, the meaning of his words slowly breaking through.

			“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “No, he didn’t.”

			He smiled again, and it had the same effect as before. Her skin crawled as if something had laid hatching eggs upon it.

			“Yes, he did,” the Custodian said firmly. “He came to the school with murderous intent and carried out these heinous acts.”

			“You can’t be serious.”

			“I’m very serious,” the Custodian told her.

			They were taking the body bag into the school now.

			“He’s going to take the fall for this,” she said, watching the Coalition workers carry the body through a side door.

			“You can think whatever you like, Agent Isabel,” the Custodian said. “But the world at large will know only one thing: that a terrible man named Ralph DiBernardo came to this school to do terrible things until you and your team stopped him.”

			“This is insane,” she said.

			“It’s all insane,” the Custodian told her. “Which is why it’s being done this way.”

			“How . . . ?” she began, trying to make it all work inside her mind.

			“That’s not for you to worry about,” he said. “That’s my job as Custodian.”

			And then the question hit her. It had been there, creeping around the back of her mind like a serpent waiting to strike.

			“How did he really die?” she asked, looking at the entrance to the school where the body had been brought in.

			“That’s not your concern,” the Custodian said.

			“Yeah, I believe it is,” she said, not at all liking how this was making her feel.

			The Custodian did not look pleased. “Ralph DiBernardo died from gunshot wounds . . .”

			“How did he really die?” she demanded.

			The Custodian glared, and her skin crawled all the more.

			“Far more peacefully than scum like him deserve,” he said. “Something painless yet lethal while he sat in a chair, cleaning his illegally obtained firearms.”

			“Did you plant those there, too?” she asked, trying to remain calm.

			“Don’t go down this road, Agent Isabel,” the Custodian warned.

			She was seething, not having the faintest idea what she should do. This—all this—went against everything that she was and represented as an agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

			“Would you rather tell them the truth?” the Custodian asked her. “Would you rather tell law enforcement that their brothers in arms were slain by demons?”

			He paused, and she could feel his eyes burning into the side of her face.

			“And how exactly do you explain to mothers and fathers that their precious babies were responsible for these terrible acts? That little Sarah and precocious Ryan have blood on their hands and in their teeth before they’ve barely learned to wipe themselves.”

			She didn’t respond. Couldn’t respond because, as horrifying as it was, there was a kernel of truth to his words, and that just made her want to grab her gun and shoot him square in his smug face.

			The Custodian pulled a phone from his pocket and looked at it.

			“I think I’m done here,” he told her, and again he smiled. “And you have a statement to present.”

			He turned and left her, returning to the van in which he’d arrived.

			“Good job today, Agent Isabel.”

			•   •   •

			Craig Isabel wore the darkness of the room like a blanket.

			He’d pulled the shades of his hotel room, not letting any light in if it could be helped. He sat at the room’s tiny desk, holding the dog-eared picture in his hand.

			“He was so smart,” the man said, staring at the photo that he could not really see, but he could see just fine. He’d looked at this picture so many times, he could have seen the image in the darkest of places, at the bottom of the sea, or deep beneath the bowels of the Earth. He saw the image always, when he was awake or when he was asleep.

			The picture was of a little boy when he was alive, and smiling. A perfect moment of bliss frozen in time.

			Craig Isabel wanted that moment again.

			“And I’m not just saying that because he was my kid,” he said, his thumb gently rubbing over the slick surface. “He was incredibly bright. You could just see it in his eyes. The way he looked at things, like everything was a puzzle, and he was going to figure it all out. He was amazing to watch.”

			Something shifted in the chair, pushed deeply into a pocket of shadow across from where he sat at the desk.

			“But he is gone now,” a voice reminiscent of the blade of a knife sliding across a sharpening stone said from the depths of shadow, as if it were coming from down the length of a long corridor.

			“Yes, he’s gone,” Craig said, the picture of his son inside his head becoming all the more alive, all the more vibrant. His son was alive there, that happy moment stilled in eternity.

			“Such a shame,” said the voice. “From what you have said, the child held such promise.”

			“He did,” Craig agreed. “Such promise. I bet he could have been anything.”

			Craig chuckled, holding the picture all the tighter as if afraid that the darkness of the room might take his precious photo.

			“Typical dad, right?” he said. “My son could be an astronaut . . . my son is going to find the cure for cancer . . . my son could be president of the United States if he wants.”

			He laughed again, sadly.

			“My son could have been all those things and more.”

			The darkness churned.

			“But now he is just—dead.”

			He didn’t know why he did it, it just happened, and Craig Isabel began to cry. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t cried before, he had cried many times since . . .

			He remembered the phone call from Brenna, the sound of absolute dread reaching out from the cell phone to wrap its cold, dreadful hands around his face to kiss him long and hard until he couldn’t hold the phone anymore, and he had dropped to the floor of his work, where he was in the middle of his shift.

			It was Halloween night. His son was taken on Halloween night.

			He moved the picture away from him, not wanting his tears to ruin the photo, to mar the frozen moment.

			“The tears will do nothing except show your weakness,” the voice said with complete disdain.

			Craig tried to get ahold of himself. He’d done it before, and he could do it again.

			The memories came with the force of a home invasion, the doors kicked in, the excruciating moments there and in his face. Rushing home from work, the Halloween lights twinkling happily from the porch seeming to mock him. It had felt wrong the moment he had walked up the driveway. The air felt heavier, thick with the stink of . . .

			Craig didn’t know what it was, it was like the air was being changed, transformed into something more noxious. He remembered how it made him choke, how it made him cry, and how he didn’t care if the police officers who were still there were watching. She was there in the foyer, just standing there, shoulders slumped.

			He’d always thought she was the strongest of them, the weight of the world, the terrible things she saw every day as an FBI agent, unable to bend her.

			But she had been bent that night, bent to the point of breaking.

			He had hoped that it had been some terrible mistake, that their son was perfectly fine, that after she had called him, he had been revived.

			It was a miracle!

			“Miracles aren’t for the likes of you,” the voice in the shadows said, as if it could somehow read his mind. “No matter how much you pray . . . or how loud, there will be no one there to answer you.”

			Craig looked up from the photo that he could not really see, turning his straining eyes to the chair in the deep, deep black.

			“But you did.”

			“Your sorrows ran so very deep,” the voice said.

			“But you answered,” Craig said. “You heard my sadness and my prayers.”

			A sound came from the darkness like the gurgling of a clogged water pipe.

			“I was not the one you were praying to.”

			“No,” he said. “But you were the one that heard . . . the one that answered.”

			He couldn’t see, but Craig knew that he was being smiled at.

			“The depths of your misery sang to me,” the voice in the darkness spoke. “Drawing me to you with great curiosity.”

			Craig remembered how far he had fallen before the voice had spoken to him. He’d left everything behind. It was as if everything in his life had died with his son. It was all gray, rotting, turning to black. He had tried running, disconnecting with everything associated with the overbearing sadness of loss, but it only followed, growing bleaker, darker, until . . .

			“You were on the brink of ending it, I believe,” the voice said. “When I found you.”

			“I had pretty much hit rock bottom,” Craig said. He realized that he was holding the picture of his son far too tightly and was wrinkling it. He loosened his grip, attempting to smooth out the wrinkles with his thumb.

			“You were going to end it,” the voice reminded him.

			Craig sighed, not proud of that moment.

			“I was,” he said.

			“And that was when I knew that a relationship between you and me could be mutually beneficial.”

			At first he’d just thought that he’d gone crazy, finally insane from all the grief, but then he’d listened to the voice and what it had to offer . . .

			And suddenly, insane wasn’t quite so bad.

			“There were things that I needed,” the voice spoke. “And things that you desired so very badly.”

			Craig nodded, knowing full well that the voice could see him perfectly from the shadows.

			“And I would give you these things—this thing—if you would only help me.”

			“I’d give you anything that I could,” Craig said, the image of his living child vivid inside the theatre of his mind’s eye. “If you could . . .”

			“I can, and I will,” said the voice. “But first . . .”

			“I’ve made contact,” Craig said, talking of his wife. “At first she was mad . . . furious, but now . . .”

			“She has forgiven you?”

			“Not quite yet,” Craig said.

			“When?” the voice asked impatiently.

			“I don’t know,” Craig said. “There was a lot of hurt there, this could take some time, and . . .”

			“The longer this takes, the longer your child spends in the ground.”

			The words were like a punch to the gut, and he actually saw his son, lying in the dirt, the worms crawling across his perfect face as the other insects of the Earth began to feed . . .

			He was about to tell the voice that he would try to speed things up, that he would try to reach out to Brenna again when—

			His cell phone began to ring.

			Craig left the table, moving through the darkness to where his phone lay upon the bed.

			His heart leapt as he saw who it was.

			“It’s her,” he said, stifling a laugh, certain now that this was how it was supposed to be, how it was all supposed to work out.

			“Hello?” he said, answering.

			The voice of his wife on the other end of the call sounded sad and tired.

			Desperate.

			She wanted to see him—needed to see him.

			They still had so very much to discuss.

			Craig looked toward the patch of endless shadow, to where his savior had been, and knew that he was gone.

			For now.
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			John helped his wife to lie down.

			Her body was bruised and battered, twisted by the dark powers that had emerged.

			Theo moaned ever so slightly as he fixed the pillow below her head.

			“You good?” he asked her, carefully watching her expression.

			“Yeah,” she said with a grimace. “Still smarts a little, but it should be all right in a bit.”

			John knew what she said to be true, the demons inside as well as the mystical sigils placed upon her flesh helping her to heal much faster than normal.

			But it didn’t mean that it didn’t hurt like hell.

			“Please just rest, okay?” he said, pulling the covers up over her.

			“I need to know what’s going on inside,” she said, her eyes glinting in the semicool darkness of their bedroom. “I need to know what the newbies did to . . .”

			“Newbies?” John asked, sitting on the corner of the bed. “You make them sound like Pokemon.”

			She smiled. “What else should I call them? My newest demonic infestation? Too much work. Newbies is fine. I need to know what they did, what they said to the others.”

			John knew that she was right—the risk of her losing control was always present, but it was made worse by these newest influences. Still, she needed at least a few hours rest, or exhaustion alone would affect her tight rein on the demons.

			He tucked the blanket under her chin and smoothed her hair on the pillow. “You need to sleep a bit,” he said firmly.

			“I know, but . . .”

			He knew that look. Even before being possessed, Theo was a force to be reckoned with, and there was very little that could stop her when she set her mind to something.

			“No buts, love,” he insisted.

			She glared.

			“And don’t look at me like that.”

			“Like what?” she asked.

			“You know what I’m talking about,” he said with a smile.

			“I really don’t.”

			“Admit it—this one took a lot out of you. You need to rest.”

			She made a face at him but then said begrudgingly, “I am a little sore.”

			“Which means that you’re a lot sore.”

			“How do you know so much?” she asked him.

			“I pay attention,” he said with a sly grin and a wink.

			“You’re amazing,” she said, and smiled.

			John felt his heart melt, reminded of how much he loved this woman . . . and how close he’d come to losing her forever.

			He would never let that happen.

			Never.

			“Please, rest and heal. You know that’s what you need to do. The newbies aren’t going anywhere; you can deal with them later.”

			“Yeah, but what if they’re causing trouble in there,” she said. “Riling up the . . .”

			“The oldies?” John suggested.

			“Good one,” she said, and her arms snaked out from beneath the covers to wrap around his neck and pull him down to her.

			“This is resting?” he asked her, as she kissed him hard.

			“No, but it is healing.”

			“Oh yeah?” He kissed her back.

			“Very much so,” she whispered, and kissed him longer.

			He was so tempted to join her, to slip beneath the cool covers and see where the kisses might take them . . .

			But Theo needed her rest, and if truth be told, so did he.

			“Okay, okay,” he said, as she tried to draw him farther into her embrace. “This is not going to help you.”

			“You have no idea,” and she smiled that smile, and he had to look away before he was entranced by her spell.

			“Nope,” he said, gently pulling her arms from around his neck and sticking them back beneath the covers.

			“Are you rejecting my advances?” she asked, pretending to be hurt.

			“If you only knew how difficult it is,” he told her. “You would have a whole new respect for my superhuman willpower.”

			“I couldn’t respect you more,” she told him. “Though I have to say I am disappointed in my powers of seduction.”

			“They’re working just fine,” he said, giving her another quick peck. “But your health and well-being win out over a roll in the hay every time.”

			“Roll in the hay?” she repeated with a giggle.

			He smiled as he stood. “Get some rest, I’m going to go check on our houseguests.”

			She turned onto her side as he headed for the door.

			“I thought you would be mad,” he heard her say sleepily.

			He stopped and turned. “About?”

			“Our houseguests, Griffin and Cassie.”

			He chuckled. “Yeah, and I thought you’d be mad about Nicole.”

			“Funny how that works,” she said, snuggling down under the covers.

			“Yeah, funny,” he said quietly, the sound of breathing telling him that she was already fast asleep.

			•   •   •

			It was difficult, but she forced herself awake.

			Theo needed her sleep to heal, John was completely right about that, but she also had to know what was going on inside her.

			She had to know if she was still in control.

			If she was still their master.

			Pulling herself up from the mire of sleep, she collected herself and prepared. Then she closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift, not into the healing embrace of sleep, but beyond that—deeper into her mind, her soul really, where the infernal had grafted themselves.

			The demons had changed the landscape of her psyche once more. It resembled a desert, bleak and harsh and void of life. A wind moaned across the dead world, shaping it with its fingers.

			Theo was naked as she trudged across the sand, drawn to a strangely sculpted rock in the distance. That was where they’d taken up residence this time, she knew, uncomfortable as the blowing sands scoured her bare flesh.

			No, she realized as the sandstorm grew more powerful. Not her flesh, but the special markings upon it. The tattoos that gave her control over their demonic antics.

			The storm enveloped her, and she collected herself, aware that monstrous residents of her body were again attempting to wrest away control.

			“Is this how it’s going to be?” Theo asked. “And here I thought we understood one another.”

			She called upon the power that the sigils marked upon her flesh gave her over the hellish, immediately feeling a rush of heat as the strange symbols changed from black to a glowing white. The sand being hurled at her body melted on contact, turning the air around her to a smoky haze.

			“Are you through?” she asked, knowing they were close by.

			For a moment, the winds grew even stronger, as if they were desperate for one last try, but Theo stood strong, her naked body radiating a heat that rendered the abrasive particles harmless.

			“You know I’m coming for you,” she said, her angry words carried by the wind. “No matter what kind of landscape you build, I will find you, and when I do, it will not be the least bit pretty.”

			The sandstorm subsided some, and once again she could see the rock structure, now populated by the demonic. They watched as she approached.

			“There you are,” she said, stopping to look up at them. Her body continued to radiate a pulsing white light, and she could see—sense—that it disturbed them greatly.

			The child, Billy Sharp, stood at the edge of the cliff, looking down at her.

			“I thought we understood each other, Billy,” she said.

			“There is no understanding,” Billy replied. “Just moments of mutual benefit. You needed something, and so did we.” The demon giggled like a child. “That doesn’t make us friends.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” she said, turning so the light from the sigils shone directly into Billy’s face. “I want the newbies.”

			“Newbies?” Billy repeated gleefully. “Oh, I like that.”

			“That’s great,” Theo said sarcastically. “I live to please you.”

			“And well you should,” the little boy said with a snarl. “We will go that much easier on you once we manage to take full control.”

			“You know that isn’t going to happen. Ever.”

			“That’s what you say,” Billy countered with more giggles.

			There were murmurings from the legions of monstrosities behind the boy.

			“The newbies,” Theo said again.

			A nasty smile spread across the little boy’s angelic face. “There are no newbies here.”

			Theo sighed. Nothing was ever easy.

			“We are legion,” Billy continued. “We are all one.”

			“One big, happy family?” Theo suggested.

			“Yes,” Billy agreed. “That’s it.”

			“I want them,” Theo said simply.

			The demons massed upon the rock above moved closer together.

			“No.”

			“No?”

			“You heard me,” the boy said with a snarl. “No.”

			“Don’t disappoint me, Billy,” Theo said. “You knew I’d be in here to talk after what happened outside.”

			“Talk?” Billy scoffed.

			The demons behind him began to laugh. It was a horrible, horrible sound.

			“I had hoped that this would be easier, that our understanding of one another would allow us to get past this with a modicum of pain, but deep down, I always knew you fuckers are completely stupid.”

			“Oh, are we?”

			“So fucking stupid.”

			“We do so hate to disappoint,” Billy growled.

			“Then give them to me,” she said. “Let me take what I can from them, then they can go back to your loving family”

			“And as I said to you before—no.”

			“See?” she said. “Stupid with a capital S.”

			And with those words, her body began to glow even brighter, the sigils radiating a light that burned hotter than a thousand suns. Theo walked to the bottom of the rock formation and sank her white-hot fingertips into stone.

			“I’m coming up,” she warned. “And I hope you’re a little smarter when I get there.”

			She began to climb.

			•   •   •

			Nicole thought the kid was cute, but her father was something else altogether. He gave off asshole vibes in waves.

			“Where you from?” the man asked, eyeing her suspiciously.

			They were still in the kitchen, sitting around the marble-topped island. Stephen had set out drinks and little bags of pretzels, which were awesome. But now Stephen was gone, which gave the kid’s father a chance to start asking questions.

			Nicole did not like answering questions. “Around,” she said, reaching up to pet the ghostly cat draped about her neck.

			Griffin just stared at her, obviously not caring for her answer.

			Cassie had saved a single pretzel, nibbling on it so very slowly as her eyes slid from her father to Nicole.

			“How old are you?” he finally asked her.

			“Old enough to not have to answer questions from someone that I barely know,” Nicole replied.

			“Nineteen,” Cassie said in between nibbles.

			Nicole gave the little girl the stink eye.

			“Sorry,” she said, going back to nibbling.

			Ghost animals were beginning to flock to her, her discomfort making them nervous.

			Griffin shifted in his chair. She could tell that he wasn’t used to having people talk back to him.

			“Where are your parents?” he grilled. “Do they even know where you are? I’m sure John and Theo wouldn’t mind if you reached out to them and . . .”

			“I wouldn’t talk to my parents if they were sitting as close as you are,” Nicole snapped, suddenly tempted to have the ghost squirrels tear the meat off his face. Instead, she studied him, the nasty red scars around his neck disappearing below his shirt. They looked like burn scars, and she was about to start her own twenty questions, but decided against it.

			“But would they feel the same about you?” Griffin then asked, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms.

			The ghost squirrels were ready, and she almost caved, but . . .

			Nicole slid off the chair, leaving the kitchen. She had no idea where she was going; she just had to get out of there before she became responsible for her actions.

			“Where you goin’?” Cassie called after her.

			“I need a little space,” Nicole said.

			“Me too!” Cassie called out, and Nicole heard the sound of the little girl’s chair sliding across the tile floor, and she actually paused to wait.

			“You’re staying right here,” Nicole heard Griffin say to his daughter.

			“But I need some space, too!” Cassie said unhappily to her dad.

			“The space you have right now is fine,” she heard Griffin say sternly.

			Before things could escalate with the child, Nicole called out.

			“I won’t be long, Cass,” Nicole said. “Just give me a sec to chill, then we can hang out when I get back.”

			The sounds of protest had gone quiet as she walked toward the front door, child catastrophe averted. The Stephen guy had gone home to his husband, and she chanced a quick peek into his office space. It was amazingly neat and tidy, and she was tempted to send some of the more mischievous ghost animals in to mess stuff up, but that would just be mean seeing as he’d given her a drink and some awesome pretzels.

			Nicole pulled open the door and stepped outside, breathing in the crisp air of fall in New England. She’d always wanted to travel east, and here she was. The atmosphere of her surroundings was already doing its job, calming her down after the forty-questions marathon from baldy McJerkface in the kitchen.

			She walked down the three stone steps to the walkway, ghostly birds fluttering about her. Now Daisy was interested, standing up and balancing upon her shoulders to bat at the birds as they flew past.

			In the distance, she could hear the faint sound of cars driving past the property, but despite that, it was still remarkably quiet. She stepped off the path and started to walk around to the back. Daisy suddenly leapt from her neck, drifting down to the leaf-covered ground.

			“Where the hell are you going?” she asked the cat, which was suddenly gone, zigzagging crazily across the grass away from her.

			“Hey!” Nicole called. “Get back here!”

			Nicole followed, walking the perimeter of the old house. The place was big, really big, and she wondered how many rooms it actually had and if the one that she would take could be as far away from Scar Man as possible.

			She was behind the house now, searching for signs of her cat. It was even more quiet back there, the tiny ghosts of woodland creatures fluttering about her like falling leaves in the breeze, but her cat wasn’t among them.

			“Any of you guys see a black-and-white cat?” she asked them.

			They didn’t answer, most of them too excited by her presence, by the energy that she gave off, which gave them some semblance of substance.

			Some semblance of life.

			There was quite a bit of land out in back, a sparsely wooded area that seemed to go on for quite some distance without any interruptions, but then she noticed something odd, something that seemed out of place out there in the woods.

			At first she noticed the metal fence, black wrought iron leaning awkwardly in some places, encircling fingers of stone sticking up from weed-covered ground.

			It was a tiny cemetery.

			And there was somebody standing amongst the headstones, an old lady holding a cat in her arms.

			Her cat.

			Nicole quickened her pace, fascinated by the idea that whoever this woman was, she and Daisy could . . .

			And then she knew, feeling instantly stupid that she hadn’t figured it out immediately. The woman was a ghost, too.

			“Hello?” Nicole said, approaching the metal fence around the old graveyard cautiously, not wanting to scare the ghostly old woman away.

			The old woman turned toward her, Daisy cradled in her arms, her long, old-lady fingers scratching behind the black-and-white cat’s ears. Nicole could hear that Daisy was purring like an idling eighteen-wheeler.

			“Hello, dear,” the ghostly woman said with a pleasant smile. “And what might your name be?”

			Nicole was about to answer when she saw them, more ghostly beings lining up behind the old woman who was stroking her cat.

			Ghostly people were never her thing, it had always been only animals.

			Until now, it seemed.

			“Nicole,” she answered the old woman.

			“What a pretty name, and girl to match,” the ghost said. “I’m John’s grandmother . . .

			“And you can call me Nana.”
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			Fritz brought the car up the driveway of the Carroll Funeral Home, the lights of the vehicle temporarily wiping away the darkness that had enshrouded the weathered sign.

			“Is this it?” the Cardinal asked impatiently, leaning up from the backseat, where it had decided to sit alone, not wanting to mingle with the lowly human assigned to assist it.

			“It is,” Fritz answered with the respect due a demon assigned to such an important task, even if the Cardinal was of the lower depths.

			“How do you know?” it quizzed. “How can you be certain?”

			Fritz remembered that communication that he’d received, the fleshy subhuman thing that had crawled up from the drainpipe while he had slept, creeping into his bedroom to lie with him, its amorphous form flowing upon him, entering his every orifice, his every pore, and delivering a message to him from the infernal realm itself.

			He felt the thing again as if it were happening, its cold, wet body sliding effortlessly inside him, over him, as he slept.

			Dreaming of drowning.

			“I received a message—a vision,” Fritz told the Cardinal. “It showed me where to find you and where we need to go.”

			The Cardinal sniffed loudly as Fritz brought the vehicle to a stop in front of a back loading area, where he imagined the hearses dropped off bodies to be prepared for burial.

			“A place of the dead,” the Cardinal said. “It stinks of sorrow and decay. It reminds me of home.”

			Fritz wanted to know what the Cardinal knew, he wanted to ask the demon lord of Hell’s glory, to describe its magnificence in every detail, but it was not his place.

			There was a part of him that hoped they could somehow bond, that the two of them might become . . . friends . . . if something like that was even possible between the likes of him and a Lord of Hell.

			One could dream.

			Fritz turned the engine off and sat, staring out the window. He wasn’t sure what he should do, if he should perhaps beep the car horn, or maybe exit the vehicle to knock upon the back door to let whoever might be inside know that they had arrived.

			The Cardinal, still clad in the garb of the nursing home, pushed the back door open and stepped out of the car.

			“Hear me, keeper of the dead!” the Cardinal’s voice impressively boomed. “A lord of the lower regions announces its presence to you. Hear him, and allow him entrance.”

			The Cardinal stood before the back of the funeral home, waiting, but nothing happened.

			Fritz got out of the car and approached the back door, prepared to knock upon it, when . . .

			The sound of a lock being disengaged followed by a chain being removed filled the quiet night air.

			The door opened with a soft creak, and a figure emerged, voice booming.

			“A keeper of the dead acknowledges your arrival,” said a fat old man as he stepped outside. He was likely the funeral-home owner, David Carroll, dressed in a black suit, a black tie, and a white shirt stained with reminders of what looked to be many past meals. “Enter this place knowing that your arrival has been anticipated lo these many years.”

			Carroll looked at Fritz and, obviously not seeing what he was looking for, turned his glasses-covered eyes to the old woman in the stained, nursing-home pajamas standing alongside the car.

			“My lord,” Carroll said, shuffling closer, his gaze averted. “Your arrival had been foretold to me by the voices of the dead.”

			Fritz recalled a part of the vision he had received when visited, corpses sitting up from their slabs, mouths opening so incredibly wide to allow the glory of their message to emerge.

			The Cardinal stepped closer to the old man, laying a hand upon the man’s balding head.

			“I am here,” the Cardinal said. “And I am ready to lay my eyes upon it.”

			Fritz watched as Carroll smiled.

			He wasn’t sure exactly what the Cardinal was ready to see, but the old funeral-home owner certainly did.

			“Excellent,” the old man said, having great difficulty trying not to smile. “It’s been awaiting your arrival as well.”

			The Cardinal nodded, removing its hand from atop Carroll’s head.

			“Come, come,” the undertaker said, his scuffed black shoes shuffling along the gravel that covered the ground out back. “Enter my humble abode and place of business, enter this place where the dead are welcomed.”

			The funeral director began to laugh, then to cough uncontrollably, before getting a handle on it and spitting something he had coughed up from his own lower regions onto the ground.

			Fritz waited for the Cardinal, who still walked awkwardly, not yet used to the mechanics of a human body. He reached to take the demon’s elbow, to help it into the house.

			The Cardinal recoiled, snatching the elbow away. “Do you think yourself fit to lay hands upon a Lower Lord?” he asked, glaring.

			“I meant no offense,” Fritz said, averting his eyes.

			He could feel the Cardinal’s gaze, hot and intense upon him. “It’s because of the body that I wear, isn’t it?” the demon asked with a snarl. “The shell of an old crone.”

			“You looked unsteady,” Fritz answered honestly. “I just wanted to be of assistance.”

			The Cardinal growled its response.

			So much for being friends, Fritz thought, as the funeral director hailed them from inside.

			The Cardinal heeded the call, turning away and walking inside, Fritz following in its wake.

			•   •   •

			David Carroll had dreamed of this day since he was a little boy. He’d always had a fascination with the dead, with the beauty of decay.

			The rot spoke to him and told him of his purpose.

			It was to be glorious, aiding in the completion of a task that would eventually transform the world.

			It was all laid out for him, the education he would pursue, the skills he would acquire, the trade he would perfect, the business he would open. He would become a pillar of the community.

			Trusted by one and all.

			And that was how he would fulfill his special purpose. How he would acquire the materials needed to create what the rot had been whispering to him about since he was old enough to truly comprehend.

			One word spoken in gusts of fetid air expelled from the bloated internal organs swollen in the summer heat. Over and over again throughout his development.

			Map, the rot said to him.

			Map.

			It had taken him close to sixty years to complete the vision that had been given to him: bits and pieces of the dead, expertly excised from the bodies of so many. The missing flesh taken from areas of the body unseen by friends and family.

			Unnoticed.

			Pieces taken, stitched together to form a canvas where, if all had been done properly, the map would appear.

			If all had been done properly.

			David Carroll was a wreck, he’d waited most of his adult life for this moment, perhaps the tiniest part of him believing that it would never happen.

			That the Cardinal would ever appear.

			But here he—she?—was.

			And he thought that he very well might die from the anxiety.

			The Cardinal looked around the room in which they stood, a storage room for the odds and ends needed to run a successful funeral business. The workroom, where the dead were prepared, was in the back.

			As was the map room.

			“Welcome to my humble abode,” David said, unsure of whether or not he should continue to avert his gaze.

			The other man, the Cardinal’s driver, came into the basement area behind the Lord of Hell.

			“I’m sure you’re both exhausted from your drive,” David said. “Perhaps some refreshments in the Serenity Room upstairs and maybe a chance for you to clean up a bit and rest before . . .”

			“The map,” the Cardinal said, dark eyes darting about the basement space. “Where is it?”

			“Oh,” David said, startled by the Cardinal’s impatience. “Are you sure you wouldn’t . . .”

			David glanced over to see the Cardinal’s driver shaking his head and making a cutting motion across his throat.

			The Cardinal turned its dark eyes to him.

			“You wish to keep me from my task?” it questioned. David could have sworn that he saw sparks of fire leaping from the demon lord’s gaze.

			“Oh no, my liege,” David said. “I would never dream of . . .”

			“The map,” the Cardinal said, bearing down on him. “Take me to it—now.”

			“Of course,” David said, moving toward the back of the storage area, to where a large metal door stood. “It’s right back here,” he said, reaching into the pocket of his black pants and withdrawing his keys.

			Fumbling with multiple sets, he found the key he was looking for and opened the door. The smell of formaldehyde wafted out as he motioned them to enter.

			The Cardinal was first, still studying its surroundings as it gazed about.

			There were bodies waiting for embalming lying upon the table. There had been a bit of a rush this week, with a fatal pileup on Interstate 3 that had claimed the lives of some locals.

			“The meat,” the Cardinal said, fingers motioning to the bodies lying naked upon the stretchers.

			“Yes?” David said, ready to answer his demon lord.

			“What will be done with it?”

			“The bodies? They will be prepared . . . embalmed. The fluids inside drained and replaced with a preservative to slow the decaying process and prepare them for burial.”

			“Such a waste,” the demon lord said, licking its chops. “They should be going into the bellies of the damned instead of into the ground.”

			David didn’t really know how to respond. He’d tried the taste of human flesh once, and it really didn’t appeal to him, but then again, he wasn’t a demon of Hell.

			“Well, perhaps when darkness falls across the Earth, then maybe . . .”

			“Yes, maybe,” the Cardinal said, its attention returning to the task at hand.

			“The map,” it insisted.

			David moved past the embalming tables to the very back of the space, where boxes of supplies were stacked. He moved the boxes aside to expose a clear area of wall. Reaching down, he applied just the right amount of pressure, and a secret door popped open with a click.

			“Right in here,” he said, motioning to the Cardinal and his assistant.

			David went in first, turning on the light, which was a single bulb hanging from an extension cord. He wanted to make sure the room was presentable for his special guest.

			Everything looked as good as it was going to, the last of the map sewn in only two days before. He remembered the message that he’d received earlier in his dreams, announcing the Cardinal’s coming, and almost began to cry all over again.

			So much time leading up to this.

			He hadn’t really even had a chance think of the reward that had been promised him by the infernal beings that he’d been obeying for most of his life.

			It was something to look forward to.

			“Enter and behold,” he said rather dramatically, regretting the decision as the Cardinal ducked its head to enter.

			The map was presented in the center of the small room, hung by hooks, stretched taut by its four corners.

			The Cardinal’s eyes fell upon the sheet of flesh and approached it with what David hoped was a look of awe.

			Extending its hand, the demon traced the faint scarring where the innumerable patches of flesh had been stitched to one another, to eventually heal together, leaving only the hint of a mark behind.

			A miracle of the infernal.

			“You did amazing work,” the Cardinal told him, studying every single inch . . . every single piece of flesh that had merged together to form a sort of tapestry that would soon bear the map.

			The Cardinal drew closer to the taut flesh, almost sniffing the patchwork canvas. Its eyes were closed, and David heard a strange, gurgling sound come from somewhere within the old woman’s body.

			David looked over to the other one, the Cardinal’s driver, and saw that the man was just standing there, arms by his side, watching intensely.

			The Cardinal’s mouth opened far wider than the human body should allow, and a strange, grinding sound, followed by a muffled pop, filled the air. David was reminded of the great South American snakes that he’d seen dislocating their jaws to consume their prey.

			But the Cardinal was not preparing to take anything in, it was letting something out.

			The cloud was black, and slick, like oil, and it seemed as though there should have been weight to it, but there wasn’t. It floated—snaked—from the Cardinal’s open mouth, writhing in the air as it expanded outward. The mass hung there, growing larger as it continued to emerge from the old woman’s mouth.

			It was now an enormous mass of undulating black, and just when David wondered how much there was of the oily substance, the Cardinal stepped back, placing a liver-spotted hand beneath its obscenely extended jaw and closing its mouth with a snap.

			They were all watching it now, the floating oil slick as it writhed in the air before the canvas of patchwork flesh.

			The way it moved, it seemed as though it were alive, contemplating its purpose. Tendrils of black extended outward from its mass, gently brushing against the skin, caressing the multitude of flesh.

			David wasn’t sure what he was seeing but guessed that it was something monumental in the scheme of what was coming. He had no idea what these dark forces had in store for the world but imagined he would be a part of it, with his reward and all.

			He had been totally loyal all these years; of course he would receive something of value for his troubles. It hadn’t been easy hiding his true nature for all that time, he mused, watching the weightless black mass familiarizing itself with his handiwork.

			He had had to look the part of a compassionate soul, a caring man who grieved along with his customers, feeling their pain as he offered them solace, as well as a good deal on a coffin and embalming for their loved one’s burial. He should have won an Oscar for the performances he’d given throughout the years.

			Nobody ever knew, nobody ever suspected that he was revolted by them all, each and every one of them. And that he took joy in their pain and sadness, and he wished them more until they, too, were in his funeral home, on one of his embalming slabs, their pathetic lives at an end.

			But now he didn’t have to hide it anymore because something wonderful was about to happen, the world was going to be changed forever, and he would be a part of it.

			The floating cloud of oil seemed to suddenly understand, retracting its tendrils, the body of the thing swirling and churning as it hung there.

			“Now,” the Cardinal said. “Now it is time . . . now we will see.”

			And with the last of its words, the black liquid surged at the canvas of flesh, colliding with the taut surface and spreading across it, making its indelible mark upon the canvas of skin.

			David didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath until the colorful spots started to dance before his eyes. He was in awe over what he was seeing, the black acting as a kind of ink, permeating the various pieces of flesh to leave its mark.

			To provide the Cardinal with the location it needed for . . .

			David had no clue.

			It was no doubt a map taking shape before him, but it was the strangest map he had ever seen, the markings and coordinates made upon the skin moving and pulsating with a special kind of life.

			It was mesmerizing.

			David found himself moving toward the map, extending his hand to touch the skin that he’d worked so hard to stitch together.

			The Cardinal reacted, its own hand reaching out to take hold of David’s wrist.

			“None but a Lord of Hell may touch the map now that it has been drawn,” the demon said, its grip upon David intensifying. He got the idea and nodded quickly as the pain continued to grow, fearing that his bones would soon be reduced to powder, just as the Cardinal released him.

			David pulled back his hand, rubbing at his sore wrist furiously, attempting to massage away the pain.

			The inky black continued to flow across the flesh, intricate lines and shapes like fine capillaries appearing across the surface.

			“Yes,” the Cardinal said, stepping closer yet again to take in all the details as they appeared.

			“What does it tell us?” the driver then asked, beating David to the punch. The funeral director was glad this had happened, not wanting to further incur the wrath of the demon lord if possible.

			The Cardinal turned toward the man and glared, and David wasn’t sure if the demon was going to share.

			“This map shows us the whereabouts of six pieces,” the Cardinal said, raising its hand, one of its long, arthritic fingers tracing the multitude of lines across the map’s surface. “Pieces that, once collected, will create a key.”

			“A key?” David asked. “A key to what?” He knew he shouldn’t have asked, but the need to know was too great.

			The Cardinal again turned its dark, moist eyes toward him.

			“A key to a brazen vessel,” the Cardinal told him. “And through this brazen vessel there will be a passage.”

			“A passage?” David asked, feeling his excitement building. “A passage to where?”

			The Cardinal smiled, the gesture appearing totally unnatural upon the face of the old woman that he wore.

			“In due time,” the Cardinal purred. “In due time, but first . . .”

			Its fingers stroked the surface of the map.

			The driver came closer as well, and David expected the man to be rebuked, but the Cardinal allowed his presence.

			“We’ll have to find the pieces of the key first,” he said, staring at the bizarre markings upon the map. “These will tell us?” he asked.

			“These will tell—me,” the Cardinal said.

			“Of course,” the driver agreed, accepting the Cardinal’s word.

			David couldn’t hold himself back, he had worked on creating the canvas for so long that seeing it finally becoming what it had always been intended to be was nearly too much for him. He wanted to know everything about what he’d had a part in creating.

			He wanted to know how it worked.

			“Show me,” he said, feeling both the driver’s and the Cardinal’s eyes upon him. The driver’s gaze was full of warning, but the Cardinal’s . . . they had strangely softened.

			“You have served the cause well,” the demon said. “So your impudence shall be overlooked.”

			“Thank you,” David said. He wanted to look at the driver and smile, to let him know who was special to the demon lord and who was not.

			“Of course,” the Cardinal purred. It extended its arm, putting it around David’s shoulder and pulling him closer to the map. “You want to be shown.”

			“I do,” David said.

			“The map will reveal the location of the very first piece of the key,” the Cardinal told him. The demon’s hand fluttered over the surface of the skin, the black ink reacting to its vicinity.

			David watched wide-eyed as a black spot, like cancer, formed, a swirling vortex that commanded his eyes.

			“What is that?” David asked. “Is that the key?”

			“No,” the Cardinal said, pulling him closer. David noticed the body’s smell now; it smelled of sweat, and blood, and decay. He liked the fetid aroma. “That is us . . . that is where we stand now.”

			Another mark, this one resembling a multipointed black star took shape directly beside the swirling black mark.

			“Is that . . . ?”

			“Yes,” the Cardinal cooed, very close to his ear. “That is the location of the first piece.”

			“But look at it,” David said, reaching out to point. “It’s so close,” he said, watching the black star.

			“It is,” the Cardinal agreed. “Close enough for me to claim.”

			David felt the excitement of the moment before the intensity of the pain.

			The Cardinal’s long, old fingers had jabbed themselves into his chest, the thick nails of its fingers easily penetrating through his stained dress shirt, through the layers of flesh and fat beneath.

			“Oh!” David said as he watched the demon’s hand slide deeper into his body. He looked from the Cardinal, to the driver, who was smiling a better-you-than-me grin.

			“Your function is about to come to a close,” the Cardinal whispered ever so softly—lovingly—to him.

			He could feel the demon’s fingers moving around inside him as the warm blood poured out from the wounds left by the demon hand’s entrance into his chest cavity.

			“There . . .” he managed to get the word out, as the taste of blood began to fill his mouth. “There was supposed . . . supposed . . . to be . . a reward!”

			“Oh yes there was,” the Cardinal said, forcing its hand in even deeper.

			The world was growing black for David even though he fought to remain conscious . . . to remain in the light of the world.

			“Ah!” the Cardinal said excitedly, extracting its hand with a horrible, wet, sucking sound. It held a blood-covered object out for David to see in a dripping hand.

			“Your reward.”

			As he gradually slid from life, David looked at the object as it shifted shape between the finger and thumb of the demon Cardinal. Circle, to square, to triangle, and as it changed shape, it sang the most mournful of songs.

			The song was so very sad as it echoed throughout his skull.

			It was a song of Hell, and how awful it would be when the kingdom of Pandemonium was no more.

			When Hell was but a memory.

			What an odd song to sing, David thought, as everything slid down to black.

			And he left this world behind, even sadder than the song he had listened to, so very mournful that he would never know its meaning.

			What was going on in Hell?

			And then, it didn’t matter.

			•   •   •

			John Fogg didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary happening down on the first floor, so he guessed that their new houseguests didn’t need him.

			He sat at his desk, the jar containing the lesser demonic creature held in his hands. Surprisingly, the starfish-like thing still lived—barely, but it was enough for him to examine, and maybe connect back to the one who had left it, and the others of its ilk behind, in the garage.

			First, he made certain that the wards he had scratched into the jar were still intact, holding the lesser demon in place. John then took hold of the metal lid and slowly, carefully unscrewed the top.

			A terrible smell of brimstone and filth wafted up and out of the jar, making him cough. It was something that he had smelled before, and quite often, but it was a stink that still disgusted him, a stink that he would never get used to.

			On his desk was a pair of long, metal tweezers, and he took them in hand, putting them down into the jar to take hold of one of the demon’s slimy limbs to extract it from within.

			“Dominus exercituum tribuo nos ecure angelus . . . Custodio illa ianua,” John began the Lord of Hosts prayer, another level of protection just in case, as he slowly withdrew the squirming abomination from the jar.

			He had already drawn a star of protection upon the surface he intended to work from, and dropped the squirming, almost dead nightmare into the center of it.

			“Dominus exercituum tribuo nos . . . ecure . . . Seraphim Retineo malum per flamma mucro.” John Fogg continued with his prayer. Couldn’t be too careful when dealing with anything connected to the infernal.

			He reached to his right, finding the scalpel and picking it up. The creature’s pale underside had been exposed, and he let the blade hover for a moment, deciding where he wanted to make the first cut.

			“Dominus exercituum tribuo nos . . ecure vox . . . Quod ecu malum unus inops.”

			Then he brought the scalpel down upon the living nightmare.

			•   •   •

			The Cardinal had gone off to prepare itself, the demon lord wearing the body of a dead old woman had told him.

			Fine with me, Fritz thought, hanging around the funeral home. The less time he had to spend with the prickly demon, the safer he felt.

			He was drawn back to the secret room behind the embalming room, where the map still hung. Fritz stood before the tapestry of skin, fighting the urge to touch it. The ink that had fused with the flesh continued to flow and move, oddly shaped symbols, likely representing the locations where the next pieces of the key were to be found, floating about the taut flesh.

			Five pieces to go, the Cardinal had said, closing its hand about the piece extracted from the body of the old mortician before leaving to prepare itself, whatever that meant.

			His eyes glanced down to the corpse of the man who had helped to make the map and who had held the first piece of the key.

			Was this what you expected? he thought to the mortician’s dead body. Was this the reward you’d anticipated for serving the infernal forces?

			It made him wonder.

			His servitude to the darkness had been quite long, and for the first time, he began to wonder if perhaps he should be more wary of the events to come.

			Fritz felt suddenly quite peckish and had decided to leave the funeral home to find something to touch—to feed upon—when . . .

			The pain in his chest was sharp—biting—as if he were being cut.

			No, not him . . .

			The images appeared inside his head, staccato flashes of what was happening to one of his demonic minions, one of the creatures he’d left behind to guard and protect his property from harm.

			Fritz had to angle his body to the side; as he had grown dizzy, he had almost reached out and taken hold of the map to steady himself. He imagined that would have been a very bad thing to do.

			Slamming against the cold cinder-block wall, he continued to be assailed by the imagery, feeling what was being done to the lesser demon that he had bent to do his bidding.

			The thing was calling out to him, its psychic cries digging deep into his brain.

			The demon was being dissected, pulled apart, not to see the infernal animal’s inner workings but to look at the magick attached to it.

			The magick that made it obey.

			Fritz felt the electric surge of panic.

			Magick that could be, if the person performing the magickal dissection was any good, traced back to the one who had placed the spell.

			Traced back to him.

			Recovered slightly from the psychic onslaught, Fritz used the connection with the minor demon to see who would attempt such a thing—who would dare.

			Fritz gasped at the sight.

			John Fogg.

			His panic quadrupled in size.

			Here was a man who should be dead, the most devious of traps laid for him and his wife.

			But still they lived.

			It was a tremendous failure, and one Fritz was not proud of. He was still unsure what had gone wrong, how the two had managed to survive.

			And here Fogg was now, tracing a magickal spell that would lead to him. This was not good, not good at all, Fritz thought, attempting to control his panic.

			If the Cardinal found out that somebody with the preternatural prowess of John Fogg was potentially onto their task . . .

			No, this couldn’t be allowed to happen.

			Fritz had to think quickly, to act with lightning precision. If a connection was open, then he could use it.

			Use it to send something back.

			He immediately had something in mind, a crude spell but one not lacking in a certain amount of brutality. It could very well do the trick.

			All he needed was some fresh human blood and an important internal organ.

			His eyes fell to the corpse of David Carroll, lying upon the cold stone floor. Hopefully, he hadn’t been dead too long for his internal workings to prove effective.

			Fritz pounced upon the corpse, using the large entrance wound put there originally by the Cardinal to find what he was looking for.

			He shoved his hand into the hole and into the chest cavity, searching for the man’s unbeating heart. Finding the hard, muscular organ, he wrapped his fingers around it and gave it the most savage of yanks, ripping it free and out into the open.

			With the words of an ancient spell upon his lips, Fritz brought the dripping heart to his mouth.

			And began to consume it.

			•   •   •

			Using a series of pins blessed by the Holy Tailor of Nice, John pinned back the flesh of the demon creature to expose its internal workings to the air.

			He was reaching for another of his tools, a kind of small and intricate divining fork that would enable him to find any remnants of magick within the demon, giving him the ability to trace it back to its source.

			Everything was moving pretty much exactly as he’d hoped.

			He should have known that was a bad sign.

			As soon as he poked the divining tool into the exposed inner workings, he felt it, a surge of something that pushed him back as it spread out into the world around him.

			“Shit,” John Fogg muttered, eyes already darting around him.

			Anticipating.

			He heard it almost at once, faint tapping at first, which started to grow louder and more insistent by the second. He turned in his chair toward the windows. The curtains had been drawn to prevent any natural light from having a negative effect upon his demonic specimen. The sounds behind the curtains were becoming increasingly more violent.

			He got up from his chair, pulling aside the curtain to reveal what was happening.

			Insects. Thousands . . . maybe hundreds of thousands swarming around the house, practically blotting out the sun in the sky. This wasn’t good, and it was only going to get worse.

			John turned from the window, about to dash toward the door to call to those downstairs to look for cover, when the windows exploded inward.

			A storm of buzzing, biting insect life.

			All filled with the intent to kill him.

			•   •   •

			Fritz saw what he had created. The windows into the room where John Fogg was performing his magickal dissection exploding inward, a living storm of insect life flowing into the room to do his bidding.

			To kill John Fogg once and for all.

			He slumped back against the wall, weaker now than he had even been before. Fritz needed to feed, to drain the life force of a living thing, or his body would begin to suffer the effects of his hunger and begin to decay.

			Pushing off from the wall, he felt satisfied that the spell would do its job, and he would finally be free of the irksome bother that was John Fogg.

			Now, if something could only be done about the man’s wife.

			•   •   •

			Magickal spells were truly not John’s forte—he wasn’t a magician or a sorcerer by any means, but occasionally, when necessary, he could whip up something that he’d read in an old book or scroll, something that could potentially save his ass.

			This was one of those times.

			The spell was to increase the density of his aura, to protect his person from the swarm that wanted to bite, sting, rip, tear, and burrow beneath his flesh.

			It was as if he had been covered in a quilt, a heavy covering of insects landing upon his body, but as of now, they couldn’t bite through to the flesh beneath.

			As of now. John had no idea how long he or his spell might last. He hoped and prayed that it would be long enough to survive.

			Blinded by the covering of flies and wasps over his face, he tried to move toward the door but failed miserably, falling hard upon the floor. The impact served the purpose of killing many of his tiny attackers, but in a matter of half seconds, there were even more of the hateful insects to make up for those who had been slain with the fall.

			The perpetual hum in his ears was increasingly distracting, making it hard for him to focus and maintain the aura spell that was keeping him from death. John tried to block it out, muttering beneath his breath over the drone of the angry bugs.

			John thought he heard something, the sound of his door being opened, and clawed at his face, trying to clear the insects away so that he could see.

			Griffin stood in the doorway, mouth agape.

			“Jesus Christ,” the man said, closing the door behind him as he charged into the room.

			John wanted him to go, to find Theo. Maybe there was something that she could do.

			His vision was obscured again, thick-bodied flies landing one after another on his face, covering his eyes.

			Griffin had pulled up the throw rug from the floor and was coming at him with a scream. John braced for impact as the man started to beat him with the heavy rug like he was putting out a fire.

			Surprisingly, it had a good effect, the insects flying off to swarm about the room, or lie crushed upon the office floor. John tried to help, pulling at the bugs and swiping them away while Griffin continued to slap him with the rug.

			The insects had started to attack Griffin, his wild flailing holding off the swarm—for now.

			“Get out!” John managed to blurt over the incessant droning of insect wings.

			“Get Theo,” he then said. “Spell keeping them from getting to me, but I don’t know how much longer it will last.”

			He could see Griffin’s understanding of the situation, and knowing that there was likely little more that he could do . . .

			Griffin dove for the door, throwing it open to escape out into the hall. Cassie was standing there.

			“Daddy?” the little girl said, stepping into the office space. “What’s happening? Why are there so many bugs?”

			John could hear the panic in the child’s voice.

			“Get her . . .” John tried to scream through the buzzing and humming. “Get her out of here!”

			“Is that John?” she screeched. “Is that John covered in bugs?”

			He clawed at his face to see Griffin trying to get his daughter out the door, but she was fighting him, squirming from his grasp and running into the office.

			“I gotta help!” she yelled.

			“Cassie, no!” Griffin took her arm and cried out, pulling his hand back.

			Through the swarm, John saw this, the way the man was holding his hand. It was if he had been burned. And then he recalled a story told to him by Elijah, and how the man’s wife, the little girl’s mother, had died.

			The child was a pyrokinetic.

			And John got an idea.

			“Cassie!” he screamed, pushing himself to his knees.

			He could see through a haze of flying insects that the child’s body was now radiating heat, that the bugs were burning up as they tried to swarm upon her.

			“Cassie!” he called to her again, trying to get her attention.

			“Can you help me?” he asked. “Can you burn away the bugs?”

			“I don’t want to hurt you!” she screamed.

			There was fire dancing at the tips of her twitching little fingers.

			“You won’t,” he told her. “I’ve cast a spell protecting me from being bitten . . . I think . . .”

			“Cassie, no!” her father screamed from the doorway, his hands flailing wildly to swipe at the bugs flying at him.

			“I say yes, Cassie!” John said to her. “I say help me . . . use your talent . . . burn them . . . burn the bugs away!”

			“I can’t!” she said, waves of heat now radiating from her body. He could see that her clothes had started to singe from the intensity of the heat thrown from her tiny body. “Daddy said . . .”

			More and more of the insects were flying in through the broken window, descending upon him, attacking Griffin in the doorway.

			“Tell her, Griffin!” John screamed over the voices of the angry insects. “Tell her that it’s all right!”

			Griffin remained silent, arms beating the air as the child stood there, her body throwing off greater and greater amounts of heat.

			“Griffin!” John screamed one last time, finally feeling his inner strength beginning to fail. It wouldn’t be long now until the insects were touching his skin.

			“Daddy?” Cassie cried, looking to her father.

			John dropped to the ground, feeling the weight of the bugs growing heavier as they continued to cover him. It was almost as if they knew their time was coming, that soon they would be able to partake of his flesh.

			“Do it!” John heard Griffin yell. “Go ahead, Cassie! Do it!”

			“Are you sure?” she cried.

			“Do it!” John screamed, his strength just about gone.

			There was a sudden rush of searing air, and his skin beneath the spell of protection grew painfully warm. He was able to see again, the insects covering his face and eyes burned away to ash.

			She was a sight to behold, the little girl standing there with tongues of flame leaping from the tips of her fingers. It was almost as if the fire were alive, somehow obeying her commands, as the tendrils of flame moved through the air, incinerating all that they touched, as well as burning away the insects that still clung to him.

			The heat had become more intense, his skin beginning to sear, which told him that his spell was fading, and just in the nick of time.

			The child was still standing there, arms outstretched as fire danced around her body, searching out any strangling insects that still flew about the office.

			“Cassie,” he called out to her, curling himself tight upon the floor as tongues of flame lapped above his head. “Cassie, we’re good. You saved me! You did amazing!”

			The child didn’t appear to hear, the fire swirling about her seeming to grow in intensity.

			“Cassie!” Griffin’s voice boomed. “Pull it back—now!” he commanded.

			That seemed to have some sort of effect, the child’s body suddenly twitching, her fugue state broken, the heat and fire dispersing into the air.

			“John?” she asked, turning her focus to him.

			“Yeah,” John said, getting to his feet. He brushed at his arms, the hair there singed and falling way. “I’m good . . . thanks.”

			An enormous smile spread across her adorable features as her father came to her, pulling her into his arms.

			“Are you all right?” he asked her, checking her over.

			“I’m good,” she said, still beaming. “I saved John, didn’t I?”

			“You most certainly did,” John said. “And I want to thank you for that. You did amazing.”

			“I’ve been practicing,” Cassie said. “Could you tell?”

			“I could,” John told her. He remembered then what he’d been doing, and what had likely triggered the attack and went to his desk.

			The specimen was nothing more than blackened ash.

			So close, he thought. Damn it all.

			“John?” Cassie called to him. “I did do good, right?”

			John looked away from his burned and shriveled clue, to smile at her.

			“You did great, Cassie,” he told her. “You did great.”
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			Doug Elden breathed in the cool, forest air deeply and at that moment understood the concept of what it was like to be nestled in the bosom of the Lord God.

			But the brief sense of euphoria was fleeting as Pete Timilty let one rip, causing a raucous response of cheers, hoots, and the sounds of pretend vomiting.

			So much for being one with God and nature.

			Doug had been the lead in these weekend camping trips for close to twenty-five years, in fact the other Scout Leader who was supposed to be with them on this trip—who had bailed when his wife went into labor—had been a member in one of Doug’s very first Boy Scout troops. Normally, the overnights required two adult supervisors, but the last-minute change had left only Doug to wrangle the eight ten- to twelve-year-old boys who had been looking forward to this camping trip for the last three months.

			It wasn’t anything that he couldn’t handle alone. These were good kids, except for Timilty and his disgusting digestive issues.

			They’d headed pretty deep into the Shawnee National Forest and found a fantastic spot to set up camp. They’d spent most of the day hiking, with a quick cool-off in a small pond, before heading back to camp to wind down for the evening with something to eat.

			The day had been pretty much perfect, since they had not run into any other campers on their adventures in the pristine forest. Doug couldn’t help but think of the Bible stories he’d been taught as a child, about Eden and when the world was young.

			He forbade the use of cell phones on his camping trips; all phones were placed in an old Crown Royal bag he’d found in his car. He had his own phone with him, but that was only for an absolute emergency.

			But everything was going just right; the kids were all behaving and getting into the whole communing-with-nature thing. It was good, and Doug was again reminded of why he did it and how he hoped the boys would take something from this beautiful place and pass it on to their own kids someday.

			Randy Davis was in charge of food tonight. It was going to be a hearty meal of Dinty Moore Stew, baked beans, and some individual Tootsie Rolls left over from last Halloween.

			A meal fit for a king, Doug thought, watching as his Scouts flitted about, some helping Randy pull the meal together, while others horsed around, and some just talked.

			He wondered what they were talking about, trying to remember what would have been of great importance to him at that age. Probably something about the latest video game, or maybe girls. He’d heard some comments here and there on their way up that made him think that the opposite sex might have been a possibility.

			As long as it didn’t get vulgar, he was okay with it, though they were prepubescent boys, so he had to cut them a little slack.

			He saw William McKay slap Devon Chin with a dirty T-shirt and cleared his throat loudly, just so they knew he was watching.

			William glanced over quickly, and Doug shook his head disapprovingly. That deflated the potential for something worse, and the two picked up a wiffle bat and ball and started a two-man game.

			“I think this is done!” Randy Davis announced, Big Steve Durnesky already sticking his spoon into the pot to try it out.

			“Save some for everybody else, Steve-O!” Doug said jokingly, coming to stand behind the husky kid and slapping him on the shoulders. “Everybody ready for some chow?” he announced, looking around.

			The Scouts were hungry, all moving toward the folding chairs and logs that they’d dragged from the woods for additional seating.

			“Okay, grab some plates and help yourselves! Not too heavy on the helpings, want to make sure that everybody has some before dishing out seconds. And remember, we’ve got marshmallows, too!”

			The marshmallows actually got a cheer that brought a smile to his face. It was the simple things that made something like this worthwhile.

			The kids eagerly helped themselves, laughing and joking as they dished out their food onto heavy-duty paper plates.

			“Let me remind you, no eating just yet!” Doug called out, seeing some of the boys with their plastic forks halfway to their mouths.

			They let out a sound the exact opposite of what the marshmallows received.

			“C’mon now,” he said. “You know we always say grace first. This ain’t nothing new. Gather round,” Doug ordered as he filled his own plate with stew and beans. “This won’t take long.”

			They all gathered in a circle, plates in hand, some rolling their eyes.

			But this was something that he’d always insisted upon; a little grace before meals never hurt anybody, and besides, he liked to think of it as a reminder to the Lord God above that they were all down here, and that at least some of them were thinking of Him.

			Doug looked to see if the boys were ready, then began.

			“Oh Lord, we would like to thank You for this most glorious of days and allowing us to spend time in one of Your beautiful gardens. Thank You for keeping us all safe today and providing us with this food to eat.”

			The sudden rumble of thunder seemed to come from directly above them. Doug glanced skyward, marveling at the strange color the sky had become as clouds raced past.

			The sky growled once again as the winds picked up.

			“Bless us with Your protection on this camping trip and . . .”

			“Please don’t let Timilty fart anymore!” Michael Broom piped in, causing all the boys to break up.

			“That’s enough of that, Mike,” Doug said. “Let me wrap this up.”

			He couldn’t get over how dark it had suddenly become, and he had a suspicion that they’d be finishing their supper inside their tents.

			“Bless us, oh Lord, with Your protection and hear our . . .”

			The thunder was as if a bomb had been detonated above their heads, the force and volume driving them to their knees.

			Doug looked around, seeing the fear in his kids’ eyes, and decided that it would be best to retreat for cover, at least until what was forming above them blew over.

			“All right, guys,” Doug announced, climbing to his feet. “Amen,” he said, and all the boys responded in unison.

			“Amen.”

			Bolts of crackling lightning rained down upon the camp, striking the tops of the trees, as well as Doug’s SUV, both exploding into flames. The boys screamed in terror, running from the roar, flash, and fire.

			Doug tried to save them, to direct them to safety, but the lightning continued to arc down from the sky, striking at anything that moved, until nothing moved at all.

			And the ground burned, as the heavens growled with its accomplishments.

			Six of the nine bodies had been burned beyond recognition, their flesh and internal workings reduced nearly to ash.

			Three appeared to be untouched.

			But looks could be deceiving.

			The three that appeared unhurt by the lightning strikes—Scout Leader Doug Elden, twelve-year-old Randy Davis, and the youngest of the group, at nine years old, Timothy Horner—stood upon the scorched ground, amidst the remains of those who had once been friends.

			In unison, the three lifted their arms, at first studying their hands before moving on to other aspects of their bodies.

			It was as if they were suddenly unfamiliar with their human forms, as if who they had been was suddenly gone, burned away by the touch of lightning.

			And replaced with something else.

			The man who had once been Doug Elden looked around his surroundings with new eyes, taking in the details of the world.

			He then spoke to the others, Randy, who wasn’t Randy anymore, as well as Timothy.

			Who they had been was gone, and now something else wore their bodies.

			The language the one that had been Doug spoke was ancient, a tongue only spoken by the first of God’s creations.

			He spoke to his brethren. There was still much that needed to be accomplished.

			Before it was too late.

			And then the three began to walk, leaving the smoldering and blackened area behind, moving through the woods, making their way toward the road and civilization.

			Following the scent of something that should not be there.

			Something forged in the darkest corners of the pit.

			Something infernal.

			•   •   •

			Fritz wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep, but he came awake with a start.

			He was in the lobby of the funeral home, slumped upon a couch, his every muscle and internal organ raw and burning.

			He needed to feed, he needed to lay his hands upon something throbbing with life so that he might extract the energies into his own ravenous body.

			He was pushing himself up off the couch when he heard it.

			A voice bellowing for his attention.

			Human, it called to him from somewhere within the old funeral home. It was the Cardinal, and there was part of him that wanted to correct the demon, to tell it that he’d stopped being human a very long time ago.

			But why tempt fate? The Cardinal barely tolerated his presence now, why continue to arouse its anger?

			The call grew more insistent, more annoyed in its tone, and Fritz knew that he would need to see to the demon before he could even contemplate feeding. He moved as quickly as he could, his body painfully aching with his every movement. When he was this hungry—this ravenous—his supernaturally altered body began to feed on itself, the energies of his own body extracted from every cell.

			“Human, I’m calling for you!”

			He determined that the Cardinal was downstairs, likely in one of the funeral home’s preparation rooms.

			Fritz grimaced with the thought of descending stairs, the muscles in his legs already screaming in protest.

			Almost as persistently as the demon Cardinal.

			The demon bellowed again, and Fritz returned the call.

			“Coming, my lord,” he managed, trying to keep his annoyance from his tone, but it was so difficult. He was so hungry, especially since he’d been forced to use magick to stop John Fogg from meddling in the plans of Hell.

			He decided not to mention John Fogg to the Cardinal, making the choice to keep the subject of his failure to himself. The spell that he’d cast had been a nasty one, and he hoped that this time he had succeeded, and John Fogg was finally removed from the game board.

			At the bottom of the stairs, Fritz needed to stop, to catch his breath before proceeding. He needed to feed; anything that lived at this point would be sufficient, insects, a rat, a plump cat would be lovely. He found his mouth beginning to water as he imagined the life force of some struggling creature flowing up through his hands, filling his body with stolen life.

			Fritz heard the sounds not far from where he’d stopped and moved toward the doorway.

			“I am here, lord,” he said as he filled the doorway, looking into the sterile white tile of the embalming room.

			The Cardinal had been working and Fritz gasped at the sight of it.

			Using a scalpel and other sharp instruments, the Cardinal had cut away the skin from its human body. There wasn’t a surface that didn’t appear untouched by blood, the floor covered, the walls spattered. Even the ceiling was decorated with patterns of crimson.

			“What . . .” Fritz began, leaning weakened against the doorframe. “What are you doing?”

			The Cardinal was working on its chest, pulling a thick strip of bloody, rubbery flesh down its front, taking away the sagging breasts that had once adorned the female body that it wore.

			“For what must follow,” the Cardinal said, holding a pair of heavy-duty scissors, most likely used to cut thick tendons, muscle, or even bone, and cutting away strips of bloody skin, allowing them to slap to the embalming-room floor. “For what must be done . . . a certain appearance is required.”

			Fritz looked upon the bloody mess. The demon had already cut away the old woman’s face, her hair. He was reminded of the fleshless museum exhibits, used to show the workings of the human musculature beneath the skin.

			“A guise of humanity, sloughed off to expose the infernal beneath.”

			The Cardinal worked furiously on the flesh just below the breast, careful not to take too much away so that the internal workings did not spill out onto the floor.

			“I . . . see,” Fritz managed, still unsure exactly what it all meant, but then again, maybe his hunger was making him stupid.

			“Did you require my assistance?” Fritz asked. “Do you need me to . . .”

			“My back,” the demon said, spinning around and handing him a pair of bloody scissors. “I can’t reach the back.”

			“You want me to . . .”

			“If I could perform the function myself, I would,” the demon growled, bending its blood-covered head forward and pushing its back area toward Fritz. “Cut it away.”

			At first he was tentative, afraid that he might somehow hurt his new master. But then he came to realize, as he dug the scissor blade under the skin, cutting a line deep enough to get his fingers beneath, that this was a demon of the infernal realm and it did not feel the paltry human sensations of pain and pleasure.

			It was motivated by sensations that a mere human couldn’t even hope to understand.

			Fritz dug beneath the deep incision that he’d made in the back of the body of the old woman that the demon wore.

			There was a tingle at his fingertips as he touched the flesh, and they were covered with blood.

			There was life in the skin, in the blood, and he could feel it filling him, reinvigorating him to a point as he began to pull, to peel the skin down and away from the muscles and bone beneath.

			Fritz stopped midway, the loose flesh slippery in his hands. He was experiencing a certain amount of guilt, feeding upon the demon’s human form.

			And the Cardinal turned its bloody visage toward him, as if somehow having the ability to see into his thoughts.

			“This is where a connection is made,” the demon told him. “Where our bond is forged.”

			Fritz listened in rapt attention.

			“I give to you,” the Cardinal told him. “And in return . . .”

			The life flowing through his body then was unlike anything that he’d ever experienced . . . ever tasted.

			Human, but then again—not.

			The Cardinal braced its bare feet upon the blood-covered tile and demanded that the last of the vile, human guise be torn away.

			Fritz obliged, tugging upon the skin, taking what he could from the flesh and the crimson that wept freely from the exposed muscle.

			They were bonding, there was no other way to describe the experience. This is what he had dared to dream of, what he had craved oh so desperately.

			To be that much closer to his infernal masters, to prove to them that he was their humble servant.

			Fritz grabbed the scissors again, ready to cut away the ragged, excess flesh he’d reached just above the buttocks. He cut and pulled the skin from the old body, holding it, feeling the life energies exploding from the cells as it ceased to live.

			It took a moment to realize that he was being watched, that the Cardinal now stood bloody and bare before him.

			“And are we ready?” the demon lord asked.

			He was not quite sure what the demon was asking but answered nonetheless.

			“We are ready.”

			“Good,” the Cardinal said, its voice a soothing growl. “Then bring me my robe.”

			Fritz did not understand.

			“Robe, my lord?”

			The demon nodded slowly.

			“Bring me that which will cover this form, bringing me that much closer to what I have left behind . . . bringing that which I have left behind that much closer.”

			The Cardinal paused.

			“Bring me the map,” it said.

			And Fritz suddenly understood, a wave of euphoria coursing through him, making him feel as though he were drunk. He dropped the dead flesh he was holding to the tile floor of the embalming room and turned toward the entryway, heading toward the secret room where the body of David Carroll still lay.

			Fritz understood now, it was all perfectly clear.

			The map hung from its hooks, the lines of black flowing across the surface of the flesh stretched taut. He stepped closer to the skin, hands reaching, but hesitating. At that moment, he was unsure if he should be the one to touch it.

			If he was truly worthy.

			“Take it down,” commanded a voice. Fritz looked to the entryway to see the bloody form of the Cardinal standing there in its new, raw form.

			Fritz’s eyes must have questioned the act as he looked at his lord.

			“Go ahead,” the Cardinal urged. “Take it down and clothe me in its purpose.”

			Fritz reached up to the first corner, taking hold of the skin and bringing it up, and over the hook. The flesh felt warm to the touch, alive. He found himself wanting to taste this unusual life, but something told him that it would have been a very unwise decision.

			The other corner came away from its hook, then he worked closer to the ground, eventually freeing the map completely. Fritz stood there, holding out the flesh as the Cardinal came farther into the room, stepping over the cooling body of the mortician.

			The demon slowly turned, presenting his back to him yet again.

			“Adorn me,” the Cardinal said, and Fritz brought the flesh closer, preparing to drape the fabric of skin across the flayed shoulders of the demon’s body.

			The map reacted on its own, moving as if caught by a powerful breeze, flowing toward the body of the demon Cardinal and draping across its bare back, across its shoulder, clinging to the demon’s body like two lovers denied each other’s company for so very long.

			It sounded like a cat’s purr, and Fritz was unsure which was making the sound, the demon Cardinal . . .

			Or was it the map?

			The Cardinal pulled the wrap of flesh tighter, inviting it to clothe its raw, bloody body in its embrace. Fritz watched in awe as the two became as one.

			The demon Cardinal turned slowly, almost as if to show him its every new detail.

			“We are ready,” the Cardinal said, holding out its arms in presentation.

			It looked as though the demon were wearing the most unusual of hooded robes, resembling a monk of some kind from a monastery deep from within the bowels of Hell itself.

			It was a sight to behold.

			“Now we can go,” the Cardinal said, and lines of black flowed across the surface of the skin that adorned it.

			Telling them where they would go.

			•   •   •

			Brenna Isabel hated herself at the moment, standing in front of her ex-husband’s hotel-room door.

			She’d been standing there for at least five minutes, trying to answer the question of what the hell she was doing.

			The press conference had gone off without a hitch, Ralph DiBernardo had been proclaimed the perpetrator of the horrific act at the Waukegan grade school, and was shot dead at the scene by a member of her special task force.

			There had been further questions, but she had been able to answer them slyly enough through the use of special notes provided to her by the Custodian and good old-fashioned storytelling.

			And now she felt absolutely filthy, right down to her soul.

			Brenna had needed somebody to talk to, somebody who probably knew the depths of the despair she was currently feeling. She had no idea why she thought of Craig, but, surprisingly, he’d been on her mind quite a bit these days since they’d reconnected.

			It infuriated her, just adding to how low she was already feeling.

			She was going to go, to turn away from room 419 of the Residence Inn, head down the hallway to the elevator, and right to her car.

			She was going to do that.

			And felt her legs begin to take her.

			Just as the door opened, and Craig was there.

			“Hey,” he said with the briefest flicker of a smile. “Thought I heard you out here.”

			He paused awkwardly.

			“Do you want to . . .” He didn’t finish, gesturing for her to come in.

			Brenna wasn’t going to. She really wasn’t. She could do this . . . she really could. She could excuse herself, telling Craig that it was all a big mistake, her coming here, and head to the elevator.

			She could do it, but she didn’t. Brenna stepped inside.

			It was a typical residence hotel, set up for business people and workers who planned to be in a particular area for a longer amount of time. It was like a small apartment, providing the renter with everything they would need to live in the area in relative comfort: small eat-in kitchen with a circular table, living room, and a bedroom right off the bathroom. She’d had apartments with less over the years.

			“Can I get you anything?” Craig asked, walking into the kitchen area. “Some water or . . .”

			“Got any whiskey?” she found herself asking, regretting the words as they left her mouth.

			“Oh,” he answered. “Yeah I do. Bought a bottle of Jameson’s the other night just in case you decided to . . .”

			He paused, embarrassed by his forward thinking.

			“That’ll do,” she said, walking into the small living-room area and removing her coat.

			What the hell am I doing?

			“I was worried by your call,” he said, opening up a few of the cabinet doors before he found what he was looking for. He took a glass tumbler down. “You didn’t sound right.”

			“I wasn’t right,” she said, sitting down on the sofa with a sigh.

			“Can you talk about it?”

			She didn’t answer right away, attempting to decide if she should say anything at all.

			“It’s just the job,” she said, as he carried her glass of whiskey into the living room, handing it to her. “Thanks.”

			“Sure,” Craig said, moving across to sit in the chair.

			“Does it have anything to do with that school shooting that I saw on TV?” he asked.

			“It does,” she admitted. “And the less said about it the better.” She took a large pull of the golden liquid, relishing the burn as it slid down her throat. She was thinking of the Coalition and what it was doing and felt her belly go sour.

			She had some more whiskey to see if that would fix it.

			Craig remained silent, which was exactly what he should have done. It made her resent him all the more. She was hoping for a reason to be angry then, for her to storm from the hotel room and curse herself for ever coming here.

			He wasn’t being very obliging.

			“I have absolutely no idea why I came here now,” she announced, the slightest hint of a buzz loosening her tongue.

			“That’s all right,” Craig said. “Reason or not, I’m glad you did.”

			She found herself smiling and hated herself for it.

			“How did you know that I wasn’t coming here to tear you a new asshole?” she asked as she brought her glass to her mouth and tossed back what was left.

			“Didn’t,” Craig said, leaning back in the chair.

			“That would have been all right with you?”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “You already know how I feel about what I did to you.”

			Brenna was almost sure it was the whiskey, but she was starting to feel things. Sure, there was a battle going on inside of her as she remembered the hurt of being abandoned, on top of losing their son, but there was something going on with him now, and she actually was starting to believe that he understood how badly he had fucked up.

			And was sorry.

			“Any Jameson’s left?” she asked him.

			“Sure,” he said, standing up from the chair. He took her empty glass and returned to the kitchen.

			Brenna felt her resolve begin to crumble, all that pent-up anger and hate that she’d been feeling for so long receding into the background. She really didn’t care for it, it made her feel totally vulnerable.

			A way that she hadn’t felt since . . .

			“Do you think about him?” she suddenly asked, shocked that she’d asked such a thing.

			Asked about their son.

			Craig was pouring her drink and had to stop. He looked across the short expanse of room at where she sat.

			“There isn’t a minute that goes by that I don’t think about him,” he said, his voice incredibly soft yet weighty with grief.

			There was a long pause, a nearly deafening silence within the room that kept growing and growing until—

			Her ex finished pouring her drink and returned to the living-room area. He handed the glass to her, then turned to go back to the chair.

			“No,” she said to him.

			Craig turned.

			“Not there,” she said with a shake of her head. She then moved over, kicking off her shoes and tucking her legs beneath her.

			He hesitated for a moment before obliging and sitting down beside her.

			They were silent then, both of them very aware of what was happening, the situation that was developing. Brenna watched him from the corner of her eye, unaware of what he was going to do. She felt her pulse begin to race, her breathing grow heavier.

			Craig took something from his pocket and placed it upon the table.

			The photograph was wrinkled and creased, but she saw who it was. Brenna leaned forward and placed the tips of her fingers on the photo.

			“He was so beautiful,” she said, trying to hide the tremor of emotion but not doing a very good job.

			Craig’s fingers were on the other end of the picture.

			“My perfect boy,” he said.

			She looked at him then and saw that he was staring intently at the photo, his eyes glistening wet with the formation of tears.

			“I dream of him,” she told him, not wanting to share any more than that in fear that he might think she was insane.

			Craig tore his gaze from the photograph, a heavy tear breaking free from beneath the lid of his right eye and running down his face. “I don’t dream anymore,” he told her, and laughed sadly as he looked away. The tears were flowing now. “I just sort of run out of gas—pass out—and when I wake up, it starts all over again . . .

			“Without him . . . without you.”

			He looked at her then, and it was there again.

			Something that she had thought had died along with her—their—son. The love of this man . . . her husband. It had turned cold, and flinty, more hate then anything else. There was nothing worse than a love turned to hate; it was the sharpest, the nastiest. It was like poison to the spirit.

			And she’d had that for so, so long. Carrying it around with her, allowing the toxin to seep into her soul, but not enough to kill her, just enough to change her.

			To make her razor-sharp, and cold.

			She took her fingers from the side of the photo and, sliding across the seat to get closer to him, placed them upon his face.

			“He looks so much like you,” she said, thinking of her son from her dreams as she looked at his face, gazing into his brown eyes awash with tears.

			He looked as though he was about to pull away, but she took the hand that had been on his face and placed it upon the back of his neck, drawing him closer to her.

			“Are . . . are you sure that . . . ?” Craig muttered.

			She answered his question with a kiss, soft at first, but growing harder, more needful. At first he seemed to hesitate, but it was only a short time before his passion was as strong—as hungry.

			Icy hate and sorrow melting away.

			To reveal the still-smoldering embers at the core.

			And fanning them to life.
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			Elijah hadn’t slept since taking the girl.

			Waiting for the call.

			His cell phone went off, and he jumped in his seat even though he had been expecting this.

			His eyes scanned the face of his cell phone, seeing the number and knowing exactly who would be on the other end and what he would be calling about.

			Elijah picked up the phone, answering it.

			“Yes,” he said, not wanting to show any sign of emotion.

			“Elijah, it’s Francesco,” said the Coalition liaison to the Vatican. “Something terrible has happened.”

			“Par for the course these days, isn’t it, Francesco?” Elijah asked. “What seems to be the problem.”

			“Somebody has taken the girl,” the liaison said, certain that Elijah would know whom Francesco was talking about. “The convent was attacked and all the sisters slain. It was a total massacre.”

			Elijah paused, reviewing every word before they left his mouth.

			“Are we certain that she wasn’t killed as well?”

			“No sign of her body amongst the dead,” Francesco said.

			“And there were no survivors?” He held his breath with the last question, almost certain that there weren’t but wanting to be certain.

			“None,” the Vatican representative said. “Whoever was responsible was quite efficient.”

			“Do we have any idea at all who might be responsible?”

			“None whatsoever,” Francesco answered. “Her identity and abilities have been kept a secret since you recovered her eighteen years ago.”

			“We need to get her back.”

			“Exactly.”

			“This will become the Coalition’s top priority,” Elijah told him. “We shall leave no stone unturned in our search.”

			“Thank God,” Francesco said. “I told the Holy Father this morning that you were our best chance of bringing the girl home.”

			The girl, Elijah thought. They don’t even call her by name. To them she is just a tool, a way to keep ahead of the forces of darkness descending upon a turbulent world.

			Emma Rose deserved better.

			“Thank you for your faith,” Elijah said. “And please inform His Eminence that we will be doing everything within our power to bring the child home.”

			“Thank you, Elijah,” Francesco said. “May God bless you and your group.”

			“I’ll be in touch,” Elijah told him, hanging up on the call.

			He sat there silently, phone in hand, thinking about what he had done, reminding himself that it was all for the good of the world.

			For the eternal souls and lives of humanity.

			•   •   •

			Elijah wanted to see Emma Rose, but there was another visit he needed to attend to first.

			He left his office with a purpose, walking past Coalition personnel without uttering a sound. It wasn’t uncommon for him to go about his business silently, it painted a certain mystique about him that served his reputation well.

			It kept people cautious, on their toes. He liked that.

			The elevator was only accessible to a chosen few, most of them being some of the first people chosen as agents of the Coalition.

			Those who could be trusted with their most amazing secrets.

			Elijah slipped the key into the lock alongside the elevator and watched as the doors slid wide. He stepped inside, waited for the doors to close, and took deep breaths as he began his descent.

			He always needed to put himself in a special frame of mind when preparing to speak with the Messenger.

			The elevator descended for what seemed like hours, finally reaching the final stop—the only stop—that the elevator made from the above level.

			Perkins met him at the doors.

			“Good morning, Perkins,” Elijah said, stepping from the elevator cab.

			“Good morning, sir,” Perkins said.

			He noticed the dark circles beneath the man’s eyes and figured that he was likely at the end of his shift.

			Those who were assigned this task, those who watched the Messenger, were on twelve-hour shifts; anything longer seemed to have—effects.

			“And how is he today?” Elijah asked, looking toward the metal door set deeply into a wall of solid stone.

			“He’s been quiet,” Perkins said.

			Those who were assigned this task were supposed to keep a log of their every interaction with their guest, as electronic monitoring devices failed to function around him.

			Perkins went to the log, flipping through the pages. “He’s been sleeping . . .”

			“He doesn’t sleep,” Elijah corrected.

			“Of course,” Perkins said. “He’s been in a fugue state for all of my shift, and in looking back, the past three shifts as well.”

			Perkins went back through the book a bit farther.

			“The last time he spoke was when he asked to see you,” the man said, eyeing his superior.

			Elijah was not exempt from filing reports in regard to the Messenger. He was supposed to have written a detailed report of what they had discussed but had failed to do so.

			Perkins knew this, and Elijah wondered how far the man would go. Would he question his authority?

			“Would you like me to go in with you, sir?” he asked, picking up the pen and notebook.

			“That’s quite all right,” Elijah said to him. “I’ll be fine.”

			Perkins watched him for a moment, nodded, and set the notebook and pen down.

			“Very good, sir,” he said.

			“Why don’t you go above for a bit,” Elijah suggested. “Grab some coffee . . . breakfast.”

			“But my break isn’t for . . .”

			“I insist,” Elijah told him. “Go on. I’ll be fine.” The old man smiled that grandfatherly smile, projecting a warmth, despite his disfigurement, that wasn’t often seen from him.

			Perkins smiled, taking his key from his pocket and going to the elevator.

			“I won’t be long,” he said. “Coffee and maybe a sweet roll,” he said.

			“Make that two sweet rolls,” Elijah said, and chuckled.

			“Maybe I will,” Perkins said. “I’m starving this morning.”

			The doors to the elevator opened, and Perkins stepped inside. Elijah gave him a wave as the doors closed.

			It wasn’t necessary that the man be gone, but he knew that he’d feel better—safer—knowing that there wasn’t anyone else around who might hear, and misconstrue what was being discussed.

			Elijah found another key upon his ring and brought it to the metal door. He slid the key into the lock, making as much noise as he could, to allow the Messenger to know that he was about to be visited.

			Opening the door, he was greeted with a familiar sight.

			The Messenger sat cross-legged in the center of a mystical circle derived from the writings of King Solomon. He looked as he had the day he was brought to the facility, the secret room below the Coalition headquarters adapted to hold him.

			The Messenger was pale, his thin white skin almost translucent, stretched taut over a skeletal musculature. The burns that had covered his body appeared to be healing but were still quite noticeable, red and seeping, evidence of what he had gone through in order to get to this plane of existence.

			To Earth.

			The remains of his wings still protruded from his back, thick nubs that moved languidly as the Messenger sat, almost as if he might have been thinking of flying.

			Remembering how it had been before . . .

			The Messenger did not talk directly of what happened, only that what had harmed him in this way would soon be turning its attention to Earth.

			Elijah closed the door softly behind him, watching for signs that the creature knew that he was no longer alone. Elijah was about to clear his throat when . . .

			“Elijah,” the Messenger said, his voice barely above a whisper.

			“Yes, it’s me,” Elijah said, stepping closer to the mystical circle that allowed the angelic creature his corporeal form. It was Solomon who taught them that the angelic, as well as the demonic, could not exist on the human world in their natural forms, that they needed to first inhabit the bodies of a native of the earthly plane.

			It was incredibly rare for one such as him to exist and to be seen in this form. Without the protection of the circle, his form would discorporate completely, and he would exist no more. They had barely gotten him back to Coalition headquarters and into the circle.

			“I was going to ask if you’ve proceeded with the business at hand,” the Messenger said, slowly turning his body around to face where Elijah stood. “But I can smell her on you.”

			The Messenger tilted his head, his nostrils twitching.

			“And violence,” the angelic being said. “You have the stink of bloodshed around you as well.”

			Elijah cleared his throat. “I did what was necessary to acquire the girl,” he said.

			The Messenger nodded in agreement. “As you should have,” he said. “Our time is likely short . . . the situation graver with the passing of every minute.”

			“But hopefully now . . .”

			“Hopefully now, with her assistance, we will be able to find it,” the Messenger said.

			“The Vessel,” Elijah said. “We need to find it . . .”

			“Before the infernal do,” the Messenger proclaimed with urgency. “But first a key, before the Dark Exodus is begun.”

			•   •   •

			The wail of the fire alarms made her wince as she stood in the doorway.

			Theo felt no better then she had before lying down, and the piercing alarms were just adding to her discomfort. Her body was sore, bruised and lacerated, as she left the bedroom, even more injuries having manifested as a result of her struggles against the demonic hordes that called her body home.

			She had been right, though, her demons had been protecting the newbies for a specific reason.

			Theo’s body ached, remembering the climb up the side of the mountain where they were all waiting for her.

			How dare she, they all proclaimed, all attacking her as one, attempting to force her back over the side, to plummet to the desert floor below.

			But she wasn’t going anywhere, using their bodies as a kind of ladder, crawling up over their dangling forms as they reached for her, to get to the top. The attacks were frantic, desperate, there was something about these new editions . . . these newbies . . . that her demons wanted to keep for themselves.

			She was determined to find out what that something was no matter what.

			And she had, despite the attempts of the ravening demonic horde.

			“John?” she called out over the fire alarm’s wail. She smelled the acrid stink of something that had burned, and it reminded her of popcorn. Her husband’s study door was partially closed, and she approached it with trepidation and concern as she placed her hand upon it and gave it a push.

			“John, what’s the burning smell?” she yelled over the annoying sound as she pushed the door wide, and she saw the shape of the room.

			“Dear God,” she said, eyes first going to the shattered window, then to scorched floor, walls, and ceiling.

			John was using a broom to sweep the burned remains of what looked to be hundreds of bugs into an enormous pile. Griffin was standing on an office chair while Cassie looked on.

			The alarm suddenly ceased.

			“Got ya, ya bastard,” Griffin growled. He looked over and saw her there, as did his daughter.

			“Theo!” Cassie exclaimed, running to the woman to throw her arms around her waist. Theo winced in pain, the physical contact making her damaged body throb.

			John looked up from his sweeping, smiling sheepishly. “Hey,” he said.

			“What the hell?” was all that she managed to get out.

			“Took the words right out of my mouth!” Stephen said from the hallway behind her. Their personal secretary came into the room with a dustpan and plastic trash bag.

			“It seems that somebody didn’t like me poking around in the guts of one of their demonic minions,” John said, sweeping a pile of dead insects toward the dustpan laid upon the floor.

			“Fritz?” she asked.

			He nodded. “Very likely.”

			“Did you get anything?”

			John made a face, and that was when she heard the sniffling, and noticed that Cassie—who was still holding on to her waist—was softly crying.

			“What is it, sweetheart?” Theo asked.

			“I burned it up,” she said, crying all the harder.

			“What did you burn up, hon?”

			Griffin jumped down from the chair.

			“It’s all right, Cass,” he said to her consolingly. “It couldn’t be helped, right, John?”

			John jumped in. “Right, Cassie. You did what you had to do . . . what I wanted you to do. There was no way you could’ve avoided it.”

			“Something got burned up?” Theo asked.

			“The demon I was dissecting,” John explained. “I’d established a link when . . .” He looked around the room. “This is what followed. Don’t think Fritz appreciated my poking around.”

			“So Cassie helped you then,” Theo said.

			“She did,” John answered. “It’s just that the demon that I’d established the link with got burned up when Cassie turned up the heat on the attacking bugs.”

			“Hey, you did good,” Theo told her, bending down to her level. She groaned as she did, the injuries on her body protesting.

			John noticed, which she hoped he wouldn’t.

			“Theo, are you all right?” he asked her.

			She gave the child a peck on the head and made eye contact with her husband.

			“A little sore,” she said.

			“I would have thought you’d have healed by now,” he observed.

			“Those injuries, yes,” she told him. “These injuries are new.”

			“And you got them taking a nap?”

			She shook her head no very slowly.

			“I had to go in,” she told him. “I had to question the demons that . . .”

			“The newbies,” John said, and there was anger in his tone.

			“The newbies,” she repeated with a nod. “I know why my demons were protecting them.”

			Theo remembered. The savagery of her attack, and the demons’ response in kind. The light thrown from her body was like a physical thing—a blade so sharp that it sliced their flesh, disemboweling and decapitating as she fought her way across the top of the cliff to the mouth of a cave, where Billy Sharp had been standing.

			She was getting awfully tired of Billy Sharp.

			Even though it was happening entirely on the psychic plane, she was still exhausted, still injured—battered, bruised, clawed, and bitten—but nothing was going to stop her, nothing was going to keep her from that cave, where she knew that the answers to deadly questions awaited her.

			“You never cease to amaze, my dear,” Billy had said. “We keep expecting you to fail, for your human stamina to diminish, but you just keep on coming, tearing us down, ripping us apart.”

			He’d paused and smiled again.

			It was the first time that she’d noticed that Billy still had all his baby teeth.

			“Not that it matters,” he’d said. “Sure it hurts like hell, but we’re back to business as soon as we heal. Nothing stays dead on the psychic plane.”

			Theo remembered that this exchange had angered her, and she’d wanted to kill them all, each and every one of the thousand—over and over again.

			“The newbies,” she’d growled, stalking closer to Billy and the cave mouth. The child’s hands had morphed to terrible hooked claws. They could do some serious damage, she was certain of that, and would make it a point to avoid them.

			“I want them . . . I want to know what makes them so special that you’d be willing to go through . . .” She turned to look at the torn and broken bodies of the demons that littered the ground, before looking back. “. . . this.”

			Billy shrugged. “Nothing special,” he said. “It’s just nice to hear what’s going on back home.”

			“Give them to me,” she’d demanded, stalking closer.

			The demon child watched her, its hands growing long and sharp.

			“Is that how it’s going to be, Billy?” she asked. She was exhausted but still able to fight to get what she wanted.

			“You can’t keep this up forever, you know,” Billy said to her.

			“You keep telling yourself that,” she said to him.

			“One of these days, you’ll be too weak to stop us . . . to hold us back.”

			“Maybe,” she said with a shrug. “And maybe not.”

			Billy flexed his knifelike fingers.

			“So what’s it gonna be, Billy Sharp?”

			Theo thought he would fight, but the child backed down, stepping aside from the cave mouth.

			“I’m patient,” the child said. “I can wait.”

			Theo entered the cave, the sigils on her naked body dispelling the darkness. She found them all cowering together.

			In this place, inside her psyche, they had form, dark-skinned things, reptilian in appearance.

			They hissed at her as she and her light came closer.

			“We can either do this the easy way,” she said, making her body burn all the brighter. “Or the hard way. It’s up to you.”

			Surprisingly enough, they went the easy route. These newbies could show the other creeps a thing or two about cooperation.

			“Something bad is happening in Hell,” she then told her husband, remembering what the newbies had said. “Something so bad that they were perfectly fine to be brought over to the earthly plane and contained in a vessel by Fritz.”

			“Excuse me?” John said.

			Theo nodded. “Oh yeah,” she said. “He’s responsible for the incident at the school as well . . . and the newbies were okay with all this because it got them away from what’s going on in the infernal realms.”

			John got really serious.

			“What’s happening there?” he asked.

			Theo shook her head. “I’m not really sure I understood it,” she said. “But it had something to do with Hell ceasing to exist.”

			The screams of John’s name came from the first floor.

			“What now?” John said, dropping his broom and rushing toward the door, along with everybody else.

			Nicole was in the entryway, looking as though she’d seen a ghost.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked, already remembering the first of some magickal defenses that could be needed if . . .

			“I just talked to your grandmother!” she screamed at him.

			“Nana?” Theo said, saddling up alongside her husband on the stairs.

			“Yeah, your Nana,” Nicole said, nodding her head up and down. “Your Nana the ghost.”

			“Yeah, she’s that,” John said.

			“Your grandmother is a ghost?” Griffin asked.

			“Cool!” Cassie said. “Can I see her?”

			John continued down the stairs, Theo following along with the others.

			“Where did you see her?” John asked. “The fact that she appeared to you . . .”

			“I don’t see people ghosts!” Nicole exclaimed, obviously upset. “But yeah, I saw her!”

			“What did she want?” John asked. “Did she tell you anything?”

			“Yeah, she did,” Nicole said. “She brought some woman with her . . . some other ghost . . . someone who died pretty horribly yesterday.”

			Nicole paused, taking a breath. Theo could see that the young woman was scared.

			Welcome to their world.

			“She was drained of life . . . like somebody drinkin’ a juicebox,” she said.

			“Like Fritz with your cat,” John said, as Nicole nodded. “Maybe there’s some kind of connection.”

			“I think we should go there,” Theo said.

			“Funny,” Nicole said with an uneasy laugh. “That’s exactly what Nana said we should do.”

			•   •   •

			Donna Nixon breathed a sigh of relief as she pulled onto Troughton Street. Only seconds away from home now. She had wanted to get to the grocery store before her two kids got dropped off by the bus from school and was afraid that she might be late.

			She threw her blinker on as she was about to enter her driveway, noticing a man and his car by the side of the road, its hood up, the man leaning in, fiddling with something.

			Driving up the driveway, she watched the man in the rearview mirror and felt bad for the guy.

			Donna popped the trunk and climbed out of her car to get the groceries. As she moved around back of the car, she strayed, wandering farther down the drive toward the man and his broken-down vehicle.

			He noticed her and waved.

			“Everything all right?” she called to him.

			He laughed, tugging on something under the hood. “Oh yeah, everything is great,” he said, coming out from beneath the metal cover. “Got called from work because my kid is sick, my car breaks down, and to make it even better, my phone dies.” He held up his cell phone and shook his head.

			She shook her head in solidarity with him and was about to return to her car and the groceries when she made the decision . . .

			“Do you want to come use my landline inside?” she asked, gesturing toward her house.

			“Would you mind terribly?” he asked. “I would really appreciate it!”

			She waved him up the drive. “Help me with the groceries, and you can use the phone all you like,” she said jokingly.

			The man leaned into her trunk, getting the remainder of the bags. “Is this it?” he asked.

			“It is!” she said cheerily, moving toward a side door. “My name’s Donna, by the way.”

			“Hello, Donna,” the man said from behind her. “You can call me Fritz.”

			•   •   •

			The woman named Donna let them inside, telling him where the phone was just as she noticed the shape of the Cardinal sitting at her kitchen table.

			She screamed out loud, dropping the bag of groceries to the floor with a clatter. Fritz suspected that she was going to make a run for it, so he came up behind her and jabbed the short-bladed knife into her spine.

			“Urkk!” Donna said, dropping to her knees on the kitchen floor.

			“Thank you, Fritz,” the Cardinal said, getting up from its chair.

			Fritz watched as the demon approached, mesmerized by the living cloak and hood of flesh that adorned the Cardinal’s body. It moved upon the demon’s skinless body, like something stroked by gentle ocean currents. It really was something to behold.

			As the Cardinal came around to the woman, who was still upright on her knees, it began to open the various drawers, searching for something.

			“You’re probably wondering if this is all a very bad dream,” the Cardinal said, peering into the drawers, not finding what it was looking for, before moving on to the next. “First, let me assure you—it is not. This is very, very real.”

			It opened another drawer and looked inside.

			“Ah,” the Cardinal said, a skinless hand diving into the drawer and emerging with a carving knife. The demon approached the woman, who started to slump to one side. Fritz came up from behind, allowing her to lean against him. He hoped that she wouldn’t get blood on his slacks.

			“The next thing you’re probably wondering is, why?” the Cardinal said, striding closer to the injured woman. “And believe it or not, there is actually a very good reason.”

			The Cardinal stood before the woman, holding the blade.

			“When you were a young woman, you admired a friend of yours greatly,” the Cardinal told her. “Admired her to the point of obsessive jealousy.”

			Fritz looked down at the woman and saw that she actually understood what the Cardinal was talking about.

			“And when she acquired the boyfriend whom you believed should have belonged to you, something snapped inside of you.”

			The Cardinal looked at her, dark eyes glistening wetly.

			“That was when your fate was sealed,” the demon said with a growl. “That was when you decided to take the life of your friend. You made it look like an accident. The two of you swimming late at night. How long did you hold her under?” the Cardinal asked. “How long did it take for her to die?”

			“Please,” Donna pleaded. “That was . . . that was a very long time ago.”

			“It was,” the Cardinal said. “But with your act, you . . . and the thing that began to grow inside you . . . became the property of the infernal realms.”

			“I don’t . . . understand,” Donna struggled to speak. Fritz now held her up by the collar of her shirt.

			“Of course you don’t,” the demon said. “You never would have perpetrated the necessary act if you did. The murder was the invitation, which Hell gladly accepted.”

			“Invitation,” Donna said drunkenly. She just didn’t understand.

			“You gave us all the permission we would need,” the Cardinal said, moving closer to the woman. The map of flesh that adorned its body came to life, flashes of light within the skin radiating downward toward the demon’s hands.

			“Please,” she said. “I’m so sorry . . . so very . . .”

			“Of course you are,” the Cardinal said as it plunged the blade deep inside her, beneath the rib cage. “The guilty are always sorry when faced with the inevitable.”

			The Cardinal twisted the blade, making the woman thrash wildly in death. Fritz was unable to hold on to her and she fell to the ground, her body wracked with spasms.

			The Cardinal glared.

			“Sorry,” Fritz said. “Do you want me to lift her up again or . . .”

			“No,” the demon said, dropping to its knees. It stuck its fingers inside the stab wound, forcing its hand deeper inside her still-warm corpse.

			Fritz watched the demon lord as it continued to probe the insides of the corpse. The sounds of squeaking brakes from outside caused Fritz to glance toward the window over the sink, and he watched a school bus as it opened its doors at the end of the drive, and two older children, a boy and a girl, came walking up the driveway, chattering to one another, backpacks loaded with schoolbooks upon their backs.

			“We’re about to have company,” Fritz said.

			“Excellent,” the Cardinal said as it found what it was looking for, pulling its bloody fingers from the knife wound. The object was mercurial in its grasp, changing shape between the gore-covered finger and thumb.

			The boy and girl came into the kitchen arguing, the boy hip-checking the girl into the doorframe as he was the first to enter.

			The first to see his mother’s bloody corpse lying there.

			The boy began to scream, barely noticing Fritz as the man came up behind him and wrapped one of his hands around the back of his neck and began to feed, taking just enough so that the boy lost consciousness.

			The girl stood paralyzed in the doorway, spinning around awkwardly, her backpack throwing her off balance, and also giving Fritz something to grab hold of.

			“There’ll be none of that,” Fritz said as he yanked her back into the kitchen, placing his hand on the side of her cheek.

			Fritz found himself moaning just a little as her life force flooded his body. The deliciousness of youth was intoxicating.

			He let her fall to the floor beside her brother, their mother’s body no more than a foot away.

			One big happy family, Fritz thought as he decided which one of the children he would consume first.
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			The ring of her phone was like an enormous fishhook embedded inside her brain, dragging her kicking and fighting to the surface.

			Brenna’s eyes came open, a flood of adrenaline already coursing through her body. It took a moment to put it all together, to remember where she was, what she had done.

			Still debating on how smart it was.

			She glanced over to see that Craig was still asleep.

			“Shit,” Brenna muttered as she slunk out from beneath the covers, padding nude across the floor of the hotel bedroom to get to where she’d left her purse.

			Her bag was beside the couch, where the action had begun, and she experienced a pleasant flush of heated memory in her lower regions as she recalled the activity that had taken place there.

			She grabbed her bag, rummaging furiously through the wreckage within and found her phone.

			It was John Fogg. That was never good.

			“Isabel,” she said, answering the call.

			“Got a situation we need to check out,” John said, skipping the small talk.

			“All right, shoot,” she said.

			“Nursing home in Ohio, all patients and staff murdered. Supposedly drained of their life forces.”

			“Life forces? What do you . . .”

			“Sucked dry, like a drained battery.”

			“Everyone?” she asked.

			“Everyone,” John answered. “We want to go there, check out the scene, check out the bodies.”

			“Okay.”

			“Think you could arrange that?”

			Craig stood naked in the doorway, and she found herself staring.

			“Hello?” John asked.

			“Yeah,” Brenna answered him, trying to recall the entirety of the question. “Sure, I’ll make the call now, arrange transport.”

			“Good,” John said. “You’ll meet us there?”

			“Yes,” she said. “I’m getting ready now.”

			“Everything all right?” John asked her.

			Craig came toward her, and she felt the warmth of arousal flood through her once again. He went to the kitchen, grabbed a glass, and filled it with water from the sink.

			“Everything’s fine,” she told John. “See you there.”

			•   •   •

			“You okay?” Craig asked, as she ended the call.

			“Fine,” she said, looking at her phone. She made the call to the Coalition and put the wheels in motion. She needed to get to the airport as quickly as she was able, where she knew that a private charter would already be waiting to take her to Ohio.

			She turned to retrieve her clothes, Craig—still very much naked—following behind her.

			“I’ve got to get out of here fast,” she told him.

			“Is it all work?” he asked her.

			She stopped to look at him.

			“Yeah,” she said. “Yeah, it is.”

			“Good.” A hint of a smile played at the corners of his mouth. “I was hoping there wouldn’t be regrets.”

			“Maybe a few,” she admitted, pulling up her slacks and buttoning them.

			“At least it’s only a few,” he said. He sat down upon the bed, and she was having a hard time not looking at him. He’d kept himself in pretty good shape, which was nice to see.

			She stood before the mirror and ran her fingers through her short hair.

			“This is as good as it’s going to get, I’m afraid,” she said to her reflection, hand then reaching to the side holster, which held her gun. “I’ve got to fly.”

			She was going toward the doorway when she stopped. She turned and walked toward where he was sitting.

			“This was nice,” she said, bending down to give him a quick kiss. “I’ll give you a call once I’m back.”

			“You do that,” he said.

			She was again on her way to the door when he called to her.

			“Yeah?”

			“Since I’ve seen you,” Craig said. “I’ve been having this recurring dream.”

			She waited, feeling her pulse begin to race.

			“It’s about Ronan,” he said. “And in the dream he’s very much alive.” He paused, looking down at his hands. “Is that crazy?” he asked, looking up to meet her eyes.

			“Not at all,” she said, feeling a bond savagely severed years ago beginning to mend.

			“We’ll talk about it more when I get back,” she told him as she left the bedroom, grabbing her purse from beside the couch and going out the door.

			•   •   •

			Reuben Damaris slowed down in his white Ford pickup as he approached the three figures—one adult and two boys—practically walking in the middle of the road.

			“What the hell is up with these characters?” the old man muttered to himself, giving the horn a few taps to let them know he was there.

			They didn’t even bother to turn, continuing on their journey down the center of the winding road. The way they walked reminded him of somebody sleepwalking, like in the movies or on TV. He pulled up beside them.

			“Don’t know how smart this is,” Reuben said to the three who he now realized were Scouts. “All you need is somebody to come along not paying attention and . . .”

			They didn’t even look in his direction, walking steadily, staring straight ahead as he kept pace with them. He noticed that they didn’t look quite right, their skin a flushed red.

			“Are you guys all right?” he called out to them through the passenger-side window, which was partially rolled down since his air-conditioning was busted.

			Still they kept on walking, as if he weren’t there.

			Reuben drove his truck a little ahead of them and pulled around to block them.

			“You three don’t look so good,” he said, sliding from his truck. Besides the flushed skin, their uniform shirts appeared to be burned in places, and one of the boys was missing a shoe.

			“Why don’t you hop in,” he told them, gesturing to his truck. “I’ll give you a ride into town. How does that sound?”

			They had come to a stop and were staring at him blankly.

			“Yes? No? Maybe?” Reuben chided. “What’s it gonna be?”

			The older man, who wore the badges of a Scout Leader on the arm of his short-sleeved shirt, slowly lifted a finger, his mouth starting to move strangely.

			Reuben didn’t know if he was going to be sick or break out into friggin’ song.

			“A . . . ride,” the Scout Leader said.

			“That’s right,” Reuben agreed. “I can take you into town. Better than walkin’ in the middle of the road, quicker, and safer too!”

			He smiled at them, trying for some kind of reaction from their blank expressions.

			“Better than . . . walking,” one of the boys said, turning his blank stare to the other two.

			“And . . . safer,” agreed the other boy, as the Scout Leader nodded awkwardly.

			“Okay, that’s it then,” Reuben said. “Climb in, and we’ll hit the road.”

			They followed him to the driver’s side door.

			“You fellas need to go around to the other side to get in,” he informed them, pointing to the opposite side of the Ford.

			At first they didn’t quite seem to understand, but they eventually caught on, walking around the front of the vehicle to the passenger-side door.

			Reuben wondered if they might be foreign or something even though he hadn’t noticed any funny accents or anything. It was all a bit bizarre.

			He climbed into the driver’s seat as they were coming in on the opposite side. It was almost as if they’d never ridden in a car before, never mind a truck.

			“Are you boys from around here or . . .”

			All three turned their blank gazes to him, and for the briefest of moments, for some reason he could not explain, he felt like a bug underneath a magnifying glass being observed by something . . .

			Superior.

			“We’ll just say out of state,” he said, putting the truck in drive and heading down the road.

			The silence in the cab was deafening, and he was never good with awkward silences.

			“So are you camping nearby or something?” he asked them. “I noticed that you don’t have packs, so I figured maybe your camp was nearby or . . .”

			“We are to find the missing pieces,” the adult chimed in, staring straight ahead as they drove.

			“Missing pieces?” Reuben asked. “Missing pieces of what?”

			“The key,” the three said in unison, their voices like ice picks suddenly, violently, stabbing into his brain.

			Reuben actually cried out, his hands reaching up to cover his ears. The truck swerved, tires screeching as it fishtailed across the road.

			“What the fuck?” Reuben said, his hearing badly muffled, affected by the sound. He took his hands away from his ears and saw that they were stained red with blood. And that was before he felt the tickle of the drip coming from his right nostril.

			He looked to the passengers again, fear in his gaze. He was going to order them out, no longer caring to be the good Samaritan.

			“We are to find the pieces,” the Scout Leader told him. “We are to find the pieces of the key before . . .”

			“Time is of the essence,” one of the boys said.

			“Driving will be quicker,” the other said. “You will drive us quicker.”

			“No,” Reuben said, responding to what he could barely hear. His ears were ringing as he shook his head. “You three are getting out of my truck and . . .”

			“You will drive us,” the boy closest to him said, and reached up, placing a hand on the back of the man’s head.

			Reuben attempted to swat it away, but the kid’s fingers seemed to stick to his skull, burrowing beneath the hair, skin, and finally—painfully—into bone.

			Before worming their way into his brain.

			•   •   •

			Reuben Damaris was no longer in control.

			The divine being that inhabited the body of the Scout was now in the driver’s seat.

			The being flexed its fingers within the brain of the man.

			“You will drive us,” he said, controlling Reuben Damaris’s actions.

			“It will be quicker,” said the other.

			“And safer,” the leader agreed.

			And they all nodded in unison as the Ford continued down the road, taking them closer and closer still to their destination.

			•   •   •

			The drugs that had been injected into the chocolates that Elijah had given to Emma Rose had proven to be quite strong, lasting far longer than he had expected.

			He sat in a chair by the girl’s bedside, waiting for her to awaken.

			She moaned softly in her sleep, and he wondered what she dreamed of, if her prophetic visions assailed her even when she slept. It was something that he hoped to ask her when she awakened.

			He’d just returned to her room with a cup of coffee when he saw that she was awake. There was fear growing in her eyes as she saw him and realized that she was no longer in the place that she called home.

			“Elijah?” she questioned, her speech slightly slurred.

			“It’s all right,” he told her in his most soothing of voices. “You’re safe.”

			“Where am I?” she asked, eyes darting around the small, cinder-block room. “Where are the sisters?” Emma Rose sat up suddenly and groaned, her hands going to her head.

			“Take it easy,” Elijah told her. “You’ve been unconscious for a while.”

			“What happened to me? Where . . . ?”

			“The convent was attacked,” he told her. He moved his chair closer to her bed, setting his mug of coffee down on the floor beside it. Before sitting down, he went to a sweating pitcher of water by the bedside and poured a large glass. He handed it to her.

			“Thank you,” she said as she took it.

			“Drink it slowly,” he said, watching her as she began to drink. He then sat down, retrieving his mug of coffee. “That’s it.”

			“The sisters,” she said again, lowering the glass.

			“I’m afraid I have some very bad news,” he told her. “When the convent was attacked, they were all killed.”

			He watched the information sink in, her eyes welling, tears tumbling down her cheeks.

			“All killed?” she asked, not wanting to believe.

			“I know how hard this must be for you,” he told her.

			“How did I get here?” she asked. “I don’t remember anything about an attack or . . .”

			He could sense her frustration building.

			“You were knocked unconscious,” he told her. “I managed to get you to safety, but . . .”

			“But the sisters . . . the sisters were all . . .”

			He nodded slowly, leaning over to place his coffee mug back upon the floor. Then he sat on the side of her bed, taking the young woman into his arms.

			“I’m so, so sorry,” he told her as he rocked her from side to side. He could feel that she was crying. “By the time my people reached us, it was too late.”

			“Who would do this?” she asked, her face pressed to his chest. “Who would want to hurt the sisters?”

			Elijah reached down, taking Emma Rose by the shoulders so that he could look her in the eyes.

			“You’re a very special person, Emma,” Elijah told her. “And there are people . . . very dangerous people out in the world who serve a dark power, for an equally dark purpose, who would like nothing better than to remove you from the world.”

			She looked even more distraught, face damp with tears, eyes overwrought with sadness.

			“But what did I do?”

			“It’s not what you did, but what you could do,” Elijah explained. “You have a unique gift, Emma.”

			“My pictures . . . the pictures of my visions?”

			“Exactly,” he told her. “And it’s that special gift that makes you very dangerous to these people.”

			“I don’t understand,” she said. “I have visions of things that might or might not happen. Why would these people . . . ?”

			“These people have plans for the world, Emma,” Elijah told her. “And if you saw these plans . . .”

			“Then we would know, and they could be stopped.”

			Elijah nodded, watching as her face went from utter despair to something harder. Determined.

			“I want to stop them,” she said. “For what they did to the sisters, I want to make sure that they never do anything like that to anybody ever again.”

			Elijah gave her a lopsided smile, only the unscarred part of his face responding.

			“I was hoping you would say something like that,” he said.

			“How should we do this?” she asked, wiping the tears from her face.

			“There is something we must use your talents to find,” he told her. “First we need to find a key.”
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			The policeman looked them up and down, and John knew what was coming.

			“I know you from someplace,” the cop said, wagging his finger as other police and detectives looked on. “I know you from television.”

			“Yeah, I’ve been on television,” John admitted.

			“You were on TV?” Nicole asked with sarcasm from behind him. “You are so awesome.”

			John turned slightly, giving her a look before turning back to the policeman. “I believe we’re supposed to be given access to the scene here,” he said, gesturing to the nursing home.

			The cop continued to eye him.

			“I can’t quite remember the program,” the man said.

			“Ghost Chasers,” Theo finally piped up. She was wearing a heavy sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over her head to hide the injuries that she’d sustained while dealing with the unruly demons inside her.

			“That’s it,” the cop said, snapping his fingers. “I knew it was something weird like that.” The others around him were nodding now, the mystery of how they knew these people suddenly clear.

			The cop then got very serious, thumbs going into his belt.

			“Could you maybe explain to me why the FBI would turn an active homicide investigation over to the stars of a television show about ghosts?”

			“We’re not obliged to say,” John said, smiling congenially. “Sorry.”

			The cop in charge didn’t care for that answer. “These people from your show, too?” he asked, pointing to Griffin and Nicole.

			“They’re our associates,” Theo piped up again. “Are you going to let us do our job, or should I make a call to our bosses?”

			The cop looked as though he’d just smelled something bad.

			“You’re not to touch anything inside,” he said with a snarl.

			“We’re just here to look and to offer any assistance that we can,” John added. “Have all your officers been called out of the building?”

			“They have,” the cop said. “They weren’t happy about it, but they have.”

			“Thank you,” John said pleasantly .

			Theo started to move around the man, going toward the stairs. He watched her with squinty eyes, and John could see that he wanted to say more.

			“We really do appreciate your cooperation, Officer,” John said, stepping past the cop and taking his wife’s elbow. “We’ll be sure to let our superiors know how helpful you and your men have been.”

			John hurried his wife along, making sure that the others were following.

			“You are such a candy ass,” Nicole muttered beneath her breath. Griffin laughed.

			The other cops were watching them as they reached the doors and pulled them open to go inside.

			It was incredibly warm inside the lobby, and the television was still on playing America’s Funniest Home Videos. John wondered if anybody would be hit in the balls tonight, as his eyes darted around the lobby. There was a distinct smell of death lingering in the air.

			He glanced over at Theo and saw that she was reacting as well.

			“What have you got?” he asked her.

			“They’re excited,” she said. “Whatever happened here, they wholeheartedly approve.”

			“Of course they do,” John said. “They’re demons. Any situation that causes pain or sadness is like mother’s milk to them.”

			“Where do we start?” Griffin asked.

			John looked to Nicole. “Everybody is dead?” he asked.

			“That’s what your Nana said,” she told him.

			He looked to Griffin. “Everybody pick a room; let’s see what we find.”

			•   •   •

			John found his way to the nurses’ station as the others went toward resident rooms. Lying on the floor, there were three withered bodies that had already been outlined by police investigators. He was extra careful as he squatted beside one.

			“You poor thing,” he muttered beneath his breath, studying the damage done. It was as if everything that had allowed this woman to function as a living thing had been drained away. She resembled a corpse that had been mummified.

			A purse lay beside her, the contents strewn across the floor. The woman’s wallet had come open when it hit the ground, and he found himself looking at a perfectly lovely photo of a smiling husband and wife and three little kids.

			John looked from the face of the withered corpse to that in the photograph and felt his heart sink, and he swore to the poor souls lying there, victims of the darkness, that he would do everything in his power to stop this from ever happening again.

			•   •   •

			Theo had moved on to another room. She had investigated three so far and found pretty much the same thing in all of them. Corpses, lying in bed, drained of all life. She allowed one of the lesser demons in residence to come to the forefront, this one with an incredible sense of smell. She wanted to know if there was anything demonic to be found.

			The room had belonged to a man, and she found him just as she’d found the others. Theo stepped close to the bed and let the demon emerge. She could feel the insides of her nose begin to change, her olfactory senses practically exploding as the scents of this place, of the old, flowed in.

			It was nearly overwhelming as the smells bombarded her, images appearing inside her head with each of the pungent odors, but one of them was different . . .

			One of them made the demon go wild.

			There was no identifying the aroma, for there was the stink of the demonic about it, but also of humanity.

			The demon Theo had let come to the forefront paced like an anxious tiger in a cage; it didn’t know what it was seeing . . . what it was smelling.

			And it was all over the room . . . all over the nursing home.

			It had been responsible for what happened there.

			•   •   •

			Griffin was tired of looking at withered bodies.

			There really wasn’t anything that he could do. From the looks of them, they had all died in the same horrible way.

			Stepping outside a room where the shrunken corpse of an old woman in a pretty lace nightgown lay on the floor, he attempted to collect himself. The body made him think of his own mother, gone for more than twenty years. She’d often worn fancy nightgowns like that. He was almost tempted to lift the body from the floor and place her back in bed.

			But he knew that he couldn’t do such a thing.

			Griffin was seriously considering heading outside for some fresh air when the screaming began.

			•   •   •

			The ghosts scared her.

			They were all inside the room, crammed into every space and corner, and as she entered, they were all looking at her.

			“Oh shit,” Nicole said, hand clamping over her mouth after the scream had already escaped.

			Daisy reacted as well, the ghost cat rearing up on her shoulders, arching her spine and emitting a nasty hiss that only Nicole could hear.

			“Hey,” she found herself saying to all of them gathered there. “Hope that I’m not interrupting anything important.”

			The ghosts of the elderly patients, as well as nursing staff just stared at her. It was then that she noticed that they all appeared to be gathered around the room’s single bed.

			Which was empty.

			She quickly looked around for any signs of a corpse, which would have made it just like all the other rooms she’d seen so far.

			Nothing. No mummy to be found.

			She found that interesting.

			The door flew open at her back, nearly knocking her onto the bed. Griffin stood there, eyes wide.

			“What the hell are you screaming for?”

			“Sorry,” she said. “The room’s full of ghosts.”

			Griffin couldn’t see and began to look around. “Oh,” he said. “Are there a lot of them?”

			Nicole looked about. “Yeah, probably everybody who died in this place yesterday.”

			Griffin looked around the room. “Really?”

			“Yeah,” Nicole said. “The gang’s all here.”

			Theo and John came in behind Griffin.

			“Everything all right?” John asked.

			“Yeah, everything’s good,” Nicole answered, embarrassed. She pointed around the room. “Lots of ghosts in here,” she said. “Still getting used to this human-ghost thing. Sorry I wigged.”

			Theo stepped farther into the room. “Where are they?”

			“All around here,” Nicole said, standing beside the bed. “Circling the bed.”

			“An empty bed,” John said.

			“Yeah, I noticed that, too,” Nicole said.

			Theo went to the bed, leaping gracefully upon it and placing her nose against the mattress.

			“Okay, that’s interesting,” Nicole commented.

			“This is it,” Theo said, her voice sounding strange, like there might have been someone—or something—speaking along with her. “The smell is in all the rooms but strongest here.”

			“Patient zero,” John said. “What can you tell us?”

			Theo looked up, eyes dark and nasty. “Like nothing I’ve ever smelled before,” she said. “Demonic, and yet human . . . it’s driving the demons wild.”

			Nicole was watching the ghosts again and noticed a bit of a commotion. The ghosts parted, and a skinny old woman in a hospital Johnny came forward to stand before her. She recognized the woman as the ghost Nana had introduced to her back at John and Theo’s place.

			“Hey, guys, the old lady that Nana showed me is back,” she said.

			The old woman looked away from her then, a long, skeletal finger pointing to the bed.

			“She’s pointing to the bed,” she relayed. “Whose bed is it?” Nicole asked the spirit.

			The woman placed a hand upon her chest.

			“She’s saying that it was hers,” Nicole told them.

			“Ask her where her body went,” John said.

			“Where is your body?” Nicole asked her.

			The woman slowly turned toward the gathering of spirits, and as she looked at them, they all stepped aside, exposing a window that looked out onto the back parking lot. The woman pointed.

			“She’s looking out the window,” Nicole said. “And pointing.”

			“She left?” Griffin asked. “How is that possible if her ghost is here? Is she dead out there somewhere?”

			The ghost appeared to have heard him, looking back at Nicole sadly and shaking her head, tears of ectoplasm floating up into the air around her head.

			“She says no.”

			“Then how . . .” Griffin began again.

			“Demonic possession of some kind?” John asked.

			“It’s something different,” Theo reiterated. “Something that we have never—the demons inside me—have never encountered.”

			The ghost of the old woman flowed toward Nicole, leaning forward to place her withered mouth very close to the girl’s ear.

			Nicole recoiled.

			“What is it?” John asked her.

			Nicole was suddenly very cold as the whispering spirit words seeped into her brain.

			“She . . . she’s telling me something . . . she’s telling me that . . . that she never knew that it was there . . . that it was inside her . . . waiting . . .”

			They all looked at her, listening fearfully to what she was saying.

			“It was waiting for her to die so that it could be born.”

			•   •   •

			Brenna parked the rental as close as she could, practically running up to the nursing-home building.

			The police were clustered about, drinking coffee, waiting to be allowed back in to continue with their jobs. She was pretty positive that she wouldn’t be on their favorites list.

			“Excuse me, ma’am,” a big man with a booming voice said, coming to intercept her. She already had her identification out to show him.

			“Special Agent Brenna Isabel,” she said, flashing it at him. She saw his eyes go to the ID, reading it.

			“Right,” the cop said. “Sorry about that.”

			“That’s fine,” she said. “Are my people . . . ?”

			“Your people are inside doing whatever it is that they were supposed to be doing,” he said. It was obvious that he was annoyed.

			“Very good,” she said. “Thanks.”

			He started walking with her.

			“Tell me, Agent Isabel,” the police officer said. “What in the name of all that’s holy could a couple of TV hustlers have to do with a murder scene?”

			Brenna stopped, giving him the stare that her supervisors had warned her about for years. They called it her death stare, and there was no mistaking it for anything else.

			“TV hustlers?” Brenna repeated.

			“You can understand where I’m coming from, Agent,” he said to her, law officer to law officer. “Paranormal investigators . . . ghost chasers . . . psychics . . . before you know it, we’ll have UFO aficionados giving their two cents as well.”

			“Listen to me, Officer . . . ?”

			“Noonan,” he said.

			“Listen to me, Officer Noonan,” Brenna began. “John Fogg and Theodora Knight are two of the leading experts on Satanism, death cults, and ritual killing in the world. Did you hear what I just said?” she asked him.

			“World experts,” Noonan said begrudgingly. “But seriously, how can we . . .”

			“World experts, Officer Noonan,” she said, still shooting her death eye beams at him. “World experts currently working for a special division of the FBI, do you understand?”

			He seemed to understand that he was walking on thin ice and appeared to back down.

			“Yes, Agent,” Noonan said. “I understand completely, but it doesn’t mean that I have to like it.”

			“And that’s good,” she answered. “As long as you understand, I think we’ll be fine.”

			They glared at one another for a bit more before she was satisfied that she’d gotten her point across.

			“My experts are inside, Officer Noonan?” she asked, pointing at the building before them.

			“They most certainly are, Agent Isabel,” he said, practically growling.

			She was moving toward the stairs when movement caught her eye. Brenna wasn’t quite sure why it caught her attention, maybe because the white Ford pickup truck was moving far faster through the parking lot of the nursing home than she would have imagined was safe. Before too long, Noonan was looking as well, the sound of the truck’s engine growing louder as it came closer at increasing speed.

			“Who the hell is this nut job?” the officer asked, turning in the direction he believed the truck would be coming, raising a hand for the vehicle to slow.

			It didn’t. In fact, it started to go faster.

			“Officer Noonan,” Brenna warned, as the truck barreled toward them. The police officer was unholstering his gun when the truck jumped the curb, striking the man so hard that he became airborne, bouncing up onto the hood of the truck, shattering the windshield, and sending the police officer’s broken body flying into the lot.

			The truck did not slow down in the least. Brenna barely avoided Officer Noonan’s fate, diving out of the way as the truck drove across the walkway, up the concrete steps, and through the front of the nursing home, shattering glass and causing a section of the brick-and-cinder-block entryway to collapse.

			Brenna jumped up from where she’d landed, taking out her gun and heading up the stairs.

			There was movement from within the car, the passenger door swinging open with a wailing creak.

			“Down on your knees,” she screamed.

			There were other officers at the car before her, weapons drawn, their bellowing screams for the occupants to get out of the truck filling the air.

			Brenna had reached the top of the stairs, her gun still drawn along with those of all the other officers. It looked as though they had the situation under control, and she had started to lower her gun.

			When all hell broke lose.

			She had no idea what had caused the situation, bolts of electricity filling the air, seeming to explode outward from inside the Ford’s cab. At first she thought maybe it was the detonation of some explosive device, but where was the explosion?

			The bolts of lightning struck each of the police officers, lighting them afire. They screamed as they burned, firing their weapons wildly as if trying to hurt the strange force of nature that was hurting them.

			Brenna darted up the rest of the stairs, passing through the twisted framework of the broken window, gun in hand. What looked to be three individuals, one adult and two boys, climbed from the vehicle amidst the screams and fire.

			Boy Scouts. They were dressed like Boy Scouts.

			She aimed down the barrel of her Glock, searching for the source of the electricity as they awkwardly climbed from the vehicle. There didn’t appear to be anything, and she was just about to scream at them to get down on the ground when they all started to turn in unison toward her.

			And then she saw.

			Their eyes were glowing like coals in a hot barbecue pit, and that same fiery glow appeared to be coming from somewhere inside their mouths as well.

			The source of the electricity.

			An unnatural force—a supernatural force—burning inside them.

			•   •   •

			The building shook beneath their feet.

			“What the hell was that?” John asked, ducking out the door into the corridor.

			He walked partway down the hallway, looking for signs of distress, then he heard the sounds of screaming and gunfire. He stopped dead in his tracks.

			“What is it?” Theo asked, faithfully by his side, where he always hoped that she would be.

			“No idea,” he said.

			Griffin and Nicole had joined them.

			“Were those gunshots?” Nicole asked.

			“Yeah, I think . . .”

			Somebody was coming, and the sound of shoes slapping on the linoleum caused John to tense as well as the others.

			Before they could react, a woman came around the corner, nearly falling but catching herself as she picked up speed.

			It took a moment for John to realize that he knew who this was.

			“Brenna?” he called to her. He noticed the gun she was holding in her hand and the absolutely panicked look upon her face.

			“Get the hell out of here!” she screamed, waving them back with her weapon. “They’re coming!”

			They’re coming.

			John hadn’t a clue as to what they meant until the three figures came around the corner, walking in strange, robotic unison.

			“Are those Boy Scouts?” he heard Nicole ask, and was about to answer when the three opened their mouths, bolts of crackling electricity erupting to sweep the corridor.

			Brenna ducked beneath a jagged arc, plowing into him.

			“Don’t know what they are,” she managed, then spun around, aiming her weapon and firing.

			She was a pretty good shot, hitting at least two of her targets square in the chest but having little effect other than to cause them to stumble back, before continuing their progress.

			“Did those Boy Scouts just shoot electricity out of their mouths?” Nicole asked.

			“Go!” John ordered.

			Theo didn’t move, standing tensed and watching the three Scouts walking down the hall toward them.

			“Theo, c’mon!” John called to her, reaching out to take her arm.

			His wife turned quickly toward him, her hood falling away to reveal the effects of a demonic infestation.

			“Leave me!” she hissed in a voice comprised of multiple demonic entities. “Get everybody out,” she continued, turning her attention back to the three.

			“I’ll take care of them.”
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			Theo had no idea what she was about to be up against.

			All she knew was that the demons inside her had immediately reacted to the sight of the three Scouts as they slowly, methodically made their way down the corridor toward her.

			She’d never felt such a frenzy before from her demonic inhabitants; certainly, they’d been wild, attempting to gain some semblance of control over her form, but nothing like this.

			It was all she could do to keep from screaming, to keep her body from morphing into thousands of horrible shapes and forms.

			They all wanted to come out to face these three.

			Each and every one of them, and it was excruciating to hold them back.

			And then she heard him, a tiny, soft child’s whisper from somewhere within her brain. It was the demon version of Billy Sharp.

			She’d never heard the demon spokesman sound this way.

			“You have no idea what you’re about to face!” the demon child hissed, his voice absolutely apoplectic.

			“So why don’t you tell me,” Theo thought in reply just as the adult Scout opened his mouth and thrust his head forward. Blue fire spewed from his open maw like electrical vomit.

			Theo attempted to leap out of the way but wasn’t quite fast enough. Her arm went up to protect her face, and she found herself letting go, allowing a demonic aspect to transform her physical form.

			Her arm became an odd ribbed wing, tearing through her favorite hoodie to create a kind of leathery shield between her and the crackling energy.

			The demon child, as well as the legion inside her, wailed so loudly that she thought her head might burst.

			“Tell me,” she demanded. “What am I dealing with here?”

			The two boys were spewing blue bolts of energy now, adding to the explosions attempting to burn her to a cinder. Theo was jumping back, more demonic attributes being allowed to come forward as the three beings continued to advance.

			“They are our most hated adversaries,” Billy Sharp hissed. “Just the smell of them . . . the sight of them . . .”

			“Who are they?”

			She was starting to feel the heat caused by the unusual energy, the batwing that her arm had become blistering.

			“Give us control, and you might survive,” Billy demanded.

			A demon showed her its talents. Disgusting, but useful.

			She let the ability manifest, feeling her jaws begin to shift—the bones to break—to painfully change as spiderlike mandibles exploded from deep within her mouth, a tubelike spinneret snaking up from somewhere deep in her throat.

			Lowering her arm shield, she opened her own mouth, but instead of flame, a thick, liquid web like spider’s silk spewed forth. Theo moved her head from side to side, covering the three in her solidifying webbing, covering their faces and mouths, preventing them from emitting their power.

			“What are they!” she demanded again, coming forward, continuing to web their thrashing forms. They were trying to use their power, but the silken substance was too thick, blackening and melting but still clinging to their faces. “Tell me!”

			Billy Sharp’s childlike voice was hauntingly cold.

			“They are the servants of the Voice,” he said. “The bringers of light . . .”

			She was close enough now to strike and allowed even more of the demonic beings to come forth. They were insane with rage. Theo cried out as her arms elongated, her fingers distended, and nails like daggers shot from their tips.

			“What are you saying?”

			“The messengers of the Kingdom, Theodora Knight . . . You are facing the Divine.”

			Divine. It could mean so many things, couldn’t it? Theo’s mind raced as she threw herself upon her enemies.

			The webbing that she’d spewed had become hard like steel, but her attackers still struggled to be free. She slashed at them, stabbed at them, allowing some of the inhuman savagery that she contained to spill out.

			Whatever these three were—Boy Scouts?—the demons hated them even more than they hated her.

			They all wanted a piece, each of them begging to be allowed to come forward to ravage the three in any way that they could. Vomit like acid, razor-sharp claws to cut through flesh and bone like tissue paper, multiple mouths eager to taste the flesh of their enemies.

			The Divine.

			Theo psychically stood back, still maintaining some semblance of control but allowing the demons to do their thing. The level of power that she sensed emanating from the unlikely trio was great, and something deep in her gut was telling her to strike savagely and quickly, or she and everybody else present would be dead very soon.

			The adult was the first to escape her webbing. She was stabbing him, a bone-like protrusion having broken through the skin of her wrist acting as her knife, when, with a surge of strength, he ripped through the webbing, tearing it from his body, along with bits of clothing and flesh.

			Theo intensified her attack, but it was too late. The Divine being lashed out, swatting her away. Flying through the air and striking the corridor wall, she realized that if she’d been merely human at that point, she would have likely been dead.

			Through a blurring haze, she watched the Divine being free itself completely and turn its attention to its brethren, freeing them as well. Getting to her feet, she felt excruciating pain and knew that many bones had been broken. She called upon the demonic once again, telling them to heal her quickly, or they would all be dead.

			Billy Sharp was there again, trying to explain to her that these weren’t divine like the beautiful beings that had been prayed to for countless centuries, beatific beings of light adorned in flowing robes, with enormous feathered wings to carry them on their holy missions.

			No, these beings were harsh, emotionless, determined.

			Relentless.

			There was only one purpose, which was the purpose that had been given to them by their most holy God.

			They were all free now, eyes blazing with an eerie internal light, liquid fire dribbling over their lips and running down their faces.

			Who are these people? she wondered, leaping from the path of multiple blasts of strange, humming energy spewing from their mouths and setting a corner of the nursing-home corridor aflame.

			In that moment, she saw something that chilled her to the core of her being, stabbed at the center of her faith. She saw that the holy—the seemingly good—were as cutthroat as the infernal.

			That there wasn’t anything—or anybody—that they weren’t willing to drag into their struggle. Innocent or not, it did not matter in the war of good versus evil.

			•   •   •

			Were they all just pawns of some massive cosmic struggle?

			Theo attacked the three again, wondering who they were—who they really were—before the forces of good had decided to use them. The demons inside her reacted to her thoughts, reminding her yet again of her own curse, as she fought back against the savagery of the beings before her.

			They met her attack with equal fury, coming at her as one, the blows so powerful that she felt bones pulverize and skin tear as she was relentlessly driven to the floor of the corridor. There was no doubt in her mind that they were trying to kill her and that they would succeed if she didn’t do something . . .

			Drastic.

			“Do it,” Billy Sharp whispered from somewhere within the folds of her brain. “Do it or we’re all dead.”

			She knew the statement to be true and could actually hear a trace of fear in the demon’s normally calm, cooing voice. If she were to die here, the demons would be trapped inside her rotting corpse, and without her soul to torment, they, too, would wither and eventually cease to be.

			There was nothing worse for a demon than to no longer exist.

			Theo was going to do it, to let them all go, but hesitated. The Divine seemed to sense this and used the opportunity. They leapt upon her, holding her down, while one of them opened its mouth so incredibly wide and let the power of Heaven rain down upon her.

			The pain was both psychic and physical, and in that moment, she wished that she would die, she wished that she could cease to exist to escape the level of agony she was experiencing.

			Even the demons inside her were reeling; the assault was so all-encompassing that it had rendered even the infernal legions impotent.

			Theo was convinced then that she would die and that the world itself would die as well. Everyone and everything would experience the same level of horror and agony that she was experiencing then, which just added to the misery that dragged her deeper and deeper and made her beg . . . pray, for death.

			Something was suddenly different, a moment of distraction to divert her from the pain.

			Theo could sense them—hear them—but she could not see them.

			Animals.

			The nursing-home hallway had become filled with the presence of animals.

			And they were angry, tapping into the nature of their wildness, swirling around the Divine, tearing at their human forms, driving them back and away from her.

			Theo did not question this act, scrambling to her feet, trying to douse the holy power that ate at her body and soul. She saw her standing there, along with others. Theo almost screamed at them. Run! Get as far away as you can.

			But then she realized that the blond-haired girl had been the one to save her. Those were her animals.

			And maybe things weren’t as hopeless as they seemed.

			•   •   •

			To say that she was afraid was an understatement.

			Nicole had watched the entire fight unfold, the Three Stooges with the electrical mouths and eyes, moving like robots, and Theo.

			What the fuck was up with that?

			She knew that something had happened to John Fogg’s wife, but what exactly she had no idea. Watching her, the way her body changed, it was obviously something bad.

			Really, really bad.

			But there wasn’t any time to think about that stuff now, Nicole thought, seeing that Theo was about to get her ass handed to her. She had to do something; she had to help if she could.

			She left the safety of the ground at the far end of the hall, listening to the protests of John and Griffin. They were telling her to get back, but she knew that she could do something to help out.

			At least she thought she did.

			Nicole dug deep, using her special talents, reaching out to all the dead things, all the animals that had ever lived within these walls, as well as a pretty good distance outside. She called them, all the restless spirits that had never moved on.

			She called them, and she asked them to do her a favor. She asked them to fight—to attack—the three creeps with the burning eyes and mouths.

			To tear them apart if they could.

			The one thing about dead animals, they’re often really bored and just looking to have something to do.

			The animals massed, becoming a swirling vortex of ethereal energy, an angry storm of ghostly claws and teeth.

			Nicole commanded them, and they eagerly complied, swirling down the hallway to engulf the three, to drive them back away from the injured Theodora.

			Running down the corridor, she reached for John’s wife.

			“C’mon,” she said. “They should buy us some time.”

			Theo reached a fucked-up hand toward her; it was clawed, the flesh covered in scales. Nicole had the urge to pull her hand back, but she didn’t, taking the nasty thing and helping pull Theo to her feet.

			Nicole was helping her down the corridor when she felt it.

			“Oh God,” she said, her entire body going stiff.

			She always maintained a kind of connection with the spirits she commanded, feeling what they felt as they took some of her own life energies to make their ghostly forms corporeal.

			But now something was up.

			She was feeling these connections break. One after the other, the spirit animals under her control were disappearing.

			The sound from the other end of the corridor stopped them both in their tracks, and they slowly turned.

			The ghosts of animals continued to swirl about the three, scratching and clawing and reducing their clothes to tatters, but the Scouts were also doing something.

			It took Nicole only a second to figure it out.

			“Holy shit,” the girl said, feeling suddenly weaker as even more of her connections to the dead were severed.

			The three Scouts had opened their mouths, but instead of spewing electricity, the bluish light from within had turned a cold, eerie white, and the ghost animals were being drawn inside.

			“They’re eating them,” Nicole said, almost falling to her knees. It was now Theo’s turn to keep her up. “They’re eating my fucking ghosts.”

			Their mouths opened wider, and wider still, and even though the spirit dogs and cats and birds and bugs tried to fight it, they were pulled into the open maws as if by some incredible current.

			It was like watching moths flying into a bug light.

			Flutter! Flutter! Zap!

			She felt their fear, their panic as they were drawn toward the sucking void.

			And then she felt nothing.

			It was one of the worst things she’d ever felt.

			The three had begun to glow, their bodies throwing off an unearthly energy with each new spirit they consumed.

			“Got to go,” Theo growled, helping to move her quickly along.

			Through bleary eyes, Nicole saw that John and Griffin were running toward them to help.

			Her spirits . . . her ghost animals, were almost gone. She held on tight to Daisy cat, fearing that she, too, would be drawn toward the white light glowing up from within the bodies of the Scouts.

			That white light grew brighter, and brighter still, as the spirits of the animals fed it.

			And then minibolts of lightning started to shoot from the mouths and bodies of the beings, striking the walls and ceilings.

			Bringing the corridor down upon their heads.

			•   •   •

			Through smoke and plaster dust, John saw movement.

			Fearing for his wife and friends, he frantically began to pull the rubble away from where it had fallen upon them. Griffin helped, sliding away the ceiling panels and broken fluorescent lightbulbs.

			John breathed a sigh of relief when he saw them, Nicole and Theo, both moving on their own.

			Moving.

			He glanced up again to see the three whatever the hell they were coming toward them.

			“Help them out,” John told Griffin, as he approached the beings. He dug deep into his memories, looking for something in his arcane knowledge that might do some good and maybe even some damage.

			The ancient words of binding flowed freely, booming from his mouth as he advanced on them.

			They all seemed distracted, looking elsewhere as he approached.

			And also, they seemed totally unaffected.

			What the hell were these things?

			“You!” John commanded. “I am talking to you!”

			They didn’t even look in his direction, turning instead toward a broken section of wall. The strange energy streamed from their bodies again, striking the wall and reducing it to rubble. They moved toward the passage they’d created through a patient’s room and the next wall that had fallen to the outside grounds.

			They’re leaving, John thought.

			The idea of these three . . . these creatures, out there in the world filled him with a terror that spurred him to action.

			He began again, digging even deeper into his memories, searching for the oldest and most obscure words to hold these three, something to stop their progress.

			“John,” he heard somebody call to him.

			Not now, he thought, screaming words that he hoped would bring near paralysis to these hellish creatures. He needed his total concentration if he was going to attempt to . . .

			“John, listen to me!”

			It was Theo, filthy and bloody and battered but still so very beautiful.

			“It’s not going to work,” she said to him.

			Momentarily, he felt crushed, her words a knife blade to his ego. He was going to prove her wrong, and was about to let forth a barrage of some of the more powerful spells that he had managed to master over the years, when he finally listened.

			Listened to the specifics of the words coming from his wife.

			“It’s not going to work,” she said. “They’re not of the infernal,” she continued. “They’re not demonic.”

			His brain raced with the possibilities as he watched the three ready to walk through a hole in the wall out onto the nursing-home grounds.

			•   •   •

			Angelic.

			The word was both terrifying to him and incredibly exciting. If this was indeed the case, it was the first time that he’d ever encountered a being of a divine nature.

			And then he remembered something he had read in an ancient scroll, something from the library of King Solomon himself. A piece of long-forgotten arcana collected by the ancient order of Demonists attempting to combat the forces of the supernatural throughout the ages.

			Guessing that there would be a chance he’d regret his actions, John Fogg dashed in pursuit of the three divine creatures. He came up behind the last of the three, one of the boys, and grabbed at the back of its shirt, tearing the cloth of the Scout uniform away. The creature lashed out, spinning around and taking a swing at him. John ducked beneath the blow, which most assuredly would have torn his jaw from his face, but he didn’t have the time to dwell on that.

			Having lost interest in him, the divine creature turned to follow his brethren out, which provided John his opportunity to stop at least one of them.

			He grabbed a piece of metal, something jagged, probably used to hold ceiling tiles in place, and cut the flesh of his index finger open, letting the blood flow. John dove at the boy’s bare back, and relying on memory, scrawled the ancient binding symbol between the creature’s shoulder blades.

			A binding symbol for one of God’s holy messengers.

			A binding symbol for angels.

			The creature wailed, its entire body going stiff as it attempted to throw itself through the opening. The other two did not come to its aid, escaping out onto the grounds and disappearing into the woods surrounding the nursing home.

			The divine creature continued to wail and thrash, its ability to move and use its destructive abilities canceled by King Solomon’s magick.

			John shoved his lacerated finger into his mouth and sucked upon it. The others joined him, looking the worse for wear.

			“You guys all right?” he asked the others, as the young Scout possessed by a divine entity twitched at his feet.

			Theo suddenly pounced, her movements a blur. She perched upon the youth, her demonic manifestations all struggling for control.

			“Theo, you good?” John asked.

			“Yeah,” she said, but he wasn’t sure he believed her. Theo remained perched upon the creature, leaning down incredibly close.

			“They want me to kill it,” she said, making a reference to the demons inside her.

			“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” John said.

			Nicole seemed shaken as she stared at the figure on the floor of the room. “I wouldn’t stop her,” the girl said with a snarl. “It would serve the miserable thing right after what they did to the animals.”

			“You said that this has something to do with the divine?” Griffin asked. “With something to do with . . .” He slowly pointed up to the ceiling, but his meaning was understood.

			“Yeah,” John said. “Somewhere up there.”

			“I think we might want to leave it alone,” Griffin said. “Just to be on the safe side.”

			“I think that you’re right,” John said, as he approached his wife and took her arm. “I think you need to dial it back now.”

			She whirled on him, and he saw that her teeth were like a shark’s, glistening with blood from her torn gums.

			“Do you really, John?” she asked, but he wasn’t quite sure if it was entirely her.

			“Yeah, I do,” he said forcefully.

			He saw her expression soften, a struggle for supremacy going on behind her beautiful eyes.

			“What are we going to do with it?” she asked him.

			John crouched, looking at what had once been a boy soon to become an adolescent, now a vessel for a destructive power from the heavens above.

			“I think we need to question it,” he said. “Find out what the hell it’s doing here, and maybe learn what its partners might be up to before they can do any more damage.”
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			Emma Rose had been drawing for hours.

			The child sat, hunched over a desk, reams of paper at her disposal.

			Elijah watched from a distance before stepping over to where the finished drawings had been placed.

			He found nothing in her work that gave him any clue that she had seen the location of the mysterious key, or of the Vessel.

			“I’m very tired,” she said, pausing mid drawing.

			Elijah looked over her shoulder at the swirling scribbles and wondered what they would eventually be. Perhaps what they were looking for, and if not this particular drawing, then maybe the next.

			“You have to be strong, Emma,” he said in his most soothing voice. “You must keep going for as long as you can.”

			She looked at him, her eyes wide and watery. Dark circles were beginning to form beneath them, and her look was tired and pleading.

			“Remember the sisters,” he said as he placed a comforting hand upon her shoulder. “We must do everything in our power to prevent those who hurt your family from acquiring these items of power.”

			He’d thought that a mention of the murdered sisters would be enough to spur her on, and he was right. Emma Rose began to draw again.

			“Thank you,” he said, watching her hand clutching a pencil as it flew across the surface of the paper. The tip of the pencil broke with a snap. Emma paused momentarily, her odd fugue state broken. Elijah picked up a new pencil with a sharp point and handed it to her.

			She took the pencil with a wan smile and began to draw again.

			He felt the phone in the inside pocket of his suit coat vibrate and almost chose to ignore it, but at the last minute glanced at its screen.

			He recognized the number at once and was glad that he had answered.

			“Yes, John,” Elijah said into the phone. He stepped back and away from Emma, so that he could talk. “What can I do for you?”

			John’s words were totally unexpected.

			“Divine entities?” Elijah repeated, just to be certain.

			John went on to explain the situation at the nursing home.

			And then he described what followed.

			Elijah thought of the Messenger and what he might know of such a visitation and why.

			John then went on to say that he would need anything they could find in the Demonists’ writings about divine binding, most likely from the secret library of King Solomon.

			Elijah agreed to send all that they had, then asked if there was anything else John might require.

			The man paused and told him yes.

			He wanted a safe place to perform questioning.

			For one of the divine beings had been captured.

			•   •   •

			The third piece of the key had been collected.

			Number three had been found in the belly of a homeless veteran of the first war in Afghanistan, as he’d slept on a sheet of cardboard in an alleyway that ran alongside a furniture-storage warehouse just outside Dearborn, Michigan.

			They could have taken him while he slept, but the Cardinal had other plans, explaining that the pieces of the key could only be harvested from the fully conscious.

			•   •   •

			The Cardinal had made the man relive the moments that had led to the fragment of the key’s growth within. Again, the murdering of innocents—even during a time of war—had been the catalyst.

			The spilling of innocent blood had provided the most fertile of soils for the piece to mature.

			Fritz actually believed that this one had been grateful when the Cardinal had cut him open to claim his prize.

			Now they were about to collect the fourth piece in the most unusual of places.

			Fulcroft Maximum Security Prison in Boonville, Missouri, was a cold and heartless facility, made of brick, stone, steel, and barbed wire. It was exactly where one would expect to find the fragment of a key from the lower regions of Hell.

			Fritz hadn’t a clue how they were going to gain entrance but did not bother to ask.

			The Cardinal always seemed to have a plan, and all Fritz needed to do was wait for it to be revealed to him.

			They parked the car in front of the gate to the prison and immediately caught the attention of the guard tower and the armed guards within it.

			A spotlight immediately fell upon them.

			The Cardinal glanced at him. It was as if the demon lord could sense his concern, his discomfort with the situation at hand.

			•   •   •

			“This seems to be the beginnings of a predicament,” the Cardinal said.

			“It appears that maybe it does,” Fritz answered.

			The demon lord laughed a horrible-sounding laugh, as doors across the expanse of the prison property came open, and armed guards began walking toward them.

			“Do you continue to believe in me?” the Cardinal asked. “To believe in our mission?”

			Fritz turned his gaze to the demon.

			“I do,” he told his master.

			The Cardinal smiled, or at least Fritz thought it was a smile.

			“And so you should,” the demon lord said, dropping down to its knees in a squat, and plunging its fingers into the blacktop, the tips of its long, skinless fingers sinking deeply into the tar.

			Fritz felt the effects almost immediately, a numbing shock that coursed through the ground that awakened the nightmare section of the brain, sending all those touched by the power into a strange, dreamlike state.

			He, too, was about to succumb to the horrors of his past, when the Cardinal spared him with a glance.

			“Not you, Fritz,” the demon lord said with a shake of its head. “Not you.”

			His head cleared immediately, and he followed the Cardinal into the prison unhindered, the doors of the correctional facility opening for them as if the demon lord of Hell knew all the secret words.

			•   •   •

			Jordie Olson knew his time was up.

			He was serving two consecutive life sentences for the death of a convenience-store clerk and a patrolman, and it was only a matter of time before something came for him.

			Something to truly punish him for his sins.

			His mother had always told him, If you’re bad enough, the Devil’ll come for you personally.

			The screams of his fellow inmates echoed about the floors of the secure wing, a symphony of misery to welcome the creature from Hell.

			And as Jordie looked out through the bars of his cell at the man—was it even a man—he couldn’t be sure—clothed in a robe of human flesh that moved and pulsed with a strange, disturbing life, he knew that his mother had been right. He hadn’t thought he’d be afraid when the time finally came, but he was completely wrong about that.	

			“What did you do to them?” he asked, backing up onto his bunk so the demon could not reach him.

			“I gave them a glimpse of what is to come,” the Devil said with a terrifying smile. “A peek of what awaits them when they partake of the final sleep.”

			“But you’re really here for me, aren’t you?” Jordie asked from the safety of his bunk.

			“Clever boy,” the Devil said with a grin. It then placed its arm through the bars and motioned with a skinless finger for Jordie to come closer.

			Jordie just about died there and then. He wanted to scream, hoping that maybe somebody who could help might hear. He even considered praying. What was it that preacher who visited them every other Sunday had to say? That the Lord God was always listening, waiting to accept you into his arms so you can be forgiven your sins.

			Any sins.

			“I don’t think so,” Jordie told the Devil. “I’ll just stay right here.”

			The demon pulled its arm back through the bars.

			“Do you think I can’t get to you in there?” the demon asked.

			Jordie remained silent, knowing there probably wasn’t much that a demon from Hell couldn’t do if it set its mind to the problem.

			“I’m not going to go with you,” Jordie said, his voice trembling with fear.

			“Excuse me?” the demon asked, seeming surprised.

			“You heard me,” he answered. “I’m not going with you . . . I’m sorry for my sins . . . God is . . . God is going to protect me!”

			The Devil laughed at him, a horrible, gurgling sound.

			“God isn’t even aware you exist,” the representative of Hell told him.

			“Then maybe I should make him aware,” Jordie said, folding his hands before him and beginning to pray. “Oh Lord, I humbly beseech thee . . . please listen to, and hear this poor sinner begging for your forgiveness.”

			“Do you think He’s listening?” the Devil asked, looking skyward as Jordie continued to pray. It held a hand up to a hole in the side of its head where an ear would be. “What’s that, Oh Lord of Light?” the Devil asked.

			Jordie didn’t know what he was doing but continued to pray louder than before.

			“You want me to leave the sinner be?”

			Jordie’s heart skipped a beat. Was the Devil man actually talking with God?

			“That he is now under Your most holy protection?”

			The Devil looked at him through the bars.

			“The Lord of Lords said that you are now under His protection, that I can no longer take what doesn’t belong to me.”

			Jordie actually felt a spark of hope, a feeling in the pit of his belly suggesting that yes, maybe God was listening, and maybe he was actually going to be forgiven.

			And that he might survive the night.

			But that feeling in his gut quickly went from a weird churning sensation to one of burning.

			As if something were moving inside him.

			“Guess you get to stay right where you are,” the Devil told him as it again extended its arm through the bars, skinless fingers splayed as if reaching for something. “I’ll just take what belongs to me and be on my way.”

			The Devil opened its fingers even wider, as if beckoning to him.

			No, Jordie realized, as the pain in his stomach intensified. Not to him.

			To something inside him.

			That something exploded out from his stomach like a bullet, dragging a slithering trail of large intestine behind it like a tail.

			“You can stay right there,” the demon continued, catching the projectile and closing its bloody hand around it. “I’ll just take my prize and go.”

			Jordie placed his hands upon his belly, trying to keep his insides from spilling out, but it was too little, too late. Whatever had shot out of him had turned his inner works to paste. Slumping back against the wall, he watched as the inside of his cell grew dark, and his time grew short.

			The Devil made it a point to show what had come out of him, the strange metallic object changing shape as it was presented.

			Jordie felt his eyes grow so very heavy, and he closed them for what he was sure was the very last time, slipping into a darkness accompanied by the cries of his fellow inmates.

			Of the fellow damned.

			But there was something else . . . something he could hear just below the screams and wails.

			It sounded like the blare of trumpets.

			•   •   •

			Fritz thought of it as an all-you-can-eat buffet; as the Cardinal did its thing, he was allowed to meet his vampiric needs with the life force of the prison’s other residents.

			Opening the cell doors was like cracking the shell on some delicious crustacean to get at the delicious meat inside. Fritz gorged himself on the life forces of the incarcerated, taking so much that he actually began to feel a little bit drunk.

			He was lying in a bunk, the corpse of a large, tattooed man lying beside him, when he heard the sound.

			Was that a trumpet? he wondered, sitting up and rolling the three-hundred-pound corpse to the ground.

			Shaking off the life-force buzz, he scrambled from the cell and out into the corridor. The prison was suddenly silent.

			Fritz passed a few of the prisoners he’d chosen not to feed upon for one reason or another—physically unattractive in some way, their life forces tainted by illness. They were no longer caught in the grip of nightmare; in fact, it appeared to be the exact opposite.

			They appeared euphoric.

			Again came the blare of trumpets, and Fritz began to panic.

			“Cardinal!” he bellowed, running for the stairs. Something was wrong, something was very wrong. He could feel it in the air . . . on his skin. It was like the tingling of one’s flesh when a powerful storm was about to hit.

			“Cardinal,” he called again as he reached the next level of the maximum-security wing.

			He found the Cardinal, but the demon lord wasn’t alone.

			Outside the cell of the man who held the latest piece of the key, the Cardinal stood tensed. The demon’s back was to him, the flesh of its hooded cloak had come alive, veins of bluish energy flashing across its patchwork surface.

			Something had aroused both the Cardinal and its cloak, and at the far end of the catwalk, Fritz saw what it was that had.

			There were two of them, and they appeared to be dressed as . . .

			Boy Scouts?

			Fritz had no idea what was happening but knew that his place was by his lord’s side as he slowly approached.

			The figures at the end of the catwalk remained perfectly still. He noticed the inhuman glow of their eyes, as well as from the insides of their mouths.

			“The key,” one of the Scouts spoke, the older of the pair. His voice was loud, booming within the confines of the metal prison. “We feel its accursed presence upon you.”

			The younger of the two extended a filthy, open hand, palm up.

			“Give it to us now, and we will be as merciful as we can.”

			The key? They wanted them to give up the key? Who were these people? Fritz wanted to know.

			“You’ve traveled far, messengers,” the Cardinal said. “How long has it been since the last of your ilk walked this world?”

			The pair remained silent, watching with blazing eyes.

			“Much has changed, hasn’t it?” the demon said. “Do you feel it?” The demon raised a bloody hand and waved it in the air. “This is a world in the midst of change . . . of transition.”

			The Cardinal seemed to be listening to something that Fritz could not hear.

			“This is no longer His world,” the demon lord explained. “It is too far gone for that.”

			“You will give us the key!” the older bellowed, the Cardinal’s words seeming to have a disturbing effect upon them.

			“You know it as much as I,” the demon cajoled. “This place is closer to Hell now than Heaven.”

			The pair began to glow, the inner fire hinted at behind their eyes and inside their mouths burning all the brighter, causing their pale flesh to glow.

			“Let us have this one,” the Cardinal continued. “No harm, no foul . . . I’m sure you can find another.”

			And with that final suggestion, the world seemed to explode.

			But Fritz knew that it wasn’t the world per se, it was the pair at the end of the catwalk, their bodies erupting in a release of energy so powerful that it tore the prison apart.

			Bolts of humming power leapt from their bodies, striking with the ferocity of a venomous snake, causing the bars of the cells, as well as the physical structure of the prison itself to disintegrate.

			The walls and ceiling of the prison came down with a thunderous roar, the bellow of trumpets heard above the din of destruction.

			Fritz realized that he could do nothing, the prison was collapsing in upon him, as was his world.

			Is this the end? he wondered, as tons of plaster, rock, and steel caved in upon him and his demonic master.

			It could very well be.

			How disappointing, Fritz thought as he felt his body crushed beneath the weight of it all. He had been so looking forward to what the Cardinal and the forces of Hell had in store for the world.	

			But then he felt the suffocating load shifting.

			Concrete and metal and glass were pushed aside, allowing slivers of daylight to shine in his one undamaged eye.

			And through that eye he saw a hand reaching down into the rubble, grabbing him around his collar and dragging him upward, toward the surface.

			The pain was unlike anything Fritz had ever experienced, skin torn away, bleeding lacerations, broken bones grinding against one another, crushed and ruptured internal organs. There wasn’t any part of him that wasn’t severely damaged, and he imagined that death was only moments away.

			Hauled from the rubble of the prison, Fritz was laid upon the broken ground, the horrible, skinless face of the Cardinal looming over him.

			“Oh no, Fritz,” the Cardinal said. “You can’t leave me just yet.”

			It was still wearing the cloak of skin, the map, and it draped it across Fritz’s body.

			Fritz had felt himself falling, the pull of death so very, very strong, but the cloak stopped him before he could reach the bottom. He gasped as some of the life energies contained within the cloak of flesh flooded into his body, and he realized that the pain he had been experiencing was merely a warm-up. His body was healing, knitting itself back together in the quickest and most painful of fashions.

			“Oh God!” Fritz screamed in agony as he thrashed upon the ground.

			“No,” the Cardinal said with a shake of its head. “Not Him . . . me. I’m the only god you need now.”

			The Cardinal paused, watching Fritz as the healing process tortured him to the brink of madness.

			“And I have need of you.”

			The demon lord then reached down and swiftly pulled the cloak of skin from Fritz’s body and returned it to its own.

			Fritz was a trembling mess, the echoes of the agony he had just experienced hanging about him like a bad smell.

			“Rise,” the Cardinal commanded. “We have no more time for you.”

			And Fritz did as he was told, rising on trembling legs. He looked about him, at the smoke and fire. There were no more cries now, no more sounds from the prisoners affected by the Cardinal’s nightmarish influence.

			They had all been silenced.

			From somewhere in the distance there came the wail of sirens, rescue vehicles on the way. He imagined that they would be sorely disappointed when they arrived.

			The Cardinal was climbing across the rubble like some huge insect. Fritz followed, amazed that he had the ability to move at all.

			“Those two,” he called after his master. “Where . . .?”

			“Gone,” the Cardinal answered. “Their time upon this world is limited, their host bodies only capable of sustaining their divine energies for so long.”

			Fritz stopped, considering his master’s words.

			“Divine energies?” he questioned.

			“Accursed though they may be,” the Cardinal said. “Yes.”

			“Are you saying that those two were . . .”

			They emerged from the smoke and dust to where they’d left their car. The Cardinal went to the front passenger door as Fritz opened the door to the driver’s seat.

			“Angels,” the Cardinal spat, reaching up to rip away the tattered face of the young man he’d found so attractive. “Which means that Heaven is onto us . . .

			“And time is of the essence.”

			•   •   •

			They didn’t have much time.

			John Fogg moved about the warehouse, barking orders to the Coalition staff that had been sent to assist him with his task.

			The interrogation of a Heavenly being.

			A Coalition transport van had arrived at the nursing home to take them to an undisclosed location, an empty warehouse that had been quickly purchased by the secret organization for John’s needs.

			The data that he had requested, most of it from the writings of King Solomon, had been loaded onto a computer tablet and was waiting for him.

			The binding spell that he’d used earlier at the nursing home was failing, and he was desperately in search of something stronger, maybe something that would have been used against one of the more powerful divine entities, like an Archangel.

			John glanced over to the protective circle, watching the angelic being that inhabited the body of a twelve-year-old boy writhing in its center.

			“Anything?” he called out to the Coalition staff, who were frantically going through computer files as well as ancient tomes and scrolls. “Help me out, people,” John urged. “Having a pissed-off angel in here with us won’t be even remotely good for our continued health.”

			He glanced over to Griffin and Nicole, both standing around and looking as though they were going to jump out of their skins. And he couldn’t blame them. If he’d taken the time to really think about what they were doing here, about the forces that they were tampering with, he might have jumped from his skin as well.

			The blare of trumpets echoed throughout the space, nearly deafening them. It was something that seemed to emanate from the divine being’s body as it exerted its strength.

			It was something that said John’s time was running out.

			He decided to try to use the same binding spell he’d used before, knowing that it wouldn’t last but hoping it would buy them a little more time to find something stronger.

			Glancing over to the circle, he watched as Theo paced, a panther-like quality to her movements as she watched the angel.

			Predatory.

			The angel had begun to thrash, its glowing eyes and insides starting to burn all the brighter.

			John had to act.

			The finger that he’d cut earlier was bandaged, and he tore the covering away. With his other hand, he ripped at the wound, reopening it so the blood with flow.

			“Step back,” he told his wife, motioning for her to move away.

			She hesitated, her eyes fixed upon the writhing being.

			“Theo, please,” he urged as he readied to mark the creature again with his blood.

			The angel must have sensed that as well, exerting itself to the maximum, shucking off the remainder of the Solomon spell and surging up within the protective circle, reaching out to grab hold of John from the front and dragging him forward.

			The angel wailed and shrieked in agony, breaking a circle of containment causing it excruciating pain. John helped to destroy the circle as well, his flailing legs disturbing the circle of salt and chalk.

			The angel’s mouth opened wide enough for John to see, and feel, the heat of the fire from within, and he actually prepared himself for the pain to come when—

			Something else entered the circle, something long and thick and dripping with a foul-smelling slime. Something with a spinelike protrusion that stabbed into the neck of the divine being with incredible force, breaking the skin with an audible pop.

			The angel squawked, releasing its grip upon John, allowing him to fall to the warehouse floor.

			John recovered, looking up to see that a muscular, fleshy appendage had shot from his wife’s mouth.

			“Dear God,” he murmured, climbing to his feet.

			The Coalition staff, as well as Griffin and Nicole, rushed to his aid.

			“Theo,” John said. “What are you doing?”

			The tongue retracted into her mouth like an old vacuum-cleaner cord.

			“I’ve rendered him harmless,” she said, watching with steely eyes as the angel collapsed to the floor.

			John went to the divine being and knelt beside him. He saw at once that the energies within the being had diminished, only a faint bluish glow was now emanating from its eyes and mouth.

			“What did you do?” John asked.

			“Poison,” she said. “One of my demons produces just enough of the toxin every thousand years; it was more than happy to give it up.”

			The angel lay perfectly still, eyes wide as it suffered the effects of the demonic toxin.

			“Go ahead and question it,” Theo continued. “The poison should have loosened its tongue as well, almost as good as sodium pentothal.”

			John continued to kneel cautiously before the creature.

			“Can you hear me?” he asked it.

			The angel twitched and moaned, fighting not to respond, but it did.

			“Yesssssssssss,” it said, dragging out its answer like the hiss of a serpent.

			“Why have you come here?”

			“The . . . the Nothing . . . it advances . . .”

			“The nothing?” John questioned. “I don’t understand.”

			“It comes from the end of it all,” the angel said, struggling with every word. “Undoing what has been done . . .”

			John couldn’t quite grasp the angel’s meaning.

			“What was your mission here?” he asked. “Why have you come to Earth?”

			“The . . . key,” the divine creature said, its body wracked with terrible trembling.

			“The key,” John repeated. “Tell me of this key.”

			“It is a key . . . a key to their continued survival . . .”

			“Whose continued survival?”

			“Infernal . . .” the angel spoke. “The infernal of Hell.”

			“This key you speak of,” John asked the angelic being. “How will it allow the infernal to live . . . to survive?”

			“The Vessel . . .” the angel spoke. “It will open the Vessel . . . begin the exodus . . .”

			John didn’t care for the sound of that. “Exodus?” he questioned. “What does that mean?”

			“Exodus,” the angelic being repeated. “Dark . . . exodus.”

			•   •   •

			Deep within the bowels of the Coalition headquarters, the Messenger sat, his preternatural senses attuned to the world.

			“Oh my,” he said, cocking his blistered head ever so slightly so that he might hear a bit better. “That will never do.”

			The Messenger shifted uncomfortably within his circle and reached out with his mind to one adorned with his marks.

			To one marked to do his bidding if need be.

			They had been put there intentionally, secret commands and connections hidden amidst the protections and controls.

			“Hmmmmm, there you are, my dear,” the Messenger said, beginning to scratch symbols into the pale flesh of his arm.

			Symbols that were old before the dawn of creation.

			“Can you hear me, woman?” the Messenger called across the void. “Hear my voice . . . listen to my commands . . .”

			The Messenger waited until he felt the connection established, the markings upon the woman’s body coming to life with its function.

			Its purpose.

			“Silence the Heavenly creature,” the Messenger commanded.

			“Kill the angel.”

			•   •   •

			Theo watched what occurred next in a kind of disconnected haze.

			It was as if she wasn’t even really there, instead sitting in the best seat in a darkened theatre, a huge box of buttered popcorn in her lap, as the events transpired.

			The divine being was explaining why it was here, talking about some catastrophic event that it and its brethren were attempting to prevent.

			Dark Exodus.

			The story certainly was getting good, suspenseful, and she had no idea where it might go next.

			Theo never expected this. What a twist.

			Suddenly, she felt her body change. Since her possession, there was always one form of demonic entity or another waiting on the outskirts of her psyche, waiting for the opportunity to surge forward should her guard inexplicably fall.

			To take control.

			Theo wasn’t even aware that it had happened, her physical form, twisting and morphing as she sprang from where she stood. Her husband saw the movement from the corner of his eye, turning toward it, wearing an expression of shock and surprise.

			He called her name as she pounced.

			“Theo!”

			She wanted to tell him that she didn’t understand, that she had no idea what was happening, but her voice had been taken.

			A demon had control.

			Theo actually cried out as she backhanded her husband aside. The blow was fierce, savage, with an intent to hurt.

			She wanted to see if he was all right, to go to him, to explain.

			But the demon was in the driver’s seat, breaking into the protective circle to perch upon the divine creature’s body.

			Theo tried to regain control, using every ounce of mental strength she could muster, but it wasn’t meant to be.

			There was nothing that she could do to stop it . . . to stop the terrible act she was about to perform.

			Her body shifted and changed even more horrifically, and everything that she was became enshrouded in a haze of red. Perched upon the angel, she attacked, razor-sharp claws ripping and tearing at the human flesh it wore.

			It tried to scream, to fight back, but the demonic poison still coursing through it held its abilities in check.

			They tried to stop her, they really did.

			The girl, Nicole, summoned more of her ghostly animals to swirl around her, to bite and scratch and claw.

			But it was all for nothing.

			Not even her husband, with all his skills, could remove her from her prey. It was a bloodbath, short and sweet, the angel’s body torn to shreds. She wallowed in the blood, in the gore, hacking and slashing and biting to be certain that it was dead.

			That the angel was no more.

			And then the demon receded into the black, horrible place of her psyche, where the others awaited it.

			Leaving her kneeling upon the dismembered body that had once held the essence of the divine.

			Now empty.

			Dead.

			“I’m . . . I’m so sorry,” she said, feeling herself on the verge of collapse. There was the taste of blood in her mouth and its scent in her nose.

			They were all staring at her now, the expressions of absolute horror over what she had done.

			“John,” she called to her husband, as she stepped off the corpse beneath her. She was reaching out to him with a hand that was more talon, bloody skin still hanging from its claws. “John, I don’t know what happened, I . . .”

			“It’s all right, Theo,” he said to her. She could hear the concern in his voice. “We’ll take a look and see . . .”

			“Something’s wrong, John,” she told him as he approached. “I think you need to keep away.”

			John looked as though he’d been physically struck.

			“We’re going to help you,” he told her.

			“Stay away from me!” she screamed. What if she lost control again? What if she did to him what she had done to the divine creature eviscerated at her feet?

			“I think you should listen to her, John,” said a voice from another part of the warehouse.

			The voice was followed by the sound of footsteps, and they all turned to see Elijah walking toward them, a contingent of Coalition operatives by his side.

			“Something went wrong,” John attempted to explain. “I’m not quite sure what . . .”

			“I understand, John,” Elijah said, staring at John’s wife.

			“Theo,” he said to her.

			She acknowledged the disfigured head of the Coalition with a nod.

			“Something isn’t right, Theo,” he said, his good eye staring at the dismembered body. “Do you agree?”

			She nodded vigorously. “Yes,” she finally said. “Something is very wrong.”

			“Then you understand what we must do?” Elijah asked.

			John stepped in. “Excuse me? What are you saying?” he demanded to know. “What are you going to do?”

			“John, please,” Elijah said. “It has to be this way . . . for our own, and her, good.”

			“Damn it, tell me what you’re going to do!” he screamed.

			“John,” she cried out to him. “Honey! Please.”

			“Theo, I . . .”

			She turned her gaze away from him to look at Elijah and his people.

			“Do it,” she said with a nod.

			The Coalition agents encircled her, clasping their hands together.

			She chanced a look at her husband then and saw that he knew what was going on . . . what was happening.

			“It has to be this way,” she called to him.

			The Coalition operatives began to chant, the spell flowing through the air, wrapping her within its embrace.

			She felt its effect almost immediately, as did the demons inside her.

			They tried to fight her, to break free, but she was at least strong enough to keep them in place this time.

			This time.

			“Theo!” her husband screamed, and he tried to go to her, only to be stopped by Griffin, who grabbed his arm.

			John struck Griffin, causing the man to stumble back, blood pouring from his nose.

			“It’s going to be all right, love,” she tried to soothe him, as the spell shut her down, causing her to crumple limply to the floor.

			She struggled to stay conscious for just a bit longer, to reassure her husband.

			“This is all for the best,” she said. “For my own . . .”

			•   •   •

			“Good,” Elijah said, gesturing for another group of Coalition agents to step in.

			They approached Theo cautiously, one of them dragging a portable stretcher over to where she lay.

			John stormed toward him, Elijah’s security detail getting between him and the angry husband.

			“Where are you taking her?” John demanded.

			Elijah pushed his agents aside, assuring them it was all right.

			“We’ll take her back to headquarters,” Elijah said. “We’ll look her over . . . try to figure out what’s wrong.”

			“And if you can’t?” John asked bluntly.

			Elijah was taken aback by the question. There was so much he would have liked to tell the man, but things had become so precarious of late.

			“We’ll do our best, John,” Elijah said, dropping a comforting hand upon the man’s shoulder. “I’m sure everything is going to be just fine.”

			They had placed Theo on the stretcher and were removing her. Elijah’s eyes fell upon the bloody corpse lying there, a corpse that had once contained the spiritual essence of one of Heaven’s messengers.

			And he wondered if the words he had just spoken to John were nothing more than a reassuring lie.
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			Emma Rose wiped away the tears that dropped down upon her drawing pad.

			She’d been thinking about the sisters and how they had died because of her.

			Feeling another spell coming on, she grabbed the piece of charcoal she was using and let the images come to her—wash over her—guide her hand.

			Emma Rose had no idea why she had been given such a gift, the ability to see preternatural events as they were about to occur around the world. Some were just odd; a rain of frogs, monkeys scrawling the first verses of Genesis in feces upon the floor of their cages, while others . . .

			Devil-worshipping cults emerging from the shadows to proclaim their faith, a lake in the Anjou region of France turning to actual blood, a man who awakened from the most disturbing of nightmares to find his body covered in the writings of language unspoken since before the birth of Christ.

			These were the things she saw in staccato images and that she drew upon the thousands of pieces of paper she was given each day. Normally, she just drew, taking the pictures from inside her head and putting them down, but now, since talking to Elijah, she had a purpose.

			She was looking for something . . . something connected to a container of some kind . . . a vessel.

			Or maybe even a place where this object could be found.

			Emma was very tired, more tired than she had even been in her life. She wanted to sleep in the worst way, but she didn’t want to disappoint. What if the image came when she was at rest, and somehow it got lost amongst all the other random visions that flowed through her mind?

			No, she needed to be vigilant, searching for that one . . . special . . .

			The image came like a bolt from above. It was far stronger than many of the other visions she had had, this one totally taking her over. The last thing she remembered was the image arriving—and then nothing.

			Emma Rose wasn’t sure how long she’d been out, coming out of her creative fugue state, her hand throbbing in pain.

			She looked around her room and was shocked by what she saw. There were papers everywhere, each and every one drawn upon, but there were also the walls . . . and the floors.

			Every flat surface that she could reach was drawn upon with charcoal, as well as something else. Something dark and maroon that looked like . . .

			Emma looked at her drawing hand and gasped. Her fingers were bloody and appeared to have had their tips cut so that she might bleed . . . and draw because she’d run out of pencils.

			In her lap was such a drawing, the coppery smell of blood wafting up into her nostrils. She looked at the image and felt a strange sensation that she didn’t quite understand.

			It was a sensation of recognition, but she had no idea why.

			Every one of the countless new drawings was of the same thing, a large, mansion-type house from all different angles, but she could tell it was the same place.

			Over and over and over again.

			Deep in her heart . . . in her gut, she knew that this was it.

			That this was the place that Elijah was searching for.

			Emma Rose proceeded to gather up all the artwork in order to show him.

			Elijah needed to be shown.

			He needed to know.

			•   •   •

			Fulcroft Prison lay in smoldering ruins before them.

			Firefighters and emergency personnel were on the scene, scuttling around like ants, doing whatever it was that they were doing.

			John looked at it all, seeing nothing but the image of his wife hacking away at the body of the angelic being, eventually blending into the moment when they took her away.

			They took her away.

			“John, did you hear me? Are you okay?”

			Brenna Isabel’s voice was like a slap to the head, and he looked away from the rubble of the maximum-security prison to see the FBI agent watching him, caution in her eyes.

			“Yeah, I’m good,” he said. “Wandering thoughts.”

			“Theo?” she asked.

			“Amongst other things.” He looked back to the ruins of the prison. “Think anybody could have survived in there?”

			“They’re hoping, yeah,” Brenna said, then paused a moment before finishing. “Theo will be fine, John.”

			He looked at her.

			“Do you really believe that?” he asked her. “You saw what she did.”

			Brenna said nothing, which told him much.

			“She’s losing control,” he said. “Getting unpredictable.”

			“Elijah will help her,” Brenna told him.

			“Elijah can only do so much,” he said. “When does it come to the point that he can’t handle all this?”

			“It’s the job we’re faced with,” Brenna said. “We don’t have the choice . . . we hold back the tide until . . .”

			“Until we can’t do it anymore, and it drowns us.”

			“I don’t want to be drowned,” Brenna said.

			“Neither do I,” John answered.

			“Then we’d better start doing our best to keep the tide from coming in.”

			“It’s all so simple to you,” John told her with a slight grin.

			“Black and white is so much easier than gray,” she said. Brenna turned her attention back to the smoldering prison remains. Firefighters were spraying the rubble with multiple hoses to keep the thick dust down.

			“Eyewitnesses say that they saw two figures with burning eyes dressed in Scout attire crawl out from the rubble,” she said.

			“Huh,” John said. “I wonder who they could be.” He found himself walking closer to the rubble. A police officer stepped into his path to block him.

			“It’s all right,” he heard Brenna say. He imagined her flashing her identification, which allowed her to do pretty much whatever she wanted—whatever they wanted, within reason.

			“Why were they here?” he asked, eyes watering from the smoke and dust that flowed through the air, despite the firefighters’ best efforts. What would have brought two angelic beings first to a nursing home, then to a maximum security prison?

			He knew the answer; he just wished that he understood the full extent of what it meant.

			A key.

			They were looking for a key.

			•   •   •

			Nicole watched the rescue personnel, swarming across the rubble with their dogs, searching for signs of survivors.

			“I should just tell them to stop,” she said to Griffin, her eyes upon the smoldering ruins.

			“Ghosts?” he asked.

			“Oh yeah,” she said. “A lot of them.”

			Nicole watched as the spectres lingered, floating across the rubble, then back, as if unsure where to go.

			“Whatever happened here was fast,” she said. “Sudden.”

			“What makes you think that?” Griffin asked.

			“The ghosts have no idea where to go,” she said. “They’re pretty much staying put.”

			“Even after they’ve died, they’re still in prison,” Griffin said.

			“Yeah,” she said, feeling bad for the confused spirits.

			She watched one in particular, floating awkwardly across the uneven rubble, moving toward them.

			“I don’t like this,” Nicole said, as the ghost of a prisoner came closer.

			“What?” Griffin asked. “All the destruction and death?”

			“No,” she answered. “These ghosts . . . people ghosts. I prefer animals. I don’t know what John’s grandmother did, but I wish she’d take it away.”

			The prisoner hovered before her, watching.

			Griffin was looking at her and must have seen the expression on her face.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked her.

			“I got the ghost of a prisoner here,” she said. “He seems to want to tell me something.”

			“Might be important. Pay attention.”

			“You pay attention,” she snapped. “Oh yeah, that’s right, I’m the only one who can see these Casper rejects.”

			The ghost lifted his prison shirt to show her a hole in his stomach.

			“He’s got a hole in his stomach,” she announced. “I have no idea what that means.”

			“Ask him,” Griffin urged.

			She looked at him strangely.

			“He’s obviously trying to share something with you,” he explained. “Ask him what it is?”

			“Dude,” Nicole said to the ghost. “I have no idea what that means.” She pointed to the hole, strands of ghostly blood leaked from the opening to mix with the thick smoke and dust.

			The ghost stared at her, his gaze intense. Then he moved forward in a flash, his body suddenly less then an inch from her.

			“Jesus Christ,” she said, leaning back as the ghost reached out, placing the tips of his fingers inside her head.

			It was like the worst ice-cream brain freeze ever—only this one came with pictures.

			“Oh shit,” she said, as the images flooded into her brain. She saw the man’s entire life, how he never really had a chance, how his life had gone bad. Theft, arson, and even murder were just how it was, and how he’d ended up inside this prison.

			And then she saw how he had died, how something had been taken from inside him by a skinless man.

			Gross.

			A skinless man who had a friend.

			Her blood ran cold as she caught a glimpse of the skinless man’s accomplice. There was no mistaking who it was. She’d remember that face forever.

			Fritz. The guy who murdered her cat and done so much more.

			And there was some sort of a battle, the skinless guy versus the Scouts.

			Them again.

			That’s what brought the prison down.

			The ghost removed its fingers from her skull, and she stumbled backward.

			“What just happened?” Griffin asked.

			“Got a glimpse of the ghost’s life and what happened in there.”

			“And?”

			“There’s some pretty creepy dudes drifting around, and having knock-down, drag-outs with the Scouts. They’re responsible for this.”

			“The Scouts did this?”

			“And some skinless guy,” she said. “And Fritz.”

			“Fritz?” Griffin asked. “Isn’t that the guy you and John . . .”

			“Exactly,” she said. “He’s somehow part of all this stuff.”

			“We should probably tell John before . . .”

			Nicole stopped listening when she noticed the familiar old woman standing there, the ghosts of all the dead prisoners drawn to her like moths to light.

			“Shit,” Nicole muttered. “What the hell does she want now?”

			“Who?” Griffin wanted to know.

			“Nana,” she answered.

			“John’s grandmother?”

			“Yeah,” she said with a nod.

			Nana and the crowd of dead moved toward Nicole, who had to resist the urge to run like hell.

			“There’s someone you all need to speak with,” Nana said, spectral cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth.

			“Got a name?” Nicole asked.

			Nana held up her hand as if to show her.

			“May I?” the ghostly old woman asked.

			“Sure,” Nicole grumbled. She leaned forward as Nana plunged her fingers into Nicole’s skull.

			“Why the hell not,” she said with a grimace. “Everybody else does.”

			•   •   •

			John and Brenna had just completed questioning another witness who saw a man and boy dressed like Scouts crawl from the wreckage of the prison.

			That there was something wrong with their eyes.

			There was no doubt that the divine beings had been there and likely had somehow been responsible.

			“What now?” Brenna asked.

			John really didn’t know. “Once they start removing bodies from the rubble, maybe we take a look to see if . . .”

			“Hey, John!”

			They looked to see Griffin and Nicole coming toward them at a quickened pace. Maybe they’d found out something useful.

			“Got anything?” John asked them.

			“I’ll give you the abridged version,” Nicole said. “This here mess was caused by our Boy Scout friends, a skinless man, and, get this . . . Fritz,” she told him.

			“Fritz,” John said. “Figured he’d be part of the equation eventually. Go on.”

			“And I just talked to your Nana, and she’s given us a lead to somebody who she thinks might be able to help us.”

			“Is this lead living or dead?” John asked.

			“What do you think?” Nicole asked sarcastically.

			“I’m guessing dead,” John told her.

			“Then you’d be right,” Nicole answered. “But she said we might want to get there fast, one never knows when a restless spirit might suddenly move on.”

			“And where are we to find this informant ghost?” John asked, moving with the others to where they’d left their car.

			“A funeral home not too far from here,” Nicole answered. “And Nana said to be sure to ask him about the map.”

			“The map?” John asked.

			“That’s what she said,” Nicole answered, climbing into the backseat of their ride.

			A key, and now a map, John thought.

			It was turning into quite the scavenger hunt.
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			Fritz sat slumped on the metal bench in front of the You Pump It rest stop, still feeling the pain of his injuries as they continued to heal, sapping away what strength remained.

			He was staring toward the end of the parking lot, at the huge neon sign above the one that announced that they had gas and clean restrooms.

			The neon sign said Eat.

			And that’s exactly what he and the Cardinal had to do.

			The place had been devoid of life, other than a single cashier when they’d first pulled in, but the dark gods must have been looking down on them because a bus trip to one of the nearby casinos had pulled in not too long after they had.

			After the prison encounter, the Cardinal needed to feed, making short work of the cashier inside the convenience store before making its way to the bus.

			Fritz chuckled; the poor bastards on board hadn’t even been given the chance to take a leak before the demon lord was on board, helping itself to their life forces.

			He looked toward the bus again, it had been rocking, the sounds of muffled screams drifting out from inside.

			But it was quiet now.

			Fritz realized that he’d never been this close to death before, it was as if every cell of his being was dying, crying out in agony. His body was feeding upon itself in order to continue to live.

			What the Cardinal had given him back at the prison allowed him to live, but it wasn’t enough. If he didn’t have something more to eat soon, he’d be little more than a withered husk sitting upon this bench.

			The bus rocked slightly, and he watched the door for signs of movement.

			The Cardinal emerged, descending the steps, dragging something that kicked and squirmed behind it.

			The man was large, his body radiating life. Fritz could feel the pulse of the man’s life force from where he sat.

			“This one was hiding in the bathroom,” the Cardinal said, lifting the man into the air with a show of preternatural strength. “I was almost tempted to eat him myself, but then I remembered.”

			Fritz struggled to get the words out.

			“Thank . . . you,” he said, no louder than a whisper.

			The man was a gibbering mess, his eyes bulging, drool trickling from the corners of his mouth. Fritz wondered what the Cardinal had done to him—shown him—inside the bus before bringing him outside.

			The Cardinal dropped the man on the ground, in front of Fritz.

			“Go ahead,” the Cardinal commanded. “Feed.”

			The man squirmed upon the ground, attempting to crawl away. With great effort, Fritz wriggled from the bench, his withered body dropping to the ground, where he reached out, grabbing hold of the fat man’s ankle.

			Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.

			The man began to scream, and Fritz was reminded of the slaughterhouse he’d worked in as a young man, the screams of animals when they knew their lives were about to end.

			The man stopped squirming as Fritz drained the life from his body. He did not want to take the energies too quickly. He wanted to feed slowly, to get as much from the body as he could before it expired.

			“That’s it,” the Cardinal said. “Make yourself strong again. You’ll need that strength on the last leg of our journey.”

			They were close, Fritz thought. Only one more piece of the key was needed before it would be complete. And then . . .

			The Vessel would be opened.

			He had no idea what that even meant but guessed that it was something amazing, and he hoped that he would reap the benefits of his loyalty to the Cardinal, and the mission.

			The fat man had died, the very last bit of energy produced by the beginning of decay taken into Fritz’s body like an after-dinner mint.

			He was no longer feeling any pain, his body satisfied with what it had consumed in order to completely heal himself. Fritz rose from the ground and stretched, his revitalized muscles engorged with life.

			“That’s better,” he said, the spectre of death now driven more comfortably away than before.

			“Good,” the Cardinal said, pulling the cloak of flesh about itself tighter, strange, glowing patterns again appearing across the patchwork surface. “Hell has plans for us,” it announced, turning and walking toward their car.

			“Hell has plans for us both.”

			•   •   •

			Elijah wasn’t sure how the creature of Heaven would react to the murder of one of his own.

			He stood perfectly still, waiting for what he believed to be a better opportunity.

			The Messenger sat, eyes firmly closed, lost somewhere deep in meditation. Elijah did not want to interrupt him.

			“I sense that you have something to say,” the angel said suddenly, still appearing to be deep in thought.

			“I didn’t wish to interrupt,” Elijah said.

			“There’s no helping that,” the Messenger said. “I can sense your presence, as well as the presence of all who serve you as they scurry about this structure.” The Messenger paused. “The very fact that you’re living is an interruption to one such as me.”

			Elijah was used to the divine being’s sometimes harsh comments and did not bother to address them. He could only imagine how inferior he appeared to one who soared above the spires of Heaven.

			“There’s been a bit of a tragedy,” Elijah informed the holy being.

			“Has there?” the Messenger asked. He’d been sitting in lotus position and now unfurled himself, showing off the extreme length of his arms and legs as he rose to his feet. “Tell me about said tragedy,” the angel told him.

			“Three of your kind . . .”

			“My—kind?”

			Elijah nodded. “Three creatures of the divine have found their way to Earth,” he informed the Messenger. “There was a confrontation with some of my agents and one of these creatures was captured.”

			“Do tell,” the Messenger said, dark eyes wide with interest.

			“While questioning said divine being, where we learned of their pursuit of a key . . .”

			“The key,” the Messenger repeated, his pale, thin body going rigid.

			“After acquiring this information, the being was slain.”

			The Messenger wore an expression of absolute shock.

			“One of my agents,” Elijah went on. “A woman possessed by a multitude of infernal beings, temporarily lost control and attacked said being and killed him.”

			The angel turned within its circle, showing off his scarred back where his wings had once grown.

			“I am truly sorry for this grave error on the part of me and my organization and extend my deepest sympathies to . . .”

			“They were likely the enemy,” the Messenger interrupted.

			Elijah paused. “Excuse me?”

			The Messenger turned to face him. “The divine creatures,” he informed. “They were likely traitors . . . those who had fallen from the grace of the Lord of Lords . . . attempting the unthinkable while aiding the disciples of the infernal here on Earth. Your agent likely did us all a favor.”

			The Messenger paused.

			“But you said that there were three.”

			“Yes,” Elijah said. “Two escaped. I have agents currently working on locating and . . .

			“Time is of the essence,” the Messenger said. “We must be the first to find the key and obtain the Vessel before these agents of the infernal can . . .”

			It was the Messenger’s turn to be interrupted, the phone inside Elijah’s suit coat vibrating loudly, the hum heard through the fabric of his inside pocket.

			He had told the people reporting to interrupt only in the case of an emergency.

			“Excuse me,” he said, taking the phone from inside his coat.

			“Of course.” The Messenger obliged with a wave of a spidery hand.

			Elijah turned his back on the angel to speak.

			“Yes,” he said, listening to the voice from the other end. “Thank you,” he replied. “I’ll be right up.”

			Elijah ended the call, sliding the phone back into his inside coat pocket. He turned to see that the Messenger was waiting for him.

			“I have to go. It’s Emma,” he said, making his way toward the exit. “I believe we might have had a breakthrough.”

			The Messenger slowly nodded, a smile creeping across his pale features so very wide that it looked as though it might split his face.

			“Very good,” the Messenger said. “The timing couldn’t be more fortuitous.”

			•   •   •

			Theodora was enraged, and she showed it with each new example of violence she heaped upon the demons inside of her.

			They didn’t know what was hitting them.

			Deep within her psyche, she remained the boss, and in her current mental state, there wasn’t any chance that they would be wresting away control.

			They attempted to change the landscape, her surroundings shifting to a burning region of Hell, to a busy, New York street. No matter what they attempted to construct to hide from her wrath, she knew where to find them.

			And did.

			She wished that she could kill them, each and every one, but that just wasn’t how it worked.

			But she could cause them pain, and she had every intention of doing so.

			The light from her body was like a scythe, cutting them down with blades of light, reducing their bodies to mere pieces as they shrieked and wailed, attempting to escape her wrath.

			“How dare you think you could control me,” she screamed, her voice booming within her psyche like the roar of creation. Most of the demons were gibbering idiots, forces of malicious evil happy just to bring pain and misery, but some were so much smarter than that, and Theo was certain they were responsible for what she had done.

			Theo remembered the savagery of the act, the divine being of Heaven cut down by her hands manipulated into demonic claws.

			A mountainous landscape shifted and changed as she cut down the latest batch of filth that tried to escape her anger. She watched with interest as the rock changed to wood, the sands beneath her feet to city streets.

			She recognized the place at once, a bar in the East Village where she and John used to drink before they were married.

			The structure was there for a reason, and she charged for the door, kicking it in with all the strength she imagined herself having. The door tore away from the hinges, glass shattering as it flew across the room to smash into the side of the bar.

			The bar was visibly empty . . .

			All except for one lone table at the far back, the table where she and John would sit and talk about their future together while they slowly got buzzed on cheap beer and wine.

			Billy Sharp sat alone.

			Theo smiled. She couldn’t wait to tear into this little bastard, almost certain that he had been the one responsible for hijacking her body.

			The child noticed her standing there and did not bolt, instead waving her over.

			“If you knew what I was planning right now, you wouldn’t be calling me closer,” Theo said, stalking closer. She’d pulled back on her inner light, the tattoos on her body now faintly glowering, waiting for an opportunity to be unleashed again on the nightmarish denizens living within her mind.

			“You’re angry, I know,” the child said. He was coloring in a coloring book. The real Billy had loved to color.

			She was already thinking about what she was going to do, ripping him out of his seat, maybe forcing him to eat his crayons, before tearing his head from his body.

			He stopped her with his gaze.

			“Please sit down,” he said, going back to coloring a school of fishes within the book.

			“That’s not going to keep me from hurting you,” she growled.

			He kept right on coloring a swordfish. “I believe we’re starting to rub off on you,” Billy said.

			Theo leaned forward, swatting away the coloring book and crayons with her arm.

			Billy looked at her.

			“Really?” he said, and sighed, shaking his head. “You’re no better then the riffraff you’ve been dismembering out there.”

			“How about the riffraff I’m dismembering in here,” she said, reaching for the front of the boy’s shirt.

			Billy’s face twisted, and transformed into something sharklike, biting her hand off at the wrist.

			Theo recoiled, clutching the bloody stump to her chest.

			“You fucker,” she growled.

			Billy held up a single, tiny finger as he chewed noisily, then swallowed.

			“You did ask for that,” he said, wiping the blood that covered his mouth away with his arm.

			Theo stared at the jagged stump and bone where her hand had been and watched a new one begin to grow.

			“You’re only going to make this harder on yourself,” she said, readying to pounce again.

			Billy was picking up his crayons from the barroom floor.

			“You can try whatever you like,” he said. “But the effect might be similar to what you just experienced. I’m not about to let you cause me discomfort for something I wasn’t responsible for.”

			“So you weren’t responsible,” she said. “Perfectly innocent were you?”

			“I’m a demon from Hell,” he said with a disgusted look. “I’ve never been innocent, but I had nothing to do with that incident in the warehouse.”

			Theo stalked closer to where he squatted.

			“You’re lying.”

			“I could be,” he said, picking up the last of the crayons and placing them on the table. “But I’m not.”

			“Then if you’re not responsible, who is?” she demanded of him.

			“I actually have no idea,” Billy said. He was flipping through the coloring book, looking for his next picture. He stopped at a drawing of the Crucifixion, smiled, and grabbed his red crayon and began to color. “One moment we were perfectly under your control, and the next we were free . . . allowed to express our bloodlust for the divine creature.”

			He was carefully coloring around Jesus’s crown of thorns.

			“It was quite exciting to see what we could do.”

			“You’re saying that something else was responsible for allowing you to act on your own?” she asked, feeling an increasing sense of unease begin to form.

			“I’m saying that somebody has the ability to flip the switch,” Billy said. He looked up at her and smiled that childish smile. “Personally, I find it all quite thrilling.”

			Theo felt the markings upon her flesh begin to tingle—the tattoos that were placed there by Elijah and the Coalition to allow her some control over the demonic entities that ravaged her. Had something been sabotaged, or maybe even a command placed with the markings, that would enable someone to override her control over the infernal entities that plagued her?

			She immediately fixated upon Elijah.

			“Are we good?” Billy asked. He was now painting the Christ’s body an odd shade of green.

			“We’ll never be good,” she said with a snarl.

			“One can dream, can’t we?” Billy said, returning to his craft.

			She was going to return, to leave her damaged psyche when she felt it.

			One moment it was there, then the next . . .

			Billy looked up at her and smiled. His teeth were like needles.

			“Uh-oh,” he said. “Looks like it’s happening again.”

			She felt the demons all around her, those she had torn to pieces converging on her, sensing her panic. They were laughing at her now, taunting her.

			For she was no longer in control of herself.

			Something . . . someone was calling to her.

			And she had no choice but to answer.
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			They pulled up the cracked and crumbling drive of the Carroll Funeral Home, moving the car along to the back, where it wouldn’t be noticed.

			“And who are we here to meet?” Griffin asked her as he crawled out from the backseat.

			“Nana wasn’t specific,” Nicole said, following him. “She said that he’d be here and would want to talk about stuff.”

			“Stuff?” Brenna asked.

			Nicole nodded.

			“That’s sounds like Nana,” John said, giving the old building the once-over. “If you look up the word ‘cryptic’ in the dictionary, her picture is right there beside it.”

			“Good one,” Nicole said. “Maybe we can do knock-knock jokes a little later.”

			“Should we knock?” Griffin asked, standing near the back door.

			A ghost appeared beside the man, placing a translucent hand upon the doorknob and turning. The ghost repeated this over, and over again.

			“Try to open it,” Nicole said.

			Griffin did what she said, and the door swung open. “Huh,” he said, going in. “Wasn’t locked.”

			“Always a good sign,” John said, as he and Brenna moved toward the back entrance.

			Nicole hung back, practically mesmerized by the number of spirits that lingered around the building. It made a kind of sense, she thought, the funeral home being the individual’s last real contact with friends and family before burial.

			She reached up to absentmindedly pet Daisy around her shoulder. The cat avoided her hand, slinking from her perch around her neck to land upon the ground and quickly dart inside.

			Nicole sighed.

			“Guess I’m goin’ in,” she muttered, following the cat.

			It was even worse inside. Ghosts were crammed just about everywhere that she looked, almost as if they were waiting for something. And there was something odd about them as well. They were very eager to show her something on their bodies: patches of skin missing from backs, stomachs, legs, and arms. Anywhere that a good-sized piece of skin could be removed but would be covered with clothes when being waked.

			“Whoa,” she said.

			Griffin, John, and Brenna were mulling about the basement room, and they all looked at her.

			“Problem?” John asked.

			“Lots and lots of spooks,” she said. “And almost all of them are missing pieces of skin.”

			“Pieces of skin?”

			“Yeah,” she said. “Patches cut away it looks like.”

			“Okay,” John said. “Something to keep in mind as we look for our informant. Any luck?” he asked her.

			She shook her head. “Nobody that seems to want to talk,” she said. “They just want to show me their missing skin.”

			Nicole walked toward the back of the room, avoiding the spirits as if they were material. They seemed drawn to her, reaching out to touch her as she passed, hoping to perhaps gain some substance in order to interact with the world once more.

			“Embalming room is over here,” Griffin said. She turned to see him coming out of a side room, gesturing behind him.

			She heard a meow from where he’d come.

			“Think we want in here,” she said, moving around Griffin to enter the embalming room. There bodies on the tables, their ghosts presiding over them.

			She could feel the ghosts all looking at her.

			“I think this is it,” she said, going to the very back of the room. There was a hidden door, and she reached to open it.

			“Wait,” John said, walking over to her. “Let me do it, just in case.”

			“What? Do you think it’s booby-trapped or something?”

			“Never can tell,” he said as he laid his hands upon the plaster door and applied pressure. It opened with a click.

			The stink of decay wafted out, making them all take a step back.

			“That’s a stink that I’ll never get used to,” Griffin said, turning away as he waved a hand beneath his nose.

			They found the old man’s body lying in a dried puddle of blood on the floor of the simple, cinder-block room.

			“I wonder if this is the guy,” John said, going into the room.

			Nicole joined them, seeing what they did not.

			“Yeah, I think it is,” she said.

			The ghost of the older man sat on the floor, in the corner of the room, Daisy curled in his lap as he petted her. The ghost cat was purring.

			“Hey,” Nicole said to the ghost. He did not reply, continuing to pet Daisy.

			“She likes you,” Nicole then added.

			There was the faintest hint of a smile on the ghost’s face. “Had a cat like her once,” the ghost said. “Never stopped missing her.”

			“Yeah, they certainly do worm their way into our hearts.”

			The ghost kept on petting the cat.

			“Are you the one that Nana . . . ?”

			“The old lady?” he asked.

			Nicole nodded. “Yeah, she likes to be called Nana.”

			“She came to me after . . .” The ghost looked at his stiffening corpse upon the ground. “After they betrayed me.”

			“Who?” Nicole asked. “Who betrayed you?”

			“They promised that I would be rewarded,” the ghost of the older man said. “If I did what was asked of me . . . and I did for so very, very long.”

			“The ones who killed you promised you a reward?” she asked.

			He looked at her angrily. “No, not them. The Dark Lords,” he said.

			“The Dark Lords,” she repeated. “Got it.”

			She could see that the others were watching her, waiting to hear what she had learned. The mention of Dark Lords had certainly gotten their attention.

			“I’d been listening to them for years,” he said. “Doing as they asked, looking forward to my eventual reward.”

			“Not much of a reward, huh?” she said, looking at his corpse.

			The ghost got angry, his pale, translucent features screwing up in fury. “I spent the best years of my life slaving for them . . . putting the map together piece by stinking piece.”

			“Map?” Nicole asked him.

			He nodded, still petting the cat. “They told me how to create it, the raw materials that I would need. My mother quilted, so I had a rough idea.”

			And then it dawned on her.

			“The skin,” she said.

			The ghost nodded. “Yeah, the skin was how the map was made.”

			“So you used the skin of your clients to make this map?”

			“At first it was animal stuff,” he said. “Things that I found on the side of the road, but once I got this job, things got a little easier.”

			She wondered if he was aware that the people that he’d stolen from were still hanging around. He seemed pretty self-absorbed, so he probably didn’t even notice.

			“So over the years, you made this map,” she said.

			“I did,” he said. “It was hanging right here from those hooks.” He pointed to the hooks in the ceiling, the metal eyelets screwed into the floor.

			“I notice that it isn’t there now,” she said.

			Again his expression grew angry.

			“They took it,” the ghost said. “Once they got what was inside me, they took the map.”

			“What was inside you?”

			The ghost nodded vigorously. “Wasn’t even aware, but I guess there was a piece of the key inside me all along.”

			“The key,” Nicole said.

			“Yeah,” the ghost said. “I guess all they wanted was the map and the piece of the key. They weren’t planning on giving me anything in return—other than this.”

			“Man, sounds like you really got screwed over.”

			He looked at her then.

			“Yeah, I really did,” he agreed, petting Daisy all the more vigorously. Her cat didn’t seem to mind.

			“But here’s the thing,” the ghost of the man said. “That old woman . . . Nana is it?”

			Nicole nodded.

			“Yeah, Nana said that I could really fuck them over by giving up information about some stuff,” the ghost said.

			“I bet you know some things . . . have seen some things that could be very helpful to us.”

			The ghost seemed to get very thoughtful as he sat there, petting her cat.

			“So what do you think?” Nicole asked.

			The ghost then looked at her with cold, dead eyes.

			“I think I’m ready to start fucking.”

			•   •   •

			Elijah looked at the charcoal drawing and felt his blood run cold.

			Of course. His mind raced. It made a twisted kind of sense that this would be the location where the Vessel would be found.

			His good eye left the drawing, moving around the room to the other drawings of the very same location scrawled upon the walls as well as hundreds of pieces of paper that littered the floor.

			“Do you know what it is?” Emma Rose asked dreamily. It was obvious that the girl was exhausted by her vision, as well as by the actions that had followed.

			“I do,” he said with a cordial nod. “And I think there is a very good chance that this could be exactly the location we’re looking for. Very good, Emma Rose. Very good.”

			“I . . . I think I know it,” she said excitedly.

			His heart skipped a beat as he turned his gaze to her.

			“That place,” she said, pointing to the image that she’d drawn. “I don’t know how . . . or where, but I somehow know it.”

			He smiled with the good side of his face and nodded.

			“Perhaps after drawing so many marvelous representations, you just feel like you know it,” he said, hoping to convince her otherwise.

			Emma Rose had no memory of her past—of where she had been found, and up until this point, she’d never shown any interest.

			“No,” she said, shaking her head vehemently. She grabbed one of the other drawings. “I know this place . . . it means something to me . . . something important.”

			Elijah nodded slowly, not wanting to let on that he knew far more than he was willing to share with her.

			“Perhaps,” he said.

			She looked at him hard, shaking her head no. “Not perhaps,” she said. “Yes, yes this place, whatever it is, wherever it is, means something to me.”

			“A breakthrough then, and if that’s the case,” he began. “As soon as this latest situation is settled, we will begin our own investigation—you and I—into why you feel this way.”

			She was staring at him now, the intensity of her gaze almost frightening.

			“You’re going there?” she asked him, pointing to the drawing he held, while her eyes darted around the room. “Here?”

			There was no way to avoid the answer.

			“Yes,” he said. “I will take a Coalition team with me, and . . .”

			“I’m going with you,” she said. She was practically vibrating as she spoke.

			“No,” Elijah said, shaking his head emphatically. “It’s too dangerous, you will remain here under Coalition protection and . . .”

			“I have to go,” she said. “The visions were so strong . . . intense . . . I think I’m supposed to go with you . . . to go there.”

			His gut response was a most definitive no. There was no way that he would risk the child’s safety in any way, but there did appear to be something to what she was saying.

			“Don’t you see?” she asked. “The drawings . . . they’re different than all the others.”

			Emma Rose was right, they were.

			“I’m in these drawings,” she said. “I’ve never been in my drawings before.” She began to point herself out in each of them. “Here I am, over and over again. I’m at the scene.”

			She looked at him again, even more intensely.

			“I’m supposed to be there, Elijah.”

			He felt it in his gut. She was right.

			Elijah sighed and turned toward the door to leave.

			“Elijah?” she called after him.

			“We will be leaving within the hour,” he said, not turning around. “You will follow the commands of me and my team implicitly. Is that clear?”

			He turned ever so slightly to see that she was nodding.

			“I do hope and pray that this isn’t the most terrible of mistakes,” he said, opening the door, stepping out into the hall, and closing the door behind him.

			He could have been mistaken, but Elijah thought that he might have heard a muffled squeal of excitement from the other side of the door.

			•   •   •

			“Tell me about this map,” John Fogg said to Nicole.

			“Well, it’s made of pieces of skin,” she explained. “David had been putting it together for most of his life. Animal skin at the start, but mostly people skin over the last forty years or so.”

			“And he was receiving orders on how to do this from Hell?”

			Nicole nodded. “The Dark Lords, right?” she looked over to an empty area of the room, but John knew that something was there, and only she could see it.

			“Yeah,” she then answered. “The Dark Lords told him how to do it, and to expect Fritz and the demon he calls the Cardinal.”

			“And they killed him, took the piece of the key from his stomach, then left with the map?”

			“That sounds about it,” Nicole said.

			“The map,” John then said.

			“Yeah?” she questioned. “Would be superhelpful to get a look.”

			“It would,” she agreed. “But it went out the door with the ugly twins.”

			“But your ghost buddy here,” John said, pointing to the empty space. “He saw it, right?”

			Nicole nodded. “Course he did,” she said. “He made it.”

			“Could he show you?”

			She thought about it for a moment and knew the answer. There had been ghosts showing her stuff inside her skull since Nana souped up her abilities the other day.

			“Yeah,” she said. “I bet he could.”

			He watched as she looked back toward the empty spot.

			“Wanna really screw over those Dark Lords?” she asked the place. “Show me the map. Could you do that?”

			John watched her expression to gauge what the answer would be.

			Nicole smiled, leaning her head forward ever so slightly.

			“Put those images right inside here,” she told the ghost. “And I will guarantee we will fuck up their shit big-time.”

			And her promise was correct; John had every intention of doing just that.

			Fucking up their shit—big-time.
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			It seemed that they had forgotten that Theo could change her shape.

			Her bones shifting, and morphing, allowing her to slip from the bindings that held her to the gurney with ease.

			Or maybe they just believed that she would behave herself.

			But it was the circle of protection that they’d placed around the stretcher that gave her some pause.

			A thousand demonic minds thought at once, looking for the angle that would allow her escape.

			Theo tried to fight them, to stamp them down, but there was nothing she could do. She was helpless in the situation, a mere observer looking out through her own eyes as the demonic controlled her body.

			Answering the summons that had been put forth.

			She looked around the room while still sitting on the gurney. There was no way that she could step beyond the mystical circle, the aftereffects would likely be devastatingly harmful to her body, as well as to the demons that called her form home.

			But the demonic were sly, always searching for a way to escape out into the world no matter how much thought was put into their captivity.

			Theo had no idea how she would escape and prayed that she wouldn’t even though she was desperate to learn who it was with the power to override the sigils put upon her body to control her demons.

			Her body perched upon the bed and had begun to make the strangest of noises, a low, throaty sound that seemed to vibrate through the air of the room and beyond.

			What are you doing? she asked herself, waiting for the inevitable answer.

			The cockroaches came from the shadows of the room, down from beneath the ceiling tiles, and up from the drains in the floor. Crawling about the room in the thousands.

			The insects had a purpose, listening to the commands of one of the demons that had infested her with the power to command the lowly.

			Theo watched from the prison of her psyche as the insects scurried about the floor, their focus entirely devoted to the mystical circle placed around her stretcher.

			She suddenly understood what was going on and was both horrified and fascinated by the actions.

			The roaches were eating away at the chalk comprising the mystical barrier.

			Breaking the circle.

			The demons were chattering with anticipation, ready to move when . . .

			The circle was broken, and she was gone, the power held by the mystical barrier no longer enabled.

			Theo threw open the door out into the hallway and was met by armed security. They were shocked to see her, their responses sluggish. They had weapons, guns like Griffin’s, but they would do no damage to her if they were never fired.

			She moved like a flash, grabbing one man by the throat and smashing him to the floor. The other she pounced upon, driving him into the wall. The demons wanted more, more blood, more broken bones, but the siren command was insistent that they come, and come now.

			Though they did not want to, the demons obeyed, and she proceeded down the corridor at a brisk clip, moving along the hardwood floors in a loping stride, very much like how a gorilla might move.

			At the end of the corridor there were more personnel, people with their special guns, but not quick enough to use them. She smashed their faces into walls and floors, rendering them unconscious before they even had the opportunity to fight back.

			Inside the office was more of the same. There were even a few inside who attempted magick to restrain her, but they had no idea what they were dealing with in regard to her.

			It took quite a bit of power to take down a body possessed by a thousand demons.

			Tensed atop a desk, she scanned the room for danger. All had been taken care of, everyone had been dispatched.

			She listened to the sound of summoning, multiple sets of eyes looking out through her skull falling upon the elevator door at the back of the room.

			There, she thought. The one who was calling her was somewhere behind that door.

			Her body bounded from the desk, slamming into the heavy elevator doors. She studied the doors and looked to see a special lock where a key would be inserted to part the doors.

			Another of the demonic entities residing inside her was brought to the forefront, and she watched with fascination as the index finger on her left hand was brought to the lock and, with great force, jammed into the hole. Theo could feel the bones break, tendons rip, and skin tear; and then something occurred.

			The inserted finger began to change, to shift and alter to take on the shape of the key that would have opened the lock.

			With a twist of her hand, the lock was tripped, and the doors to the elevator slid open.

			Theo bounded within as the doors closed, and the elevator began its descent.

			The voice continued to call her, the demons just clamoring to obey. She had no idea who, or what, could have the power to control her actions so thoroughly.

			The elevator eventually came to a stop, and she found herself crouching for what awaited her on the other side.

			The door slid open to show a man sitting, reading at a desk. His eyes grew wide as they saw her, his hand going to another of those special weapons with the ability to drive lesser demons from a body.

			This man was faster, the gun raised and firing before she could leave the elevator. Three shots left the gun, driving her backward into the elevator wall.

			The pain was excruciating, but she managed to shuck it off, slithering across the floor of the elevator, her bones nearly liquefied. The man continued to shoot uselessly as she went beneath the desk, rising from the floor at his feet to look him square in the eye.

			Theo thought that they would kill him, that they would open his skull and scoop out his brain, but the voice . . .

			The summoning beckoned her to be quick.

			Driving her forehead into the man’s face, she rendered him unconscious and turned toward the door across from where he’d sat.

			This was where the one who controlled her would be found.

			Her bones solid again, Theo walked to the door and opened it.

			She gasped at the sight of the being standing in the mystical circle before her. There was no mistaking what he was.

			“It’s about time,” the angel said to her. “Now be a dear and get me out of this circle.”

			•   •   •

			Elijah escorted Emma Rose across the back parking lot of the Coalition facility toward the waiting military chopper.

			“I’ve never been on a helicopter before,” she said, eyes twinkling with excitement.

			“Then you’re in for quite the treat,” Elijah told her, placing a comforting hand upon her back as they approached the waiting craft.

			One of his operatives walked down the ramp from within the belly of the large transport craft and approached them.

			“Sir?” the man whose name was Miller addressed him.

			“Yes, Mr. Miller, what can I do for you?”

			“Are you planning on coming with us, sir?” he asked.

			“Why yes I am,” Elijah said. “And Emma Rose as well.”

			The girl smiled at Miller. “Hi,” she said, and waved at him. “I’ve never been on a helicopter before.”

			“Sir, I would strongly advise that you and the girl remain at home base,” Miller said. “Team Brimstone is more than capable of handling this situation.”

			Team Brimstone, he thought. It brought back memories of that time so long ago, of a similar mission.

			Elijah looked at the man and smiled knowingly.

			“I’m more than aware of the capabilities of you, and your team, Mr. Miller,” Elijah said. “If my memory serves me, I trained the majority.”

			“I understand, sir, but . . .”

			“This mission has the potential to be something quite dangerous,” Elijah said. “What kind of leader would I be to allow people under my command to enter such a situation with me sitting comfortably back home?”

			Miller just stared.

			“Very good, Miller,” Elijah said to him. “Let’s see about getting this bird into the air, shall we?”

			He placed a hand upon Emma Rose’s back and gestured for her to climb up the ramp into the belly of the transport copter.

			The others of the Brimstone Team were getting themselves prepared, some thumbing through worn books of spells, incantations, and protections, while others looked as though they might have been meditating or praying.

			The ones who saw him there stiffened, reacting much the way Miller had.

			“Sir,” a young lady by the name of Dexter said as she slipped rosary beads into a side pocket on her utility vest.

			Elijah nodded.

			“Listen up,” Miller called out, coming up the platform into the chopper behind him.

			“Mr. Covington will be joining us on this mission,” he said.

			Elijah could feel the tension suddenly intensify. Good, Elijah thought. If his being there made them more cautious, then so be it.

			He took a seat away from the others, motioning for Emma Rose to sit beside him. She did that, and he showed her how to buckle the seat belts.

			Where they were going, they would need to be in top form.

			The helicopter’s engines turned over with a deafening roar followed by the increasing whine of the propeller blades as they began to spin faster and faster.

			He looked over to see the scared expression on Emma Rose’s face, reaching across to take her hand in his.

			“We’ll be fine,” he told her, giving her hand a squeeze.

			He hoped that he was right.

			And as the chopper lifted off, he found his thoughts drifting back to another time, another chopper ride.

			The destination the same as today’s.

			•   •   •

			Elijah remembered his last visit to Scopa House over eighteen years ago in staccato flashes.

			They were like knife stabs, each flash of memory a scar left upon his already damaged soul.

			The bodies of Randolph Scopa’s followers lying in a circle within the grand ballroom, skin leathery and dry, stretched tight across bone, each and every one sucked dry of life-sustaining fluids as well as their souls.

			Sacrifices.

			Offerings to what hovered pulsing and crackling in the air above the vast dance floor.

			A rip, a tear in the very fabric of reality, and he could not help but stare into it, tempted to take a look at what could possibly await on the other side.

			And wonder if there was someone—or something—on the opposite end thinking the very same.

			Just as he’d had that thought, and the fear had almost taken him, the hole—the jagged rip in time and space fluttering before him—began to stretch and hiss and moan like a woman in the throes of childbirth.

			And something began to emerge.

			His team had stood firm.

			He had been drawn toward the scene, his single eye fixated upon the spot, almost as if his curiosity and force of will were helping whatever it was on the other side of that hole to find its way across.

			Elijah remembered the feeling of a heat so intense, he wondered if his flesh might melt from the bone, but also a cold so deep and chilling within his chest that it stole away his ability to breathe.

			He stood and watched and waited for what seemed like an eternity before they had arrived.

			The refugees.

			The divine creature, its alabaster flesh covered in blackened burns, its beautiful wings burned away to mere nubs protruding from its back, stumbling from the jagged tear, its body smoldering. And in its arms it had held something, protected something with all that it could.

			Something that wriggled and wailed.

			A baby.

			Elijah glanced over to Emma Rose, sitting there beside him, her hand clutched tightly in his. How much she had grown, how beautiful she’d become.

			And the divine creature, the Messenger, had told him about his future, and the future of the world when the Dark Exodus began.

			If it began.

			That was the moment when everything had changed, and he knew.

			Things would have to be done to prevent it from happening if they were to survive.

			Things.

			Some too dark to mention.
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			It appeared to be an angel, a creature of the divine.

			Appeared.

			Theo watched from deep within her psyche, still unable to influence any of her body’s actions.

			She watched herself as she crossed the room, reached out with horribly clawed hands, and swiped away the mixture of chalk and ground bone that made the circle that held the angel within.

			“That’s it,” the angel cooed, as the curve was broken.

			He sighed loudly, stepping from the center of the circle and into the room.

			Theo was immediately perplexed, here was a creature seemingly of Heaven, but the infernal being crowding her insides were not reacting. She remembered the reactions of her previous encounter with the three divine entities at the nursing home and wondered what the difference now was.

			The angel smiled, looking deeply into her eyes.

			“Look at you all in there,” he said. “Now who wants to be the one that helps me keep this form?”

			The angel was right, beings of light and dark normally needed to inhabit a host in order to exist on this plane of existence. Its body would not last long removed from its protective circle.

			She felt movement within her psyche, her humanity shoved aside to make way for another of the demonic. There was something about the demon who strode to the forefront, something familiar.

			It was one of the newbies, and it took complete control of her actions.

			“That’s it,” the angel cooed, urging it on.

			Theo watched in horror as her body left the room.

			Where was she going? What was happening? Her thoughts feverishly raced as the demonic that surrounded her laughed and laughed.

			The guard outside the angel’s room was still unconscious, and she reached down to grab him by a leg, dragging him back into the room.

			She suddenly knew what was to happen, as if the monster that was in control wanted her to know, and she began to panic.

			The newbies had planned to keep the children’s bodies they had possessed, using an ancient blood ritual to allow their demonic natures to remain in this world.

			A blood ritual that with some minor tweaking could be used to do the same for this supposed divine creature that sought to keep its material form.

			No, Theo thought, fighting with all her will for the sake of an innocent life, but it was all for naught.

			Within seconds, the man had been killed, his throat slashed, and the blood that flowed from his body used to adorn the angelic being in symbols that would allow it to remain upon the world of God’s man.

			Theo watched, numbed by the savagery her body had just performed. What was this creature, she asked herself. This being that appeared to be of Heaven though its actions were those of Hell.

			“Smartest thing I ever did, helping to make you what you are,” the being said, admiring the bloody adornment that now covered his body. “Adding my special touch . . . just in case you could prove yourself useful.”

			He smiled at her.

			“And you’ve certainly succeeded in that,” the being said. “But there’s still more that you can help me to do. Would you like that?” he then asked the demons inside her. “Would you like to assist me in the process of changing this world?”

			The demons began to chatter and howl excitedly.

			“Excellent,” the being said. “I need you to take me to a place . . . the place where it will all be set in motion.” He extended his long, boney arms, and she saw that they were covered in scars.

			Burns.

			As if he’d been in some terrible fire.

			“Will you do this?” the angel asked.

			And the devils complied, the shape of her body beginning to change, to take on the attributes of one that could transport them to the location the angel was seeking.

			“Show me where!” a demon bellowed from her mouth, multiple hairs like tendrils squirming up from her throat, reaching for the angel with quivering tips.

			The angel bent its body toward the writhing filaments, allowing them to caress his scarred, alabaster flesh.

			She needed to know the being’s story.

			She needed to know what he truly was.

			Theo allowed her hold upon her psychic essence to loosen, a little bit more of her humanity that she had been desperately clinging to being let go as she merged even more of herself with the demonic.

			She needed to know what they knew. To see what they saw.

			Theo was amongst the throng now, shoulder to shoulder with the most foul of them all.

			She felt it at once, and reacted, looking down to see that Billy Sharp was now pressed tightly against her, his tiny, cold hand now nestled within hers.

			“That’s it,” he comforted her. “Soon you’ll know everything that we do.”

			She could not respond, too horrified by her actions.

			Her body had changed yet again, thick flaps of skin growing out from beneath her arms. She resembled an enormous bat as she extended her wingspan to its full extent.

			The being was waiting as she came toward him, taking him into what appeared to be a loving embrace.

			The two merging together. Becoming as one.

			As they moved from this place.

			To another.

			•   •   •

			John watched Nicole, impressed with just how much she’d been forced to mature in just a brief span of time.

			She appeared asleep, but then her green eyes opened, and she began to draw again, getting all the details of the map she’d been shown by the mortician ghost back at the funeral home.

			The plane bumped a bit in turbulence, and Nicole swore like a longshoreman, erasing the errant line and beginning to draw again.

			They had an idea of the vicinity that they were traveling to, and got a Coalition plane into the air as quickly as they could.

			“How is she doing?” Brenna asked, Styrofoam cup of coffee in each hand. She handed him one.

			“Good,” he said. “Thanks.”

			“And where did you two meet again?”

			“Long story,” John said. “But we’re both after the same guy.”

			“Fritz?”

			“That’s the one.”

			They watched as Griffin came over to where Nicole sat with a Coalition map of supposed paranormal hot spots.

			“What do you think of him?” Brenna asked.

			John sipped his coffee.

			“He’s Coalition,” John said. “That means he’s on our side. Right?”

			She looked at him, the beats in the amount of time before she answered triggering an alarm.

			“Right.”

			“Is there something you want to discuss with me, Agent Isabel?” John asked.

			“Nothing right now,” she answered, both of them watching the interaction between Nicole and Griffin. “Saw the way the Coalition handled the situation at the school the other day and feel a little concerned,” she said.

			John looked at her, attempting to read her expression. He trusted Brenna, there was something about the woman that lent itself to those feelings. If she was feeling concerned, then perhaps he needed to as well.

			“Hey, guys,” Griffin called to them. “I think we might have something.”

			John made a mental note to discuss this further with her as they left their seats, going to the small table where Nicole and Griffin were sitting.

			“What have you got?” John asked.

			“We’ve pretty much narrowed it down to this area,” Griffin said. “Pacific Northwest,” he said. “This area right here.” He’d circled a section on the map in red Sharpie.

			“Anything special about it?” Brenna asked, holding her cup close to her mouth.

			“Funny you should ask,” Griffin said as he reached over, pulling a laptop that they’d found on the plane over to them. He hunted and pecked with his fingers.

			“You could have told me what you were looking for, and we’d be in by now,” Nicole said, disgusted by his lack of skill on the computer.

			Griffin just gave her a sideways glance that said much more than words could have likely expressed.

			He’d gotten into the Coalition database, pulling up information on a specific location.

			“Scopa House,” John said, leaning forward to read. “Home base of the Scopa Brotherhood, started by multimillionaire industrialist, Randolph Scopa. Also the site of a mass suicide. Over fifty people took their lives there in what many believed was some sort of ritual sacrifice.”

			“What did they off themselves for exactly?” Nicole wanted to know.

			John shrugged. “Nobody was ever really able to figure it out, the investigating team said that their findings were completely inconclusive.”

			“I guess whatever they were up to didn’t work,” Griffin said. “Sucked to be them.”

			“Scroll to the next page,” John said. “Curious as to who was on the investigating team.”

			John saw the names, eyes fixed to one in particular.

			“Huh,” he said. “Elijah was the team leader. We should reach out to him to see what he knows.”

			“What we know is that Fritz and the Cardinal are heading there,” Nicole said. “So I’m guessing that that means we’re heading there, too.”

			Brenna had gone off with her phone and had returned.

			“Just put a call into Elijah,” she said. “Told him to call us back with anything he might have on Scopa House.”

			“Good,” John said. “A ritual sacrifice is usually for the purpose of something,” he said. “Find it hard to believe that there wasn’t at least something attributed.”

			Griffin was still on the page, reading.

			“Says here that the Coalition purchased the property not long after and still maintains ownership today,” he said.

			“Interesting,” John said.

			“Maybe they’re still waiting,” Nicole said. John looked at her, and she shrugged. “Maybe what was supposed to happen has just taken awhile.”

			John thought of Fritz and the Cardinal, the map, the key, and the Vessel.

			Maybe Nicole was right.

			Maybe things just needed some time to come together.

			And maybe the time for happenings was now.

			•   •   •

			The helicopter touched down with a vibrating thud, everyone’s eyes darting around the belly of the craft, acknowledging to one another that they had indeed arrived.

			That things were about to become very real.

			Elijah imagined that they had landed where the previous mission had landed: an enormous open parcel of land that had been used exclusively for parties throughout seasons.

			Randolph Scopa loved a party and would often open up his extravaganzas to the public. It was believed that this was where he recruited many of the followers for his Brotherhood, preaching to them his beliefs about a glorious world beyond the veil that could be reached by worship and ritual sacrifice.

			“This is it?” Emma Rose asked, her voice an excited whisper.

			“This is it,” Elijah said, unsnapping his safety belt, then reaching across to help the girl with hers.

			The Coalition team was suiting up, gathering the supplies they would need. Mr. Miller approached, waiting to be acknowledged.

			“Mr. Miller,” Elijah said. “What can I do for you?”

			“A moment of your time, sir?” he asked, motioning for Elijah to step closer for privacy.

			He could understand the team leader’s not wanting to speak in front of the girl, her not being a part of the Coalition and all. For the briefest of moments, he pondered the idea of her joining his team, then regretted the thought when realizing that there was a chance that she might not survive this mission.

			That none of them might live to see another dawn.

			“Yes, Mr. Miller?”

			“The wards and barriers set up around the mansion,” he said. “Do you think it’s safe to disassemble them? To take them down?”

			The barriers had been set in place as soon as the first mission had been accomplished to keep any curious onlookers away. What had occurred inside would have most certainly left behind residual energies, and the Coalition did not want to be responsible for the fallout.

			But, for whatever was to occur, the barriers had to be taken down.

			“Take them down, Mr. Miller,” he said. “I believe we’ll be fine until we finish our investigation.”

			“Very good, sir,” Miller said, going to join the others.

			The others.

			Elijah watched the team of seven preparing for the mission. They had no idea what they would be facing inside Scopa House.

			None of them did.

			“Elijah?” the girl called to him. He looked over to see her standing at the door, ready to depart. “Can I see?”

			He walked over and hit the controls to open the hatch, the platform extending outward onto the overgrown section of lawn.

			Elijah felt it almost immediately as they descended the ramp, exiting the belly of the transport, to stand in the unkempt, tall grass and stare at the mansion called Scopa House.

			“Yes,” Emma Rose said softly to herself, drawn through the high grass toward the structure. “I know this place.”

			As you should, Elijah thought, quickening his pace to join her.

			It is where you were born.
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			Fritz had always known that he would eventually end up going home.

			It had been a long time since he’d been at Scopa House.

			Driving through the night, his thoughts began to wander, stirring up long-dormant memories from the deepest part of his mind, like layers of sediment from the bottom of a lake.

			He distinctly remembered when Randolph Scopa had found him, taking him from the orphanage, adopting him, but allowing him to keep his family name of Gorham.

			Scopa House had been what he’d always imagined Heaven to be.

			But from his mentor he learned of other Heavens, places beyond the mortal confines that embraced the ways of pleasure and pain.

			His new father had explained to him that he was special, that at the orphanage he was surrounded by the most beautiful of lights that told him that Fritz was the one.

			The one who should receive his gift.

			Fritz remembered how honored he’d been. Even after the first of the treatments that began the process of transforming his body, he still had been so very proud of himself.

			He was special, and he would be even more special if he survived the process.

			Fritz’s muscles twitched as he drove, remembering the procedures that had transformed him: injections as well as surgeries. His young body only being given just enough time to heal before being subjected to the next phase of his evolution.

			To be perfectly honest, on many an occasion during that time, he had wanted to die. Then it hadn’t mattered how special he was, only that the agony stopped.

			And just when he thought that he couldn’t stand it anymore . . .

			“Watch the road!” the Cardinal barked, and Fritz’s eyes shot open wider, the fatigue he was experiencing likely being caused by the healing process his body was still undergoing.

			He was going to need to feed again soon.

			Fritz glanced briefly over to the demon lord to see the skin cloak that it wore was lit up and pulsing with an eerie incandescence.

			“So close,” the Cardinal murmured, caressing the patchwork flesh. “So very, very close.”

			Fritz was reminded of his second father then, Randolph Scopa. He used to say the very same thing after each of his painful procedures.

			So very close.

			Fritz never knew the reason why he was going through what he did other than the fact he was special, and special people had a purpose.

			It was after he’d survived the last of his treatments that his father shared with him the secret of why he’d been transformed. According to his father, Fritz was now an agent of the Dark Lords—the rulers of the paradise beyond Earth called Hell.

			He was to be an agent of discord, a servant to Hell’s plans for the world of man.

			And Fritz believed he had served his masters well.

			The blare of a car horn pulled him from his fugue state, and he twisted the wheel violently to the left to avoid an oncoming truck.

			The car careened across the road and down into a ditch, plowing through thick underbrush and over the rotted remains of trees. He tried to keep control of the vehicle, but the surface became unsteady, flipping the car onto its side, sliding to a halt between two pine trees.

			Fritz immediately began to apologize for his sins, unbuckling his seat belt and practically falling from the vehicle. He looked around the inside of the car and saw that the Cardinal was missing and immediately begin to panic.

			Had the Dark Lord been thrown from the vehicle when they crashed through the underbrush and trees?

			“My master!” he screamed, forcing himself through the broken windshield and flopping out onto the ground.

			He stood, eyes darting about, and found the Cardinal standing a few feet from the overturned car.

			“Cardinal,” he said, about to fall to his knees and beg for forgiveness.

			The demon lord raised a skinless hand.

			“It doesn’t matter,” the Cardinal announced.

			Fritz wasn’t sure if he’d heard correctly.

			“Excuse me, lord?” he said.

			“I said it doesn’t matter.” The Cardinal turned its skull-like face to him.

			“Are you . . . are you well, my liege?” Fritz asked.

			“I am, and soon to be more than that,” the demon lord said, now walking farther into the woods toward a clearing. “We are here.”

			Fritz did not understand until he started to follow, until he saw what was on the other side of the open expanse.

			Scopa House.

			The demon lord was right. They were here.

			He was home.

			•   •   •

			Theo was experiencing the being’s memories, and they were not of Heaven but of Hell.

			Theo had joined the demonic hive, allowing her thoughts to be less of the individual and more of the pack.

			What a horrible feeling, what a horrible state.

			But she needed to know

			She had to understand.

			They were traveling now, the being taken from the Coalition facility to . . .

			Where?

			She didn’t know. The creature’s memories and thoughts had not yet reached the present.

			She—they—were in the past.

			Remembering Hell.

			She was nearly overcome with an overpowering sense of nostalgia and homesickness, the demons inside her yearning for what they had lost—from where they’d been taken.

			The images were fast, explosions of misery, fear, and torment. She was being made privy to things the human mind was not made to experience.

			There was part of her that wanted to run, to escape and hide away, but she needed to look . . . she needed to know what was happening.

			From what she could gather, Hell was in turmoil. There was panic in the realm of sorrow.

			There was a darkness coming.

			Not a darkness that the denizens of Hell would embrace but one that would consume them all and make it as if they had never been.

			Theo experienced their fear as hers.

			A fear of nothingness.

			A fear of ceasing to be.

			Of being erased.

			But then there was a light. From out of the hungry void there came a being of glory.

			The angel.

			Flying above Hell, he spoke to the denizens in a voice like the blaring of trumpets. He told them not to fear what was coming but to embrace it, for God had realized that He had erred and was going to make things right.

			Theo recoiled, as the citizens of Hell had. How dare this glowing thing of God speak to them in such a way.

			Was this God’s plan? Was the creeping void His way of removing them forever?

			Their fear turned to anger, blossoming into rage, and when the angel, still proclaiming his message of surrender, flew too close—

			The demons pulled him from the sky.

			The angel fought them for as long as he could, but it wasn’t enough. His light was snuffed out, and soon only his battered and burned body remained.

			But murdering the messenger had changed nothing. They could still see what was slowly creeping toward them, the very fringes of Hell being slowly, inexorably . . .

			Unmade.

			Theo understood as the demons did and knew the terror of uncreation.

			The infernal understood their situation and knew that something must be done if they were to continue to exist.

			The concepts were alien to her, foreign to a rational human mind, but Theo attempted to understand even though it meant losing what little sanity she had remaining.

			The minds of Hell set forth with a plan, they would escape the erasure of their world and existence.

			They would find another world and make it their own.

			The memories were fierce, biting away bloody chunks of her rational human mind. Theo was not sure how much longer she could tolerate being part of them, but she was so very close to understanding.

			The memories that followed were difficult to discern, the machinations of Hell far beyond what the human mind was designed to comprehend.

			Earth was to be their refuge, and for that to be so, the world of God’s man would need to be prepared.

			Passages were opened between Hell and Earth. Brief ruptures in reality that allowed the infernal to pass through. The preparations began . . .

			For their exodus.

			It was too much, and Theo feared for her sanity. It would not be long before she was no more, merged with the minds of the demonic that infested hers.

			But she was so close. Just a little more, a peek to say that maybe she now understood.

			Their plans involved a human soul . . . or the lack of one.

			A baby, born dead—soulless—allowing the masterminds of this hellish scheme to work their foul deeds.

			Something was put inside the child as it was returned to life . . . something that allowed them their chance to escape.

			The child would be their doorway.

			And all the door needed was a key.

			The key.

			The demons were wild in their excitement, and she was drawn even deeper into their frenzied state.

			The angel that had been slain was put to use, its body skinned and worn like a suit.

			That was why the infernal didn’t react the way they should to the “angel.”

			A wolf in sheep’s clothing. She wanted to laugh, amused by her observation.

			The wolf was given an important job, to cross over with the babe that held the source of their continued survival.

			The wolf needed to be allowed in.

			The wolf in the guise of the sheep needed those upon the other side to trust him.

			It was all too much for her to stand. She wanted to pull away, to hide herself from the others—to collect herself—to become just Theo again.

			But she continued to see.

			Through the eyes of the wolf she saw.

			Clutching the now-crying babe to its boney chest, the wolf—the angel—crossed over through a special passage made for them by the inhabitants of the world the infernal wished to possess.

			The angel passed through with his special package . . . his wailing vessel for the future, to find that someone was waiting.

			Someone of power.

			Someone who could aid the infernal in their complex plans.

			Theo knew this someone waiting on the other side, younger and filled with fight.

			Someone who could easily hinder Hell’s plans or unsuspectingly aid them.

			Theo then understood how complex it all was.

			And likely how close Hell was to succeeding.

			Elijah had been on the other side.

			Waiting.

			Ready to embrace the wolf.

			•   •   •

			They had arrived to wherever it was that they were going.

			Her leathery, bat-like wings opened to release the demon wearing his angel suit to spill out onto the floor.

			Theo’s body started to return to its normal shape, bones popping as skin receded, pulling back to its human form.

			She tried to regain control, but . . .

			The wolf—that was all that she could think of him now—picked his pale, thin, blood-marked body off the hardwood floor, looked at her, and smiled.

			“I see you in there,” he said, and she knew he was specifically addressing her. “I felt you with the others . . . inside my mind . . . taking it all in.”

			The wolf stood, stretching his foul form.

			“They always suspected you and your mate would be a problem,” he said, wagging his finger. “Which is why on more than one occasion they attempted to remove you from the big picture.”

			The wolf paused.

			“We thought we had succeeded, too,” he said, and snarled. “But you surprised us even then.”

			He looked her up and down, her body having returned to its human state.

			“I have to admit, I was impressed by your tenacity,” the wolf said, almost amused.

			What the demon was saying filled her with rage and hopelessness.

			They—she and her husband—had been made part of the plan.

			“Hearing of your condition, I suspected you might be useful,” the wolf said. “And look at you now.”

			The wolf walked around her, admiring her form.

			She had never wanted to kill anything quite so bad.

			“I was so very happy when Elijah asked me for assistance, allowing me the opportunity to contribute to the sigils that gave you control over my brothers and sisters trapped inside you.”

			He stopped before her, reached out a spidery hand, and caressed her cheek.

			“I also allowed myself some control as well.”

			The demons yowled so loudly inside her skull that she thought it might explode.

			“What was seen as a failure by my masters is now working out to our advantage, imagine that,” the wolf said.

			He looked around the room, and for the first time, she saw where they were. It appeared to be a grand ballroom of some kind, like something from an old hotel or mansion.

			“This is where it all began,” the wolf said, looking around, dark eyes twinkling wetly.

			“Where it will continue, and where it will end.”

			He looked at her square in the eyes.

			“For humanity.”
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			The closer Emma Rose got to Scopa House, the more familiar it felt.

			“Are you all right?” she heard Elijah ask her, but it sounded so very far away.

			The mansion loomed closer, the pillared front, large windows, and red double doors of heavy wood reminding her of an old woman’s face, her lips slathered in brightly colored lipstick.

			Emma Rose had no memories of ever having been here, but for some inexplicable reason she felt as if she were coming home.

			Miller, up in front, raised his hand for them to stop upon the twisting walkway leading to the front entrance.

			“We’re going to deactivate the deterrents now, if it’s all right with you, sir,” he said as he turned to speak to Elijah.

			“That is perfectly fine, Mr. Miller,” he said. “Proceed.”

			She had heard them talking on the helicopter about how sorcery had been used to put up magickal barriers around the mansion, barriers that would drive any unwelcome guests away.

			Emma Rose stepped carefully away from Elijah’s side, curious about the barriers. She wanted to feel them, she wanted to experience what they did.

			“Miss,” Miller warned as she put her hand out.

			The terror that struck her was all-encompassing, fearful emotions yanked from the recesses of memory from her brain.

			Every time that she’d ever felt scared—terrified, reexperienced in a single devastating flood of recollection.

			She let out a squeal of surprise and shock, and rushed back to Elijah, her entire body trembling.

			The Coalition agents grabbed each other’s hands and began to mutter beneath their breaths: incantations of some old and powerful magick being summoned to shut down the existing security barriers around the property.

			Still feeling the effects, she hugged herself as if cold, both she and Elijah watching as the invisible fence of magick was deactivated.

			Emma Rose felt it almost immediately, the force erected to keep people away coming down, but as that feeling receded, she experienced something else, a sensation totally new, something that hadn’t been there before.

			The new sensation rolled down from the building to greet her. Like a friendly pack of dogs it flowed from the mansion toward where she was standing.

			It embraced her. Greeted her.

			And welcomed her home.

			•   •   •

			Elijah noticed the change in the girl almost at once, the way she was standing, the sudden stiffness in her spine.

			He didn’t say anything but kept a careful eye just to be sure that . . .

			Emma Rose was suddenly on the move, pushing past the Coalition team to be the first at the door.

			“Emma?” Elijah called to her, as she raced up the front stairs and grabbed hold of the doorknob, trying to pull open the door.

			“Don’t worry, sir,” Mr. Miller reassured him. “The place has been locked since the last time we were inside.”

			Elijah saw the flash of light up ahead where Emma Rose was standing, and one of the large double doors swung open, and the girl disappeared within.

			“That’s not possible,” Miller said, going to join his people.

			Elijah felt a serious wave of unease pass over him as he clasped his hands behind his back and moved toward the entrance.

			Something had begun.

			And since he was here, he might as well see to finishing it.

			•   •   •

			The angel—the wolf—was talking directly to Theo now, looking deep into her eyes to pull her to the forefront of her psyche.

			“This was where it began,” the demon disguised as divine said, moving about the ballroom. “And where it will finish.”

			He started to do a bizarre dance as he spoke.

			“These walls . . . these floors . . . the very foundation of the structure . . . all has been changed, altered by the sacrifices performed here that day.”

			The wolf spun around, his body strangely—grotesquely—graceful as he looked at her.

			“The energies are still here, a powerful pool just waiting to be tapped.”

			He rubbed his long-fingered hands together.

			“All we require now is for the Vessel to make its appearance.”

			The doors into the ballroom exploded inward, and a teenage girl stumbled inside, looking as though she was in some sort of trance.

			“And here it is,” the wolf said gleefully. “Right on cue.”

			•   •   •

			Brenna checked her cell phone while driving.

			“Still nothing back from Elijah,” she said, dropping the cell back onto the seat beside her.

			Something wasn’t right, John thought. He could feel it in his gut.

			After all the years of dealing with the supernatural, the paranormal, the preternatural, he’d developed quite the sixth sense for bad shit on the horizon.

			And he was sensing some really bad shit.

			John’s thoughts immediately went to Theo and what the future held. Maybe there was something more that could be done for her, the markings upon her flesh made more powerful. He then thought of all the Demonist texts and writings in every shape that he had yet to read, considering that a solution to his wife’s affliction might have been there just waiting for him to discover.

			Or not.

			He considered his wife, forever locked away in a Coalition holding cell, no longer able to control the monsters that possessed her.

			“Hello, Earth to John!” Nicole said from the backseat.

			“Excuse me?” John said.

			“I was asking if you thought this was a wise thing to be doing,” she said. “Going up against these freaks on our own, not really knowing what their plans are.”

			“Seriously, I don’t think it’s very smart at all,” John said, turning his attention to the dark, winding road spread out before them. “But I don’t think we have a choice. I think that something is all too close to happening, and if we’re not there to try to deal with it, it might very well be too late.”

			“Too late too late?” Nicole asked.

			“Yeah, I think so,” John said, feeling his apprehension on the rise once more.

			“Remind me why I got involved with you again?” Nicole asked him.

			John managed a smile, remembering the attempts he’d made to deter Nicole’s stubborn decisions but to no success. She’d made her bed now, he thought.

			“I think we’re here,” Griffin said then. John had thought the man was asleep, but he was just very quiet.

			“Why do you say that?” Nicole asked.

			He didn’t say anything as the car came around a bend, and they were able to see through a thick section of trees, across the smooth, almost glass-like surface of a lake, to a large mansion on the other side.

			Through multiple sets of windows, an unearthly, pulsating light could be seen.

			“Oh, I get it,” Nicole said.

			“Think you might be right,” John added, continuing on to Scopa House.
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			Emma Rose did not know why she was doing what she was doing.

			It was as if she was following some long-hidden command, from somewhere buried deep in the back of her mind that had risen up to present itself as she’d grown closer to the mansion.

			She was like an observer in her own body, terrified that she could not stop herself as she ran into the building.

			Suddenly knowing where she going.

			Where she was supposed to be.

			She found the ballroom and threw herself at the doors, barging inside. Emma had no idea what to expect other than this was where her body told her to go.

			There were two people already inside, a pale, nearly naked man that looked like he’d been painted with blood and a beautiful woman with long dark hair. She was tempted to ask them if they knew what was happening.

			Did they know what might be going on?

			She crossed the room toward them, hands out in front of her beckoning, but she could not speak. Her voice had been taken, and she felt a warmth in the center of her body begin to intensify.

			And then her body began to glow.

			•   •   •

			Theo’s gaze went from the glowing girl to the door. Six more people entered, and she knew at once that they were Coalition.

			They’d been chasing the girl.

			They came into the room, their bodies already crackling with defensive energies, ready for conflict.

			Elijah entered behind them, the expression on his disfigured face becoming even more ugly when he saw them.

			“Take care of them,” the wolf commanded.

			And before she could argue, she found herself moving, bounding across the ballroom on all fours.

			A runaway freight train of savagery.

			•   •   •

			Elijah knew that something was—off as soon as he came into the ballroom.

			The sight of the Messenger was startling enough, but to see Theo standing there beside him, something was most definitely awry.

			“Take care of them,” he heard the Messenger say with a wave of his pallid hand.

			He didn’t even have the chance to react before Theo was moving, bounding across the ballroom floor toward his agents, and him, like some sort of predatory beast.

			Elijah had faith in the Brimstone Team, they were the best of the best, some of the most powerful magick users gathered. They would have a chance, they would stop her, or at least halt Theo’s advance to allow him the opportunity to . . .

			The screaming was ear-piercing.

			She was like something out of the worst of nightmares, claws slashing, powerful jaws snapping away, fingers crackling with mystical discharge before their magick could be unleashed.

			All he could do was watch and revel in the horror of her savagery. Elijah knew that this wasn’t her, that Theo had not the least bit of control, but it did not change the fact that it was her physical form that was performing these atrocities.

			The last of his team were trying their best, their spells of defense and offense flashing from their hands.

			It was all for nothing. She was unstoppable, the demons inside her set on their total destruction. Theo took one of the blasts square in the chest, and for a moment, he thought that they might have a chance.

			But it had all been part of her strategy, taking the punishment so that she could get closer to strike. And in an instant, the two remaining Brimstone agents were down, and likely dead, or nearly so, leaving only him to fight.

			Elijah thought he was ready, believed he was prepared.

			Nothing could have been less true as she was suddenly before him, her face mere inches from his.

			“Elijah,” she said, the sorrow coming from her palpable. It was enough for him to let his guard fall, but only for an instant.

			An instant was all the possessed woman would need.

			Razor-sharp claws lashed out, and he moved in such a way that he thought that maybe he had avoided them, but then he experienced the sudden warmth across his chest and down onto his belly, and he looked to see his tattered shirt turning crimson.

			His hands instinctively went to the wounds, and he realized how bad they were as he applied pressure to stem the bleeding and keep his internal workings inside his body.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice still filled with sadness

			And he wanted to tell her that he was sorry, too, but he could not find the words as the ballroom floor seemed to go out from beneath him, and he found himself falling.

			•   •   •

			The Messenger watched his instrument perform. She was certainly something to behold and he wondered about the possibility of excising her oh-so-bothersome humanity, and letting the infernal have her body.

			It was something to think about when all was said and done.

			He watched her take Elijah down, her claws raking across his front in a shower of blood, and was almost tempted to applaud. He’d had more than enough of the Coalition leader and his holier-than-thou attitude and obsession with saving the world from evil.

			He’d been just too easy to manipulate.

			The Messenger sensed a presence close behind him and whirled about, ready to command Theo to his side to dispatch this latest threat, but instead he smiled, recognizing the demonic aura coming from the bloody figure clad in a cloak of flesh.

			The Cardinal had arrived.

			“My liege,” the Cardinal said, bowing its cloak-covered head. “I didn’t recognize you wearing that loathsome disguise.”

			The Messenger held out his hands, looking at the skin it wore.

			“It’s sad to say, but I’ve almost grown attached to this disgusting visage,” he said. “But it isn’t needed anymore.”

			The Messenger then proceeded to disrobe, tearing away the pale skin of the angel that he’d worn for so many years to reveal the true form of the demonic entity beneath. It was as if he were taking off an extratight jumpsuit, pulling it down over his shoulders, down the thinness of his waist, and finally down his spindly legs. He kicked the wrinkled angel flesh aside and stood revealed to his followers.

			“Better?” the Messenger asked.

			“Striking,” the Cardinal said with an affirming nod.

			The Messenger noticed that the Cardinal was staring at the girl, whose lower body now continued to pulse and glow.

			“Is that it?” the Cardinal asked him.

			The Messenger was now staring as well. “It is.”

			“Impressive,” the Cardinal praised.

			“Isn’t she?” the Messenger agreed, then turned his attention back to the Cardinal, holding out a long-fingered hand.

			“Do you have it?”

			“Of course,” the Cardinal said, reaching into the folds of his cloak of flesh to present what had been asked for.

			The key moved and changed size like a living thing, and the Messenger looked at it with a scrutinizing eye.

			“It’s not complete,” he said.

			“Yes,” the Cardinal said. “But it will be.”

			The Messenger glared as the demon lord motioned for its human servant to come closer.

			“This is Fritz,” the Cardinal said, presenting him to his superior.

			“Fritz,” the Messenger said, looking him up and down.

			“He aided me in my journey,” the Cardinal said. “I’m not sure if I would have succeeded in getting here without him.”

			“It appears we owe you a debt, Fritz,” the Messenger said, watching as Fritz smiled.

			“You owe me nothing,” the human said, bowing his head. “Everything that I do is done for the glory of Hell.”

			“Your loyalty is stunning,” the Messenger said. “But there is still one thing you must do for me . . . for us . . . for Hell.”

			“Anything,” Fritz said, his chest puffing out proudly.

			“The key,” the Messenger said.

			“The key?” Fritz asked. “Yes, what . . . ?”

			“The last piece,” the Messenger said, stepping in close to the human and driving his fingers into the man’s belly like the blade of a sword.

			Fritz gasped aloud, bending his body forward around the intruding demon hand.

			The Cardinal reached over and attempted to straighten Fritz’s posture.

			“Did you find it?” the demon lord asked its superior.

			“Not yet,” the Messenger said, fumbling around inside the man’s belly.

			“Ah!” he then said, removing his hand with a terrible sucking sound, holding the item he’d sought. “There we go.”

			The Messenger held it up, admiring the blood-covered piece of the hellish tool.

			Fritz stumbled backward, clutching his bleeding stomach, and collapsed to the floor.

			The Cardinal and Messenger barely noticed.

			“Now to open the Vessel,” the Cardinal said, handing over what it had of the key.

			“Time to bring Hell to Earth,” the Messenger said, taking the bulk of the key and adding the final piece. Making it whole at last.
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			Scopa House welcomed them in, enwrapping them like a funeral shroud.

			One could feel it as soon as you stepped onto the property; something bad happened here, something very, very bad.

			And it left quite a bit of itself behind.

			John could tell that the others were feeling it as well. You didn’t have to be a sensitive in this case. It hung in the air surrounding the mansion like Georgia humidity, so thick and oppressive it wasn’t unrealistic to think that you could feel it if you ran your hands through the air.

			“Okay,” Nicole suddenly blurted out. “I’m gonna be the one who says it. Can anybody else feel this?”

			They’d left their car at the gate out in front, slipping between the padlocked gate onto the Scopa grounds.

			John was sure that the property had been quite opulent and beautiful in its day, before the ritual sacrifices and all.

			“I can feel it,” John said. “It’s pretty damn strong, I’m sure we’re all feeling it.”

			They didn’t have to speak to tell him that he was right.

			They stood at the end of the walk looking up at the house, at the strange, pulsing white light that radiated from the lower windows.

			“Think I should call Elijah again?” Brenna asked, her eyes fixed upon the mansion.

			“Don’t think that’s necessary,” Griffin said. He’d walked away from them to check out the back of the property.

			“Why’s that?” John asked.

			“I think they’re already here.”

			John was taken aback by the words.

			“There’s a transport chopper parked on the lawn out back,” the man said. “I think the Coalition was the first to arrive at the party.”

			“Party,” Nicole muttered, stroking the ghostly cat about her neck nervously. “Can’t go to a party empty-handed. Maybe we should head down to the liquor store, pick up a case of beer, some snacks . . .”

			John headed toward the front entrance. If the Coalition was already here, then why weren’t they contacted? Why hadn’t they been kept in the loop?

			Warning bells were going off inside his skull as he walked up the stairs to the front door and let himself in.

			It was even more oppressive inside, a miasma of pain and misery heavy in the air. He could see why this place had been untouched by vandals and squatters. Nobody in their right mind could stand to be in such a place, the atmosphere of foreboding was so very thick.

			John stood in the foyer for a moment, getting his bearings, then gestured for the others to follow him down a first-floor corridor.

			“So what’s the plan?” Nicole asked.

			He was sure that the others were likely thinking the very same thing but were too proud to ask.

			“Well,” John said, keeping his voice down low just in case. “We’ll head down this corridor, moving toward the light, see what the hell is going on, and hopefully be able to stop it.”

			“What if we can’t,” Nicole then asked.

			John paused, staring at the large set of double doors that greeted them at the end of the corridor. The doors were partially open, the strange light that they’d seen outside leaking out into the hallway.

			“Haven’t really thought that far ahead yet,” he told them, moving toward the open doors and the room beyond it.

			Like a moth to flame.

			•   •   •

			The Messenger held the key in his hands, feeling it come alive with purpose.

			He had waited a very long time for this . . . to be as it was meant to be. To be whole.

			He brought it closer to the Vessel, who stood perfectly erect, her body trembling, programming put in place when she was little more than an infant corpse, activating. He held the key toward the Vessel and watched as it reacted, its mercurial state changing as it searched for its proper form.

			The Messenger wondered if it was possible that it had forgotten; broken up and festering in the bodies of sinners, it had been incomplete for a very long time.

			He held it out a little closer, and that seemed to do the trick. The key grew long and firm and pointed toward the end in a beak-like protrusion that opened up and began to sing.

			It was a beautiful yet sad song that spoke of Hell during the last of its days and how it would soon be no more . . . but it also talked of second chances, and how Hell would be born again when it was time for all to cross over, when the exodus was ready to begin.

			The wailing dirge almost brought a tear to his infernal eye as he gripped the key firmly, feeling a powerful life flowing through the shaft as it was ready to perform the task that it had been created for.

			The Messenger looked over to the Cardinal, who watched with wide, eager eyes.

			The key pulsed and throbbed eagerly in his grasp. He brought it close to his mouth, planting the gentlest and most loving of kisses upon it before gripping it firmly.

			And thrust the pointed end into the young woman’s body.

			The key entered her, piercing clothing and flesh, but there was no blood or cries of agony.

			There was only the ululating hum of purpose as the woman’s body went rigid, her arms going out on either side of her as the light emanating from her body continued to intensify, as the Vessel gradually opened.

			And a gateway between worlds was established.

			•   •   •

			Elijah gasped as he watched the events transpire, a gateway between this world and . . .

			“So they’ll be coming through.” Theo spoke in a flat monotone.

			Elijah shifted his position, careful not to move in any way that might cause his insides to spill out onto the floor.

			“What is this, Theo?” he asked her. “What is happening?”

			Her eyes were fixed upon the scene.

			“Hell is on the verge of being destroyed . . . erased as if it never were,” she said. “The infernal can’t bear the thought of not being . . . so they’re coming here.”

			Elijah didn’t understand. The physics of Hell and Earth were vastly different; there would be no way demons’ physical forms could travel over from Hell to the earthly plane unless . . .

			“Every man, woman, and child will be their hosts,” Theo said. “The infernal will live inside their bodies, and Earth will gradually be plunged into internal darkness, eventually becoming the new Hell.”

			He was beyond sickened by the concept and the part he had played in its possibly coming true, horrified by his stupidity and how easily Hell had duped him.

			“We can’t let this happen, Theo,” Elijah said, squirming around in a puddle of his own blood. “You must do something in order to . . .”

			Theo shook her head no.

			“I can’t, Elijah,” she told him. “I’m completely helpless . . . nothing more than an observer within my own body.”

			She turned her tearful gaze to him.

			“Something was done to me . . . the markings giving the demon control over me, and the infernal inside.”

			Elijah felt his will to live slowly being sapped away. He had been responsible for this as well, going to the Messenger for aid in concocting the symbols of power that would go upon her flesh, helping her against the demons that plagued her.

			But giving the false angel control as well.

			It was all feeling very bleak, Elijah thought as he lay there, slowly bleeding out . . .

			Until he heard the voice.

			“Theo!”

			Painfully, he angled his body in such a way as to see John Fogg coming through the doorway, his team close behind.

			For an instant, Elijah hoped there was still the slimmest of chances.

			But that was before the Messenger looked away from the pulsating passage between Hell and Earth to see that someone new had arrived.

			“Theodora!” the Messenger bellowed, raising a clawed hand to point at John Fogg.

			“Kill him.”

			And Elijah realized that the slimmest of chances had become even more dreadfully slim.
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			All Theo could do was watch.

			The demons did as they were told, moving her physical form to attack.

			Moving her body to attack her husband.

			“Go ahead,” Theo screamed within the confines of her psyche, so loud that all inside could hear. “Your master commands it!”

			Most of the demonic did not respond, enjoying the idea of killing the man she loved and causing her so much pain.

			“Be the perfect little dogs that you are,” she said. “Doing everything that your superiors command you to do.”

			The demons ignored her, moving her body toward her prey.

			She was starting to panic, desperate in so many ways when she noticed him.

			Billy Sharp was standing amongst the throng, but he was watching her, not what was going on outside in the physical world.

			“We’re going to kill him you know,” he said gleefully.

			“Of course you are,” she said, trying not to show how upset she was. “I wouldn’t expect you to disobey your masters.”

			Billy Sharp’s face curled up as if he’d smelled something bad.

			“They’re not our masters,” he said.

			She smiled at him. “Of course they are,” she said. “They’ve been in control of you since they removed you from Hell.”

			Billy recoiled as if physically struck.

			“They don’t control us . . . they’ve never controlled us.”

			“Really?” she asked. “I must be mistaken then . . .” She paused. “But I don’t think I am.”

			She made sure that he saw the smirk upon her face.

			“This will likely kill you,” he said to her. “To have your love torn limb from limb, and all you can do is watch.”

			She closed her eyes in resignation.

			“Do you always do what you’re told?” she asked him.

			The demon child looked as though he was going to respond, but she cut him off.

			“Even though the ones that command you took you from Hell without permission, imprisoned you, which resulted in your being trapped inside me, and now expect you to jump through hoops because they tell you to.”

			Billy Sharp watched her, a snarl tugging at his lip.

			“We’re going to hurt him very bad before we end his life,” the child said, turning from her to look out through the eyes of her physical form. “And in doing so, we’re going to hurt you.”

			He then turned his childlike gaze back to her.

			“Because that’s what it’s all about.”

			•   •   •

			Cassie Royce lay curled upon the overstuffed leather couch between her two new best friends, Stephen and his husband Raphael. They had been watching Frozen, the three of them singing along and having popcorn, when eventually she found herself getting sleepy.

			It was a good thing that she’d already seen the movie a few times because she would have really been upset if she’d fallen asleep without seeing the end.

			She’d been asleep for quite a while, the Blu-ray having returned to the menu, when she opened her eyes, suddenly wide-awake. Stephen was snoring on one side of her and Raphael on the other, and she wondered why she had awakened.

			Sitting up, she didn’t see the shape of the old woman right away, and was midstretch, considering whether or not she had to pee, when the woman made her presence known.

			“Who are you?” Cassie asked the old lady with the cigarette hanging from the corner of her mouth.

			“I’m Nana,” she said.

			“John’s Nana, right?” the little girl said, remembering that Nicole had met the woman earlier the previous day. “And you’re a ghost.”

			“I am indeed,” she said, taking the smoldering cigarette from the corner of her mouth and blowing clouds of smoke into the air.

			“You know that’s not good for you,” Cassie told her.

			Nana looked at the smoldering cigarette. “Now she tells me!” And the old lady began to laugh.

			Cassie smiled, liking the sound of the old woman’s laughter.

			“What are you doin’ here?” Cassie asked. “You looking for Nicole or John?”

			The old lady shook her head.

			“No,” she said. “I’m looking for you.”

			“Really? What for?”

			“Your daddy and his friends need your help.”

			“When?”

			“Now.”

			The old lady extended her glowing white hand toward her.

			“Will you let me take you?” Nana asked.

			Cassie started to crawl off the couch.

			“What about Stephen and Raphael?”

			“They’re sleeping,” Nana said. “They’ll be fine.”

			“Hope they don’t miss me too bad when they wake up,” she said, looking at them. “Maybe I should leave them a note.”

			“Don’t you worry about that,” Nana told her, drifting closer, glowing white hand reaching for hers. “I’ll be sure to let them know.”

			“Okay,” Cassie said, taking the woman’s hand.

			“Your hand is cold,” Cassie said, walking alongside the ghost.

			“Sorry about that,” Nana said.

			“That’s okay,” Cassie told her. “Maybe my hand will warm yours up.”

			“Maybe,” Nana said, leading her from the den and down the first-floor corridor.

			“Where are we going” Cassie asked.

			“To a special place in the house,” Nana told her.

			“Why is it special?”

			“Because this place can take you anywhere that you need to go.”

			“Anywhere?”

			“Anywhere.”

			“Can it take me to Daddy?”

			“It can.”

			At the end of the corridor, they had reached a door to the cellar. Nana waved her hand in front of it, and the door popped open with a creak.

			“Down there?” Cassie said, peering down into the darkness.

			“Yes,” Nana said. “Be careful on the steps, you don’t want to end up falling.”

			Cassie took hold of the railing as she descended.

			Nana was already waiting at the bottom when she got there.

			“Where is the special place?” Cassie said, looking around the darkened space.

			“It’s over this way,” the ghostly old woman said, drifting to the far back of the cellar. Cassie followed.

			She stopped when she saw Nana standing in front of an old door, propped up against the stone wall.

			“Is this it?” Cassie asked her.

			“It is,” Nana said.

			“But it’s just an old door.”

			“It’s an old door that opens onto where you want to be . . . where you need to be.”

			The little girl stared at the door.

			“It doesn’t look special,” she said, scrutinizing its every inch.

			“You’re just going to need to trust me that it is,” Nana said.

			“So if I go through this door, I’ll get to my daddy and friends.”

			“Yes,” Nana told her. “They need your help very badly.”

			“My help?”

			“Your gift.”

			Cassie got very serious and a little bit sad. “You mean the fire?”

			Nana nodded.

			“I don’t like to let that out,” she said, on the verge of tears.

			“What you can do is very special, child,” Nana told her. “A special gift . . . a special gift from God.”

			“Really?” she asked.

			“Really,” Nana told her. “Are you ready? Are you ready to find your father and friends and use the special gift to help them . . . and the world?”

			“The world?” she questioned.

			Nana nodded.

			“Now do you see how important you are?”

			Cassie nodded, too, as the ghost of Nana placed a spectral hand upon the diamond-shaped doorknob, and the door, which was merely leaning up against the stone wall, swung gradually open to reveal a corridor of heavy mist.

			“Is this it?” Cassie asked cautiously.

			“It is,” Nana said. “Step inside and proceed forward,” the ghost explained. “They will be there at the end of your journey.”

			Cassie stepped toward the opening and paused.

			“Are you sure about the fire?” she asked the ghost. “That God gave it to me?”

			Nana smiled, placing a cold hand upon her back and pushing her through the doorway.

			“I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

			•   •   •

			It took a moment for Griffin to process and take it all in.

			There was a demon across the way standing beside what looked to be a young woman whose body had been opened up to reveal some sort of passage inside her.

			There were dead Coalition soldiers on the ground, Elijah was gravely injured, kneeling in a puddle of his own blood, and Theo was attacking her husband.

			Yeah, he hadn’t a fucking clue, but he had to do something.

			He started toward John, who was struggling with his wife, reaching for the gun with the special bullets stuffed into his waistband, when something emerged from the shadows beside him.

			A skinless monstrosity wearing what looked to be a cloak made of patches of flesh was suddenly there before him.

			He drew his weapon, but the skinless being was fast, grabbing hold of his wrist in a bone-breaking grip. The pain was incredible, and he thought for sure that his wrist was about to snap, but then he realized that something else was happening.

			He was feeling weaker—drained.

			Brenna was there, firing her weapon into the skinless creature.

			The thing grunted as the bullets hit its cloak of skin, a hand reaching out from beneath the flesh to viciously slap her away.

			Nicole was there as well and looked as though she might be trying to do something, to maybe call upon some ghosts to help save the day, but she wasn’t fast enough.

			Skinless reached out to her, grabbing her face in his hand and thrusting her backward. Nicole flew through the air, passing through the doorway and out into the hallway.

			Griffin tried to fight back, but he was now as weak as a newborn kitten, his struggles barely generating a reaction from the monster that still held him.

			“Where were we?” the creature then asked with the most horrific of grins.
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			Theo’s body changed with nauseating pops and the grinding of bone as she attacked John.

			He was doing everything he could to avoid dying and not to hurt the woman he loved.

			Which he knew would be his downfall.

			Magickal spells that he’d learned throughout his long career flowed from his mouth, buying him precious time.

			“Theo, if you’re there, I want you to listen,” John said to her as he leapt back, the elongated claws at the end of boney fingers raking across the front of his shirt, tearing away clothing as well as the first layer of flesh.

			John gasped as the wounds burned, and he felt the warm trickles of blood dribbling down his stomach.

			She wasn’t reacting to his words, her eyes dull and lifeless—like those of a doll.

			The spell he used next was one that he’d picked up from a magick user deep in a South American rain forest. It had primarily been used to repel hungry jungle animals with minimal harm. The words left his mouth in a singsongy jumble as he extended a hand, channeling the power through the tips of his fingers. He felt a sharp pain just as the power was released, his entire hand going numb as the magick left him.

			She had been coming at him low, slithering across the ground like a shark gliding through shallow water.

			The magick hit her square, flipping her up, then down to the ground in a loose-limbed heap.

			John hoped—and prayed—that he hadn’t hurt her too badly as he moved closer to check.

			She’d been playing possum, clawed hands reaching out to take hold of his ankle, pulling his leg out from beneath him, sending him to the floor. His head jerked back, slamming hard against the wooden floor, and he saw the universe spin before his eyes, stars and darkness forever in an eternal dance over who would reign supreme, the bright over the dark.

			Right then he believed the dark was winning as he found himself struggling to remain conscious.

			There was suddenly an incredible weight upon his chest, and he used this new sensation as something to grab hold of, something to drag himself back.

			And as his eyes focused, he found himself looking up into the face of the woman he loved with all his heart and every fiber of his body.

			The woman who existed in his every cell, giving him the will to go on when it looked as though all was dark.

			She was his sun.

			And now it looked as though she would kill him.

			Theo—he hated to think of her that way, it wasn’t Theo at all, but the things inside her that had taken control—was perched upon his chest, her knees pressed into his shoulders, pinning him to the ground.

			“Theo,” he managed, trying to reach his love. He knew she was in there and willed what little strength that remained in him to her.

			Looking up into her eyes, he searched for her again but still saw only darkness as she leaned forward. Her beautiful mouth, which he had kissed so often, and that he longed to kiss again, split open vertically, the flesh pulling back to reveal multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth and a tongue like an eyeless serpent, shooting out from her now-cavernous maw toward his face.

			•   •   •

			“We’re going to kill him, and it will be worse than if you were killed yourself,” Billy Sharp said, looking out through her eyes at the murderous act that was about to be committed.

			“And you’ll take great pleasure from that I’m sure,” Theo said, watching the horrors befalling the love of her life in slow motion. “But it won’t change the fact that you and yours have been betrayed, taken from your hellish homeworld without permission—used. You’re nothing more than tiny cogs in a great big machine that you know nothing about.”

			She could feel Billy staring.

			“You’re pawns,” she said. “Insignificant game pieces moved about with little concern. Do you even know what’s happening back home? Do you know what’s happening in Hell?”

			She knew they had seen what she had seen from inside the mind of the angel imposter, and from the expression on Billy Sharp’s face, he understood about as much as she did.

			Theo stared back at the demon child.

			“Go ahead,” she said. “Murder the man I love and lose any chance that you might have of learning what’s truly happening.”

			“You know something,” the demon child said, his gaze attempting to penetrate her thoughts.

			“I don’t . . . but I could,” she said. “Let my husband live, and I’ll do everything in my power . . . we’ll do everything in our power to send you all back.”

			They glared at each other.

			“Revenge,” she said with a snarl. “Isn’t that what you’re hungry for?”

			“You expect me to trust you?”

			Theo shrugged. “I could ask you the same.”

			Billy looked back through her eyes.

			“It would be so nice to kill him.”

			“Then it’s completely up to you,” Theo said, resigned to the fact that she had tried everything she could in dealing with the demon.

			The demon tongue that had appeared in her mouth was shooting down toward John’s face, and she watched it get closer, and closer still.

			Theo was about to close her eyes, for she could not bear to see her husband hurt, when Billy Sharp suddenly spoke.

			“Remember what we gave you here,” the demon child said, as the tongue split open at the tip, venomous spines dripping as they were about to attach to her husband’s face.

			“And remember what you promised us.”

			•   •   •

			John saw the tongue as it lanced from her mouth.

			He tried to move his head, but he knew that it wouldn’t be enough, that the demonic sensory organ would connect with his face, and it would likely be over for him.

			He didn’t like the idea of giving up, of not having some plan, no matter how crazy, to fall back on. The idea of not trying something was completely foreign to him, but as he watched the tongue draw closer, he came to the startling realization that this could very well be it.

			Closing his eyes, he prepared himself for what was to follow, calling out to every higher power that might be able to hear his pleas, pledging to continue the fight against the forces of darkness if they would provide him with some opportunity, no matter how small, to escape his current situation.

			Eyes still firmly closed, prayers flying out into the ether, he sensed the proximity of the demon tongue and braced himself for . . .

			The lips were warm, and plump and full of sensuality as they seductively pressed to his.

			John opened his eyes, looking up not into the gaze of one possessed but into the loving eyes of his wife.

			“Theo,” he said. “You’re back.”

			“Yeah,” she said, crawling from atop him, reaching down to pull him up to his feet.

			“Now let’s see what we can do about saving the world.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” John said, as they both turned their attention to the portal from Hell.
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			Nicole could still feel the Cardinal’s hand on her face.

			It was like he was drinking away her life.

			She was in the corridor, just outside the ballroom where the bad shit was all going down, trying to pull herself together enough to get back in there, but it just wasn’t happening.

			The lids of her eyes felt as though they had rocks on top of them, and no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t get them to open. Moving her legs, she managed to push off from the floor, sliding herself backward to press up against the corridor wall. She would support herself there and attempt to stand.

			Tiny, ghostly kisses landed upon her face. Daisy was concerned.

			“It’s okay, lovey,” she slurred to the cat, so weak that she sounded drunk. She remembered the withered corpses at the nursing home and reminded herself that she had gotten off easy with just being exhausted. “Give me a sec, and . . .”

			She heard something off to her right, the sound of something sliding across the floor, and Nicole fought to open her eyes. Managing mere slits, she gasped to see a figure dragging himself down the floor toward her, leaving a bloody, winding trail in his wake behind him.

			It took a moment for her to realize—to recognize—who it was.

			Fritz.

			He was crawling toward her, reaching out a blood-covered hand toward her foot.

			“No,” she said, fighting to find her strength, to move it away.

			“Awww, c’mon,” Fritz cooed. “Don’t be like that.”

			Fritz’s grip closed around the tip of her sneaker, and she immediately felt it, what little energy she had remaining, starting to be drained away. Nicole tried to push herself away, to slide down the wall, but he held fast, no matter how she squirmed and kicked.

			“No reason to struggle, Sweety,” he said in the creepiest of voices.

			And it was then that Daisy remembered.

			The ghost of her cat reacted to her panic, then to the one that hung on to her foot.

			The ghostly cat slithered down from her neck toward the man. Nicole tried to give the cat what she needed, the means by which to have some sort of substance, but she was so very weak and wasn’t sure if it would be enough.

			Through barely open eyes Nicole watched as the cat attacked, Fritz reacting as bloody scratches appeared on his cheeks and forehead.

			“Aaarrh!” he screamed, releasing the toe of her sneaker to bat at his invisible attacker.

			This was her chance, she thought, pushing out with her feet and sliding partially down the corridor wall. She needed to get up, she told herself. She needed to stand.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Fritz asked. He was doing what she wanted to do, rising shakily to his feet. The stomach of his shirt and the front of his pants were stained crimson, and she had to wonder what had happened to him.

			“There will be none of that,” he warned.

			She could see that he was stronger now, that what he had taken from her had given him the strength to continue his attack on her.

			Not good, not good at all, she thought.

			She managed to slide up the wall into a standing position but hadn’t gotten much farther than that.

			Fritz was on her in a heartbeat, his hands gripping the sides of her arms. She could feel him beginning to feed again.

			Daisy was trying her best, the tiny ghost cat swirling around the man’s face like a tiny swarm of bees, but Fritz didn’t really seem to notice, swatting at the area around him before returning his physical contact with her.

			“That’s it,” he cooed, his voice dripping with menace. “Just relax, and it’ll be over before you know it.”

			She didn’t know where she found the strength, but she used it, hauling off and punching the man square in the face.

			His head moved to one side, a trail of bloody spit flying from his mouth, as she pulled away.

			Nicole knew that she wouldn’t be able to get far, her entire body trembling with exhaustion, but she had to make the attempt.

			A wall of ghosts were suddenly blocking her path.

			She looked at them and felt their rage and their hunger for revenge.

			Reaching out a hand, she let her fingers enter the cold of their being, sampling their mood and why they were there.

			The images were powerful, vicious, and she saw whom they were angry with, and why.

			Swaying on her feet, Nicole turned to face her attacker. Fritz was advancing upon her, a lecherous smile upon his face.

			“Is that it?” he asked her. “Decided to give up?”

			She shook her head very slowly.

			“There are an awful lot of dead things that don’t like you much, Fritz,” she said to him.

			She watched his expression change from one of superiority to one of confusion.

			“How do you know my name?”

			“Let’s just say dead things talk, and they tell me things,” she said, trying her best to be tough but sounding drunk instead.

			“And what do they tell you?” Fritz asked with a smirk, his confidence on the rise again.

			“That you hurt a lot of people in this house, that they’ve been waiting for you to return.” She swayed, afraid that she might tip over. “And, oh yeah, they really don’t like you very much at all.”

			As the words left her mouth the ghosts of Scopa House swarmed around her, taking what little she had left of her gift.

			Giving them substance.

			Giving them the ability to take their long-awaited revenge.

			Giving them the ability to kill.

			•   •   •

			It was sort of funny, for even after all that he had experienced in his life, Fritz had never believed in ghosts.

			But he believed now as they swarmed around him, giving him teasing glimpses of who they were, making him acknowledge that they had indeed lived before he had fed upon their life.

			And just as he came to realize who they were, and that ghosts actually did exist, they began the process of extracting their vengeance.

			Swirling around him like a cyclone made purely of purpose and rage, stealing away his breath, tearing away his skin.

			Until he was nothing more than bones.

			And a ghost himself.

			•   •   •

			The Cardinal was taking his life, draining it away as easily as if it were a soda being drunk with a straw.

			Griffin tried to fight it, he really did, but the more contact the bloody man had with it, the weaker he became.

			He felt his legs give out, his entire body slumping to the floor. The skinless monster held on tightly to him, allowing his body to sag just so much toward the floor.

			Close enough that he could reach his gun.

			He had no idea if it would work or not as he reached down as quickly as he was able, unsure of how much time he actually had, and scooped the pistol up off the floor.

			Through bleary eyes he aimed, firing at least three shots into the bloody being’s side.

			The Cardinal grunted, releasing its hold upon him and letting him fall to the floor. He actually felt himself getting better, stronger with the contact broken. Griffin tried to crawl away, to get somewhere safe where he could perhaps recover more before . . .

			“Where do you think you’re going?” the Cardinal asked, gripping his ankle and dragging him back. “I haven’t finished with you.”

			Griffin tried to aim his weapon again, to perhaps fire off a few more rounds, but the creature was having none of it.

			“You might as well put that away,” it said, reaching down with its other hand to tear the weapon from Griffin’s grasp. “It has no effect on the likes of me.”

			The Cardinal drew him closer.

			“Perhaps if I were simply possessing this body, it might have caused me some discomfort,” it said, pulling Griffin up from the floor by the leg, letting the man dangle before it. “But this body . . . this physical form belongs entirely to me. I earned its every bone, every muscle and drop of blood. It’s mine.”

			Griffin was about to say something, to crack wise in the face of impending death, but he just didn’t have the strength. He felt himself slipping, it was like the sensation that you had when going down in an elevator. He tried to stay where he was, not to fall down, but he could not find his footing. There was nothing for him to stand on, and he continued to fall.

			Down . . . and down . . . and down.

			He thought he saw a glimpse of his wife as he fell, calling out her name as he passed. If she couldn’t help him, nobody could, and he continued his descent.

			Falling . . . falling . . .

			But then he heard it. A familiar voice that halted his progress.

			“Put my daddy down,” a child’s voice said.

			Cassie?

			It sounded like his daughter, but that was impossible. He was actually able to move now within the grasp of oblivion, clawing upward toward the light of consciousness.

			Griffin opened his eyes to see his daughter standing there, tiny fists clenched in anger.

			The Cardinal let him drop, and he crumpled to the floor, his head bouncing off the hardwoods as he attempted to regain some semblance of strength.

			“Cassie,” he said, trying to rise. “How . . . ?”

			“Hello there,” the Cardinal said to the child. “And who might you be?”

			“My name is Cassie,” the little girl said. “And I don’t like the way you look at all,” she said defiantly to the monster in the cloak of flesh.

			“You don’t?” The Cardinal shook its head, stalking its way ever so sneakily toward the little girl. “And I do so love children,” it said.

			It was then that Griffin noticed the sparks, the fireflies that jumped and danced from the clenched fists of the little girl.

			And all he could do was smile and resign himself to what was about to occur.

			“You love children, you sick son of a bitch?” Griffin said, falling back to the floor but keeping his head up so that he could see. “Then meet my daughter.”

			Griffin began to laugh as his daughter raised her hands in defiance, hungry fire suddenly leaping from the tips of her delicate fingers.

			Burning the Cardinal’s skinless body to smoke and ash in a matter of seconds.

			The twisted fuck didn’t know what hit it.

			•   •   •

			It was like being underwater.

			All sound absent, or muffled—until she heard her name called.

			Brenna.

			She was lying on her stomach across from where the Cardinal had attacked.

			There was fire there now, fire that drew her eye and total attention. She began to rise, wanting to make sure that Griffin was all right and . . .

			Brenna!

			The voice was louder, more insistent, and she looked to see that Nana was standing there beside her.

			“Nana,” she said, seeing a look upon the ghostly matron’s face that worried her a great deal.

			“No time for chitchat,” the old woman said, extending her arm to point across the ballroom. “John and Theo need your help.”

			Brenna watched the soundless scene, John and Theo standing before a girl whose body appeared to be throwing off some sort of energy . . . some sort of light.

			And she could have sworn that she saw something moving within the radiance.

			“The world needs you to make a decision,” Nana said.

			Brenna looked at her.

			“A decision?”

			Nana eyes dropped, staring at something intensely before she faded away.

			Brenna’s gaze fell to where the ghost was looking, her hand going to the gun in its holster.

			Undoing the snap, she removed the gun, and started toward her friends to help.

			A decision still to be made.
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			The Messenger turned his back on the old human world to face the approach of the new.

			It was coming, he could sense it, and he was ready.

			The Messenger moved closer to the opening, making sure that everything was as it should be. He checked the girl, whose body was the vessel that contained the portal. She still lived, still valiantly held on to the existence the infernal had given to her.

			The purpose.

			Good, he thought, gently reaching out with his long, spidery fingers to caress her sweating cheek. So good.

			All was going according to plan as he positioned himself exactly before the doorway. The Messenger breathed in the smells wafting up and out of the passage, took in the scents of home.

			Took in the aromas of Hell.

			“Come, brothers and sisters,” he urged, leaning his face closer to the doorway, hoping to quicken their pace. “I’m waiting . . . this whole world is waiting. Like a ripened piece of fruit, it waits for you to . . .”

			The Messenger was suddenly pushed forward a few feet, two blades of some chitinous substance suddenly protruding from his chest.

			“Oh my,” the Messenger said, attempting to turn his head to see who . . .

			The woman leaned in closer to him, pushing the bladed appendages that her hands had morphed into deeper through him.

			“It’s over, monster,” she said into his ear.

			He turned his neck in such a way that the bones and tendons screamed out in protest, but he continued to force it so he could look into her eyes, to see the others that were inside her.

			Those who would obey his commands.

			“Hear me,” the Messenger said, looking deeply into her dark, dark orbs for those who would serve his holy word.

			“We hear nothing,” came back the voices of those he believed were loyal. The Messenger squirmed upon the blades, attempting to pull himself free, but the woman . . . the infernal, just continued to drive the blades deeper.

			“This was for you!” the Messenger attempted to explain. “For all of Hell!”

			“We have a message for all of Hell and all who rule it,” the demons announced through the mouth of their host. She leaned in close to be sure they were heard.

			“You can fuck yourselves.”

			The woman withdrew the twin blades that grew out of her skin, and the Messenger began to fall, dropping to his knees before the crackling portal. The demon lord stared into the workings of the portal, watching the gears and the cogs of the mechanism move and rearrange.

			It was all in motion now. It was only a matter of time.

			He just regretted that he wouldn’t have a chance to see it finished.

			“Go ahead, you miserable filth,” he said, turning his head ever so slightly to view the woman as she loomed above him.

			“Finish it.”

			And this time, she did as she was told, swinging one of the blades with enough force that it passed through his demonic neck, severing the head from the body.

			For the briefest instant, the Messenger saw the future through the opening.

			The future of Hell.

			•   •   •

			The passageway to Hell shuddered and groaned, emitting a roaring belch of thunder and expelling stinking air. The winds from the portal were sudden, vicious, picking Theo up and tossing her backward and away.

			John dropped to his knees, pressing himself flat to the floor, digging his nails into the hardwood for purchase. Shielding his eyes, he turned his gaze to the opening, his mind attempting to come up with something—anything—that might allow them to close the infernal portal.

			The winds shrieked and wailed, crackling bolts of hellish power escaping out from within, a foreshadowing of things to come.

			Within the passage, he saw it, movement—something was coming.

			Hell was coming.

			John fought to stand, fighting against the hurricane winds that attempted to discard him. He needed to get closer to try to shut the portal down. Putting his head down, he pushed into the fetid wind.

			A bloody hand clamped down on his shoulder, spinning him round.

			John looked into the face of Elijah.

			“They’re coming, John,” the old man screamed above the shrieking winds. There was blood leaking from the sides of his mouth, as well as from where one of his hands was clasped to his belly.

			“I’m going to try to close it,” John assured him.

			Elijah shook his head.

			“It’s too late for that, John,” he said. “They’ll be here at any moment.”

			“We’ll stop them,” John told him.

			“No,” the injured leader of the Coalition said. “I’m responsible for this . . .”

			Elijah looked into the portal, at the swirling spectral shapes that were about to emerge . . . the denizens of Hell coming into the world of man.

			“I’ll take care of it.”

			And before John could argue, the old man acted, mustering an unusual amount of strength to push him back and away.

			John stumbled backward, almost falling as the winds pummeled him, screeching out from the portal. Trying to recover, he saw Elijah lurch toward the opening, throwing himself down at the lip.

			The first wave of demons of Hell were here, presenting as an enormous, billowing cloud of black, ready to spread out into the ballroom—into the house.

			And out into the world in search of hosts.

			John knew what he would do, acting upon it before he could even give it much thought.

			He would take the demons into himself, making himself a prison for as long as . . .

			Elijah cried out as he threw open his arms.

			John knew the words the leader of the Coalition spoke for they were the same words that were on the verge of dancing upon the tip of his tongue.

			Elijah was taking them.

			He was taking the demons into himself.

			•   •   •

			Elijah knew that he was dying and that it would only be a matter of time.

			So he spoke the words. Ancient words . . . part of a rite used by the order of the Demonists.

			Words that could capture. Words that could imprison.

			Was he strong enough, he wondered. He would try to make sure that he was.

			The words were like a net, capturing the demonic entities as they attempted escape into the world. They did not go peacefully, fighting crazily as he attempted to store them away in his damaged body. One after the other he took them, shoving them in—cramming them deep inside.

			He did not know how many there would be . . . or how many could fit. He couldn’t ask such things now.

			He had to keep them from escaping out into the world.

			He had to make them his.

			•   •   •

			“We have to close it,” John screamed, as Theo came to stand beside him.

			Their eyes were riveted on Elijah, who still knelt before the doorway, a steady flow of the demonic entering his body.

			“There’s only so much a human body can stand,” Theo said, speaking entirely from experience.

			The portal appeared to be protecting itself now, bolts of cracking electrical discharge lancing out from the center of the gateway to drive them back and away.

			Only Elijah remained, arms spread, drinking in the steady stream of denizens from Hell.

			It was only a matter of time before he could take no more.

			And the infernal powers of Hell would be set loose upon the Earth.

			•   •   •

			He saw that her eyes were open and that they seemed horribly, painfully aware.

			Elijah looked into the eyes of Emma Rose, a silent message seeming to pass between them.

			He wanted her to know how sorry he was, that he had only done what he did for the sake of the world.

			Elijah doubted that she could ever forgive him, for he could never forgive himself.

			•   •   •

			They all knew that their time was limited.

			That Elijah could only hold them back for so long.

			Cassie was crying as her father held her, Theo ran toward the passage with a savage growl, only to be repelled yet again by a bolt of hellish power that threw her back whence she came.

			John knew that there had to be something that he wasn’t remembering, some ancient fact that would help them, at least buying them enough time so that something could be done.

			But there wasn’t.

			Elijah was reaching his saturation point.

			The old man was screaming now, his body hideously distorted as the demonic entities trapped inside him attempted to steal away his control.

			Theo had lunged again, and yet again, but she was repelled.

			She landed not far from him, her body burning in places.

			“John, we have to do something,” she said, and he could see that she understood how it was.

			That the clock was winding down.

			That the end was nigh.

			•   •   •

			Brenna seemed to appear out of nowhere, striding across the ballroom floor and making her way toward the girl—toward the portal.

			John watched her, perplexed by what the FBI agent could be doing. Bolts of energy arced out from within the portal, striking at the floor as she walked, but she was totally unaffected—walking with purpose.

			That was when he noticed the gun in her hand.

			•   •   •

			Nana had said she would need to make a decision, and deep down she knew it was going to be something like this. It went against everything that she believed, that there could always be an alternative.

			Brenna strode across the ballroom, the glowing passage throwing everything that it could to keep her back. Nana was whispering in her ear, guiding her with a cold yet firm hand.

			She kept on going, and the closer she got, the more obvious the decision that she would make was. As hard as she tried to think of one, this time there would not be another choice.

			The winds from the portal stank like death, and she put her head down to push herself as close as she was able. She found herself looking down onto the twisted form of Elijah. The old man knelt before the opening, a flow of darkness from within the portal flowing into his chest.

			Their eyes met, and she could see that he knew why she was there.

			Brenna watched as a single tear dribbled down from the old man’s good eye.

			Standing before the opening, she raised her gun and took aim at the young girl.

			Her head hung limply to one side, and she appeared as if dead from the trauma, but that wasn’t true at all. Nana whispered that she was still alive, and as long as she still lived . . .

			It was as if the girl had sensed what was about to happen, eyes snapping upon as she lifted her head to gaze at Brenna from across the way.

			“I’m so sorry,” Brenna said as she aimed her gun, finger stroking the trigger, just before she . . .

			The gun boomed deafeningly in the confines of the ballroom, and the girl’s head snapped back violently, a hole the size of a nickel appearing dead center.

			The flow of evil abruptly halted, the straggling ephemeral entities making that last-ditch effort to escape out into the wild, but Elijah would not allow it, taking them into his body as well even though he was quite literally bursting at the seams.

			The passage closed with the most nightmarish of screams, the image of hundreds of newborn babes, all wailing in unison in one nightmarish voice flooding the room before it all went shockingly quiet.

			The girl’s body had returned to normal, dropping to the floor, dead.

			Brenna stood there stunned, gun still clutched painfully in her hand. She turned to search for the others, seeing John and Theo not too far away, Griffin and his daughter, as well as Nicole behind them.

			They were all looking at her, expressions of shock and disbelief, but also of relief.

			“I’m sorry,” she told them. “There was no other way.”

			•   •   •

			The demons inside him fought to be free, and Elijah just laughed.

			They knew that their end was imminent and that they would do everything in their power to escape him, even trying to force him to take his own life.

			But it wasn’t going to happen.

			When he died, they would die with him.

			Elijah couldn’t move, his limbs swollen and twisted, it was just too much.

			John and the others approached, staring at him with apprehension.

			“It’s all right,” he told them. His voice sounded wrong, as if there were hundreds, maybe even thousands hiding behind it.

			He looked over to where the body of Emma Rose lay.

			“Could you take me to her?” he asked them.

			They did what he asked, careful with his malformed limbs and tentacles that had grown out from his body, each supporting as much as they could as they brought him to her, laying him down at her side.

			“Is there anything we can do?” John asked.

			The old man shook his head, his eyes never leaving Emma Rose.

			“Don’t you think I’ve done enough?” he asked them. He reached a hand out to her, his fingers changing to claws the closer it got.

			Damn them, he thought of the demons inside. And soon they would be damned, along with him.

			It would only be a matter of time.

			•   •   •

			The two surviving Divine, still in the guise of Boy Scouts, were suddenly there, standing above Elijah and the body of the girl.

			“Jesus Christ, them,” Nicole said. “We just can’t catch a break.”

			John watched them, their attention totally fixated upon Elijah, and more specifically, the girl.

			Theo’s body began to morph in reaction. She crouched low to the ground, ready to attack.

			“Who are they?” Cassie asked.

			“They’re the next sons of bitches that are going to die,” Theo growled.

			“No,” John answered.

			Theo glared at him. “What do you mean no?” she asked.

			“This is it,” he told her. “This is what they came for. This is the end.”

			And with those words of finality, the divine beings began to glow with the intensity of a white-hot star.

			•   •   •

			The demons inside Elijah grew wild—frantic—in their presence.

			The divine beings had begun to glow, the heat being thrown from their bodies causing his skin to prickle, then blister.

			The screams of the demons trapped inside him were deafening, and he smiled with the knowledge that something good was going to happen as a result of his folly.

			The heat intensified, and the stink of his own burning skin had begun to choke him. Coughing on the acrid stench, he managed to slide his misshapen form closer to Emma Rose’s body, wrapping one scaled arm around her and pulling her close to him.

			The two together as they had been the day she had emerged from the abyss.

			“I think we’re ready now,” Elijah said to the angelic beings, as the demons of Hell yowled and tore at the inside of his being—of his soul—in protest.

			Then all was bright, the pain was gone.

			And there was only fire.

			•   •   •

			They’d all made it safely outside as Scopa House started to burn.

			It was fire unlike anything that John had ever seen before—so very bright and hungry.

			It was a fire of purification, he thought, as they all walked across the lawn, the mansion being consumed at their back. They all walked to where the Coalition chopper had landed, feeling that it was a safe distance away, and watched the home tainted by evil gradually cease to be.

			“Has Elijah gone to Heaven with Mommy?” Cassie asked, held in her father’s arms.

			Griffin didn’t answer her and just continued to hold her tight.

			John thought about the question and really didn’t have an answer. He believed that Elijah had meant well but had likely lost his way.

			But maybe, through his sacrifice today, he had somehow found it again.

			The roof over the main body of the mansion caved in with a dull roar, more white-hot flames reaching up into the sky as if to praise their creator for its glorious repast before starting to eat once more.

			He looked over to see Brenna standing off on her own, away from them, gun still clutched in her hand. He continued to stare at her until she felt his eyes upon him, and their gazes connected.

			“She was just a kid,” Brenna said, the emotions she was feeling traveling between them.

			“You did what was right,” he told her—reassured her. She accepted his words, putting the gun back into her holster.

			Nicole was crying, wiping at her wet cheeks furiously when she saw he was looking.

			“You okay?” he asked her.

			She nodded, holding back the flood of emotion. Her hands went to the area about her neck, where Daisy would be, but stopped, fluttered a bit, then returned to her waist.

			“Yeah,” she said sadly. “She’s in a better place.”

			John could see how much this pained her and decided to save the questions for another time.

			“Oh yeah,” she said then, wiping beneath her dripping nose with the back of her hand. “Took care of Fritz for you, too.”

			He looked at her hard, wanting more information.

			“Yeah,” she said with a nod. “I’m that much of a badass.”

			“We’ll have to talk about that,” he told her.

			Nicole nodded. “I’m sure we will.”

			Something exploded in the burning mansion, the windows that remained blowing outward in a symphony of shattering glass. Scopa House was almost gone now, little more than framework remaining.

			“I want waffles,” Cassie announced.

			Everyone looked to the child, her statement suddenly more interesting than the destruction of the demonically tainted abode.

			Theo, who had been squatting quietly by herself away from them, stood and walked toward the helicopter.

			“I want waffles, too,” she agreed. “Can you fly this?” she asked Griffin as she passed him and his daughter.

			“Yeah, I can.”

			“Good,” she said, walking up the ramp to go on board.

			“Let’s go have waffles.”

			They were all looking at him now.

			“You heard the lady,” John said, walking toward the chopper. “Let’s go have waffles.”

		

	
		
			EPILOGUE
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			He’d forgotten his deadline. He never forgot a deadline.

			John was in Stephen’s office, going through one of the file cabinets searching for a contract that he’d signed a little over a year ago. It was for three books. He’d written the first two back-to-back, but the third he’d almost forgotten about completely.

			And couldn’t remember when it was due. What the hell was up with that?

			Glancing up from the overly stuffed drawer of important paperwork—at least that’s what Stephen called it—John saw Nicole leaning in the doorway.

			“Hey,” he said, continuing to go through each of the files, in search of a deadline.

			“Hey,” she responded, coming into the office. “Where’s Stephen?”

			“Out to lunch with Raphael,” he said. “You need him for something?”

			“Nope,” she said, sauntering closer. “Was hoping to talk with you.”

			“Okay,” he said, thinking that he had found what he was looking for, but it wasn’t. He was so screwed.

			“Was wondering,” she began.

			“Yes,” he said, knowing what she was about to ask and seeing that she was having some difficulty.

			“You don’t know what I’m going to ask,” she said.

			He looked up from the file drawer. “You want to know if you can stay here,” he said, his eyes going back to the files. “Yes.”

			“Oh,” she said, seeming a little taken aback. “How . . .”

			“Nana visited me in a dream last night, said that you wanted to stay. Also said that she thought it would be a really good idea.”

			“Really?” Nicole asked. “She said that?”

			“She did.”

			“And you and Theo are cool with that?”

			“Yeah,” John said with a shrug. “Why wouldn’t we be?”

			Nicole smiled, and he found himself captivated. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever actually seen her smile or look pleased in any way.

			“Cool,” she said.

			He went back to the files. He was getting closer to the end and still hadn’t found what he was looking for.

			Cassie was calling for Nicole.

			“I’m in here,” Nicole answered.

			“Are you going to read me this book?” the little girl asked, holding up a copy of Shel Silverstein’s Where the Sidewalk Ends.

			“Haven’t we already done that one?” Nicole asked.

			“Yeah, but it’s my favorite,” the little girl answered.

			“Oh,” Nicole responded to the girl. “If it’s your favorite, then yes.”

			She started from the office, being led away by the little girl who also now lived in his home.

			“Hey, John?” Nicole called to him.

			He tore his gaze from the last of the files.

			“Thanks,” she said, and smiled at him again. This one just as warm as the last. He could get used to seeing that around here.

			John closed the file cabinet with a grunt of frustration, wondering if he’d kept the electronic file in his computer upstairs. It was worth a chance as he started from the office, about to climb the stairs to the second floor, when the doorbell rang.

			He stopped on the second step, turned with a roll of his eyes, and went to the door. Opening it, he saw a man in a dark suit standing there.

			“John Fogg?” the man asked.

			“Yes,” John said, noticing the black limousine parked in front of his home. Another man in a dark suit was helping someone from the back of the vehicle. Someone wearing the long black cassock of a Catholic priest.

			“Archbishop Calder is here for your appointment,” said the man at the door.

			“Appointment?” John questioned, watching as the old man was helped up the walkway toward his door. “I don’t recall having any . . .”

			“Jonathan Fogg,” the Archbishop said, extending his hand, displaying an enormous smile, and quickening his pace to reach him faster. The man assisting him practically needed to run to catch up. “I can’t tell you how lovely it is to finally meet you.”

			The old man gripped John’s hand powerfully and shook it up and down. “I’m Archbishop Calder, and this is my right hand, Francesco,” he said, presenting his aide. Francesco reached out to shake his hand as well. It was a real love fest on his doorstep.

			“I’m so glad that we could meet,” the old priest said.

			“Of course, Archbishop,” John said. “Please excuse my ignorance, but I don’t recall any meetings being set up for today.”

			Calder gave Francesco the hairy eyeball, and the man immediately took out his cell phone and began tapping away.

			“Not that there’s any problem,” John said.

			The old man smiled graciously.

			“Could you perhaps give me a hint as to why we are meeting?”

			Archbishop Calder’s face grew very serious. “I’ve come as a result of Elijah Covington’s death.”

			John listened with a slight nod.

			“With Elijah gone, the Coalition is leaderless, and these are certainly dark days,” the old man said. “With many more on the horizon, I fear.”

			“I’m sure you’re right though I hope that you’re not,” John said to the old man. “I’d be glad to help you vet the candidates that you’ve chosen if . . .”

			“We’ve already chosen, John,” Calder said.

			“Oh,” John said.

			“Elijah left specific instructions that in the event of his untimely passing, you were to lead the Coalition.”

			“Me.”

			“Yes.”

			And the weight of the world fell a little heavier down upon John Fogg’s shoulders.

			•   •   •

			Griffin sat at the desk inside the room that he’d been given, cleaning his weapon.

			He’d disassembled the semiautomatic pistol, laying out the pieces before him. With a solvent, he used a special brush to clean the barrel, then a rag to wipe an excess of cleaner away. The wire brush was also used on other parts of the gun as well.

			Griffin was assembling the gun again when he sensed that he was being watched. He turned in his chair and saw that the door was partially open.

			Theodora was standing there watching him. He got a quick chill up and down his spine as he saw her eyes. Since the business at Scopa House, they’d retained a strange, yellowish color. He felt as though he were looking into the gaze of a serpent of some kind.

			He was about to say something when she spoke first.

			“Remember what you promised,” she said to him, her yellow eyes no longer on him but on the partially assembled gun on the desk.

			She was making reference to what they’d talked about in the kitchen when he and Cassie had first arrived, that the Coalition had sent him there to keep an eye on her and her condition. That he would put her down if the need ever arose.

			“Got it,” he said with a slight nod.

			“Good,” she answered, leaving the doorway. “Have a good afternoon.”

			Griffin continued to assemble his weapon, remembering his promise, wondering if it would ever come to that.

			Fearful if he, or anybody else for that matter, was strong enough to accomplish the task.

			•   •   •

			Theo had promised them.

			She entered her room, closing the door behind her and locking it.

			They had spared her husband’s life, allowed him to live, as well as helped them to thwart Hell’s plans for the world.

			She owed them.

			Walking to the center of the room, she dropped down to the floor, arranging herself in the lotus position.

			She didn’t want to go to them, but she’d promised.

			Theo closed her eyes, breathing in and out, and resigned herself to the task.

			To her fate.

			They were waiting for her when she arrived.

			“A woman of her word,” Billy Sharp said, and chuckled.

			The markings upon her naked body were glowing, keeping the demons at a safe distance.

			She willed them dull, and soon they weren’t glowing anymore.

			Theo attempted eye contact with them, each and every one before she spoke.

			“So,” she said to them. “Shall we begin?”

			“Let’s,” Billy Sharp said, as the multitude of demons converged upon her.

			“Share with us in every detail how you plan to send us home.”

			•   •   •

			Every time Brenna closed her eyes, she saw the girl’s forehead, before and after she had put a bullet in it.

			She’d taken some time off since the incident, needing a chance to digest the latest act of violence she had committed. The ice in her glass of whiskey tinkled happily, reminding her that it was there. Reminding her that if she drank enough, she would maybe fall asleep and not have to think about what she had done.

			But there were other ways that she could distract herself.

			Brenna reached for her phone on the coffee table and dialed her ex. She listened to the rings, holding her breath, hoping that he was there. His voice mail picked up, and she did not leave a message.

			Tossing the phone onto the couch beside her, she laid her head back against the cushion and tried closing her eyes.

			The girl was there, waiting for her.

			Before and after a bullet was shot into her skull.

			Brenna drank her whiskey down.

			And then poured another . . . and another after that.

			•   •   •

			Craig Isabel felt the vibration of his phone in his pocket and ignored it, following the shadowy shape as it moved between the headstones and other grave markers at the Whispering Hill Cemetery.

			He saw that the figure had stopped up ahead, and approached.

			“Is this it?” he asked, a chill running down the length of his spine as a lump filled his throat.

			The thing of shadow said nothing as it stepped back, allowing him access.

			Craig stood at a distance, forcing his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He could just about make out the bronze plaque laid in the ground, surrounded by grass. Someone—likely Brenna—had laid flowers there not too long ago, most of them still alive.

			He found that he was leaning on the shovel that he carried, craning his neck to make out the name upon the marker even though he knew exactly what it would say.

			“Closer,” said a voice now directly behind him, and he felt an icy touch upon his back, pushing him over to the marker.

			He stood before it now and fought back the urge to cry. This was the first time that he’d been back since the day of the burial.

			Since they put his little boy in the ground.

			“Oh God,” Craig said, starting to breathe heavier.

			“He is not listening,” said the voice, from somewhere in the darkness of the cemetery around him. “But we . . . are,” the voice completed, and the words gave Craig the strength to do what he had come there to do.

			Taking the shovel in both hands, he jammed the spade down into the earth.

			And he began to dig.
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			It was an unusually warm mid-September day in Boston. The kind of day that made one forget that the oft-harsh New England winter was on its way, just waiting around the corner, licking its lips and ready to pounce.

			Remy Chandler sat in his car at the far end of the Sunbeam Motor Lodge parking lot, sipping his fourth cup of coffee and wishing he had a fifth. He could never have enough coffee. He loved the taste, the smell, the hot feeling as it slid down his throat first thing in the morning; coffee was way up there on his top-ten list of favorite things. A beautiful September day made the list as well. Days like today more than proved he had made the right choice in becoming human.

			He reached down and turned up the volume on WBZ News Radio. Escalating violence in the Middle East was once again the headline, the latest attempts for peace shattered. Big surprise, Remy thought with a sigh, taking a sip from his coffee cup. When hasn’t there been violence in that region of the world? he reflected. For as long as he could remember, the bloodthirsty spectre of death and intolerance had hovered over those lands. He had tried to talk with them once, but they used his appearance as yet another excuse to pick up knives and swords and hack one another to bits in the name of God. The private investigator shook his head. That was a long time ago, but it always made him sad to see how little things had changed.

			To escape the news, he hit one of the preset buttons on the car’s radio. It was an oldies station; he found it faintly amusing that an “oldie” was a song recorded in the 1950s. Fats Domino was singing about finding his thrill on Blueberry Hill, as Remy took the last swig of coffee and gazed over at the motel.

			He’d been working this case for two months, a simple surveillance gig—keep an eye on Peter Mountgomery, copy editor for the Bronson Liturgical Book Company, and husband suspected of infidelity. It wasn’t the most stimulating job, but it did help to pay the bills. Remy spent much of his day drinking coffee, keeping up with Dilbert, and maintaining a log of the man’s daily activities and contacts. Ah, the thrilling life of the private gumshoe, he thought, eyeing the maroon car parked in a space across the lot. So far, Mountgomery was guilty of nothing more than having lunch with his secretary, but the detective had a sinking feeling that that was about to change.

			A little after one that afternoon, Remy had followed Peter along the Jamaica Way and into the lot of the Sunbeam Motor Lodge. The man had parked his Ford Taurus in front of one of the rooms, and simply sat with the motor running. Remy had pulled past him and idled on the other side of the parking area, against a fence that separated the motor lodge from an overgrown vacant lot littered with the rusting remains of cars and household appliances. Someone had tossed a bag of garbage over the fence, where it had burst like an overripe piece of fruit, spilling its contents.

			The cries of birds pulled Remy’s attention away from Mountgomery to the trash-strewn lot. He watched as the hungry scavengers swooped down onto the discarded refuse, picking through the rotting scraps, and then climbing back into the air, navigating the sky with graceful ease.

			For a sad instant, he remembered what it was like: the sound and the feel of mighty wings pounding the air. Flying was one of the only things he truly missed about his old life.

			He turned his attention back to Mountgomery, just in time to see another car pull up alongside the editor’s. Time to earn my two-fifty plus expenses, he thought, watching as Peter’s secretary emerged from the vehicle. Then he picked up his camera from the passenger’s seat and began snapping pictures.

			The woman stood stiffly beside the driver’s side of her boss’s car, looking nervously about as she waited to be acknowledged, finally reaching out to rap with a knuckle upon the window. The man got out of the car, but the couple said nothing to each other. Mountgomery was dressed in his usual work attire—dark suit, white shirt, and striped tie. He was forty-six years of age but looked older. In a light raincoat over a pretty floral-print dress, the woman appeared to be at least ten years his junior.

			The editor carried a blue gym bag that he switched from right hand to left as he locked his car. The two stared at each other briefly, something seeming to pass silently between them, then together walked to room number 35. The secretary searched through her purse as they stood before the door, eventually producing a key attached to a dark green plastic triangle. Remy guessed that she had rented the room earlier, and took four more pictures, an odd feeling settling in the pit of his stomach. The strange sensation grew stronger as the couple entered the room and shut the door behind them.

			This was the part of the job Remy disliked most. He would have been perfectly satisfied, as would his client, he was sure, to learn that the husband was completely faithful. Everyone would have been happy; Remy could pay his rent, and Janice Mountgomery could sleep better knowing that her husband was still true to the sacred vows of marriage. Nine out of ten times, though, that wasn’t the case.

			Suspecting he’d be a while, the detective turned off his car and shifted in his seat. He reached for a copy of the Boston Globe on the passenger’s seat beside him, and had just plucked a pen from his inside coat pocket to begin the crossword puzzle, when he heard the first gunshot.

			He was out of the car and halfway across the lot before he even thought about what he was doing. His hearing was good—unnaturally so—and he knew exactly where the sound had come from. He reached the door to room 35, pounding on it with his fist, shouting for Mountgomery to open up. Remy prayed that he was mistaken, that maybe the sound was a car backfire from the busy Jamaica Way, or that some kids in the neighborhood were playing with fireworks left over from the Fourth of July. But deep down he knew otherwise.

			A second shot rang out as he brought his heel up and kicked open the door, splintering the frame with the force of the blow. The door swung wide and he entered, keeping his head low, and for the umpteenth time since choosing his profession, questioned his decision not to carry a weapon.

			The room was dark and cool, the shades drawn. An air conditioner rattled noisily in the far corner beneath the window; smoke and the smell of spent ammunition hung thick in the air. Mountgomery stood naked beside the double bed, illuminated by the daylight flooding in through the open door. Shielding his eyes from the sudden brightness, the man turned, shaken by the intrusion.

			The body of the woman, also nude, lay on the bed atop a dark, checkered bedspread, what appeared to be a Bible clutched in one of her hands. She had been shot once in the forehead and again in the chest. Mountgomery wavered on his bare feet, the gun shaking in his hand at his side. He stared at Remy in the doorway and slowly raised the weapon.

			“Don’t do anything stupid,” Remy cautioned, his hands held out in front of him. “I’m unarmed.”

			He felt a surge of adrenaline flood through his body as he watched the man squint down the barrel of the pistol. This is what it’s like to be truly alive, he thought. In the old days, before his renouncement, Remy had never known the thrill of fear; there was no reason to. But now, moments such as this made what he had given up seem almost insignificant.

			The man jabbed the gun at Remy and screamed, “Shut the door!” Slowly, Remy did as he was told, never taking his eyes from the gunman.

			“It’s not what you think,” Mountgomery began. “Not what you think at all.” He brought the weapon up and scratched at his temple offhandedly with the muzzle. “Who . . . who are you?” the editor stammered, his features twisting in confusion as he thrust the gun toward Remy again. “What are you doing here?” His voice was frantic, teetering on the edge of hysteria.

			Hands still raised, Remy cautiously stepped farther into the room. As a general rule, he didn’t like to lie when he had a gun pointed at him. “I’m a private investigator, Mr. Mountgomery,” he said in a soft, calm voice. “Your wife hired me. I’m not going to try anything, okay? Just put the gun down and we’ll talk. Maybe we can figure a way out of this mess. What do you think?”

			Mountgomery blinked as if trying to focus. He stumbled slightly to the left, the gun still aimed at Remy. “A way out of this mess,” he repeated, with a giggle. “Nobody’s getting out of this one.”

			He glanced at his companion on the bed and began to sob, his voice trembling with emotion. “Did you hear that, Carol? The bitch hired a detective to follow me.”

			Mountgomery reached out to the dead woman. But when she didn’t respond, he let his arm flop dejectedly to his side. He looked back at Remy. “Carol was the only one who understood. She listened. She believed me.” Tears of genuine emotion ran down his face. “I wish we’d had more time together,” he said wistfully.

			“The bitch at home thought I was crazy. Well, we’ll see how crazy I am when it all turns to shit.” The sadness was turning to anger again. “This is so much harder than I imagined,” he said, his face twisted in pain.

			He lowered the gun slightly, and Remy started to move. Instantly, Mountgomery reacted, the weapon suddenly inches from the detective’s face. Obviously, madness had done little to slow his reflexes.

			“It started when they opened up my head,” Mountgomery began. “The dreams. At first I thought they were just that, bad dreams, but then I realized they were much more.”

			The editor pressed the gun against Remy’s cheek. “I was dreaming about the end of the world, you see. Every night it became clearer—the dreams—more horrible. I don’t want to die like that,” he said, shaking his head, eyes glassy. “And I don’t want the people I love to die like that, either.” The man leaned closer to Remy. He smelled of aftershave and a sickly sour sweat. “Are you a religious man?”

			If he had not been so caught up in the seriousness of the situation, Remy Chandler would have laughed. “I have certain—beliefs. Yes. What do you believe in, Peter?”

			Mountgomery swallowed hard. “I believe we’re all going to die horribly. Carol, that was her name.” He jerked his head toward the dead woman on the bed. “Carol Weir. She wanted to be brave, to face the end with me. But she was too good to die that way.”

			He smiled forlornly and tightened his grip on the gun. “I would have divorced my wife and married her, but it seemed kind of pointless when we looked at the big picture. This was the nicest thing I could do for her. She thanked me before I . . .”

			Mountgomery’s face went wild with the realization of what he had done, and he jammed the barrel of the gun into Remy’s forehead. The muzzle felt warm.

			“Would you prefer to die now, or wait until it all goes to Hell?” the editor asked him.

			“I’m not ready to make that decision.”

			Remy suddenly jerked his head to one side, grabbing the man’s wrist, pushing the gun away from his face. Mountgomery pulled the trigger. A bullet roared from the weapon to bury itself in the worn shag carpet under them.

			The two men struggled for the weapon, Mountgomery screaming like a wild animal. But he was stronger than Remy had imagined, and quickly regained control of the pistol, forcing the detective back.

			Again, the editor raised his arm and aimed the weapon.

			“Don’t you point that thing at me,” Remy snarled, glaring at the madman. “If you want to die, then die. If you want to take the coward’s way out, do it. But don’t you dare try to take me with you.”

			Mountgomery seemed taken aback by the detective’s fierce words. He squinted, tilting his head from left to right, as if seeing the man before him for the first time. “Look at you,” he said suddenly, with an odd smile and a small chuckle. “I didn’t even notice until now.” He dropped the weapon to his side.

			It was Remy’s turn to be confused. He glanced briefly behind him to be sure no one else had entered the room.

			“Are you here for her—for Carol?” Mountgomery continued. “She deserves to be in Heaven. She is—was a good person—a very good person.”

			“What are you talking about, Peter?” Remy asked. “Why would I be here for Carol? Your wife hired me to—”

			Mountgomery guffawed, the strange barking sound cutting Remy off midsentence. “There’s no need to pretend with me,” he said smiling. “I can see what you are.”

			A finger of ice ran down Remy’s spine.

			With a look of resigned calm, Mountgomery raised the gun and pressed the muzzle beneath the flesh of his chin. “I never imagined I’d be this close to one,” he said, finger tensing on the trigger. “Angels are even more beautiful than they say.”

			Remy lunged, but Mountgomery proved faster again. The editor pulled the trigger and the bullet punched through the flesh and bone of his chin and up into his brain, exiting through the top of his head in a spray of crimson. He fell back stiffly onto the bed—atop his true love, twitching wildly as the life drained out of him, and then rolling off the bed to land on the floor. His eyes, wide in death, gazed with frozen fascination at the wing-shaped pattern created by his blood and brains on the ceiling above.

			Remy studied the gruesome example of man’s fragile mortality before him, Mountgomery’s final words reverberating through his mind.

			I never imagined I’d be this close to one.

			He caught his reflection in a mirror over the room’s single dresser and stared hard at himself, searching for cracks in the façade. Is it possible? he wondered. Had Peter Mountgomery somehow seen through Remy’s mask of humanity?

			Angels are even more beautiful than they say.

			Remy looked away from his own image and back to the victims of violence. How could a case so simple turn into something so ugly? he asked himself, moving toward the broken door, followed by the words of a man who could see angels and had dreamt of the end of the world.

			He stepped quickly into the afternoon sun and almost collided with the Hispanic cleaning woman and her cart of linens. She looked at him and then craned her neck to see around him and into the room. Remy caught the first signs of panic growing in her eyes and reached back for the knob, pulling the door closed. In flawless Spanish he told her not to go into the room, that death had visited those within, and it was not for her to see. The woman nodded slowly, her eyes never leaving his as she pushed her cart quickly away.
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