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“The devil is alive in this room tonight,” the exorcist bellowed from his podium.
His name was Dominic Maffiore, though most knew him as the Las Vegas Exorcist. His tiny chapel on Las Vegas Boulevard was barely noticeable to most passersby on their way to the Vegas Strip, but to his followers, this was sacred ground. His unorthodox ministry attracted broken souls from all across the world. On this night alone, his guest book was signed by visitors from Bremerton, Washington; Lake Mary, Florida; Helsingborg, Sweden; and as far away as Queensland, Australia. And this was a very typical Thursday night.
One of his most anxious congregants on this particular evening, however, came to the small, wooden chapel from no more than twenty miles away. Her name was Cassidy Sinclair, and she was a resident of the nearby community of Summerlin. She lived with her father high in the hills overlooking southern Nevada, in one of the most opulent mansions nestled in one of the most exclusive gated communities in Clark County.
On the surface, she had it all. But something was stirring within her. Something dark. Something that only Dominic Maffiore could defeat. Or so she hoped. This was her third visit to the exorcist, but while the previous two trips had been uneventful, this one felt strangely different.
Dominic stepped down from his raised platform and slowly peered from one end of the room to the other, observing the forty-or-so trembling guests who lined the wooden pews. As the crowd stood on their feet in absolute silence, Dominic stepped across the center aisle and quietly stared off into space like an attorney in an intense courtroom drama.
His mere presence was enough to bring the most ardent skeptic to his knees, but it wasn’t just his fierce gaze. The man stood more than six-and-a-half feet tall, and his broad frame only made him even more intimidating. He didn’t appear particularly muscular or overweight. His naturally large build just had a density and firmness that resembled solid rock more than human flesh. Of course, it didn’t hurt that his perfectly tailored black suit hugged every curve of his body. The coat, the slacks, the vest, the tie; all black. He certainly knew how to project an appropriately macabre image for himself. 
He ended his slow march in the center of the room and rested his feet on the cold, tiled floor. The shiny faux marble seemed visibly out of place in a house of aggressive spiritual warfare, but it had come with the property. At one time, this church was one of many fly-by-night Vegas wedding chapels where impetuous couples would recite their vows only to wake up the next morning with the most regretful hangovers of their lives.
When Dominic purchased the property, he saw to it that the eggshell-white walls were replaced with a dark oak color, but the rest of the interior was about the same, from the white pillars on either side of the platform to the prominent wooden cross hanging behind the podium.
“Father God,” he prayed, his voice echoing through the room. “We come before you tonight, battered, broken. You see the people in this room; you know the battles they’ve been facing. The enemy seeks to destroy them, but we claim dominion over this darkness in Jesus’ name.”
Several in attendance shouted “Amen!” Most had their eyes closed. Some had tears streaming down their cheeks. Cassidy just stared down at the tiled floor and trembled from head to toe. She could feel her inner-darkness awakening, as though antagonized by the preacher’s theatrical prayer.
“Father, your Word tells us that the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. And so we ask you to deliver all those who need your anointing tonight. We ask you to destroy the shackles of demonic possession, and to cast your light upon the people in this room. I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength, and I bind these evil spirits in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”
More shouts of “Amen” echoed through the sanctuary, and several in attendance were now dropping to their knees in tears. Cassidy held her breath in the hopes that the trembling would cease, but it only grew worse. She felt a vibration in her throat, silent at first but then faintly audible. It was like a soft growl. But where was it coming from? She was overcome with a sense of hope, desperation, longing, and then suddenly...unspeakable rage. She wanted to murder everyone in the room, especially that disgusting fucking piece of shit in the black suit.
Oh, God...what’s happening to me?
Dominic paced the center aisle once again. After another brief silence, he returned to the pulpit and retrieved the black, leather-bound Bible from his podium. Taking a deep breath, he raised the Bible into the air like an Olympian showing off his new gold medal to an eager crowd.
“This is a house of God,” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “You demons are not welcome here. Show yourselves!”
A thin man in his seventies cried out from the front row and then fell to the ground. His convulsions resembled a seizure, but Cassidy knew he was not seizing. At least not in a clinical sense. She knew she was on the precipice of such convulsions herself, and it terrified her. It was like the feeling that one experiences just before a painful bout of vomiting. You know that it’s going to happen with or without your consent, but you’re terrified to give in to the release. You know it’s going to hurt like hell, but all you can do is wait.
Dominic rushed to the writhing man with a look of righteous indignation in his eyes. “Tell me your name,” he screamed, leaning over the man. But he wasn’t asking for the name of the victim.
The man turned over and pulled himself into a crawling position. He was still shaking, and it appeared as though he were holding on to the tiles for dear life. He wept as more than a dozen in the congregation rushed forward to pray over him. Soon, Cassidy’s view of the frail gentleman was blocked by the crowd that surrounded him. She heard him emit a thunderous growl, but then all sound faded away, replaced by an intense ringing in both of her ears. The demon was seizing control of all her senses.
She tried to cry out for Dominic, but no words would come out of her mouth. It was like drowning in a pool of water while the lifeguard obliviously attended to another swimmer. There was nothing she could do. Except silently pray. But she feared that praying would antagonize the devil even more.
Can the demon read my thoughts? she wondered silently.
Every thought that has ever entered your filthy little mind, a voice in her head echoed back.
The ringing in her ears grew louder, more high-pitched. It felt like her ears were about to start bleeding. She covered her ears with her trembling hands, but the now-muffled ringing was even more terrifying. Now it really did feel like she was drowning, and she could almost feel the water entering her lungs. The pounding in her chest was unbearable. Her first instinct was to call for an ambulance, but her vocal cords were incapable of sound and no doctor of medicine could cure what was ailing her.
She fell abruptly to her knees, smacking her forehead on the edge of the pew just in front of her as she descended. The impact was agonizing, but it only distracted her for about three seconds. Then the voice reemerged.
You’re fucking garbage.
Filthy slut.
God can’t fucking hear you.
She was well-acquainted with the voice, but there was something different about it this time. It was audible. As she opened her eyes, she realized that the words were coming out of her own mouth. She had barely recognized the voice because it wasn’t her own. It was deep, gravelly, menacing. It emerged like a hateful growl, stunning the people around her.
It was certainly an unusual sight, even for those familiar with Dominic’s ministry. Here was a thin, attractive young woman who couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old, pounding her head against a bench and screaming guttural obscenities. She looked like a grown-up Shirley Temple with an angelic face and an unassuming presence, but she bellowed like a death metal singer high on cocaine. Her designer blue jeans were dirtied by the hard ground, and her bright, long-sleeved T-shirt was now covered in sweat and tears.
Through the ringing in her ears, she could hear the muffled sound of someone behind her calling for help. Maybe there was a God after all. She wiped the tears from her eyes and looked up. She felt a thin stream of blood trickling down her forehead, and she could faintly see Dominic running toward her. The lifeguard had finally arrived.
The preacher grabbed her hand and slowly pulled her to her feet. He truly was anointed. His touch alone caused her shaking to stop and the ringing in her ears to subside. The demon had retreated, if just momentarily. She took a deep breath and looked around. The man in his seventies was once again seated in his pew, and Dominic’s young female assistant was bringing him a bottle of water. No one was even paying attention to the old man anymore. At this point, all eyes were on Cassidy Sinclair.
Dominic placed a comforting hand on her shoulder and gazed into her eyes. Up close, he was extremely handsome despite his age. His salt-and-pepper hair suggested that he was in his late fifties or early sixties, but the color made him appear distinguished rather than old. Perhaps that was also due to the remarkable absence of wrinkles on his face. His faint five o’clock shadow further seemed to give him an air of power.
“Everyone,” Dominic announced, “this is Cassidy. She’s been to two other deliverance services at this church, but this is the first time her captor has made an appearance. Tonight may be the night we set her free once and for all.”
Several amens echoed through the crowd. Dominic’s words were extremely comforting, but it wasn’t just his words. He had a way of speaking confidently and deliberately, enunciating every syllable and pronouncing his words in such a way that was not quite British but not quite American. It reminded her of the character Frasier from television. She had learned about this manner of speaking while studying theater at Juilliard. Her professors had referred to it as a Mid-Atlantic accent, a contrived style of pronunciation once taught in acting schools and fancy prep schools. How Dominic had picked it up was a mystery to Cassidy. He didn’t seem like a rich WASP, and he surely wasn’t an actor.
Dominic turned to Cassidy once again. He pulled a handkerchief from the inner-pocket of his coat and dabbed the blood on her forehead. “Cassidy, I know you’re very afraid right now, but I’m going to need you to trust me, okay?”
She didn’t like where he was going with this.
“In order to set you free from this bondage, I’m going to need to call out the demon.”
She could feel herself shaking again. This time, it was all her. “No, no, no…” she quietly muttered.
Now he had both hands on her shoulders. “You have nothing to be afraid of,” he assured her. “You’re briefly going to feel yourself losing control of your body. I promise you, I will be right here the entire time, and I will not leave your side until the exorcism is complete. Do you understand?”
She frantically nodded her head and wiped the tears from her eyes.
Dominic released his hands from her shoulders and stared directly into her eyes for nearly a minute, as though daring the demon to come forth. Cassidy’s breathing remained heavy, but she didn’t sense any spiritual disturbances. But then Dominic opened his mouth to speak, and all hell broke loose.
“There’s no use in hiding,” Dominic shouted, his gaze still fixed on Cassidy’s tearful eyes. “I can sense your presence. I can also sense your fear. You shudder in the presence of the Almighty God. James 2:19. The very name of Jesus Christ is enough to destroy you, exposing you for the powerless fraud that you are. Now I demand to know who you are and why you have chosen this young woman as your victim.”
Cassidy could feel her heart rate increasing once again. There was a growing tightness in her chest, but she didn’t sense the rumbling that had previously knocked her to the floor. The demon was standing its ground.
“What is your name?” Dominic shrieked at the top of his lungs.
Cassidy clenched her fists as a strange numbness overwhelmed her fingertips. Suddenly, her lower jaw locked up. It felt like the jawbone was trying to break away from her face. She could no longer inhale. Her breath was involuntarily pushing its way out of her closed mouth despite having no means of escape. It came out in a growl, soft at first, but then menacing. The demon was returning to the surface.
“You don’t scare me, you bottom-feeding child of Satan,” Dominic remarked. “I’m here to tell you that you chose the wrong victim. So what are you? I can already tell you’re too weak to be a demon of addiction. You’re too pathetic to be a demon of lust. No, there’s nothing inside you but fear and rage, and that usually means one thing. You prey on the abused, don’t you? You saw a vulnerable young woman with a history of abuse, and you pounced on her like a lion.” His voice once again escalated to a scream. “Am I basically in the ballpark, demon? Answer me!”
The word “abuse”
triggered something in Cassidy. That single word robbed her of what little control remained within her. As soon as Dominic said it, she could feel herself fading into the background of her own existence. The demon was officially calling the shots now.
“I’ll teach you the fucking meaning of abuse, cocksucker!” the demon said in a low-pitched hiss. It spoke through Cassidy’s mouth, but Cassidy had no say in the matter.
The preacher was unfazed by the demon’s threat. He raised his leather Bible and pressed it firmly against Cassidy’s forehead. “Tell me your name,” Dominic shouted.
“Fuck you!” the demon growled.
The monster gazed across the room and was greeted by unanimous terror in the eyes of the congregation. It was beautiful. Cassidy’s mouth widened involuntarily into a cruel smile, but it was the demon—and not she—who got off on the fear of the others in the room. The only one who didn’t appear afraid was Dominic.
Dominic pressed the Bible more firmly against Cassidy’s head. “Tell me your name,” he screamed even more loudly.
“Abaddon,” the demon finally muttered in the form of a painful cry.
Dominic pulled the Bible away. “Abaddon. The angel of the bottomless pit. I should have known. Well, Abaddon, I’ve vanquished you before, and I’m about to do it again.”
The demon cried out. A thick coating of drool oozed from Cassidy’s chin, and her clenched teeth were on full display. It looked as though she were about to attack the preacher, but Dominic remained unaffected.
“Abaddon,” he said calmly, seemingly knowing that the fight was over. “You are a fallen angel and a coward, and I bind you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” He raised his Bible in the air as he said the words “Holy Spirit.”
The demon cried out again, this time so loudly that many in the congregation had to cover their ears.
Dominic once again placed the Bible against Cassidy’s forehead. “And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony. Thanks be to God, who gives us victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Demon, you already lost the battle from the moment that Christ was resurrected. Release this woman at once and return to the bottomless pit where you belong. You have been defeated in the name of Jesus Christ.”
Another piercing scream emerged from Cassidy’s diaphragm. After that, everything faded to black.
When Cassidy opened her eyes, she was lying on the cold tile floor. Dominic was quietly praying over her, and two ushers were holding up her head and shoulders. When it became apparent that she was conscious, Dominic’s young female assistant handed her a cold bottle of water and affectionately caressed her shoulder.
“You’re going to feel a little dizzy for a few minutes,” the girl whispered to Cassidy, “but you’re going to be okay. You’ve been delivered.”
Cassidy nodded. She had only spoken to the girl once or twice, but she remembered that her name was Autumn. The girl wore black-rimmed glasses, and her hair color seemed to shift from light brown to red depending on how the light hit it. She was about Cassidy’s age, but Cassidy somehow looked a decade older—a consequence of living in constant terror and never sleeping.
As Cassidy took a huge gulp of water and the room slowly came back into focus, the last thing she could remember was Dominic placing his hands on her shoulders and telling her to trust him. The rest was like a drunken haze.
As she sat up, the congregation erupted into applause. Dominic wrapped his arms around her and gave her a big hug. “God is good,” he whispered in her ear. “Never forget that.”
Autumn and the ushers helped her to her feet, and she wiped the sweat from her forehead. She took two steps forward and returned to her seat. The room did appear to be spinning, but she wasn’t troubled by the sensation. She felt like a substantial weight had been lifted. She was free. She quietly said a prayer of thanks and then smiled at Dominic.
The preacher continued his service, and two more people came forward to receive healing. One man had a few brief convulsions, but there were no more violent outbursts. Cassidy remained until the end of the service because she sensed it would be rude to leave early, especially considering what Dominic had done for her.
When it was all over, Cassidy made her way to the exit doors. She practically skipped through the chapel like a carefree child. She wanted to dance in the streets. Dominic stood at the exit door and shook hands with everyone as they departed. When it was Cassidy’s turn, she threw her arms around his neck and whispered “Thank you” in his ear.
He smiled and told her that he would pray for her continued protection. “It’s important that you remain faithful,” he told her. “Find a church family. Pray every day. The demon Abaddon is a fierce, vengeful demon, and he may try to return.”
Abaddon...Cassidy thought about it for a moment. Suddenly, she had a brief memory of that word leaving her mouth. It was like suddenly being reminded of a forgotten event that had occurred during a drunken stupor.
She looked at Dominic. “Who...or what...is Abaddon? I swear, I never heard that name before tonight.”
Dominic smiled. “Abaddon is a demon referenced in the Book of Revelation. The important thing is that he can’t hurt you anymore, so long as you remain in the Lord’s light.” 
Cassidy marveled at the whole situation. Her scumbag father had insisted that the possession was just a product of her warped imagination, but she had never heard the name Abaddon in her life. At least, not before tonight.
When she stepped outside, the crisp night air seemed more refreshing than usual. The cool breeze soothed her senses, and the sound of high-speed traffic on Las Vegas Boulevard seemed almost rhythmic. Off in the distance, she could see the bright lights of the Vegas Strip: the emerald green of the MGM Grand, the neon blue lines that decorated the various floors of the Cosmopolitan. The whole display looked like a beautifully diverse collection of colors, arranged in an array of heights, lengths, and shapes. She saw the top of the High Roller, the world’s tallest Ferris wheel. Across the street, she could see the facade of the opulent Bellagio, one of her favorite hotels for entertaining out-of-town friends.
At the northernmost point of the Strip, the Stratosphere towered into the heavens. Its peak resembled that of Seattle’s Space Needle, but it stood almost twice as high. Cassidy had once dismissed the Stratosphere as a second-rate hotel in one of the sketchiest parts of town, but tonight, it was beautiful. Everything was beautiful. Life was beautiful.
She skipped across the parking lot to her silver 2017 Lexus RS. The car was covered in a thick coating of dirt courtesy of the latest Vegas dust storm, but she would remedy that in the morning. In recent weeks, her mind had been plagued with more important matters than a dusty windshield. Now that she was free from the darkness, she could return to some sense of normalcy: car washes, luncheons, art-collecting.
She pressed the Unlock button on her key fob and stepped into her vehicle just as her tail lights flashed. As she adjusted her seat belt and considered how she would thank Dominic for saving her life, she noticed something peculiar in her rearview mirror. It was familiar, terrifying, but surely an optical illusion. She adjusted her mirror to get a closer look, and there it was: the strange, ghostly presence that had been haunting her dreams.
It was a man – or at least, it seemed like a man. It was hard to tell. The figure wore a Victorian-era men’s suit complete with a gray tailcoat, burgundy vest, loose slacks, high-collared shirt and oversized black ascot. The suit was like something out of a bad vampire romance novel, but it was the face that triggered horrifying memories.
The face was human and yet inhuman at the same time. It was pale white like an eggshell, covered in gruesome crimson scars and flesh wounds. The hair was long and matted, dark in color. The flowing hair made the creature appear female at first glance, but the body was unmistakably masculine. The eyes had no pupils or retinas. They were pure white, soulless. This was the very monster that had been tormenting Cassidy’s dreams for weeks. Now it was standing in a dirt field just a few yards away from the chapel, gazing at her through her rearview mirror, informing her that her nightmare was far from over.
Cassidy pounded her fists repeatedly on her steering wheel, all the while screaming “No!” and “Why?” until she was out of breath. Finally, she cocked her head back. The field was empty. The demon was gone.
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“There’s no need to feel tense,” Allison reassured the trembling man seated at the opposite end of the table. The man closed his eyes even more tightly. “I’m sensing a warm light showering over us. It’s a positive, loving energy. You lost someone very close to you, didn’t you?”
The two of them had been sitting hand in hand for several minutes. The room was dark, and the silence was occasionally interrupted by the faint sounds of the traffic outside as it made its way along Tropicana Ave. This was Las Vegas, the city of neon. Most people dreamed of winning it big in this town, but Jesse Meyer simply dreamed of making contact.
Jesse shook his head and wiped away the tears that were streaming down his face. The heavyset man looked like the sort of badass biker you would go out of your way not to annoy. He even had the beard and the leather jacket. The wavy Steven-Tyler haircut also gave him a bit of a rock-star edge. But this guy wasn’t looking for a bar fight or a guitar solo. He was a broken man who had wept openly from the minute Allison took him by the hands. Allison Lockwood was, apparently, his last desperate hope for peace. 
Allison continued to clench Jesse’s trembling hands from across the table. “It’s your wife,” she said after a brief hesitation. “I sense a close bond, but it doesn’t feel maternal. It’s an intimate bond, and one with a tremendous amount of history. I feel like the two of you were married for many, many years.”
The man let out an agonized squeal. “She was my high school sweetheart,” he bellowed. “We were about to have our twenty-fifth anniversary.”
“I see,” Allison replied softly. “She’s in a place of peace. She’s trying to communicate.” Allison paused. “She says, ‘It’s me, Sarah.’”
The man’s sausage-like fingers squeezed Allison’s hands so tightly that she was losing all feeling in her fingertips, but she quietly bit her lip and tried to ignore the pain. Heartfelt cries thundered from the man’s diaphragm. His cheeks were now soaked with tears, and there was no stopping the deluge from raining down onto the oak table between the two of them.
“She—she was everything,” the man said in a weak voice. “Sarah…Sarah…can you hear me?” 
Allison nodded. “She can hear you. She wants you to know that she is at peace. She’s not suffering any longer, and she doesn’t want you to suffer anymore. She loves you, and it breaks her heart to see you carrying this sort of burden. One day, the two of you will be reunited in a place where there is no death, no suffering, no pain. She says it’s time to let go. She loves you, and she wants you to be happy. She promises that she will always watch over you, like a guardian angel.” 
The tears continued to flow, but the audible weeping stopped as Jesse gave an accepting nod. He wiped his eyes using the sleeve of his leather jacket. Allison briefly opened her eyes to make sure that the man’s long hair wasn’t too close to the lit candle in the center of the table. The room was mostly dark, and so it was difficult to see the immediate surroundings, but everything appeared to be okay. 
Jesse slowly opened his eyes, his retinas glistening and dark red. “Sarah,” he called out in a shaking voice. “Baby, I just need to know one thing. I need to know that…” He tried to continue, but he couldn’t push the words past his trembling jaw and tear-soaked face. He emitted a high-pitched wail, but he couldn’t articulate what he really wanted to ask.
Allison nodded again. “She understands. And the answer to your question is no. She didn’t suffer. When she woke up, the smoke was already in her lungs. She was gone before the flames even made it to the bedroom. She didn’t experience any pain, just a moment of discomfort before being welcomed into the loving embrace of God. Again, she wants you to stop losing sleep over this. She is in a happy place. She loves you, she’s looking over you, and she looks forward to being reunited with you in eternity. But not for a very, very long time. She says you still have a lot of living left to do, and it’s time you started doing it.”
He pounded his head on the wooden table. “I’m so sorry,” he shrieked. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault,” Allison said in a near-whisper. “She doesn’t blame you, and there’s nothing you could have done. You were working the night shift to provide for her, and she loves you for that. Stop looking for ways to blame yourself, and just be free. She’ll always be watching over you.”
Jesse let go of Allison’s hands and wiped the moisture from his eyes. Though he was still visibly shaken, he was now much calmer. Allison stood up, walked across the table, and wrapped her arms around her emotional client. She whispered a few more gentle words of encouragement, and Jesse stood up to leave the room.
As the two of them walked toward the beaded curtain that separated the dark séance room from the rest of the New Age magic shop, Jesse turned to Allison and whispered, “I’ll never forget this. You might have actually saved my life today.” Allison smiled and hugged the large man once more before he exited. Another satisfied customer.
Allison turned to the counter where her cashier, Tara, stood with a visible look of surprise. Nineteen and barely out of high school, Tara was still new to Allison’s operation, but surely she knew the drill.
“Sometimes you amaze me,” Tara said. “Seriously, you had me believing.”
Allison laughed. “What, that? That was fucking amateur hour. The guy made his appointment through email, and once I had the email address, it took me about four seconds to find his Facebook profile where he just drones on endlessly about his dead wife. I mean, sometimes these people make it so easy it’s, like, not even fair.”
Allison chuckled and began straightening the various vials of herbs beside the cash register. She was good at her job, and it had nothing to do with the number of healing crystals she sold.
At twenty-eight, she was old enough to know how the world worked but still young enough to look deceptively innocent and naive. She was pretty, but not stereotypically gorgeous, which made it easy for her to influence people without looking like a potential threat. 
Hers was a face that people trusted: a warm smile, bright brown eyes, a slightly upturned nose, and a soft coating of freckles that appeared most prominently along her nose but were almost invisible from a distance. Her face-framing auburn hair fell gently to her shoulders, covering her ears and curving slightly inward as though the two sides desperately wanted to meet at the chin. No one suspected that Allison Lockwood was anything less than a gifted and compassionate medium. 
Tara was quite different. Full-figured and with a penchant for sarcasm, she tended to give the impression that she was quietly judging everyone. Her stare said it all: ‘I’m smarter than you, and you’re breathing my air.’ She was every bit as light-skinned as Allison, but her dyed black hair and thick eyebrows caused some people to assume that she was of Hispanic, Italian, or perhaps even Middle-Eastern origin.
She leaned against the wall behind the counter. “Don’t you ever feel even a little guilty, though?” Her indifferent tone suggested that the question was more a matter of morbid curiosity than of genuine concern.
Allison stepped behind the counter and picked up a FedEx box that contained her most recent shipment of wholesale crystals. These were rose quartz crystals, each about the size of a golf ball and worth about seventy-five cents. She would make a killing selling them to New Age fanatics for twenty-two dollars apiece.
Tara continued when Allison didn’t respond right away. “I mean, at some point, you have to think, ‘I’m screwing with these people’s memories and emotions.’ Not that I’m judging or anything. I just think it’s kind of interesting.”
Allison carried the box to the crystal aisle and set it down. “Let me tell you something,” she said, marching back to the register. “I am doing a public service for these people. You saw that guy with the greasy hair and the jacket?” She pointed to the entrance door. “That guy was days away from blowing his brains out. So if I have to play a little make-believe to give these people some closure, then strap a fucking beard on me and call me Santa Claus.”
“Sorry,” Tara muttered. “I didn’t mean–”
“Deep down,” Allison interrupted, placing her wrists on the counter, “these people know it’s a game. Think about it. When some dipshit wears his Raiders underwear on game day, the logical part of his brain is fully aware that his team’s success has nothing to do with his choice of briefs. But if the game is starting and he can’t find that pair of underwear, you know he’s still going to freak the fuck out like his team is depending on him. We cling to these goofy rituals as a way of coping with all the shit that rains down on us, and there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s just part of being human.”
Tara was visibly unconvinced, but she didn’t press the matter any further. “Hey, can I leave a little early today?” she asked. “I have to get my car smogged, and all the places around here close at six.”
“Yeah, that’s fine,” Allison replied. “Can you help me with these crystals?”
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Allison spent the remainder of the afternoon stocking shelves and taking inventory. The new rose quartz crystals shimmered nicely as the sunlight poured in through the window. As she predicted, it was an utterly quiet Tuesday. She only sold one item the entire afternoon: a book of Wiccan spells. The buyer, a heavyset man in his 40s, bombarded her with questions about whether the incantations actually worked.
“Wicca isn’t my specialty,” she had told him, “but a lot of my friends swear by it.” Another lie. The only Wiccans she knew were customers, and she had never said a word to them besides “That will be twenty-eight fifty” and “Have a nice day.”
Tara left just after 5:00, and Allison thought about calling it a day. Business was always slow on Tuesday, and she had better things to do than stare at the wall and continue inhaling the godawful stench of incense that permeated every square inch of the building. When she first opened the shop, she assured herself that she would get used to the aroma. Two years later, it was still as unbearable as ever.
Shortly after 5:30, she emptied the register and recorded her meager earnings for the day. Then she stepped over to the light switch and prepared to call it a night. Before her index finger could even reach the switch, she heard the familiar bell of the door opening. Typical.
She had so been looking forward to going home, but she couldn’t say no to the prospect of a sale. “Welcome to Lockwood’s Metaphysical Supply,” she said.
The customer made his way past the dusty shelves filled with stones, herbs, and occult books. When he finally stopped at the counter just inches away from her, she forced an awkward smile.
He wasn’t very tall, maybe five-seven. Though his graying hair suggested middle age, his unwrinkled face made him appear youthful and energetic. It wasn’t surprising. This shop catered to a large number of ethical vegans, and they tended to age far more slowly than the average Whopper-loving American. Based on his healthy appearance and lanky build, Allison guessed that this customer was probably a tofu-loving, marathon-running environmentalist who juiced his own organic vegetables and constantly bored his friends with speeches about the incredible healing properties of essential oils. Allison liked those types of customers because they typically didn’t mind overpaying for herbs.
“What can I help you with?” she asked with a forced smile.
The man smiled as he placed his elbows on the counter. “I was hoping you could give me a reading,” he replied. “I hear you’re the best.”
Allison laughed. “I’m only the best when I tell people what they want to hear. When I have to be the bearer of bad news, people don’t like me so much.”
The man pulled a silver money clip from his front pocket. “How much for a standard read?” he asked.
“It’s a hundred dollars for fifteen minutes,” she said, “or three hundred for an hour. Unfortunately, though, my assistant already left for the day, so I don’t have anyone else to watch the store during a reading. Would you like to schedule a reading for tomorrow?”
The man pulled two crisp hundred-dollar bills from his money clip and placed them on the counter. I’m a little short on time,” he said, “but I’ll pay you double for just a fifteen-minute read. That’s all I need.”
Allison looked down at the bills. Since she was about to close up anyway, she could just lock the front door and proceed with the reading. Since she was alone with him in the store, safety was a concern. She observed his skinny frame and decided that, if need be, she could probably take him down with a couple of moves she had learned in her judo class. 
She placed the bills inside the register and guided him behind the counter, past the beaded curtains, and into the séance room. She lit a single candle as the man made himself comfortable in the same chair where the greasy biker had sat only a few hours earlier.
“I was actually just about to close before you came in,” she said, “so let me go ahead and lock the door really quick.”
She stepped through the curtain and made her way across the store while the man made himself comfortable. Allison returned a few seconds later. 
“So what’s your name?” she asked as she moved the candle to the center of the oak table.
“Jack,” the man replied.
Allison took a seat. “It’s very nice to meet you, Jack. Have you ever had a reading before?” 
Jack shook his head. “This is my first time.”
Allison nodded. “Okay, awesome. Then let me just take a moment to explain how I do things. In a moment, I’m going to reach toward you and take your hands in mine. Then I’m going to ask that you look directly into my eyes and meditate with me. We’ll need to keep this room absolutely silent as I get a feel for your aura and connect with the energies that surround you. Please try to remain absolutely quiet, and clear your mind if you can. If meditation isn’t your thing, that’s totally fine, but the more you can quiet your mind, the easier it will be for me to connect and get a strong read on you. Is this all making sense so far?”
Jack nodded.
“Terrific. If I start to see any particular visions or pick up any unfamiliar energies, I may ask you questions to help me understand and interpret what I’m sensing. Just try your best while keeping the eye contact, and try not to let your mind wander. If anything is unclear or unfamiliar to you, just shake your head and I’ll move on.
“Sometimes the meaning behind these visions isn’t immediately clear, and that’s okay. We’re just a bunch of small-minded mortals trying to make sense of images from an immortal space, and so there are bound to be bumps in the road. But as long as we stay focused, these things tend to become more clear with each new revelation. Does that make sense?”
Jack nodded. “Absolutely.”
“Great. Now before I get started, is there anything in particular you were hoping to achieve today? This will give me an idea of where to focus my consciousness. Since we haven’t begun the meditation, I don’t have much of a read on you just yet, but I do sense an underlying sadness in you. I get the sense that you go to great lengths to maintain a sense of control in your life, and you do this by focusing a lot on your health and wellness and by working hard to maintain positive social interactions with the people you care about. There’s a certain peace and harmony about you that I usually only associate with vegetarians and vegans.”
As she spoke, Jack nodded his head in agreement.
“…and yet, there are events outside of your control that leave you feeling somewhat helpless. You’re realizing that no matter how hard you try, you can’t control everything. Is there a specific tragedy in your life that has brought these feelings to light?”
Jack smiled. “You’re good,” he said softly. There was a slight choke in his voice.
“A family member,” Allison said.
He shuddered.
Allison reached forward and whispered for him to take her hands. He did as she requested, and she gripped his palms tightly from both sides of the candlelight. “Look directly into my eyes,” she said softly before a prolonged period of meditative silence. The dancing flame obscured the man’s face, concealing the youthful radiance of his skin while highlighting the deep sadness in his eyes. To Allison, the candle in the darkness was like a magnifying glass that revealed a person’s true emotions.
After nearly three minutes, Allison spoke. “I’m seeing an image of a small child running in the grass. With each footstep, the child grows taller. This gives me the impression that you’re trying to communicate with a child. Not necessarily a young child or even a young adult, but someone whose upbringing you were responsible for.”
Jack nodded. His hands remained calm. “Are you seeing a boy or a girl?” he asked.
Allison paused. Sometimes her clients would ask her these types of blunt questions just to test her abilities and confirm that she was the real deal. These questions didn’t intimidate her in the slightest.
“In my vision,” she said, “I see the child from behind, running across the grass as if searching for you or trying to reunite with you. I can’t see the face, but the child has short hair. This leads me to believe that I’m looking at a young boy.”
The faint twitch in his eye suggested that Jack was disappointed by the answer. Before he even had the chance to open his mouth and reply, Allison continued.
“However, I’m definitely detecting a feminine energy,” she said. “The face and head are fairly nondescript, as is common in these types of visions, so it can be difficult to determine gender just based on the visual. But if I look deeper...” she took a deep breath. “Yes, I’m almost certain it’s a girl. In fact, I’d be willing to bet on it.”
“What’s her name?” Jack asked, almost in an interrogative fashion.
There was another pause. “I’ll see if I can get a name, but these types of visions don’t typically involve audible information. It’s mostly symbolism and energy and interpretation.”
The man frowned. Clearly his skepticism was growing.
Allison took another deep breath. “I’m getting an image of a crescent moon. This typically indicates a letter C. Does the child’s name begin with C?”
Jack didn’t answer, but his hand trembled slightly.
“If you don’t help me with these visions,” Allison scolded, “then I can’t possibly know how to interpret them. So please answer my next question honestly. “Is the child’s name Cassidy?”
The man nodded. To Allison’s surprise, he had an amused look on his face.
“She’s alive, isn’t she?” Allison continued.
“Why would you think that?” Jack inquired.
“Because I don’t feel like I’m communicating with her spirit. I feel like I’m communicating with spirits that are watching over her, trying to protect her from some imminent danger. Tell me, why is your daughter in danger?”
Jack released his grip on Allison’s hands and leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms and studied her. “You put on a good show,” he said finally. “Consider me impressed.”
Allison studied his distorted face in the candlelight, confused and somewhat taken aback.
Nevertheless, she remained grounded. “I’m not sure I understand,” she said in a soft voice. “Your daughter is in danger. You want to end the reading now?”
“Listen, Miss Lockwood, my success is largely due to the fact that I always put aside the bullshit and get straight to the point. I’d like to hire you for a very important job. You obviously know who I am, so you obviously know I can afford to pay you handsomely.”
Allison reflexively crossed one leg over the other. “Okay, I don’t know what kind of backroom you think I’m running here, but...”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Jack interrupted, “I’m not propositioning you, at least not in the way you’re implying. For the past month, I’ve been looking into every phony psychic, evangelist, and magician in town, and you’re the first one who’s genuinely impressed me with your bullshitting abilities. So I’m hoping you’ll help me bring down a fellow con.”
Allison stood up. “Look, if you’re not receptive to the reading, then unfortunately I can’t help you. I think it’s best we cut this short.”
Jack shuffled in his chair and pulled the silver money clip from his pocket once again. He retrieved five crisp hundred-dollar bills and placed them on the table right beside the flickering candle. He laid them side by side to ensure that their full value was in plain sight. Then he waved his hands over them like a model presenting a prize on a game show. “This is all yours if you just tell me how you got all of that information about me so quickly.”
Allison stood beside the beaded curtain and glared down at the cash. This guy had some serious fuck-you money, but Allison was still skeptical of the whole arrangement. “What makes you think this is all a ruse?” she asked, crossing her arms. “I don’t know you from Adam, and I just gave you intimate details about your family.”
“Exactly,” he said. “That’s why I want you for this job. You’re obviously not one of those three-card Monte hacks who cons gullible tourists with dime-store tricks. You’re the real deal. I took every precaution to make sure you couldn’t read up on me. I came unannounced. I paid with cash. I made sure to keep my driver’s license out of sight. And it’s not like I have a famous face.” He leaned back and chuckled.
“And look,” he continued, “you can relax. I know this is a con, but I honestly don’t care. I’m not interested in outing you. I’m interested in finding a talented person like yourself to help me take down a really bad guy. That’s all this is. No one is ever even going to know that I met you.”
Allison stared down at the five bills on the table and contemplated her options. Five hundred dollars was nearly half her rent, and business was slow. Plus, she knew for a fact that this guy was filthy rich. She approached the table, grabbed the five bills and turned back toward the beaded curtains. “You want to know how I did it? Blow out the candle and follow me.”
She led him back into the shop and gestured toward the small, mounted dome camera that hung from the ceiling, its shiny lens pointed at the entry door. “You see that camera?”
He nodded.
“That’s a high-res, motion-sensitive security camera. It photographs everyone who comes in here, and the quality is way better than any iPhone camera.”
“Okay,” Jack said with a nod.
“So every photo is sent straight to my iPad over here.” She walked over to the register and pointed at her point-of-sale tablet. “All I have to do is load it into my facial recognition program and it almost always comes up with a bunch of useful Google results. Social media profiles, personal websites, blogs, whatever. In your case, the first result was actually a Wikipedia page, which doesn’t happen very often but makes my job a hell of a lot easier.
“You’re a very important person, Mr. Sinclair. Founder of the Sinclair Steakhouse chain. Fuck, you have locations all over the country. I wanted to try your restaurant at the Bellagio, but I’m just not at a place in my life where I can spend a hundred and forty dollars on a porterhouse.”
“You do this job for me,” Jack said, “and I’ll give you free steaks for life, plus fifty-thousand dollars. I’m curious, though. How were you able to look me up on Wikipedia so fast? I haven’t even been here ten minutes.”
“When you sat down in the séance room,” Allison said.
Jack laughed. “When you went to lock the front door? You were only gone a few seconds.”
Allison nodded. “It was more than enough time to scan your security photo, find your wiki page, and determine that you’re a multimillionaire restauranteur with a 26-year-old son named Jonathan and a 22-year-old daughter named Cassidy. I also caught a glimpse of a recent Las Vegas Sun article that mentioned you were estranged from both of your children. I didn’t know which one of your kids you came here for, so I had to improvise a little bit.”
“My son hasn’t spoken to me in ten years,” Jack said. “He still blames me for divorcing his mom. But Cassidy, she’s my pride and joy. She’s always been the light of my life, and we’re basically inseparable. In the last few weeks, though, she’s been getting tangled up with some bad people. One guy in particular has really been messing with her head. I’ve tried explaining it to her, but she won’t listen to me. She thinks he’s some kind of disciple from God. That’s why I need help from a pro. I want my baby girl back.”
“So you want me to expose some religious nut?”
“No,” Jack said. “I want you to expose one of this town’s biggest and most dangerous con-men: The Las Vegas Exorcist.”
Dominic Maffiore. Allison knew him only by reputation. She had never met the guy, but they both advertised in the back pages of the same local news rags, often sharing advertising space with criminal lawyers, pot dispensaries, and erotic “massage therapists.” All in a day’s work.
“Fifty-thousand dollars,” Jack reminded her. “If you’re willing to help me out, I’ll even give you half the money up front just to show you I’m serious. This guy plays some crazy mind games and pulls off stunts that even scare the shit out of me, and I’m a lifelong atheist. If you can just give me some concrete evidence that the guy’s a fraud, the money’s all yours.”
Allison thought for a moment. “What do you consider concrete evidence?”
“Anything that would hold up in a court of law. Video evidence, documents, ex-wife testimonies. I don’t fucking know. I just want my little girl back. She’s absolutely certain that the guy is some kind of heavenly ordained miracle worker, and I’m terrified of what’s going to happen if he keeps seducing her with his mind games.
“I’ve been doing a lot of reading up on this guy, and people in his circle have actually wound up dead. Look it up for yourself. I will do whatever it takes to get her away from that psycho, but she’s a grown woman, so it’s not like I can just lock her up in her room. I have to be able to show her what a fraud he is. But I can’t do that on my own, because he’s really fucking good. That’s why I need you.”
Allison stared down at the counter and gazed at her thoughtful reflection in the dark iPad screen. The rotating blades of the ceiling fan above her head created the illusion of a spinning halo around her head, and the whole effect was rather hypnotic.
Jack Sinclair was offering her a tremendous sum of money, but as an entrepreneur herself, she sensed that his wealth and desperation provided the perfect opportunity for negotiation.
“I’ll do it for a hundred grand,” she said finally. “You still only pay me twenty-five up front, but if I can actually pull off this Hail Mary, I think the extra seventy-five will be much deserved. And just to be sure, I want your guarantee in writing so that everything’s on the books. You know, from one businessperson to another.”
She raised her head and looked into Jack’s eyes. He was smiling as though he couldn’t help but admire her brazen counteroffer.
“Okay,” he said, “but you better come up with the kind of evidence that can sink this guy once and for all.”
“That shouldn’t be hard. I mean, if I can impress you with just a security camera and an iPad, imagine what I can do when I’m actually trying.”
“You think that’s what impressed me?” Jack said with a chuckle. “No, technology doesn’t impress me at all. What impressed me is your intuition. You knew that I owned one of the country’s biggest high-end steakhouse chains, and you still went with your gut instinct that I was a vegetarian. No one would guess that in their wildest dreams, and most people don’t even know that about me. Imagine what it would do to my business? See, that’s what sets you apart from all the amateurs I’ve dealt with. That’s why I want you for this job. I’ll be back tomorrow with a check and a contract. I have a really good feeling about this.”
He turned and exited the building. Allison couldn’t help but notice that he had a certain spring in his step that hadn’t been there before. Well, she thought, this should be interesting.
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In a small suburb in the heart of Henderson, Nevada, just a few short miles from Dominic’s chapel, Cassidy Sinclair made her way through each room of her rented house, turning on every light. That horrid, decomposing face was burned in her mind. It was just your imagination, she quietly assured herself.
It was the same thing that Dominic had told her when she ran screaming back into the chapel. He had thrown his powerful arms around her and said, “My dear, you’ve just been through an extremely terrifying experience. Your mind will take a bit of time to recover, and there’s going to be some post-traumatic stress. But you’re free.”
She desperately wanted for him to be right, but she still felt more comfortable sleeping with the lights on. If indeed her eyes were playing tricks on her, it would be much easier for them to do so in the dark. She wanted no part of that.
As she tiptoed down the brightly lit hallway on the second floor, she slowly opened each door she passed. Some of the rooms she hadn’t even entered before. This house was a temporary rental she had acquired to get away from her possessive father and get the help she needed.
Ever the cynical atheist, Father wanted no part of this demon business. He first tried reasoning with her. When that didn’t work, he threatened to cut her off financially. Finally, she collected all the money she had saved over the past few months—a paltry seventy thousand dollars and change—and left home for the first time in her life. No longer would he use his wealth to hold her hostage.
She had found the house on a rental site that catered to part-time Vegas residents. Affluent Canadians and New Englanders would purchase a winter home in Vegas to escape the snow and frigid temperatures, and some of these homeowners would rent out their Vegas homes for the remainder of the year in order to cover the mortgage costs and prevent squatters from swarming in.
The spacious two-story house was located nearly thirty miles from her father’s mansion and concealed by a labyrinth of winding residential streets and cul-de-sacs. She could relax on the grassy front lawn for hours at a time without ever worrying that someone she knew might drive by and see her. And even though the two-thousand-square-foot house was less than ten years old and in flawless condition, the homeowners were only asking seven hundred dollars a month for the rental. It was perfect.
But there was one catch. This suburb was terrifyingly quiet, and that only fueled her ever-present discomfort. Her neighbor to the left was a senior-aged widower who only occasionally ventured outside to water the lawn, and her neighbors to the right were a young couple and a baby. Often, she could hear faint echoes of the baby’s cries in the middle of the night, and that brought her a bit of comfort. If nothing else, it reminded her that there were, in fact, other human beings in her immediate vicinity.
When she reached the end of the hallway, she stopped cold. She was certain she heard an unfamiliar sound nearby. After pausing for nearly a minute, she turned toward the master bedroom. She heard it again. When she realized it was just a creaking floorboard, she let out a relieved laugh and marched into the bedroom.
She quickly changed into a tank top and a pair of boxer briefs and hopped into the king-size bed. The bright light from the ceiling fan was nearly blinding, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t turning it off. Not tonight. She assured herself that she would be fine in a couple of days, but for right now, she would need the comforting embrace of bright light to wipe away all fear of the decomposing demon that may or may not have been stalking her in the hopes of a repeat possession.
She leaned over to the nightstand and retrieved the TV remote from on top of the clock radio. Then she flicked on the 42-inch TV and situated herself beneath the heavy covers as the familiar voice of talk-show host Jimmy Kimmel filled the room. She had light, she had sound, and she had—ostensibly—freedom from a long and painful possession. As Kimmel cracked a joke about the president’s recent visit to China, Cassidy closed her eyes and silently prayed.
“Father God, you know I haven’t always been the most faithful person. I don’t pray as much as I should. I haven’t always been serious about going to church. In fact, I’ve spent a lot of my life wondering if you even existed. Well, I don’t wonder anymore. I thank you for setting me free tonight, and for using Dominic to help me through that awful experience. I just pray, though, that you’ll keep protecting me. Whatever that thing was, I’m scared that it’s trying to get back in. Please don’t let it. I’m going to keep going to church more and praying more, and not because of fear or guilt. Just because I know now that it’s the right thing to do. Thank you again for protecting me. Please keep me safe. Watch over me. Amen.”
She sat up in the bed, leaned toward the nightstand, and picked up her leather-bound diary. She had never been much of a diary person growing up, but in recent months she found it therapeutic to just sit and write down her feelings. Perhaps on a more somber level, she felt that this diary might be her way of saying goodbye if anything should happen to her. If the demon should completely take over her faculties or put an end to her entirely, she needed to have her own thoughts on paper. Maybe her mother would finally understand.
She began tonight’s entry the same way she began every entry, with the words, Dear Mom.
Dear mom,
I’m thinking about you again. Today I was at the grocery store and I saw one of those rickety rides out front, the kind that looks like a rocketship and just bobs back and forth. It made me think of when I was a kid and you used to save all your quarters because you knew how much I loved those silly rides. I really miss when life was that simple. Just running errands with you was my favorite thing in the world, because it was just me and you.
Anyway, I’ve been going to church a lot lately. Saturday nights, Wednesday nights, Sunday mornings. Sometimes I’ll even finish one service and just stay for the next. I think it’s really helping me with the issues I was talking about, but I admit, I’m still always looking over my shoulder. Every time I hear the tree rustling outside, it startles me. A lot. After Dominic helped me, I thought things would get quiet again, but I guess that’s never really how it works. All I can do is keep fighting and keep praying. Hopefully this will all work out in the end. I love you and I miss you.
After jotting a few more notes in the diary and setting it aside, she tossed the massive bedspread over her head and focused on sleep. The last thing she heard before drifting off was the sound of a narrator’s soft voice in a Chevy commercial. She could care less about new cars at the moment. There were much bigger things in the universe to worry about.
She wasn’t sure what had awoken her in the middle of the night. Could it be the crying baby next door? No, the room was silent. Could it be a sudden urge to use the bathroom? No, that wasn’t it either. No, she was awakened by a general feeling of unease, like she wasn’t alone. Something didn’t feel right. She was still fully cocooned within the bedspread, but she nevertheless noticed something that horrified her to her core. The light in the room had been turned off. She was lying in absolute darkness. Then she remembered that she had purposely fallen asleep with the television on. But the room was now silent. Power outage? Unlikely.
Trembling, she slowly pulled the bedspread down to chin level. Darkness. She lifted her head slightly and gazed into the hall. The hall light had been turned off as well. There wasn't even a glimmer of light from one of the other nearby bedrooms. Everything was black. Perhaps it was a power outage.
No, it was not. When she cocked her head toward the clock radio on the nightstand, the glowing green numbers informed her that it was 3:23 a.m. If there had been even a short outage, the numbers on the digital clock should have been flashing. So what the hell was going on?
She slowly sat up, the springs of the mattress creaking ominously beneath her. She twisted to her left and reached for the TV remote on top of the clock radio. After a bit of fumbling, she pointed it toward the TV and pressed the large, circular Power button. The TV turned on, and Cassidy was greeted by a loud infomercial for real estate investments. Like she honestly cared.
She lowered the volume on the TV and then placed her feet on the floor. She was trembling, unsure if she could even summon the courage to run to the light switch. Her entire body was numb. She could hardly feel her bare feet on the carpet as she pulled herself off the bed.
“Hello?” she stammered, not sure what type of response to expect. But the only sound was the voice of the enthusiastic businessman on the television as he spoke about the life-changing benefits of real estate investing.
Cassidy peered at the light switch across the room and then slowly made her way toward it, half afraid that her decomposing stalker would emerge in the doorway as soon as she reached it. She couldn't think about that. Summoning all the adrenaline she could muster, she barreled toward the switch and flicked it on. Precious light filled the room once again.
At that moment, she heard a strange noise coming from across the hall. It sounded like someone was knocking softly on the door of the hall closet near the bathroom. Unfortunately, the hallway light switch was located on the opposite end of the hall. The only way to reach it would be to venture across several yards of total darkness.
She cautiously leaned her head into the hallway and peered outward. Just a dark hallway, and one that should have been well-illuminated. The noise ceased for a moment, but then it picked up again, soft and slow, like a small child politely knocking at someone's front door. This was not a figment of her imagination. She could hear it as clearly as she heard the testimonials on the television. It’s just the plumbing, she reasoned to herself, but the knocks were uniform and rhythmic like a metronome. And then they stopped entirely once again.
She backed away from the dark hall until she was once again bathed in the bright light of the master bedroom. She rushed over to the nightstand, opened the top drawer, and retrieved her designer handbag. Inside was a small, pink can of mace that fit in the palm of her hand. Just in case a human intruder was walking the halls, she wanted to be ready.
“Hello?” she cried out a second time, once again inching her way toward the hallway. She leaned her head out the door; once again, a faint knock echoed from across the hall. An intruder wouldn't stand inside the closet knocking quietly. What the hell was going on?
She took a deep breath, gripped her pepper spray tightly in one hand, and barreled across the hall like an Olympic sprinter on a mission. When she reached the end of the hall, she furiously flicked on the light switch. Comforting light filled her immediate surroundings, and the closet door—which now stood directly in front of her—went silent.
She knew that opening the closet door was a dumb idea. She had seen enough B-grade slasher movies to recognize that you never investigate the source of the creepy noise when you're alone in the creepy house. But what if she wasn't alone?
She knocked loudly on the closet door and then raced across the hall, pepper spray in hand. There was no sound coming from inside the closet, no indication of panic or movement.
As much as she wanted to call the cops, she knew that wasn't an option. She had already called the police from this house on two other nights, and both incidents turned out to be false alarms, at least as far as Las Vegas Metro was concerned. The first time, she had heard a crash coming from the kitchen, just after 3 a.m. The police found no indication of a break-in, an intruder, or a crash of any kind.
The second time she called the police, she was certain she had seen the decomposing spirit in her doorway. It was shortly before her full-fledged possession. Once again, the police found nothing. If she called them a third time, she worried they might have her committed, or perhaps arrested for abusing 911.
As much as she hated to admit it, she knew she was on her own this time. So she slowly made her way back toward the closet and reached for the knob with a trembling hand. She used her other hand to point the can of mace at the door, and then she slowly turned the knob, her heart pounding.
She pulled the door open and scurried backward toward the staircase. To her relief, no one came running out, but she knew she wasn't out of the woods yet. With her mace still pointed forward, she made her way toward the closet like a soldier stepping into an unfamiliar and potentially hostile environment. Thankfully, there was no one inside.
There was, however, an odd artifact that caught her eye. It was sitting on top of her black Samsonite suitcase, but she had not put it there. In fact, she had never seen it before in her life. It was a black, leather-bound book. Scrawled on the front was a single word written in an almost illegible gold script: Lemegeton.
Beneath the script was a golden outline of what looked like a demon. It had a slender frame like a small monkey, but it also had horns and a pointed tail.
She stood frozen. Who had put it there? Not one other soul had been inside the house since the day she had rented it. Or so she thought. Nothing made sense anymore. She stared down at the book. It rested right on the center of her suitcase as though someone was positively determined for her to find it. But she dared not pick it up.
She slowly backed away. It probably just fell from that shelf, she assured herself, observing the single shelf that lined the top of the closet. There were no books on it, but there were a few pairs of rolled-up socks and a mostly eaten apple core that was God-knows-how-old. It seemed almost Biblical.
Trembling once again, Cassidy slammed the door shut. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes as she staggered back across the hall. God,” she prayed quietly, “why aren't you protecting me? What did I do to deserve all of this?”
She gripped the doorknob to enter the master bedroom and then stopped cold. As terrified as she was, her horror was slowly being replaced with anger. “I did nothing to deserve this,” she shouted aloud. “Nothing!”
She wanted answers. But what was the name of that book again? She wanted to look it up online and figure out exactly what was going on. If nothing else, maybe Dominic would know what it meant. Rather than entering the bedroom to retrieve her car keys as she had originally intended, she turned around and marched defiantly back to the closet.
She opened the door and looked down; then she nearly fell to her knees. The suitcase was still there, but the book was gone. She frantically pulled the suitcase out into the hall and searched the entire floor of the closet, but there was nothing but aging brown carpeting beneath her feet.
She slammed the door once again and raced into the bedroom. She wanted to drive far, far away, but she feared it wouldn't make a difference. Whatever was tormenting her was not subject to geographic limitations. It was like a parasite, and it just wouldn't die.
Though it was nearly 4 a.m., she wanted desperately to call Dominic. She stumbled over to the nightstand in the master bedroom and retrieved her iPhone from beside the clock radio. Then she furiously tapped the phone icon and proceeded to her menu of recent calls. Incidentally, the vast majority of her recent calls were to Dominic. All she had to do was tap his phone number. 
Much to her frustration and anguish, the call went straight to voicemail without so much as a ring. She left a quick, mumbling voicemail begging Dominic to call her back immediately, and then she threw the device down onto the nightstand, unfazed by how loudly and violently the delicate phone connected with the hard wooden surface.
She knew there was no hope of sleep at this point, so she sat up in the bed, watching the godawful infomercial and waiting patiently for the sun to rise. Hopefully it wouldn't be too long. She sat for nearly five minutes, then closed her eyes and prayed.
Dominic said that she had been tormented by a demon of abuse. There was no way he could have known about the violence in her past. She had never told another living soul. She didn't even want to confront the issue herself. She wondered, though, if that was perhaps why the demon continued to chase after her. She was still running from the torment. She knew she wasn't dealing with it.
She laid back, closed her eyes, and meditated on that first horrific encounter. Age 10. Her mother had just walked out, and she and her brother were alone with their narcissistic, alcoholic father. Dad had always been a heavy drinker, but it had gotten much worse since Mom left.
The afternoon started off like any other, as little Cassidy exited the school bus in front of her father’s opulent hillside mansion. She waved goodbye to her friends, skipped across the cobblestones, and opened the massive front door. When she entered the home, she found her father on the kitchen floor wearing only briefs and a tank top, his back resting against the stove. In his left hand was a bottle of Absolut vodka, 750 milliliters. It was almost empty.
Usually, she knew to stay out of his way when he had a bottle in his hand, but sometimes his intoxicated presence was unavoidable.
In an obvious drunken stupor, the man turned to his terrified ten-year-old daughter. She stood frozen on the kitchen floor, tightly gripping the straps on her Bear in the Big Blue House backpack, trembling.
“You know it's your fault she left,” her father mumbled. “You never fucking listen. Think the whole fucking world revolves around you. Don't you?”
Unsure of how to respond, she turned her eyes toward the staircase and slowly made her way toward it. She just needed to make it safely to her room.
“Hey!” her father screamed, struggling to get to his feet. “I'm talking to you, you little shit. Come here.”
She stopped cold, but she didn't turn to him.
“What? So you're scared of your old man now? I pay for all of this, you ungrateful little cunt. You're just like your mother. Come here. I said, get over here.” He was now fully on his feet, holding on to the granite countertop with both hands to maintain his balance.
He began dizzily shifting toward her, still using the countertop for balance. “Come here,” he repeated in a voice that was soft but ominous.
The frightened girl took one step back.
“I said come here,” he repeated, more sternly this time. He spoke softly and forced a smile, though he was clearly seething beneath the surface.
When he finally reached the edge of the counter, he slowly let go and then hobbled toward her.
When he finally reached her, he gently stroked her cheek. Trembling, she kept her gaze to the floor.
“Look at me,” he said in a near-whisper.
She remained frozen.
“I said look at me!” he roared at the top of his lungs.
She raised her head, but only enough to gaze at the lower part of his tank top.
“You're gonna learn some fucking respect!” he barked as he snapped his arm forward and grabbed a chunk of her brown hair.
The little girl screamed, and the adult Cassidy awoke from her horrifying meditation.
She was back in the rented house in Henderson, Nevada, lying in the cozy bed. But there was nothing cozy about this. Once again, all the lights were off. So was the TV.
She turned to the clock radio. 4:19 a.m. Could she have actually dozed off? She lay there frozen for nearly five minutes, quietly praying, wondering, almost begging for death.
Then, suddenly, an unexpected sound caused her to jump. It was the sound of harsh white noise. It was coming from the clock radio. At this point, she was beyond trying to comfort herself by writing it off as an alarm clock malfunction. Something malevolent was at work. And it was about to get worse.
After nearly a minute of static, a haunting melody broke through the noise. There was something eerily familiar about it. It was a simple repetitive melody that sounded as though it were being played on a child’s xylophone.
She had heard this song once before while lying in this very bed. It had happened about a week ago. But she had convinced herself it was only a dream. She knew what was coming next.
After four repetitions of the melody, a little girl started to sing along.
The devil creeps into my room
To sing a lullaby
He softly whispers
Pleasant dreams
For soon it's time to die
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What the fuck did I sign up for? Allison asked herself the next morning as she stared into her bathroom mirror with bloodshot eyes. It was 9:15. It would take her approximately twenty-five minutes to drive from her seventh-story apartment at Flamingo and Maryland Parkway to her New Age shop at Valley View and Tropicana. In other words, she had about twenty minutes to shower, get dressed, find some kind of sustenance, and get out the door.
She loved being an independent business owner, but there was a part of her—okay, a significant part—that loathed the path she had chosen. After all, she was a lifelong atheist. When she and her sister Laura were forced to attend Mass every Sunday as children, Allison would often bombard her Sunday school teachers, priests, and catechists with questions like, “If God is in control of the whole universe, why would he need to have his son killed for everyone’s sins?” and “If Jesus and God are the same, how come Jesus prays to God? Is he talking to himself?”
When she was only six years old, she once asked Father Michael, “If Adam and Eve came first, where did Australopithecus come from?” Father Michael was unable to respond, not so much out of ignorance but because he was so amazed that a six-year-old could even pronounce a word like Australopithecus. Her fascination with National Geographic had stripped her of her childhood faith before she even hit puberty.
And now, at age twenty-eight, she made her living as a pretend psychic. It was a vocation that she had pursued out of convenience. Las Vegas was a town full of suckers, and she wanted to start a business that would allow her to justify ridiculous markups on virtually worthless products and services. When she saw her aunt pay twenty-five dollars for a cheap plastic “energy bracelet” at a second-rate shopping mall in Henderson, she knew she had stumbled on a potential goldmine. The rest was history.
Just as she was about to leave her apartment, her phone started buzzing from inside the pocket of her jeans. She retrieved the phone and gazed at the display. Scrawled across the screen was the word “Mom.” Allison sighed but accepted the call.
“Hey, ma,” she said as she stepped out of her high-rise apartment and locked the door.
“Hey sweetie,” her mom’s familiar voice replied. “I hate to ask this, but can you maybe swing by and take Kristen to school? She won’t come out of her room, and you always have a better time getting through to her.”
Kristen was Allison’s fifteen-year-old niece, the only daughter of her sister Laura. Her late sister Laura. It was still a sensitive subject for Allison. 
Allison jogged across the hall toward the elevator. “Mom, I have to go to work. Just slap her upside the head and tell her to quit fucking around and go to school. I swear, being a grandma has made you soft. You never would have put up with that kind of shit from me or Laura.”
“It’s not like that, honey. She’s being bullied by the other kids. You’ve always been very tough and confident. I think you can motivate her.”
“Mom, I have to—”
“Just humor me, sweetie. Please? She’s your goddaughter.”
Allison sighed. “Fine, Mom. But I have to go open the shop first. My cashier doesn’t have a key.”
“Thank you, honey.”
Allison ended the call and sighed.
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It was almost 11:00 when Allison pulled up to her mother’s driveway in North Las Vegas. Well, she thought, Kristen won’t miss the entire school day. That has to count for something.
Built in the early 1950s, the house was situated in one of Las Vegas’s oldest communities. It even had an old-fashioned wood porch and dated red-brick construction. On the roof was an arrow-shaped TV antenna that hadn’t been operational since the eighties. The house even smelled old, like hundred-year-old books with the faintest hint of mildew. The yard was more brown than green, but so were most yards in Las Vegas.
She made her way up the porch steps, swung open the flimsy screen door, and stepped into the house where she had spent her childhood. She moved past the entryway and into the kitchen where her mother was drinking a cup of coffee and watching some daytime courtroom show on her wall-mounted television.
“Where is she?” Allison asked.
“It’s lovely to see you too, dear,” her mother said with a coy smile.
Janet Lockwood was the spitting image of what Allison might look like in thirty years. She had a deceptively warm smile, a delicate frame, and shoulder-length dark hair that remained vibrant despite her age. Allison suspected that her mother dyed her hair regularly.
With an equally subversive smile, Allison stepped up to her mother, hugged her softly, and kissed her forehead.
“Have you eaten today?” Janet asked.
“No, Ma. I haven’t had time. I’ll hit a drive-thru on the way to work.”
Janet stood up and made her way to the gaudy pea-green refrigerator that had remarkably been in operation since Allison was twelve years old. “Fast food isn't real food,” Janet proclaimed as she opened the refrigerator door and scoured the packed shelves for a suitable meal.
“It's fine, Ma,” Allison groaned. “I don't have time to eat right now. Kristen’s already hours late for school.”
Just then, Allison noticed a figure in her peripheral vision. She turned toward the house’s main hallway. Standing in the entryway was Kristen, her blonde hair somewhat disheveled and her normally sweet face twisted in a thick, pouting frown.
On most days, she looked like a teen you'd see in a Disney Channel musical: rosy-cheeked, grotesquely optimistic, and cute enough to grace the cover of Teen Beat. Today, though, she looked like one of those former Disney actresses who starts taking on dark, grown-up roles in order to break free from her squeaky-clean typecasting. Allison kind of liked it.
“I'm not going to school,” Kristen grumbled, her arms crossed in front of her plain black T-shirt. Allison knew the kid meant business because she never wore generic shirts. Kristen was usually all about stylish tank dresses, floral V-neck T-shirts, and whatever else she could find on sale in the “OMG this is so cute” section at Old Navy.
“You're going to school,” Allison insisted. “Go get your shit and let's get moving.”
Kristen turned around and marched back to her room, but Allison sensed that it wasn't to grab her backpack.
“Well, gee, I could have done that,” Janet snorted with an amused grin. She was preparing a large Italian sandwich at the kitchen counter. “You certainly have a way with kids.”
Allison took a seat at the kitchen table. “Well, now you see why she's better off with you than me.”
Janet nodded. “I love having her here. Everything about her reminds me of Laura.”
“Tell me about it. I think that's why I just couldn't take her after Laura…” she trailed off. “I mean, I've never been able to figure out why Laura would make me her godmother in the first place. Laura and I barely got along most of the time.”
“You got along like sisters,” Janet said. “Sometimes, the love is unspoken.” She reached into a drawer and retrieved a large plastic sandwich bag. “But Laura loved you so much.”
“Yeah, Ma, I know we loved each other, but why would she want me to look after Kristen? Wasn't she afraid I'd corrupt her sweet angel?”
Janet chuckled, clearly understanding what Allison was referring to. As children, Allison and Laura both reluctantly attended Mass every Sunday. As they got older, though, the two sisters veered in distinctly different directions. Allison abandoned her faith for lack of empirical evidence, and Laura became a born-again Christian to save her unborn child.
At the age of nineteen, Laura had fallen in love with a charming but troubled 26-year-old named Dan. Dan made excellent money for a man his age, and it was all courtesy of his meth lab in the West Las Vegas suburbs. Unfortunately, Dan failed to abide by the age-old rule, “never get high on your own supply.” Not only was he a slave to his speed habit, but he dragged Laura down with him.
When she discovered her pregnancy at age twenty-one, Laura was already in the throes of a crippling addiction. Terrified of what the drug would do to her baby, she tried desperately to quit cold turkey. It was useless. The withdrawals drove her to the brink of suicide, and the cravings were unbearable. So one night, she fell to her knees and prayed to the god of her childhood to set her free. As she would later recount, the Lord saved her at that very moment. She never had another craving or another withdrawal, and baby Kristen was born seven months later as healthy as an ox.
After being delivered from her addiction and dumping her junkie boyfriend, Laura found a nearby church where she was baptized and born again. She raised Kristen in the ways of the Lord, and she tried desperately to get Allison to see the light. In fact, Allison could recall quite a few awkward family meals where the sisters would fight about faith versus reason. Laura acted as though Allison had a one-way ticket to Hell and was in desperate need of salvation.
Now Laura was gone, and Allison would have given anything to be able to bicker with her big sister once again.
“Laura knew exactly what she was doing when she chose you as the godmother,” Janet said. “You're smart, headstrong, and you’re not afraid of anything. You've never let anyone walk all over you. Laura always envied you for that, and I think she hoped that some of those qualities could rub off on Kristen.”
Allison contemplated her mother’s words for a moment. She thought back to that dark night when she received the phone call from her mother. “Laura was in a car accident,” Janet had said much too calmly. “She's in critical condition.” By the time Allison made it to the hospital, Laura was gone.
Allison was inconsolable, and so Janet told her that she would take care of Kristen for a few weeks. That was almost five years ago, and Kristen was still living under her grandmother’s care. She even slept in Allison’s former bedroom.
“Well,” Allison said, shaking off her reverie and turning to her mother. “I better get the princess to school.”
She stood up and made her way down the hall. Kristen’s bedroom door was closed, so Allison knocked softly. “Hey, kid, is it okay if I come in?”
“Go ahead,” Kristen’s soft voice responded from the other side.
Allison slowly opened the door and stepped inside. It felt strange stepping into her childhood bedroom with its updated decor. It was like being a ghost and haunting an old home that no longer belonged to you.
Kristen was seated on her twin bed with her back against the wall. The frown on her face told Allison everything she needed to know.
Allison stepped toward Kristen’s bed, observing the many rock music posters that haphazardly decorated the walls. Allison was not familiar with any of these bands, but knowing Kristen, they were probably all Christian rock bands.
Allison took a seat at the foot of Kristen’s bed. “You know,” she said, “when I was fifteen, I went through a pretty bad bullying situation. Some kids at my school started a rumor that I was having sex with one of the guys on the basketball team.”
“Were you?” Kristen asked.
Allison stammered for a moment. “Just listen to the story. I got called a slut, a whore, and every other name in the book, and I was humiliated. I didn't want to show my face at school either.
“But then I noticed something that really pissed me off. While I was getting the Scarlet Letter treatment, Mr. Basketball Star was suddenly becoming a campus hero. And I'm like, ‘what the fuck is this shit?’
“So, I went and started my own rumor, told everyone in school that the guy had a micro-penis. Suddenly, people were done worrying about me because they had a way more hilarious rumor to spread around. So, you see what I'm saying?”
Kristen looked horrified. “No,” she shouted. “That's a terrible story.” 
Allison shook her head. “Look, I'm not good at the whole pep-talk thing. Why don't you just tell me what's going on at school? Who's fucking with you?”
Kristen groaned. “It's just this one girl.”
“Wait, that's it? One girl? Well, just tell me who she is. When I get done with her, she'll be begging to carry your books for you.”
“No!” Kristen retorted. “It's no big deal.”
“Well, why is this girl on your case?”
“Promise you won't tell Grandma,” Kristen said after some hesitation.
“I don't tell her shit,” Allison said. “I still have weed hidden in this very room that she doesn't know about.”
After peering awkwardly around the room in search of concealed marijuana, Kristen finally opened up. “Yasmin Goode is telling everyone that I'm poor because I can't go on the trip to Disney World. Everybody’s going.”
“Mom won't pay for it?”
“Grandma gets social security checks. She can't afford it. I'm not even going to ask because she'd have to say no and it would make her feel bad. That's why I wouldn't tell her why I'm being messed with at school.”
Allison inched toward her niece and put a hand on her shoulder. “Kristen, that woman is way tougher than you think. She has to be. She raised me, for Christ’s sake. Your problem is you're too damned nice all the time. How much is this trip?”
“It's five thousand dollars.”
“Jesus Christ!” Allison remarked. “The cost of a field trip sure has gone up since I went to that school. Don't they know we have a Disney park that's just like a four-hour bus ride from here?”
Kristen didn't reply. The way she had winced at the “Jesus Christ” exclamation suggested that she was most troubled by Allison’s use of the Lord’s name in vain.
“Look,” Allison continued, “this may actually be your lucky day. I recently closed a very profitable new business deal, and I may need someone to help out with a few things. I need someone who's sweet and unsuspecting.”
“What would I have to do?”
“Little things, really. Internet research, interviews, maybe sneaking into a public exorcism with a hidden camera.”
“What?”
“I swear, I won’t ever put you in harm’s way, most likely. I just need a little help with a research project. The point is, I'll pay for your trip.”
Kristen's face lit up. There was that bubbly Teen Beat smile that Allison knew so well.
“Are you for real?” Kristen asked. “That's so nice, Aunt Allison. Thank you. Thank you!”
“Yeah, whatever. Just get your ass in the car. We’re both late as shit.”
Kristen skipped over to the closet to pick out some more school-appropriate clothes.
“Oh, Allison continued, “and text me a photo of this Yasmin chick. I'd like to meet her in the parking lot.”
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After taking Kristen to school and spending a few uneventful hours at the store, Allison returned to her seventh-story apartment on East Flamingo Road and sat down at her desk. The desk was strategically situated beside the sliding glass door that separated her living room from her balcony. This gave her an unobstructed view of the famous Stratosphere observation tower and a few other hotels along the Vegas Strip. It wasn’t the best view in town, but it was pretty impressive considering her modest rent.
She opened her laptop, clicked on her Chrome web browser, and was greeted by the familiar Google launch page. Her search query was simple: “Las Vegas exorcist fraud.”
The very first search result wasn’t a text link but rather a video thumbnail. It was a YouTube video entitled “Aren Anzalone Exposes the Las Vegas Exorcist.”
Well, that didn’t take long, Allison thought as she clicked on the link. The name Aren Anzalone sounded vaguely familiar, but Allison couldn’t quite place it.
The video took a few moments to load, and in the meantime, Allison read the description. The video was apparently from a group called The Las Vegas Skeptic Society, another name that sounded only vaguely familiar. According to the video description, Aren Anzalone was “a world-renowned illusionist, mentalist, and debunker of all things supernatural. He’s been featured on ABC, NBC, and Fox News. His HBO special was seen by more than 8 million viewers, and his electrifying show plays nightly at the Venetian in Las Vegas.”
Oh yes, Allison mused. That’s where I know that name from. She had seen his billboard along Interstate 15. The enormous advertisement featured an image of a stunningly attractive man with shoulder-length dark hair and penetrating eyes gazing determinedly off into the distance. Alongside his shadowed face was a quote from Ellen Degeneres raving about how he was the greatest illusionist she had ever seen.
Allison had no idea what his show was all about, but she could recall sitting in her Ford Focus during many a rush-hour traffic jam, staring up at his photo and admiring his blue eyes, chiseled chin, emotive eyebrows, and perfectly symmetrical stubble. He had a rock star vibe, and he appeared to take himself very seriously.
Finally, the video started playing. It began with a close-up shot of two men—one of them unmistakably Anzalone—seated on some sort of public stage, their chairs separated by a folding table. Each man was holding a microphone, and they appeared to be looking out at a captive audience. Both men were young and attractive, but Aren definitely had the edge. Not only was he handsome, but he was handsome in an unpolished, counter-culture sort of way.
The man seated across from him was more clean-cut and strait-laced He was attractive like an up-and-coming young politician, and that had never been Allison’s style. As someone who had started sneaking into downtown punk rock shows at age twelve, Allison liked her men a bit rougher around the edges. 
Even their attire demonstrated a striking contrast between the two men. Aren wore a tight and ostentatious pair of black leather pants and thick leather boots along with an almost-reflective gray T-shirt and a slightly darker sport coat. The other man wore a very conservative gray suit.
After brief applause, the clean-cut man began talking. “Thank you all for coming out today, and thank you to UNLV for letting us host this forum. I’m Dustin Ray, president of the Las Vegas Skeptic Society, and I’m pleased to introduce my very esteemed guest today, Mr. Aren Anzalone.”
The crowd went nuts. It was like a Beatles concert circa 1963. Allison actually had to turn down the volume on her laptop for fear of freaking out her neighbors. For his part, Aren took the ridiculous enthusiasm in stride, smiling faintly and waving to the audience.
“It seems you have a few fans in the crowd,” Dustin joked. The audience laughed.
Aren raised his microphone to his lips. “The Las Vegas Skeptic Society has always been very good to me,” he said with genuine humility in his voice. “And I find that pretty damn inspiring. I mean, if there’s one thing this world needs more of, it’s basic reason.”
“Awesome,” Dustin replied. “Yeah, you’ve been with us at a few of these forums, but this one is definitely unique. We’re here today to talk about the so-called Las Vegas Exorcist.” There were boos and sneers from the audience.
“Now, you’ve been investigating this guy for a while,” Dustin continued. “Admittedly, some of his videos are chilling even to me, and I’ve been a skeptic since my parents forced me to read Bertrand Russell at the age of 5.” Snickers from the audience. “What do you honestly make of this guy?”
The camera panned back to Aren and zoomed in on his face. Allison was almost frustrated by how attractive she found him.
“Well,” Aren said, “the first thing that most people notice about Dominic Maffiore is that he’s insanely charming. Even if you walk into the room hating his guts, you really want to like him after talking to him for a couple of minutes. He just has that vibe. But, that’s exactly the thing that makes him such a good con-man. You don’t meet a lot of cons who are curmudgeonly, bitter, and openly aggressive. No, a really good con-artist is someone who can seduce you, even if you walk up to them thinking they’re full of shit. And let me tell you, Dominic Maffiore knows how the game is played, maybe better than anyone I’ve ever met before.”
Dustin nodded. “Okay, that makes sense. But you’ve seen the videos of this guy online. He’s causing people to fall to the floor, screaming and writhing and growling. They start speaking in tongues; sometimes they start puking all over the church. How is he able to get people to do this?”
“Oh yeah, it’s horrifying to watch,” Aren said. “It’s even more heartbreaking when you understand the mind games that are behind it. What Dominic Maffiore does is a combination of hypnosis, manipulative psychology, cold reading, and hot reading. It’s really sinister shit.”
Dustin nodded. “But my understanding of hypnosis is that you can’t make anyone do anything that they wouldn’t agree to do on, like, a conscious level. Like, it’s just power of suggestion. It’s not mind control.”  
“And you’re absolutely right,” Aren replied, “but power of suggestion often happens on a subconscious level, and it can really fuck with your head. Let me give you guys a personal example. I lost my virginity when I was fifteen years old.”
Laughter and a few enthusiastic shouts echoed from the audience.
Aren smiled widely, revealing a youthful, boyish grin that belied the stubble on his face. “Hold on. I’m going somewhere with this.”
More laughter.
“So when I was fifteen, I lost my virginity to a girl at a party that I barely knew. It should have been the best night of my life, and it was, for about thirty seconds. Once the whole thing was over, though, the guilt set in. Okay, so I went to a very conservative Christian school and church, both of which used the threat of AIDS to try and scare kids away from having sex. So when I went home from that party, I instantly started having panic attacks.
“I went on the internet and researched HIV symptoms. Turns out that a lot of people start getting flu-like symptoms when the virus sets in. Well, you can probably guess what happened next. I woke up the next morning with the worst head cold and respiratory pain I had ever felt in my whole life. I just knew I was dying of AIDS.
“Over the next year, I probably got like twenty HIV tests. It was ridiculous. Everyone at the free clinic greeted me by name the second I walked in the door. They must have thought I was getting laid more than George Clooney. The point is, I was fine, but my fear and guilt had caused me to manifest physical symptoms, and I was certain that I was dying of this disease based on a stupid internet article and a childhood fear. And mind you, this was back in the AOL dial-up days.” More laughter.
“So,” Dustin interjected, “you think that the people who start manifesting possession symptoms at these sermons are experiencing the same kind of thing?”
“The process is basically the same. First, something works as a trigger. In my case, it was teen sex. In their case, it might be a physical trauma, a mental illness, an addiction, PTSD, whatever. Next, the person turns to the internet for answers. Sadly, many of them stumble on the website of Mr. Dominic Maffiore, the good old ‘Las Vegas Exorcist.’” Aren raised his hands to make air quotes with his fingers.
“Usually, these people already have some religious inclinations or curiosities, so they search for terms like ‘deliverance’ or ‘redemption.’ That often takes them right to Dominic’s website, where they see videos of people experiencing demonic manifestations. These videos are all narrated with Dominic’s manipulative commentary, which is specifically designed to make people think that everyone struggling with a chronic issue is actually demon-possessed.
“So it gets into their heads. They see how the people in the videos are behaving, and then they start to feel the same way. Power of suggestion. Dominic convinces these scared, desperate people that they can only be delivered with his help.”
“Now, you’ve gone to a few of these sermons,” Dustin said. “You’ve talked to the victims. You’ve watched the exorcisms. What are some of the things you’ve noticed?”
“Well, for one thing, almost every single person who attends these services is an intelligent, good-hearted, amazing human being who’s battling some kind of addiction or trauma. That makes Dominic’s ministry all the more disgusting to me. He preys on people who are at their lowest, and he makes quite a handsome profit in the process.”
“How does he make his profit?” Dustin asked. “From what I’ve read, these services are free to attend.”
“Of course they are,” Aren agreed. “And down the street at the Luxor, someone’s giving a free timeshare presentation as we speak.” The audience laughed.
“The services are just to lure you into his trap,” Aren continued. “From the moment you walk in the door, the guy is selling books, DVDs, and even magical crucifixes that cost like seventy-five dollars. And if your exorcism isn’t completely successful, he tries to rope you into a private one-on-one deliverance session where he can spend hours addressing just your issue. These sessions can run hundreds of dollars. Sometimes thousands.”
“Wow,” said Dustin. “How much did you end up spending?”
“Well, I bought the three-thousand-dollar ultimate deliverance package, but my demons have informed me that they’re not going anywhere.”
Laughter and cheers from the audience.
Dustin continued after his own laughter ceased. “Now, earlier you mentioned that he uses cold reading and hot reading techniques. For those who don’t know those terms, can you elaborate?”
“Yeah, sure. These are the techniques used by phony psychics and sometimes even mentalists like myself.”
Allison cringed upon hearing the term “phony psychics.” Was it guilt? General annoyance? She wasn’t entirely sure.
“Cold reading is when the person has no prior information about you but is able to learn about you just based on your body language, behaviors, reactions, responses, and all that. One thing I noticed about Dominic is that he always scans the audience for the most scared, fragile person, and then he goes right for them. He’ll usually ask them questions about why they’re there, and he'll pay very close attention to their body language and just how they interact. You can learn a lot about someone in a very short time if you understand how people sub-communicate.
“And then there's hot reading. That's when the person actually knows something about you ahead of time, but you don’t realize it. So they use that to make you think they have some kind of divine power. So, like, if you go online and RSVP to one of Dominic’s services, you have to answer a series of questions. Most of them are pretty basic: name, age, zip code. But the last field on the questionnaire is for prayer requests.
“So, basically, you’re giving him everything he needs to know. ‘Hi, my name is Bill. Please pray for my chronic depression.’ So then you show up to the service a couple nights later, and Dominic walks right up to you and says, ‘Hey, Bill, I sense that you’re being tormented by a demon of depression,’ like he just came up with that on his own, like through divine providence. Instantly, everyone is amazed.”
The camera panned back to Dustin. “And you've seen him use all of these techniques?”
“Every one of them.”
“Is that why you've dedicated so much of your time and energy to debunking this guy?” Dustin asked. “I mean, you've gone after tons of psychics, faith healers, snake oil salesmen, even the CEOs of pyramid schemes. But you seem to have a special place in your heart for the Las Vegas Exorcist.”
Aren laughed warmly as the audience chuckled. “I guess that's one way of putting it,” he said. “And yeah, I have spent a lot of time railing against this guy, and it's because I believe he's actually dangerous. Not just in a ‘hey, you're messing with people's heads’ kind of way, but actually…”
He paused. “Well, let's see. How can I say this in a way my lawyer would approve of? Let's just say that there's been an odd correlation between Dominic's ministry and several high-profile missing-person cases in this town. I think I can say it like that.”
“You mean that certain people who have disappeared are known to have been regulars at his services,” Dustin added.
“Yes. And again, I'm not suggesting that correlation equals causation. Dominic's own lawyers have made that very clear to me.” He smiled suggestively, and the audience laughed.
“All I'm suggesting is that real trouble seems to follow this guy, and I'm worried that horned demons have nothing to do with it. That's why I've spent so much time investigating him. I admit, I'm still looking for the smoking gun.”
Dustin nodded. “But, without getting too specific, have you found any potentially damning evidence on this guy?”
“Nothing that would hold up in a court of law, at least not yet. But I've definitely got some stories about this guy that would sicken you to your core. I believe this is an extremely dangerous man who poses a real threat to the people who trust him.”
“I don't suppose you can share any of these stories?”
“Well, what the hell?” Aren said. “Let's just say that everything I'm about to tell you is ‘alleged’ at this point. That should cover my ass well enough, right?
“About a year ago, my girlfriend and I went to one of Dominic’s services. I was wearing some dumb disguise, and my girlfriend did her best to look like some scared, broken woman, just the way Dominic likes it. While we were there, we met this woman named Cindy. She was really sweet, really eager to meet Dominic. A true believer.”
Suddenly, the video faded to black and a text-based message appeared on Allison's screen. “Due to a recent injunction, the remainder of this video has been redacted. Sadly, this was not the decision of the Las Vegas Skeptic Society. We have no choice but to comply with the injunction until justice is served. We offer our sincerest apologies.”
The video ended, and Allison closed her laptop. “Fuck!” she shouted, probably loud enough for all of her neighbors to hear. “I have to meet this guy.”
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“Where are we going?” Kristen asked as she adjusted her unruly seat belt.
From the driver’s seat, Allison was fixated on the traffic that occupied every lane of the southbound i-15. This was the worst kind of traffic: densely packed but fast-moving. As commuters weaved from one lane to the next, anything could happen. The sun was setting, and they were just passing the Sahara Ave. exit. Off to their left, Kristen observed the lights of the Vegas Strip. Towering hotels like the Wynn and the Encore were clearly visible. A bit farther off in the distance were other monumental resorts like the Cosmopolitan and the Aria, both of which shimmered brilliantly in blue. This was the Vegas that people traveled thousands of miles to see, but to locals like Allison and Kristen, it was just a big, beautiful tourist trap.
“Okay, so here’s the deal,” Allison said as she merged cautiously to the right. “Are you familiar with a guy who calls himself the Las Vegas Exorcist?”
“No,” Kristen replied.
“Well, he’s a really bad guy. He tricks people into thinking that they’re possessed by demons so that he can make a lot of money.”
“Oh,” Kristen said. Then, after a brief pause, she turned to Allison. “Aunt Allison?”
“Yeah?”
“You don’t believe in God, do you?”
Oh boy, Allison thought. She had had this conversation with Laura more times than she could count, and it always led to frustration and resentment on both sides. She wasn’t sure she was ready to have this dialogue with Kristen.
“I think God means different things to different people,” Allison replied. “I don’t believe that a two-thousand-year-old book has all the answers, but I do think that Jesus taught some pretty good things.”
Kristen nodded. “But Aunt Allison, Jesus said he was the son of God. So if you believe that he existed, then you have to believe that he was either crazy or a liar. Or that he was telling the truth.”
Allison sighed. “Okay, but the gospels were written decades after Jesus’ death, and a lot of the Jesus story was already legend at that point. All that stuff about divine authority and the resurrection, that was the work of guys who definitely had an agenda and who were writing a long time after Jesus’ death.”
“But Aunt Allison, people who saw the resurrection were willing to die to defend him. They were killed because they wouldn’t deny him. Why would they do that if they didn’t actually see it for themselves? You wouldn’t die for something that was just a legend.”
“How do you know that happened, though?” Allison asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, who are these witnesses that died?”
“Well, there’s Paul.”
“Paul didn’t see the resurrection. He didn’t come into the picture until years after Jesus’ death. His whole ministry was based on some vision he had.”
“What about Peter?” Kristen asked, fidgeting in her seat. “He was crucified upside-down for his beliefs, and he definitely saw the resurrection.”
“How do you know he was crucified upside-down?” Allison asked. 
Kristen thought for a moment. “I mean, that’s the history.”
“Is it?” Allison asked. “‘Cause you won’t find it in any history books. I mean, we’ve all heard the story about St. Peter being crucified upside-down because he didn’t think he was worthy to be crucified like Jesus or some shit. Hell, your grandma used to tell us that as a bedtime story growing up. It’s a great story, but there’s no reliable record of it actually happening, just some oral tradition and sermons by early Church Fathers, and this was all way after the fact. I mean, that’s fine, but I guess I need more than that if I’m going to devote my life to something. You know what I mean?”
Kristen was silent.
“Look,” Allison said, “don’t feel bad. I had this exact discussion with your mom and your grandmother a hundred times over the years, so I had to do a lot of thinking and reading. I practically have this debate memorized.”
“It sounds like you’re just choosing not to believe,” Kristen mumbled. “The evidence is there. I mean, just think how crazy and unlikely it is that we even exist. There has to be a creator.”
“Why?” Allison asked.
“Because you can’t have creation without a creator, Aunt Allison. Someone had to start the universe. It takes a lot more faith to think that the universe randomly created itself.”
Allison flipped on her left turn signal to merge toward the Tropicana Ave. exit. “But if you want to take it to its lowest common denominator, who created God, then?”
“But that’s just it. If God created the universe, then he created all the laws in the universe. God doesn’t need a creator. God just is.”
“That’s an awfully big ‘if.’ And even if it’s true, isn’t it a pretty huge leap to go from ‘there must be a creator’ to ‘Jesus must be the way to salvation.’ You have to make an awful lot of assumptions to get from Point A to Point B. That’s why I can’t put my faith in that stuff. It doesn’t mean I’m hostile to the idea of a creator. It just means that I’m not going to accept anyone’s far-fetched beliefs without empirical evidence. Like I used to tell your mom, you’ve got a pretty big burden of proof on your hands.”
“Well, if there’s a creator, wouldn’t he want us to know that he’s out there? That he loves us? Plus, there’s no other book like the Bible that’s ever been written. Like, Pastor Scott was saying that the Bible has more than 2,000 prophecies that came true. Including the Jews returning to Israel. That’s a miracle right there.”
“Wouldn’t that be more of a case for Judaism than Christianity?” Allison asked as she turned right onto Las Vegas Boulevard, passing the famous castle-shaped Excalibur Hotel & Casino.
“But a lot of these prophecies were fulfilled in the New Testament,” Kristen said, “and we know it’s reliable because we know that it was written not that long after Jesus’s resurrection. Like, some of Paul’s writings are from just a couple of decades later. There are no other religious books that were written that soon after it happened.”
As Allison passed the southern tip of the Vegas Strip, its bright lights reflecting off of her rear-view mirror, she looked ahead and saw miles of hazy dirt road. On the left side of the street, off in the distance, she could make out the faint silhouette of Dominic’s chapel.
“Look,” Allison said, “I can tell you’ve done your homework on this, and I really respect that. Most people will just believe whatever’s spoon-fed to them. But everything you’ve given me is either circumstantial or self-fulfilling prophecy. This planet is over four billion years old, and humans have only been on it for like two hundred thousand years. We know for certain that we weren’t dropped in a garden with a forbidden apple tree. We’re the product of billions of years of complicated evolution. But I suppose next you’re going to tell me that evolution is a lie.” That last sentence came off snarkier than she had intended, and she felt slightly guilty.
“I don’t know,” Kristen said. “I don’t really worry about that because the Bible says that one day is like a thousand to God. So what’s a billion years, then? Nothing. If God created the universe in seven days, maybe that’s billions of years to a human. Maybe Adam and Eve’s story is just a parable. Maybe not. Creation could be a process and not just an instant thing. The Bible even says that man was created from the dust of the ground. I read this one book that said Genesis might have been referring to a single-celled organism.”
“Well, at least you’re not trying to convince me that the universe is six thousand years old. I guess that’s progress.”
Kristen turned to Allison. “I'm not trying to start a fight,” she said. “I love you, Aunt Allison. I don’t want you to go to Hell.”
Allison could almost feel her heart breaking with those words. Laura had said something very similar to her in the months before her death. It was the one argument Allison had no rebuttal for. How could you dispute someone who sincerely loved you and wanted to save you from an eternity of unspeakable torment—even if, in Allison's mind, there was no logical basis for such a position?
Allison turned to Kristen, getting somewhat choked up. “Kristen, I think you’re an amazing person, and I hope you never lose that compassion that you have. Fuck, I love you like crazy, and I’d do anything for you. Seriously. I hope you know that.”
Kristen nodded, and Allison slowly turned into the parking lot of Dominic’s chapel. After settling into a space in the barely paved lot, Allison turned off the engine and turned to her niece.
“And, yeah,” she said, “maybe we don’t agree on all of the big cosmic issues, but I think we can agree that it's wrong to use the Bible to make money and hurt people.”
“Well, yeah,” Kristen said. “But don't you pretend to be psychic for a living?”
Allison groaned. “Kristen, I wish you were a lot dumber.”
About twenty minutes later, Allison and Kristen found themselves standing among the pews of Dominic Maffiore’s church, surrounded by an array of excited, eager, and visibly terrified people. Allison had already briefed Kristen on how Dominic ran his racket, and thankfully, Kristen agreed that the guy was bad news.
They were only about ten minutes early for the service, but Dominic was nowhere in sight. Black-clad ushers paced the aisles and greeted the congregants with warmth and enthusiasm, and a woman in a bright yellow dress walked from aisle to aisle with a stack of Dominic's books for sale. Tempting, Allison thought, but no thanks.
There were about twenty people in attendance, and thankfully, Allison didn't recognize any of them. People looking for answers would often pursue a wide range of supernatural solutions, and she feared that she might run into someone who had previously patronized her shop or even received a reading. She would have a tough time explaining her way out of that predicament.
She heard loud chatter coming from just outside the wide-open entrance doors, and so she decided to do a bit of investigating. Since she had just watched about two dozen of Dominic's recorded exorcisms on YouTube, she instantly recognized his oddly refined voice wafting into the chapel from the parking lot.
“Wait right here,” she whispered in Kristen's ear, “and don't talk to anybody.”
Allison quickly slipped past the ushers and out the doors, trying her best to make it look as though she were just in need of fresh air.
Once outside, she caught a quick glimpse of Dominic. He wore an all-black suit and stood face to face with a woman whom Allison immediately recognized. It was Cassidy Sinclair. This was too perfect.
Cassidy was shaking, and she had bags under her eyes. Her jeans and wrinkled T-shirt were a far cry from the designer outfits she had donned in the many modeling shots that Allison had found during her Google search. Her current attire was so wrinkled, in fact, that Allison guessed she hadn't changed her clothes in days.
Allison stepped into the shadows on the opposite side of the entrance and pretended to be fixated on her mobile phone. Really, she was doing her damnedest to hear the conversation that Dominic and Cassidy were having.
“You’re not listening!” Cassidy spat. “Something is following me. I keep seeing it over and over. It shows up in my room in the middle of the night, and it has, like, this ghost-white face with hideous scars. And then this horrible song started playing on the radio. There was this little girl singing about the devil, and—” 
“Listen,” Dominic said, “I do believe you. Unfortunately, there are certain cases when demonic entities will torment their former hosts from the outside and try to get back in. As long as you let yourself be enslaved by feelings of fear, anger, and guilt, you'll only give it strength. Have you been going to church and praying?”
“Yes!” Cassidy shouted. “I've been to three services just this week, and I've hardly stopped praying. I don't know what else-”
Dominic grabbed both of her shoulders as though he were about to shake some sense into her. “Hey, hey, I won't let you fall back into bondage. Talk to me after the service. We are going to get you through this.”
Cassidy shook her head and wiped her eyes. “Okay,” she muttered.
Dominic patted her on the shoulder. “Okay, I have to go inside. You're going to be alright. Remember that your God is stronger than any attack from Satan’s army.”
As Dominic disappeared into the chapel, Cassidy paced slowly across the front of the building. She was staring at the dusty gravel beneath her feet, apparently in deep contemplation.
When her steps brought her within a few feet of Allison, Allison decided to make her move.
“Oh my god!” Allison shouted with feigned enthusiasm as she approached the disheveled young woman. “Aren’t you Cassidy Sinclair?”
The look on Cassidy’s tired face suggested utter humiliation. “Umm...yeah?” she choked. “Do we know each other?”
Allison stopped beside her and leaned casually against the wall. “No, but I recognized you from Instagram. See, I’m sort of an aspiring model myself, or, well, I used to be anyway, and I just think your style is incredible.”
Cassidy turned from her and stared up into the stars. “Oh,” she said dismissively. “I haven’t really done any modeling in a long time.”
“That’s too bad,” Allison said. “I mean, you’re seriously a natural. So what brings you here?” She did her best to sound friendly and casual, but she feared her tone might have been a bit intrusive. “I’m, uh, Andrea, by the way.”
“I have to go inside,” Cassidy said, turning toward the door.
“Well, wait,” Allison said, following close behind. “Could we maybe exchange information? I would love the opportunity to take you to lunch sometime and talk fashion. There’s honestly so much I could learn from you.”
“I'm sorry,” Cassidy said as she scurried away from Allison. “I've got a lot going on right now.” Then she disappeared into the church.
“Fuck!” Allison said, stopping cold.
Allison rejoined Kristen in the chapel just as Dominic approached the pulpit and began reciting Bible verses about spiritual warfare. Allison and Kristen stood near the front of the church, but Cassidy seemed to have disappeared altogether. Allison repeatedly scanned the room, but the troubled young socialite was nowhere to be found.
Dominic raised his leather-clad Bible to the crowd. “And it says in the Book of Revelation, ‘For they are demonic spirits, performing signs, who go abroad to the kings of the world and assemble them for battle on the great day of God the Almighty.’ My brothers and sisters, the battle is happening now, even in this very room.”
Several congregants shouted “Amen.”
Kristen leaned toward Allison's ear. “He's taking these Bible verses out of context,” she growled.
Allison placed a hand on her shoulder. “Just be cool,” she whispered. “Remember, this is phase one. I need to win this guy’s trust.”
“I don't like this,” Kristen muttered under her breath as Dominic led the crowd in prayer.
When the black-clad preacher concluded his prayer, he opened his eyes and peered across the crowd for nearly a minute. The room was dead quiet, and no one dared move.
“I'm seeing some familiar faces,” Dominic said finally. Then he peered over at Allison and Kristen. “I'm also seeing some brand-new faces here tonight.”
Kristen appeared nervous, but Allison was unfazed. She was mostly just curious about his accent. What was it? British? New England? Something in between?
Dominic slowly stepped off the podium and made his way toward them. To Allison's dismay, he was staring right at Kristen. Of course he was. Aren had warned in his interview that Dominic liked to pounce on the visibly frightened members of the audience, and he especially loved ingenue types. Maybe I should have thought this through a little more, Allison considered.
Dominic stopped beside Kristen. “What is your name, young lady?”
Kristen stood frozen. Allison had given her strict instructions not to speak to the man, and the stunned look on the teenager’s face made it clear that she didn't know what to do. Should she remain silent? Should she improvise some sort of response? She opened her mouth and started to mutter some unintelligible reply, but before she could draw too much attention to herself, Allison interrupted her.
“She's my niece. I asked her to come with me because I was too nervous to come alone. I needed moral support.”
Dominic turned slightly to face Allison, a look of mild disappointment on his face.
“There is no need to be nervous,” Dominic said. “This is a place of deliverance. Why don't you tell us your story?”
Allison took a deep breath. She had rehearsed her story repeatedly in the mirror, but now that dozens of eyes were staring directly at her, she felt suddenly ill at ease.
“Well,” she said after a brief pause, “I started having weird feelings when I was about fourteen. Feelings that I couldn't really figure out. Like they were coming from inside of me. I think it started right after my birthday that year. My friend bought me this Ouija board, and we started playing around with it in my room.”
Dominic nodded. “An all-too-common youthful transgression. People think it's a game, but the occult is never a game.”
Allison suppressed a smile as she observed the smug look on Dominic’s face. She had concocted the whole Ouija board story because she figured it would be an easy sell. Having grown up in the church, she was well-acquainted with the terror that the name “Ouija” evoked in religious circles.
“Anyway,” she continued, “for a long time, I just kind of ignored it. I was having thoughts that didn't seem like my own, but I just figured it was teenage hormones or whatever. As I got older, though, the voices got louder and angrier. I knew that something wasn't right.”
“What kinds of voices?” Dominic asked.
Allison pondered the question. “Voices telling me that I should hurt myself. Hurt other people. Mostly myself, though.” Now she was quoting almost verbatim the words of another one of Dominic's congregants whom she had observed in one of his recorded exorcisms on YouTube. If he liked pathetic female victims, Allison would be sure to give him one. It appeared to be working.
Dominic placed a hand on her shoulder. “I'm sensing the Word of the Lord,” he said. “He wants you to know that there is a way out. Yes, you invited the demon by playing with an occult object in your youth, but like so many people, you were deceived. Satan is the Father of Lies, and he preyed on you when you were young and naive. And now the Lord wants you to be set free. Are you ready to be delivered?”
Allison closed her eyes and nodded. Phase two was already underway. He would try to exorcise her, and she would remain unresponsive. Then, in classic Dominic fashion, he would try to convince her to pay for a one-on-one exorcism in his private quarters. She would accept. The moment his back was turned, she would search the room for evidence of his fraud. But that was just the beginning. With a hidden camera and a bit of clever wordplay in a private setting, she might even get him to incriminate himself. She just needed to get him alone.
“Now,” Dominic said, “before we begin, why don't you tell us your name.”
“Andrea,” Allison replied.
“Okay, Andrea. I need you to close your eyes. Good. Now, listen to my words very carefully. Have you seen my exorcisms before?”
Allison nodded.
“Good. Then you understand what's about to happen. I am about to summon forth the demon that is living inside you. I'm going to coax it forward and make it reveal itself. You're going to feel a temporary loss of control, but I assure you that I won't let it cause you any harm. Do you understand?”
Allison nodded again.
Dominic placed his hands on her shoulders and fell silent, bowing his head. After about ten seconds, he raised his head and pulled his hands away. “Andrea,” he said, “I have prayed for the guidance of the Lord as I always do in these matters, and the message I am receiving is that you are not physically possessed.”
Allison was completely caught off guard by his response. “What do you mean?” she asked.
“I do believe that there is a darkness inside of you,” he said. “A deep sadness, a frustration, some unresolved issue that you must come to terms with in your own way. But it’s not a demon, at least, not in the literal sense. When you’ve been in this line of work for as long as I have, you develop a sixth sense for those types of presences. They have a certain...stench, if you will. I don’t get that impression from you at all. My advice, young lady, is to search your heart and find the thing that has been causing you pain. Only then can you begin to overcome these feelings. I will be praying for you.”
Allison was stunned. She had scoured the furthest reaches of the internet for information on this guy and hadn’t found a single instance where Dominic turned away a broken soul. If a demon weren’t ready to manifest, he would dive in after it, no matter how reluctant the victim. She was unprepared for this scenario and had no idea how to respond.
No longer interested in “Andrea,” Dominic turned to Kristen. “What’s your name?” he asked her a second time.
Kristen looked at him, slightly trembling. “Umm...Kristen,” she said.
Allison groaned. Goddamnit, Kristen. At least make up a name.
“Hello, Kristen,” Dominic said in his most comforting, soothing voice. “Tell me, what brings you here tonight?”
“I...um…” she turned to Allison, unsure of what to say.
“Yes,” Dominic continued, “I know that Andrea says she brought you here for moral support, but I believe that nothing happens by accident. You were brought here tonight by divine providence. I can sense it. I noticed you the moment I walked through the door. Now let me ask you, do you ever feel a type of heaviness? Like there’s a dark cloud hanging over you?”
Allison bit her tongue. As she watched her niece tremble more aggressively, she wanted to punch the preacher in the face.
Kristen lowered her head, but she didn’t respond.
“Kristen, I would like to pray with you, if that’s all right. Would that be all right?”
Without offering much of a response, Kristen closed her eyes.
Dominic placed one hand on her shoulder. “Heavenly Father, I just want to lift up this beautiful young woman tonight. Only you are fully aware of what this poor child is grappling with, and I pray that your love would wash over her and that your healing light would set her free. Father, I sense that this young woman is fighting a very private and constant battle with fear, depression, and anguish, and only you–
Kristen opened her eyes, which were now filled with tears, and pushed Dominic away with considerable force. Many in the crowd gasped.
“You are a false prophet!” Kristen shouted at the top of her lungs. “Matthew 24 says that false prophets will appear and perform signs and wonders to deceive. You are mocking the name of Jesus!”
Well, Allison thought with a sigh, there go my chances of winning this guy’s trust.
Three members of the crowd shouted rebukes at Kristen while others scowled at her. Dominic, though, remained calm and composed, raising his large hand to silence the rabble.
“Okay, okay,” he shouted back to the crowd, “let the poor girl speak. Look at the tears in her eyes. Listen to the conviction in her voice. This is someone who clearly loves the Lord with all her heart. We should be lifting her up, not tearing her down.” He smiled at her. “Pay no attention to them, my dear. In my church, you are always free to share what’s on your heart. I love that you would defend the Lord’s honor with such passion. If everyone were like you, imagine what an amazing place this world would be.”
He turned toward the audience once again. “And I certainly understand better than anyone that my ministry can be a bit of a culture shock to many people. There was a time, believe it or not, when this type of ministry was commonplace. The disciples of Jesus would travel across the Holy Land casting out devils. And in many parts of the world, exorcism is still recognized as a necessary and routine part of church life.
“But this is America. We are not accustomed to witnessing such uncomfortable realities. Our decadence as a society has caused us to shy away from anything that might seem even remotely unpleasant. Once, we had Jonathan Edwards preaching ‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.’ Now, we have Joel Osteen telling us that if we think happy thoughts, God will provide us with a large home and a yacht.”
Several people in the audience chuckled.
“Once, we looked evil in the face and cast it to the depths of Hell wherever we encountered it. Now, we look evil in the face and say, ‘I respect your alternative lifestyle.’”
Several amens from the audience.
“Once, we as a nation were committed to fighting the forces of darkness. Now, we simply numb the darkness with expensive pharmaceuticals and teach seminars on self-esteem. And so I completely understand why my work is terrifying and confusing to a great number of people.”
He turned to Kristen once again. “I assure you, young lady, that is not my intention. I see the sadness and the fear inside you, and it breaks my heart. It reminds me why I got into this line of work in the first place. My job is to stop that slithering snake, the Father of Lies, from preying on sweet, innocent, God-loving people like you. I hate that Satan’s minions attack the Lord’s most faithful servants, and I will dedicate all of my days to stopping it. You may not understand that now, and that’s okay, but believe me when I say that I am not your enemy, Kristen. I am a passionate ally.”
Kristen stood frozen. Allison wasn’t sure if her niece was honestly buying into his clearly over-recited speech or if she just didn't have another rebuttal to offer.
“Why don't you speak to me after the service,” he said, gently patting her shoulder. “I would like to pray with you a bit more.”
Kristen muttered a soft reply, her words unintelligible.
Dominic turned and made his way to another frightened young woman seated two rows back. Without missing a beat, he began his gentle interrogation anew. As he commenced with his usual twenty-questions routine, Allison grabbed Kristen by the wrist and guided her—somewhat aggressively—toward the exit door.
“What the serious fuck was that?” Allison shouted when the two of them were safely back in the parking lot, far out of earshot of the congregation.
“He’s tricking all those people!” Kristen shrieked, perhaps almost loud enough to be heard from inside.
“Yes, Kristen! As I recall, I briefed you on that in the car. That’s exactly why we came here, in fact. You didn’t exactly help matters with your little ‘false prophet’ tirade!”
“But he is!” Kristen retorted, a bit too loudly again.
“Then help me bring him down.” She took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “What you did in there is not the way. That guy’s a professional showman. Don’t you think he knows how to deal with hecklers? If you seriously hate what he’s doing as much as I do, then you need to trust me and do as I say.”
“I’m not going to lie!” Kristen shot back, not quite as loudly but still significantly louder than Allison.
Allison sighed and turned away from her niece, taking two more half-hearted steps toward the half-empty parking lot. She needed a moment to gather her thoughts. With her gaze fixed north, she could see the towering silhouettes and bright lights of the golden Mandalay Bay; the blue Luxor pyramid; and the emerald green MGM Grand, one of the largest hotels in the world.
One thing was apparent: Dominic didn’t want her; he wanted Kristen. If Kristen wasn’t willing to play his game, however, it would be virtually impossible for her to expose him. She closed her eyes tightly and thought for a moment. In the total darkness, she became more aware of the sounds of cars whizzing by on Las Vegas Boulevard. The sounds seemed to muffle her own racing thoughts, which were searching in vain for a solution.
Until the solution presented itself in a sudden and unexpected epiphany.
Allison opened her eyes and smiled. She then turned once again to her niece, who was leaning against the wall of the chapel and pouting with her face pointed toward the ground.
“How about this?” Allison said. “You don’t have to lie to him; just don’t insult him.”
“What do you mean?” Kristen asked, looking up.
“He wants to see you when the service is over, and like it or not, you’re the bait now. You’re the one he wants.”
“I’m not gonna lie–”
“Let me finish. I don’t want you to lie to him. I just want you to...humor him. He wants to talk to you after the service, and he’s going to use every manipulative trick in the book to try and hard-sell you on this exorcism shit. If you think it’s bullshit, go ahead and tell him. Just don’t say it like that. Say, ‘I’m skeptical about what you’re saying.’ Just be polite, and he’ll think he’s winning you over. If he asks to pray with you, let him. If he tries to make a one-on-one appointment, say yes. You don’t even have to pretend like you believe any of it. He’s used to dealing with skeptics, so it’s okay.”
“How does that help stop him?”
“Just let me worry about that,” she said.
This was the part of the plan that Allison was hesitant to reveal to her niece, as it definitely constituted lying. Excessive lying. Thankfully, Kristen didn’t have to do the lying, so the plan should go off without a hitch. All Kristen needed to do was play his game long enough to receive some kind of attempted exorcism. She didn’t have to be responsive to it. She just needed to be in the room. Most likely, she would stand there emotionless and then be sent on her way.
When that was over, Allison would wait a few days and return, alone, to Dominic’s chapel. Distraught and adorned with a hidden recording device, she would corner the exorcist in his office and insist that his attempted deliverance had angered the demon and provoked Kristen to commit suicide that morning.
It was dark, yes, but she knew she would have to play hardball with someone like Dominic. To really sell the con, she would arrive with an “attorney” and threaten him with terms like “civil liability” and perhaps even “involuntary manslaughter.” Within minutes, he would surely crack like an egg and deny all liability on account of his ministry being a complete farce – or, as the TV psychics liked to say, “for entertainment purposes only.” In her head, it seemed almost too easy.
“Here’s the deal,” Allison said. “When the service is over, Dominic will come to you. All you really have to do is smile and nod. If something sounds wrong to you, like he’s misquoting the Bible, go ahead and say it. Just don’t be a jerk about it. And here’s the important part. If he asks you to come back next week, or if he asks you to make an appointment for a private exorcism, just say ‘okay.’ Can you do that for me?”
“I guess,” Kristen said.
“Good. Let’s go back inside.”
The service continued, surprisingly without incident, for another half hour. After the closing prayer, Dominic proceeded to the exit doors to shake hands with people as they left the building. Allison was about to guide her niece to the exit, but then she noticed that Cassidy had quietly re-entered the chapel and was seated in the back row. Cassidy’s gaze was fixed on the departing crowd, and it looked like she was waiting for everyone to clear out so that she could have a bit of one-on-one time with the exorcist. That could potentially disrupt Allison’s plan, so she decided to kill two birds with one stone.
Seated in the center aisle, Allison turned to Kristen. “I’m going to go talk to that woman again,” she said. “Start heading toward the exit. When you pass Dominic, he’s going to stop you and give you some kind of spiel. You remember what to do, right?”
Looking somber, Kristen nodded. Without saying a word, she stood up and sauntered toward the exit. Allison jumped to her feet and rushed over to Cassidy.
Kristen stood in the line of exiting parishioners, all of whom were waiting to shake Dominic’s hand—and in some cases, hug him—before returning to the parking lot. She could feel her heart pounding, her mind wrestling with a million thoughts. On the one hand, she knew it was a sin to lie. On the other hand, she remembered Jesus’ words in the Gospel of Matthew. Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.
Dominic smiled from ear to ear as each new person greeted him. He hugged them tightly with his powerful arms, spoke to them while looking directly and—so it would seem—compassionately into their eyes. He prayed over them, laughed with them, took photos with them. He even autographed copies of his books on spiritual warfare, which struck Kristen as especially odd. These books were supposedly meant to share the power of Jesus and free people from spiritual bondage, and he was signing them like comic books at a fan convention.
Dear Jesus, Kristen prayed upon realizing that there were now only two people separating her from the extremely large preacher. Please give me the wisdom to do the right thing, and please protect me.
The frail, heavily wrinkled man now standing before Dominic was explaining how he had driven all the way from Twin Falls, Idaho, just to attend this service. He spoke enthusiastically about how inspiring the message had been and how Dominic was truly an anointed man of God. The whole time, Dominic smiled warmly and kept his hand on the man’s shoulder.
As the man departed the chapel, Dominic greeted the next guest in line: a short, stout woman of about fifty who wore oversized glasses and a white, wide-brimmed hat. She was the only person remaining between Dominic and Kristen.
Kristen’s heart continued to pound. Trembling slightly, she lowered her head to the tiled floor. Lord, I don’t know what I’m going to say. Please help. Please send your Holy Spirit. I don’t want to disobey your Word, but this man is a dangerous false prophet. Please give me guidance.
She looked up just as the woman was exiting the chapel. Kristen felt a cold chill as Dominic’s eyes met hers. The smile on his face was warm, but the gleam in his eye was almost sinister. She hesitantly shuffled toward him but found it difficult to move.
“Hello Kristen,” he said softly. “Thank you so much for coming out tonight. And for being so honest and candid. That took a lot of courage.” He placed a hand on her shoulder but quickly removed it upon sensing her discomfort.
“I guess so,” Kristen murmured.
“I don’t know your real reason for coming tonight, Kristen, but I’m glad you did. Sometimes, the Lord has a way of placing us right where we need to be. I want you to know that you have an incredible spiritual gift. With your passion, determination, and heart for the Lord, I have a strong feeling that you’re going to go on and lead thousands, maybe millions of souls to salvation in your lifetime. Do you believe that, Kristen?”
Kristen was stunned by the man’s words. She had long dreamed of one day starting her own television ministry to reach the world with the message of salvation. “Thank you” was all she could manage to say.
“You possess the same qualities that define all of the world’s most influential preachers and evangelists, and to an extent that I have seldom seen. There’s just one important quality that’s missing.”
Kristen gazed up at him. “What?”
“Joy. You have the passion and the wisdom. All that’s missing is the joy. I sense a tremendous sadness in you, and it breaks my heart. At your age, you should be having fun and laughing and frolicking with your friends without a care in the world. And yet, there’s this cloud of sadness that hangs over you. I don’t know your story, Kristen, but I sense that you’ve had to deal with pain and adversity far greater than people twice your age.”
Kristen’s eyes began welling up with tears. “My mom died when I was ten.”
At that point, tears emerged in Dominic’s eyes as well. He gave her a tight, powerful hug. “I lost my mother when I was very young too. Kristen, is it okay if I pray with you?” he whispered into her ear. 
Kristen nodded.
“Heavenly Father, I want to lift up young Kristen to you this evening. You see the pain and the grief that is stealing her joy and keeping her in bondage. Father, I ask that you would deliver her from the pain, the sadness, and the ongoing torment and fill her with the joy that only comes from you. If the enemy’s forces are using her grief to keep her in shackles, I pray that you would break the chains and shower her with your loving mercy and protection. I ask these things in Jesus’ precious name, amen.”
“Amen,” Kristen muttered.
Dominic released his grip and wiped the faint tears from Kristen’s face. “Kristen, if it’s okay with you, I’d like to keep in touch. I know people are waiting to speak with me, so I don’t have a lot of time right now, but I do have some practical suggestions to help you walk in the joy that God has already gifted to you. Can we maybe schedule a time to speak next week?”
Kristen nodded.
“Excellent. Let’s exchange contact information, and we can talk one night next week.” He pointed across the room to a slender young woman with dark red hair and thick-framed glasses. “That’s my assistant, Autumn,” he said, and Kristen immediately recognized her from the service.
Dressed in a vintage Alice Cooper T-shirt and skinny jeans, the young woman looked like an out-of-place hipster at a funeral procession. She had stood quietly near the back of the stage for most of the service, but now she was speaking and praying with visitors near the front pew. 
Kristen had a horrible feeling in the pit of her stomach as she turned and made her way toward the young woman, but she wasn’t about to turn back now. She hadn’t told a single lie in this entire exchange; in fact, she had hardly said a word at all. As long as their communications remained this simple, she just might be able to pull this off.
She approached Autumn and smiled awkwardly. Autumn was talking to a senior woman about whether SSRIs could open the door to demonic possession, but the young hipster quickly turned to Kristen and smiled back.
“I don’t really know much about depression drugs or what they do,” Autumn told the woman, “but Dominic can probably provide some perspective on that. He’s really knowledgeable, and he’s studied this stuff for a lot of years.”
When the old woman departed, Autumn turned to Kristen. “Check you out,” she said. “I gotta say, I’ve been working these services for quite a while now, and I’ve never seen anyone as gutsy as you. Kudos.”
Kristen forced another smile. “Thanks. Dominic says he wants to talk to me next week, and I need to give you my contact information.” She felt terrifyingly vulnerable as she said the words.
“Oh yeah, no problem,” Autumn said. She jogged over to the pulpit and grabbed an iPad with a green case. Then she tapped the screen a few times and returned to Kristen. “Your name is Kristen, right?”
Kristen nodded, and Autumn tapped the screen several more times.
“How about next Tuesday night? You don’t have to come here to the church. Dominic can just FaceTime, Skype, or Google chat with you if that works.”
Kristen nodded again. “That’s fine.” She gave Autumn her phone number, and Autumn typed it in.
“Awesome. How about Tuesday at nine o’clock?”
“That’s fine,” Kristen said.
“Terrific. Dominic will hit you up on FaceTime. He prefers to communicate face to face because it’s more personal and meaningful. If he’s a few minutes late, don’t be surprised. I’ve worked for this guy for a long time, and between you and me, he’s rarely on time for anything.”
Kristen was barely paying attention. “Do you trust him?” she asked Autumn, staring at the floor.
Autumn set her iPad on the pew. “Honestly, I would trust that man with my life.” She placed a hand on Allison’s shoulder. “Look, I know this can all be pretty confusing and overwhelming, but this guy’s the real deal. A few years ago, I was exactly where you are: young, confused, depressed, frustrated. Then Dominic came along, and he completely changed my life. Just keep an open mind, and he can do the same thing for you. I promise.”
Kristen was immediately reminded of a printed quote that hung from the bathroom mirror in Aunt Allison’s apartment: There’s a distinct difference between having an open mind and having a hole in your head from which your brain leaks out. - James Randi.
Allison casually took a seat beside Cassidy in the back row of the chapel. “Hey there,” she said, “sorry to bug you again. I just wanted to apologize for earlier. That was wickedly inappropriate of me to come along and start fan-girling you in a place like this. I have no idea what you’re going through, but I’m sure I can relate if we’re both sitting here trying to get delivered.”
Cassidy slowly turned to her, and for the first time that night, she had a look on her face that seemed almost hopeful. “Why are you here?” she asked.
“Oh, didn’t you see me up there earlier?” Allison asked. On the contrary, she was trying to make certain that Cassidy had in fact not seen the debacle with her and Kristen.
“Sorry, I was outside,” Cassidy said.
“No worries,” Allison replied, relieved. “Just the usual stuff, you know? I had some bad experiences with a Ouija board when I was young and stupid, and now I’m living with the consequences. Just trying to get delivered like everyone else here.”
Cassidy nodded and stared off into the distance. She wasn’t watching the exit anymore, though. She just appeared to be in deep thought. After about a minute, she replied, “I thought I was delivered already. Sometimes it’s not as easy as you think it’s going to be.”
“I hear that,” Allison said. “I feel like I’ve tried everything. Prayer, church, baptism. I even shacked up with a guy because I thought the thing wouldn’t terrorize me if I wasn’t alone. After seeing one of my episodes, that guy took off like a deadbeat dad. It’s getting better, though, God willing.”
Cassidy turned to her, a look of puzzled fascination on her tired face. “How?”
“I have someone I can call whenever I start feeling—not right. She’s the best. I can call her at two in the morning, and she never complains. She just prays for me right there. It doesn’t always help, but it does more often than not. More than anything, it’s helped make me less afraid. And that seems to have made the thing less powerful, you know?”
“So it’s kind of like having an AA sponsor?”
“I guess, sort of. I can, maybe, help do that for you if you’d like.”
As the words exited Allison’s mouth, she realized she had no idea what her endgame was. She didn’t actually need Cassidy’s help to take down Dominic, at least in light of her current plan. But perhaps Cassidy still had some damning information she could provide if Allison were able to establish enough trust. Maybe there was a smoking gun. The more Allison thought about it, though, the more she considered the possibility that she just selfishly wanted to deliver Cassidy to her father on a silver platter. Perhaps that would even earn her a larger reward. She felt a sudden and unexpected tinge of guilt.
To Allison’s surprise, Cassidy retrieved her smartphone from her designer purse and handed it over. “Can you put in your phone number?” she asked with eager anticipation.
“Yeah, definitely,” Allison said. Game on.
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Cassidy awoke from a dead sleep. Total darkness. Complete silence. But how late was it? Ever since the rental home in Henderson had gone Amityville on her, she had adopted a more nocturnal sleep pattern, sleeping through the afternoon and early evening and then spending the twilight hours awake. Most nights consisted of a church service followed by a visit to the nearby Sunset Station hotel and casino, where she would catch a movie at the hotel’s massive cinema and then perhaps watch some live music or karaoke—anything to wait out the night.
The chiming slot bells and boisterous laughter of the casino didn’t prevent the visions; often, she could still see that horrifying face off in the distance, waiting for her. Nevertheless, she felt safer, less hopeless.
On this particular day, she had fallen asleep at about one in the afternoon. This would enable her to awaken at around eight and make her way to Sunset Station, where she would grab a light dinner at the hotel’s casual Mexican eatery and then probably watch the latest Tyler Perry film for the fourth time. She preferred to watch slapstick comedies because it meant that the theater would likely be filled with continual, uninhibited laughter. That sort of positive energy helped her to reclaim some sense of calm.
But she wouldn’t make the nine o’clock show tonight. She knew this for certain.
Though she hadn’t yet opened her eyes, she could sense that it was very late. In her exhaustion, she may have slept a full twelve hours or more. That would make it at least one in the morning. She wanted to open her eyes and check the clock radio on the nightstand, but she had a strong feeling that she wasn’t alone. She couldn’t see, but she could sense that something was once again terribly wrong.
All I have to do is stand up, run over to the door, and flick the light on, she reasoned. I don’t have to open my eyes. 
She lay frozen for another minute or so, and then slowly sat up in her bed. Just as she dragged her leg to the edge of the bed, her eerie silence was interrupted by something far more alarming. That horrific xylophone melody. The chilling notes once again played on the clock radio beside her bed, muffled by a thin layer of white noise. Then, just like before, the little girl’s voice began to sing on pitch with the melody:
The devil creeps into my room
To sing a lullaby
He softly whispers
Pleasant dreams
For soon it's time to die
Cassidy’s eyes shot open. Without another moment’s hesitation, she kicked the large comforter to the foot of the bed, jumped to her feet, grabbed her phone and diary from the nightstand, and raced out of the room dressed in only her blue floral-print pajamas.
She rushed clumsily down the stairs, twice nearly losing her balance, and slipped into her shoes as she fumbled with the deadbolt on the front door. As soon as it opened, she grabbed her keys from the hook beside the door and rushed outside, slamming the door behind her.
As she stumbled across the patchy bed of dirt and grass and dived into her Lexus RS, she gazed momentarily back at the second-story window of her bedroom. The decomposing face appeared to be staring down at her as she started the car and raced across the cul-de-sac and onto Eastern Ave.
The digital time display on the dash read 3:17. She couldn’t believe how long she had been out. She sped several blocks along the empty street at nearly double the speed limit and turned east on Flamingo. She knew it was far too late to catch a movie at even the most lively of casino cinemas, but her mind was less fixated on a destination and more plagued by her own growing sense of hopelessness.
Even as she turned along major streets and changed course no fewer than six times, she had no idea where she was headed. She just wanted to get away, whatever that meant.
After nearly half an hour of wandering, she found herself at a twenty-four-hour IHOP restaurant on Boulder Highway. The building was painted in a sandy earth tone, its windows and entrance topped with blue awnings. Despite the late hour, the restaurant was well-lit and filled with patrons—most of whom appeared to be truckers. Under normal circumstances, Cassidy would have scoffed at the thought of eating at a diner full of unwashed truck drivers on a street lined with RV parks and mobile home communities, but tonight the sight brought her comfort.
She pulled into the dusty, dimly lit parking lot and parked alongside a semi-trailer truck. She wasn’t hungry, but she could order coffee and wait for the sunrise. Waiting for the sunrise had become a regular routine for her, and she wondered if her sleep pattern would ever again return to normal.
She stepped inside, embarrassed by her disheveled hair and floral pajamas, and was greeted by a smiling young hostess. The hostess seated her at a booth with a view of the Sam’s Town and Boulder Station hotels off in the distance. She ordered a coffee and asked if she could borrow a pen, realizing that she hadn’t brought one with her. When the hostess brought one to her, she opened the wrinkled diary and started writing. These days, it was the only thing that calmed her.
Dear Mom,
It’s like 3:30 in the morning and I’m sitting at IHOP. Long story, but I’ve already told it to you a hundred times, so I think you can guess why I’m here. Just between you and me, I’m starting to wonder if God can even hear my prayers, or if he’s even concerned about the problems of one tiny person. When you pray until your knees hurt but nothing changes, you have to wonder if maybe the whole thing is your own fault. I know that, in some way, I’ve allowed this nightmare to happen.
I should have told you years ago about Dad and what he was doing to me, but Mom, I was scared. We were both living on his money, and I knew that if you found out he was hurting me, you would go after him. But then what? Would he kick me out of the house and take the money away from both of us, leaving us on the street? Could he hire some goon with a gun to take us out like in those old gangster movies? Maybe these seem like stupid fears, but they don’t sound stupid when you’re a teenager and you’re living with an abuser who seems like the most rich and powerful man in the world.
And so, I told you everything was fine. I lied. I thought it was to protect you, to protect us. I didn’t know I was just letting this demon grow inside me. Letting it take over. Maybe it’s too late. I hope not, but if it is, I need you to know how sorry I am and how much I love you. If I could turn back time and do everything over, I would do whatever it takes. I love you and I miss you. 
Cassidy closed the diary and wiped the faint moisture from her eyes. Setting the book aside, she retrieved her phone from the left pocket of her pajama pants. Now it was time for some answers.
Her initial thought was to dial her new friend Andrea for prayer and moral support, but she couldn’t bring herself to make the call at such an early hour. Instead, she opened up the web browser on her phone and—with trembling fingers—typed the words that were still echoing in her head on a continuous loop: “The devil creeps into my room to sing a lullaby he softly whispers pleasant dreams for soon it’s time to die.”
She hesitated for a moment and finally tapped the “Search” button.
As she waited for the search results to load, a heavyset waitress approached the booth and asked if she wanted anything to drink. Without looking up from her screen, Cassidy asked for a cup of coffee. The waitress said “You got it” and then trotted away.
After what seemed like forever, the page loaded in her web browser. Most of the search results were just lyrics pages for various heavy metal songs referencing death and the devil, but none were an exact match.
Then, about halfway down the page, she saw one result that caused her to stop cold. The title of the link read, “The Devil’s Lullaby — Not Just an Urban Legend.”
Beneath the link was a brief description of the web page content: “If you hear this song on your radio late at night, it may already be too late.”
Cassidy tossed her phone on the table and bit her lip. She stared at the screen, terrified to click on the link but desperate to know what it contained. The waitress returned with a cup of hot coffee and a bowl filled with coffee creamers. The phone’s backlight dimmed from inactivity. The waitress asked if Cassidy wanted to order food. Cassidy ignored her. The phone screen turned off. The waitress finally walked away. Cassidy’s awareness was now limited to the ringing in her ears and the intense beating of her own heart.
She raised a hand to the phone.
She stopped herself. 
The whole episode reminded her of the last time she had felt this kind of dread while staring at a mobile phone.
It was shortly after her eighteenth birthday. After a long and stressful month of final exams, she decided to head out to her father’s Santa Monica beach house for a week of sunbathing and relaxation along the shore. She took the family’s Yorkshire terrier, Frisky, along for the journey, as she and the dog had developed quite the bond.
The first day of the trip was relatively uneventful. She shopped for designer clothes at the Third Street Promenade, had lunch with some old friends at her favorite Cuban restaurant, and played fetch with Frisky on the sand.
On the second day of the trip, everything went to hell. Cassidy was walking Frisky along the promenade, admiring the talented street performers and dodging the throngs of tourists with their Forever 21 bags and assorted Starbucks cups.
While making her way toward the busy intersection of 3rd and Wilshire, she was stopped by two clipboard-wielding hipsters seeking signatures for an environmental petition. As she listened to their pitch, Frisky began to pull against his leash. He was seemingly fixated on the seagull eating discarded crumbs just a few feet away.
“Frisky, no!” Cassidy shouted. She then continued to listen to the young man and woman as they recited statistics about the number of plastic grocery bags that end up in landfills each year.
As the female petitioner presented photographs of plastic bags polluting the Pacific Ocean, the handle of the leash was ripped from Cassidy’s hand. Frisky had broken free and was now barreling at full speed toward the hungry seagull.
“Frisky!”
As Frisky came within inches of the bird, the seagull flapped its wings and glided toward the intersection, quickly disappearing against the blue California sky.
Frisky tried his best to keep up with the bird, but the chase led him right into the crowded intersection, where he was crushed almost instantly beneath the massive tire of an oncoming Chevy Silverado. The last thing Cassidy heard before screaming inconsolably was the sound of Frisky’s final muffled whimper. The truck just kept moving along as though nothing had happened.
Twenty minutes later, she found herself seated at the nearby Starbucks inside Barnes & Noble. She knew she would have to call and break the news to her father, the man who loved that dog more than he had ever been capable of loving any human being. Overcome with grief but also fearful for her own safety, she sat quietly and stared at her phone on the table. Ten minutes went by. Then half an hour. Then two hours. 
Finally, she made the call. Her father picked up and answered with his usual bleak hello, sounding characteristically irritated by the disturbance.
Cassidy tried to respond, but no words would come out. As she attempted in vain to find the words, she began to sob. She could almost feel her heart breaking as she thought about what had just happened to her beloved pet and dear friend.
“Cassidy, are you okay?” Her father actually sounded genuinely concerned. “Where are you?”
She wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m not okay.” Her uncontrollable weeping made the words almost incomprehensible. “Frisky got away and ran under a car. He’s dead.” Her sobbing grew louder and more guttural.
Her father’s response stunned her.
“But are you okay?” he asked. “Are you hurt?”
“No,” she muttered through the tears. “I’m not hurt, but I want to die. I let Frisky get away, and now—” She leaned forward and pressed her forehead against the cold table.
“Listen to me,” her father said. “If he got away, it’s not your fault. The important thing is that you’re okay. Please just come home.”
And so she cut her vacation short. Her father’s shocking display of equanimity had helped to calm her, but she still blamed herself for what had happened. Frisky had been more than just a dog to her. All those times when her father had lost his temper and used her as a punching bag, Frisky was her one source of comfort. He was always waiting to rush into her lap and lick her crying face. Sometimes he would even lick her wounds. He seemed to know, and he seemed to genuinely care. Now his death was destroying her from the inside. He had always been there for her; why hadn’t she been there for him?
It was about a five-hour drive back to the ritzy suburbs of northwestern Las Vegas. When she arrived at the massive Spanish-style house where she begrudgingly lived with her father, she wept at the thought that Frisky would never again be waiting in the foyer to greet her.
She opened the front door to find her father seated in the living room, watching CNN with his back turned to the door. Immediately, he rose up from the couch, rushed over to the entryway, and threw his arms around Cassidy in a firm embrace.
Once again, Cassidy wept with reckless abandon. “I’m so sorry,” she said over and over again.
“He was a great dog,” her father whispered. “I know you loved him a lot.”
Cassidy shook her head and reached over her father’s shoulder to wipe her eyes. “I did,” she said.
He leaned back slightly and looked her over. “But you’re okay?”
Cassidy nodded faintly.
“Good. Because I really loved that dog too, and I’d feel terrible about beating the shit out of someone who was already injured.”
Before Cassidy could even process what he had said, he grabbed her throat with both hands and choked her with all the force he could muster. He was a thin man, but his rage afforded him a terrifying amount of strength. He pushed both thumbs tightly against her windpipe, causing her to drop to her knees in a state of shock and terror. Then, with a look of raw hatred in his eyes, he kept one hand firmly pressed against her throat and used the other hand to deliver a beating unlike any she had ever experienced.
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Now, at an IHOP restaurant in Henderson, Nevada, she awoke from her reverie—tears in her eyes. She was seated in a position almost identical to the one in which she had found herself at that Barnes & Noble coffee shop on one of the saddest days of her life: trembling and broken, with bloodshot eyes and an inconsolable disposition, staring down at a mobile phone on the table in front of her. She knew that nothing good could come from picking up the phone and opening Pandora’s box, but at the same time, she knew that she had no choice.
She might soon learn the truth about the terrifying song that serenaded her in absolute darkness despite her most desperate efforts to keep the lights on. And according to the web page description, it might already be too late for her.
She took a deep breath, picked up the iPhone, and activated the display. Then, with hardly a moment’s hesitation, she raised her thumb to the display and tapped the hyperlinked headline, “The Devil’s Lullaby — Not Just an Urban Legend.”
She was taken to a crude-looking web page that appeared to be an entry on someone’s personal blog. The oversized white text was juxtaposed against an unsightly brown background, suggesting that the website belonged to someone who either didn’t understand basic web design or had lazily opted for a free generic blog template—probably both.
The article on the page was dated June 4th, 2016. The title read “My Encounter With the Devil’s Lullaby.”
My name is Marlene Rossi. I’ve been really hesitant to write about this whole experience, but with everything that’s happened, I really feel like I have a responsibility to share my story. If it wasn’t for other people offering their help and guidance to me, I know for a fact that I wouldn’t be alive right now. So where do I start?
Maybe you’ve heard the urban legend of The Devil’s Lullaby. If you’ve found this page on Google, there’s a pretty good chance that you’ve at least heard of it. I did a little research, and it seems that this story has been around at least since the fifties. Well, I can tell you from personal experience that it’s not just some urban legend. It’s completely true, and completely terrifying.
There are a lot of versions of the story, but at least from the ones I researched and encountered, they all have a few things in common. The song is only ever heard on the radio, and it always comes on between 3 and 4 a.m. Sometimes it breaks through while the person is listening to the radio, and sometimes the radio just starts by itself. That’s how it happened to me.
In every case, the song is the same. It’s 16 notes repeated on a creepy kid’s xylophone with reverb. And there’s a little girl singing these lyrics: 
“The devil creeps into my room to sing a lullaby
He softly whispers “Pleasant dreams, for soon it's time to die.”
And then it stops. The whole song is only a few seconds long. Sometimes it repeats. Sometimes it doesn’t. But it’s always the same.
Honestly, I didn’t know anything about the legend until it happened to me. As a kid, I always thought my house was haunted. For as long as I can remember, I would see shadows that were unexplained. There were weird noises and I always felt like I was being watched. When I was 15, I tried to talk to the ghost. I really wanted to communicate with it, but I was totally shocked when it answered me. Like, in a human voice.
It happened in the middle of the night. I went to the bathroom without turning the light on, and when I looked in the mirror, I could have sworn I saw two eyes looking at me from behind. Then, as I went back to bed, I heard creaking footsteps following me to my room. When I closed the door and got back in bed, I heard breathing. Finally I just said, “Who are you? What do you want?”
At first, the thing didn’t say anything. But then, when I closed my eyes, it said, “I’m watching over you.” I opened my eyes and looked around the room, but I didn’t see anybody. As I laid down again, it started to talk again. It said, “Let me protect you from the evil.”
I opened my eyes again and said “Ok.” I don’t know if it’s because I believed it, or because I was too scared to argue. Looking back now, I realized that by saying that, I had actually let the thing in. And that’s when I started to lose control. It was subtle at first, like I was just more emotional than usual, more angry and fearful and sad. But then after a few weeks, it started using my voice to speak. And one night at dinner, I physically attacked my dad for no reason. It took me almost three months to realize that I had been possessed by this thing that claimed to be protecting me.
Long story short, I did a ton of research and was able to find a Protestant minister who did exorcisms. I took buses all the way to Minneapolis to meet him, and he spent three hours praying over me, performing rituals, and confronting what he called “the demon Abaddon.” It was the most agonizing three hours of my life. Imagine getting surgery while awake and with no anesthesia. I thought I was going to die.
Thankfully, or so I thought, the whole thing was a success. When it was over, I felt like this huge weight had been lifted and I was once again in control of my own body. I was like a whole new woman.
But it wasn’t over.
As soon as I got home, I started seeing terrifying visions of a monster with rotting flesh. At first I thought I was just paranoid, but it happened almost every night. The first time I heard The Devil’s Lullaby, I knew it wasn’t just a figment of my paranoid imagination.
The song started playing just after 3 in the morning. The radio started completely on its own. I remember being woken from a dead sleep and thinking that maybe I had messed up the alarm or something. I heard the creepy xylophone melody and the little girl’s pure and angelic voice singing hellish lyrics. Then I looked up, and the demon was standing in my doorway. It’s like he was taunting me.
The next day, I tried to tell myself it was just a dream. But then it woke me up again. And again a third time. And each time it happened, the demon got more aggressive. It got closer, louder, more terrifying. Then, as the song played for a fourth time, I woke up floating in mid-air with cuts on my arms. I know it sounds crazy, but other people have told similar stories. The song is like a countdown. Each time it plays, the demon gets more fierce and more aggressive. According to legend, the demon kills you after the song plays for the sixth time. Thankfully, I didn’t get to test out that part of the legend for myself, but my research did find that numerous people have died under mysterious circumstances after hearing the song several times. 
I contacted the church pastor who did my exorcism, but he couldn’t understand what had happened. I finally started reaching out to other people who had encountered The Devil’s Lullaby. Sure enough, every single one of them had had an exorcism beforehand, and every single one of them was tormented by the demon Abaddon. I started to realize that this demon, or class of demons, had a very particular MO. I reached out to pastors, priests, exorcists, and all types of clergy, but none could explain what was happening to me. That is, until I met Father Graves, the man who saved my life.
Not only was Father Graves familiar with The Devil’s Lullaby legend, but he told me he had worked with people tormented by that same demon. He explained that this demon was not the Abaddon spoken about in the Book of Revelation, but another destroyer who feeds on death. Father Graves came to my home, waited up with me, and confronted the demon face to face. I saw a lot of terrifying and unexplainable things that night, but ever since it happened, I have been at peace. The demon is gone, and I’m praising God for it every day.
Anyway, I don’t know why you’re reading this article. Maybe you’re just curious about the urban legend like you would be with any campfire ghost story, or maybe you’ve actually seen the demon for yourself and are desperate for answers. If you do hear The Devil’s Lullaby on your radio late at night, get help IMMEDIATELY. I cannot stress this enough.
Without intervention, the ultimate result is death. It’s happened to many unfortunate people, and it almost happened to me. This is not a joke. DON’T JUST REACH OUT TO ANY CLERGY. Look for church leaders and elders who are familiar with The Devil’s Lullaby and have actual experience confronting the demon Abaddon. There are many such clergy throughout the U.S. and the U.K. (I’m sure they also exist outside the English-speaking world, but you’ll have to do your own research).
If you take nothing else from this article, just know this: GET HELP AT ONCE. Time is not on your side.
Cassidy leaned back in her booth and wiped the sweat from her brow. Her fingers were trembling, her mind racing. She had already heard the song three times, and the demon had indeed grown more aggressive with each repetition.
She thought back to the night of her exorcism, when Dom had demanded to know the demon’s name. At that point, without any prior knowledge or provocation, the name “Abaddon” had burst from her diaphragm and echoed through the chapel. It was the same demon. A demon who loved to torment. A demon who sought mortal revenge on those who broke free from its clutches. 
For nearly fifteen minutes, she leaned back in her booth and allowed her mind and heart to race. The waitress returned twice but knew better than to try and engage Cassidy in any serious conversation.
Finally, Cassidy leaned forward and continued her online research. Her search history became littered with seemingly bizarre phrases like “devil’s lullaby exorcist,” “devil’s lullaby pastor,” and “demon abaddon help.” Her searches, though, only returned a few scattered references to the Devil’s Lullaby legend—most from Reddit and Reddit-type forums—and more heavy metal lyrics.
Not knowing what else to do, she finally returned to the website containing Marlene’s story and clicked on the “Contact Me” link at the top of the page. There, she found Marlene’s email address and composed the following message:
Hi Marlene,
You don’t know me, but I really need your help. My name is Cassidy. I live in Las Vegas. I found your website because I’ve been hearing the same song and seriously I don’t know what to do. I feel like I’m losing my mind here and I don’t know who to turn to. Please help me. Can you get me in touch with this pastor who helped you? I’ll drive or fly anywhere. I don’t care. Please answer me the second you get this message because I’m running out of time. I’ve already heard the song three times. Please help me.
At the bottom of the message, Cassidy left her full name, two email addresses, her phone number, her Skype ID, and her Instagram and Snapchat IDs. Then she sent the message and closed her laptop. All she could do now was wait out the darkness.
She stared out the window for what seemed like forever. The illuminated signs of Sam’s Town and Boulder Station shone brightly beneath the dark sky, and the cars whizzing by on Boulder Highway reminded her that she wasn’t alone. Directly across the street was a vacant field with only dirt, sand, and the occasional weed. Upon closer inspection, the field actually contained dirt, sand, the occasional weed, and a tall human-looking figure with long auburn hair and a decomposing face with crimson scars and white, lifeless eyes.
The demon was watching her, and it wanted her to know that she was being watched. It was still, expressionless. As the wind blew the Vegas dust back and forth across the vast field, the demon seemed to disappear and reappear while maintaining only semi-transparency. Cassidy forced herself to look away.
When she looked back several minutes later, the demon was gone, but she could still feel its presence. As the first glint of sunlight emerged over the valley, she paid for her coffee and asked one of the young busboys to escort her to her car.
She drove back to the house and waited in the driveway until sunlight covered the entire city. Then she exited the vehicle, returned to the master bedroom, and slipped beneath the covers.
Is this my life now? she thought as she buried her face in the pillow. Sleep through the day, then wait out the night, then sleep again?
Before she could ponder it much further, though, her phone vibrated inside the pocket of her pajama pants. She rolled over, retrieved the phone, and looked at the screen. It was an unfamiliar number with a 310 area code. She had enough LA socialite friends to know that this was a Los Angeles number.
Usually, she would let unfamiliar numbers go to voicemail. Given her desperate situation, though, she was hoping that Marlene was on the other side of the call. She accepted the call, pivoted flat on her back, and held the phone to her ear.
“Hello?”
“Hi,” said a soft female voice. “Is this Cassidy?”
Cassidy slowly sat up in the massive bed. “Yeah? Who’s this?”
“This is Marlene,” said the voice. “I just read your email. Is this a good time to talk?”
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Allison pulled into the driveway of her mother’s North Las Vegas home just before 6 p.m. This wasn’t a planned visit, but she had texted her mother a few hours prior to let her know that she’d be taking Kristen for a night out on the town. Apparently, Mom had given Kristen a heads up about the impromptu excursion, as Kristen was already seated on the porch with a pink backpack and enough makeup to serve cocktails at Caesar’s Palace.
As soon as Allison put the car in park, Kristen jumped up and scurried over to the passenger’s side. She tossed her backpack in the back seat and fiddled with her seat belt as Allison backed out of the driveway. As Allison turned the wheel and shifted the car into Drive, she waved at her mother who was standing near the front window.
“So what kind of lies do I have to tell tonight?” Kristen asked as she clicked the seat belt into place.
“It’s good to see you too, my dear niece,” Allison replied. “How was school today?”
“I’m sorry,” Kristen replied with genuine sadness in her voice. “I just feel icky about all of this.”
“Well you can relax,” Allison replied. “Tonight, you don’t have to say a word. We’re going to the Strip. I got us show tickets.”
“For what?”
“Aren Anzalone. The magician...illusionist, whatever.”
Kristen paused for a moment. “That was nice of you. Thank you. We don’t usually do fun stuff together.”
“Yeah, well, I mean, I get busy sometimes. You know how it is. When you own your own business, it’s hard to find any time for fun.”
“Is that why you don’t want me to live with you?” Kristen asked.
Allison was unprepared for the question and nearly swerved into the next lane of traffic on Lone Mountain Rd. “What do you mean?” she said, waving a quick apology to the Jeep driving beside her.
“Never mind,” Kristen replied, looking down at her hands in her lap.
Allison sighed. “Look, I love when we hang out together. I just figured you’d be more happy living with Grandma. She has that big house, and I just have the cramped apartment down by UNLV—not the safest part of town, by the way. I mean, I’m hardly ever home, but Grandma makes you food and takes you to school and church. You’ve got a pretty sweet setup.”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
About thirty minutes after their awkward conversation, Allison parked her car in the garage of Treasure Island Las Vegas, a product of the city’s brief and ill-fated foray into family-friendly branding. Aside from the carvings of topless mermaids adorning the walls and the once-functional replica pirate ships along the facade, few traces of the hotel’s once dominant nautical theme remained.
Their destination, The Venetian, was located across the street, accessible thanks to a convenient pedestrian bridge that crossed high over Las Vegas Boulevard. Allison liked parking at Treasure Island because she could access it using back roads that spared her from braving the traffic of the boulevard.
Allison and Kristen passed through the noisy Treasure Island hotel and crossed over the pedestrian bridge to the massive entrance walkway that spanned the facade of the Venetian.
Once inside the hotel, they strolled through the famed Grand Canal Shoppes, the exquisite Venetian-inspired shopping mall that spanned the main floor of the hotel. While most visitors marveled at the exotic boutiques, the colorful architecture, and the aromatic scent that wafted through the hotel like some high-end cologne, Allison could only think about one thing: Meeting Aren Anzalone face to face.
The ceiling was painstakingly painted to resemble a blue sky with puffy clouds, and a real canal—complete with gondolas and shimmering blue waters—cut across the center of the expansive walkway. The walls were designed with faux storefronts to resemble Piazza San Marco, the public square for which Venice was famous. The surroundings were breathtaking, but Allison couldn’t enjoy any of it.
Without saying a word, they passed the throngs of selfie-taking tourists, the enthusiastic street performers, and the cluttered barrage of overpriced watches and handbags that were displayed in store windows. Allison wasn’t even annoyed by the scattered clusters of college guys in muscle shirts who shouted inappropriate remarks from varying distances. As a svelte, neatly dressed young woman with a deceptively innocent face, she had grown accustomed to such reactions—especially on the uninhibited Vegas Strip.
They drifted past the canals and into another section of the mall where they were greeted by a newsstand, a coffee shop, and a food court. Along the route were several mall carts that offered cheap sunglasses, plush Pokémon toys, and something called a power bracelet.
The two of them descended the wide escalator into the main casino and took their place in line outside Aren’s showroom.
“How come you picked this show?” Kristen asked, her hands buried in the pockets of her pink hoodie.
“I was hoping to get a few words with the man himself,” Allison replied without taking her eyes off the life-sized Aren Anzalone poster that hung beside the entrance door. In the poster, he was dressed in a black trench coat and cupping his hands in front of him. A half-ashen phoenix was rising from his palms.
That’s not pretentious at all.
“Get a few words with him, why?” Kristen asked, disrupting Allison’s haze. “Is that how you meet boyfriends?”
Allison turned to her niece with a slight scowl. “That thing with Penn was just a one-night fling. Or was it Teller? I can never remember who’s who.”
“So why are we really here?” Kristen asked, removing her hands from her hoodie and crossing her arms in front of her. “I know when you’re not telling me everything. You’ve been looking around all night like you’re looking for someone.”
“Just chill, fucking spaz. Look, the line’s moving.”
And not a moment too soon.
The show was, without a doubt, unlike any magic show that Allison had ever seen. It combined smoke, fire, EDM music, and even acrobatics for a tightly choreographed presentation that was mesmerizing to watch even when the tricks themselves seemed familiar and uninspired.
Many of the routines were similar or identical to those Allison had seen on the Strip countless times before: the magician dons a Venetian mask and a cloak and dances with a gorgeous blonde assistant also shrouded behind a mask and cloak. Before the audience’s very eyes, the gorgeous blonde assistant vanishes into thin air—only to reappear on the opposite end of the stage almost instantly. She then removes her mask and reveals that she is in fact...the magician, Aren Anzalone. The figure previously thought to be Aren then removes the mask and is discovered to be the gorgeous blonde assistant. The two dance partners have miraculously switched places.
Again, Allison had seen variations of this trick performed by everyone from Lance Burton to the Amazing Johnathan, but Aren Anzalone certainly had a gift for selling it. The explosive fire effects. The hypnotic electronic music. Even the ballroom dancing was on point.
Allison was especially impressed by the fact that Aren Anzalone didn’t take himself nearly as seriously as his advertising materials would lead you to believe. Far from the moody, mysterious goth vampire that was sold to the public, he actually had a strong rapport with the audience and a sharp, sardonic, often self-deprecating sense of humor. He came off like someone who just liked to have a good time and didn’t give a fuck about people’s impression of him.
Granted, he did make his introduction by rising into a massive cloud of smoke from an elevating platform beneath the stage, all while dressed in form-fitting leather pants and a full-length trench coat. Still, once he completed his first trick and began interacting with the audience, he made it clear that he had no interest in playing the gloomy and mysterious role. 
“Do you like the jacket?” he asked the audience at one point. “I got it at Keanu Reeves’ garage sale.” 
Later in the show, he performed what Allison believed to be the most impressive trick in the show. He pulled an enthusiastic senior woman up on stage to take part in a trick involving an open-back, Victorian-style dollhouse. The dollhouse was a vintage wooden model, displayed on a wooden folding table and shown from the back so that the audience could see inside. It was fully furnished with miniature tables, chairs, area rugs, beds, sofas, and more. It had a sloped roof and was separated into four equal-sized sections: a living area and kitchen downstairs, and a bedroom and bathroom upstairs.
When the little old woman stepped onto the stage with the help of an usher, she immediately threw her arms around Aren and kissed him on the cheek. The audience went crazy, and Aren smiled warmly.
“And what’s your name?” Aren asked.
“Olivia,” the woman replied, hardly able to contain her excitement.
“Okay, Olivia. Thank you for volunteering to help out with this illusion. I promise it will only hurt for a minute or two.”
The audience erupted in laughter, as did Olivia.
“Now Olivia,” Aren continued, “can you confirm that we have never met before?”
Olivia shook her head. “That’s right.”
“And can you also confirm that I don’t owe you any back child support?”
Olivia let out a boisterous laugh and shook her head again.
“Oh, thank god,” Aren replied. “Then we can proceed with the illusion.
“So Olivia, where are you visiting from?”
“The Denver area,” she replied. “I’m here with my sister and her husband.”
“And are you celebrating anything special?”
“My grandson just got married.”
“Here in Vegas? Who the hell gets married in Vegas?”
Olivia laughed, and so did much of the audience. One tipsy bachelorette party near the front of the theater was particularly boisterous.
“Okay,” Aren continued, “I want to try something really quick. The other night, I saw this infomercial that was all about learning how to unlock your psychic potential. So I paid for their video series, and I want to see how my psychic abilities are coming along. So, if I can guess the name of your grandson and his new bride—and remember, we’ve never met before—will you tell everyone you meet that I have psychic powers?”
“Sure,” Olivia said.
“Fantastic.” Aren closed his eyes and placed two fingers against his forehead, feigning deep concentration. “Is it...Jack and Sarah?”
Olivia laughed and shook her head.
“Is it…Dan and Jennifer?”
Olivia shook her head again.
“Xavier and Fiona?”
Olivia just laughed.
“You know, you’re really not helping me here, Olivia.” More laughter from the audience.
“Let me try one more time. I think I got it. Is it...Andrew and Kelly?”
“Nope,” Olivia shouted.
Aren shook his head. “When you can't even trust a woman with a fake Romanian accent trying to sell you psychic training videos at three in the morning, who can you trust? Oh well. Moving on.”
When the laughter subsided, Aren turned toward the dollhouse just behind him and gestured toward it. “Olivia, how do you like my dollhouse here?” he asked. 
Olivia nodded. “It looks good.”
“Thank you, Olivia. That really means a lot to me. You see, when I was in high school, my friends would always make fun of me. They would attend heavy metal concerts and go on raucous joy rides in the city, and all I wanted to do was sit in my bedroom and build beautiful dollhouses like the one you see before you.”
More laughter from the audience.
“Do you think this is a beautiful dollhouse, Olivia?”
Olivia shook her head. “Very beautiful.”
“Really? Damn, you’re right. I wish I built it. But no, I had to give up my dollhouse-building dreams to become a stupid Vegas headliner.”
More laughter, albeit more muted this time.
“But I digress. Olivia, please take a look inside this dollhouse and tell me what’s missing.
Olivia turned her head and looked at the house. “Dolls,” she said.
Aren followed her gaze to the house. “Well, I was going to say indoor plumbing, but don’t ask me how I know that.”
Many in the audience laughed, but Allison rolled her eyes.
“You are correct, though. There are absolutely no dolls in this inferior dollhouse that wasn’t built by me. So maybe we can do something about that.”
Just then, one of Aren’s main gorgeous assistants—the brunette, not to be confused with the dancing blonde—walked onto the stage carrying a large woven basket. She wore a sparkling blue dress that accentuated her prominent curves. She handed the basket to Aren and smiled coyly at the audience as she returned to stage left and disappeared backstage.
“Okay,” Aren said as he held the basket in front of Olivia. “In this basket, we have a selection of lovely dolls crafted by the talented inmates at Clark County Detention Center.”
The audience laughed.
“I’m only kidding, of course. These are, in fact, lovely action figures crafted by the talented inmates at Clark County Detention Center.” He reached into the basket. “As you can see, we have a ballerina, a police officer, a farmer, some kind of wannabe Barbie…” He looked up at Olivia. “Olivia, why don’t you go ahead and pick out a doll. Any one you like.”
Olivia leaned her head toward the basket and studied the dolls carefully. Then she reached in and grabbed a doll that resembled a cheerleader in a pink uniform with pom-poms. She waved it in front of the audience and then handed it to Aren.
“Very good choice,” Aren said. “I thought for sure you’d go for the construction worker.” He placed the doll in the living room of the dollhouse and then spun the house 180 degrees, revealing the front of the house and concealing the rooms inside. “Okay, Olivia, are you ready to have your mind blown?”
Olivia nodded enthusiastically.
“Okay, here goes. Is it...Tim and Melissa?”
Everyone laughed, and Olivia once again shook her head.
“Goddammit!” Aren exclaimed, shocking some members of the audience with his first real use of profanity during the show.
Just then, the high-energy EDM soundtrack kicked in again, and the stage was drowned in the pulsating illumination of rapid strobe lights. Aren swiftly moved to the left of the dollhouse and stretched his hands toward the Victorian-inspired replica. About five seconds later, the roof and walls of the house burst open, revealing the gorgeous blonde assistant dressed in a pink cheerleading uniform, complete with pom-poms. The crowd went nuts.
The assistant jumped to the floor and took a bow. As she departed the stage and the music faded out, Aren stepped over to the dollhouse and retrieved a small envelope. He read the front of the envelope and then handed it to Olivia. “I think it’s for you,” he said. 
Olivia grabbed the envelope and studied it. She then broke the seal and opened it to reveal a small yellow sheet of paper. She unfolded the paper and read it, and almost instantly her excited expression turned to one of shock and confusion—almost fear.
“How did you…” The more stunned she appeared, the more amused Aren became.
“What does it say?” Aren asked.
Clearly bemused, Olivia held up the unfolded sheet. “It says, ‘Tristan and Isabelle.’”
Aren took the paper from her hand and studied it. “That’s weird. Who are Tristan and Isabelle?”
“M-my grandson and his new wife.”
“I don’t believe it,” Aren said. “Do you know what this means?”
Olivia shook her head, clearly still trying to process it.
“I am the greatest...freaking...psychic...ever!” The crowd exploded with applause.
Everyone in the audience appeared shocked and dumbfounded—everyone, that is, except for Allison Lockwood. While waiting in line prior to the show, Allison couldn’t help but notice that the usher was taking a suspicious amount of interest in the lives of the ticket holders, asking them questions about where they were from, what they were doing in Las Vegas, and what other activities they had enjoyed in the city so far. It was the same sort of subtle, unsuspecting data accumulation that Allison had mastered in her own line of work. Most likely, Olivia had already told the usher everything she needed to know before the show even began.
As a generous prize, Aren handed Olivia two free tickets to the High Roller, the massive observation wheel that towered above the center of the Vegas Strip. He then kissed Olivia on the cheek and had one of the ushers guide her back to her seat.
When the applause died down, he began to speak once again, but there was a much more serious look on his face. “Let me get real with you for a moment,” he said, “What you just saw was a magic trick. An illusion. If I told you how I did it, you’d roll your eyes at how stupid and simple it is. Unfortunately, though, there are people in this city, and in cities throughout the world, who perform this kind of trickery and then tell people that the magic is real, that they’ve been blessed with some divine or supernatural power.
“For a price, they’ll tell you that they can tell you your future, reveal your deepest hidden fears, or even communicate with your dead Aunt Lisa. As someone who’s dedicated his entire life to studying the art of deception, let me tell you right and here and now that it’s all a con. Your future is what you make it, and your Aunt Lisa isn’t sitting in some ethereal phone booth waiting to have a chat with you. Apologies to the kids in the audience who have no freaking idea what a phone booth is.
“Everything you’ve seen here tonight has been carefully and exhaustively designed to mystify you. It’s all illusion and deception. After you pack up your things and go home, I hope you always remember the sense of wonder and amazement you felt here tonight, especially during those times when less scrupulous con-artists try to take advantage of you. Question everything, and take nothing at face value, because quite often, even the most convincing presentations are just smoke and mirrors.”
At that moment, a massive cloud of smoke emerged from beneath the stage, and Aren segued into his final trick of the night. It was an impressive amalgamation of several classic magic tricks involving swords, mirrors, quick changes, fire, and straitjackets, but Allison was hardly paying attention.
The paranoid part of her mind was fixated on his lecture about deception. Could it have been directed at her? Is it possible the usher had recognized her and given Aren a heads-up before the show?
She finally shrugged it off. Aren was passionate about skepticism, and so it seemed more likely that he gave this speech at every show.
When it was all over, Allison and Kristen joined the huddled masses across the narrow center aisle and into the lobby, where Aren Anzalone was waiting to greet the attendees and pose for photos.
Kristen was already headed for the escalator when Allison grabbed her wrist and said, “Hold up. Don’t you want to meet the star of the show?”
“Not as much as you do,” Kristen said.
Allison had to admit that she was smitten. As she turned her head toward Aren and watched his interactions with fans, she was both delighted and frustrated by the fact that he was much more gorgeous in person. His dark hair just seemed thicker, his eyes bluer, his impressive muscle tone more pronounced. The trench coat was gone, and he wore a form-fitting black T-shirt that accentuated all of his best features. 
“This is only going to take a couple of minutes,” Allison said as she pulled Kristen toward the line of eager fans.
She reached into her handbag and retrieved a business card to give to Aren. The moment she looked at it, though, she realized that the card was emblazoned with the logo of her New Age store and boasted of her psychic mediumship services. This was most certainly not going to score her points with Aren Anzalone, so she shoved the card back into her bag and pulled out an old receipt and a pen.
By the time she and Kristen were ushered over to Aren to take a photograph, Allison had scribbled her name and phone number on the receipt.
Aren smiled warmly at Allison and Kristen as they approached, but Allison was still at a loss for what she was going to say. She decided the best approach would be simplicity and directness.
“I liked your show,” Kristen said to Aren as the photographer posed her beside him.
“Thank you,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I’m glad you had a good time.” He placed his other hand on Allison’s shoulder. “Did you enjoy the show as well?”
“Yeah, most def,” Allison said, feeling an excited shiver as his firm hand touched her shoulder. Most def? What the fuck was that? Am I back in high school or something?
The photographer counted to three and took a series of photos on his DSLR camera. Allison forced a smile, but she was distracted by the long line of mostly women who were eager for her to get out of the way so they could have their turn. Allison would need to act quickly.
When the photographer lowered his camera, Aren thanked his two guests and removed his hands from their shoulders.
Without wasting another moment, Allison turned toward him and handed him the wrinkled receipt. “Look,” she said, “you don’t know me, but I think we could really help each other out. I’m working on an assignment that could bring down the Las Vegas Exorcist once and for all, and I just need a few minutes to pick your brain. Can you just give me a call as soon as you can? I promise not to take up more than ten minutes of your time.”
Aren studied the phone number on the receipt. “Are you a cop or something?” he asked.
“More like a sort of private investigator,” Allison said with a slight stammer.
Aren grinned as he folded the receipt. “Like a sort of private investigator?”
Allison cocked her head back and saw that the fans behind her were growing impatient. “I better get out of the way,” she said. “If you just call this number, I promise I’ll explain everything. You once said that you were looking for the smoking gun to finally bring down the Las Vegas Exorcist. I think I have exactly what you’re looking for. Just promise you’ll give me a call.”
“You want my advice?” he said. “Stay away from the Las Vegas Exorcist. People who get too close have a tendency to end up dead.” He then crumpled up the receipt and handed it back to her. “Thanks for coming out to the show.”
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Cassidy pulled into the parking lot of the Galleria at Sunset, a sprawling shopping mall in the heart of Henderson, Nevada, about twenty miles east of the Vegas Strip. Despite a series of 21st-century upgrades intended to make the mall appear less dated, it still looked like a relic of nineties mallrat culture. The interior walls, arched ceiling, and tiled floors of the two-story shopping complex were uniformly white, and the exterior walls were a bland off-white as well. Palm trees and assorted desert trees lined the main entrance of the mall, and additional palm trees grew inside the mall itself, spanning almost the full height of the building up to the massive skylights on the ceiling.
Cassidy exited her vehicle and made her way toward the main entrance, which was shaded by an enormous metal awning. She was here to meet Marlene Rossi, one of the only people in the world who understood her horror. She hoped and prayed that Marlene would be able to guide her toward the long-term deliverance for which she was so desperate, but she was beginning to lose hope.
Originally, Marlene had tried giving her guidance over the phone, but the line would mysteriously disconnect every time. Finally, Marlene was able to remain on the line long enough to arrange an in-person meeting. She insisted on driving out to Las Vegas, noting that it would be extremely dangerous for Cassidy to make the long-distance drive to L.A. while being stalked by such an aggressive demon.
Marlene had originally suggested meeting somewhere on the Strip, but Cassidy vehemently refused. Her father owned multiple restaurants on the Strip and had relationships with most of the big hotel executives. If her face showed up on any of the thousands of security cameras that covered every square inch of the Strip casinos, she suspected that her father would be tipped off immediately. She might even be held in custody long enough for her father to come and collect her. Then, he would undoubtedly bring her home and teach her a lesson. And so they settled on the Galleria at Henderson.
Maybe it was just paranoia. It probably was. But a lifetime of abuse has a way of inspiring extreme caution in a person.
Cassidy made her way along the second floor of the mall, past trendy clothing stores, assorted trinket shops, and one store that specialized in medieval battle armor and weaponry. That store had been in the mall for years, and yet the sign in the window forever read “Going Out of Business.” 
Cassidy’s destination was the food court. That was where she and Marlene had agreed to meet just before the phone line cut out again. When Cassidy reached the massive second-story food court with its two dozen tables, she scanned the area hoping to find some hint of Marlene’s presence. At that moment, she realized she had no idea what Marlene even looked like.
Most of the tables were vacant, but a few were occupied with laughing high school kids and families. She imagined Marlene to be around her own age, but she couldn’t find any twenty-something women sitting alone at the food court. She checked the time on her phone and realized that she was about ten minutes early, so she decided to take a seat and just wait.
Before she could even make her way to the seating area, she heard a soft female voice call her name. The voice couldn’t have come from more than a few inches behind her.
She spun around and saw a middle-aged woman in a pink sweatshirt and jeans. Her blonde hair was thinning at the roots, and a single gray streak of hair was visible from root to tip on the left side of her head. Her warm smile revealed heavy wrinkles at the corners of her mouth, and Cassidy was surprised to see that the woman was probably in her mid- to late forties.
“Are you Marlene?” Cassidy asked.
The woman nodded. “It’s good to meet you. Why don’t we sit and chat?”
Marlene led Cassidy toward the rows of tables that were bolted to the dirty tile floor. Marlene’s arms were thin and frail, making her appear even older.
“Thanks for driving all this way,” Cassidy said, following her. “Honestly, we could have done this through email.”
Marlene shook her head. “You saw what happened with the phone line. Technology is not our friend here. The only way to have this conversation is face to face in a crowded spot.”
Marlene chose a table, and the two of them sat across from one another. “The demon knows me very well,” Marlene continued, “and he’s not going to appreciate me telling you how I got free.” She leaned forward toward Cassidy. “You have to promise me that you’re gonna act quick. Do exactly what I tell you, and don’t waste a minute. Now that you’re talking to me, Abaddon is gonna see it as a threat, and he’s gonna get more aggressive.”
Cassidy shook her head. She could feel herself beginning to tremble. “Just tell me. Please. I heard the song again this morning. It came on in broad daylight. That’s four times now.”
“Have you started sleeping during the day?” Marlene asked.
Cassidy shook her head.
“That’s why. Abaddon refuses to be outsmarted. You can’t make it go away by hiding from the dark.”
“So how did you make it go away?”
Marlene leaned forward. “Have you ever heard of the League of St. Michael?”
Cassidy shook her head.
“Well, it started as a group of excommunicated Catholic priests who were removed from the priesthood because they were a little too serious about demons and demonic activity. They would do exorcisms that weren’t sanctioned by the church because they knew that if they waited too long, people could actually die.
“The church leaders didn’t like it because their authority was being undermined or whatever, but let’s face it, most churches take a pretty cynical view of exorcism. They treat it like a last resort because they don’t want to be laughingstocks. Demon possession is seen as kind of a joke, but people like us know it’s not a joke at all.”
“So this group, the League of St. Michael, they just got together and decided to completely focus on possession and demons. They studied all these old books about demon hierarchies like The Lemegeton and Malleus Maleficarum. With or without the church’s support, they decided they would help people being tormented by demons. That would be their mission. They got their hands on classified books and documents straight from the Vatican and traded information that most people just don’t have access to. I mean, including most exorcists. If you want to get rid of this thing, you have to talk to a priest from the Order of St. Michael. Right away.”
Cassidy nodded vociferously and retrieved her phone from her handbag. She turned on the phone and began to type “Order of St. Michael” into her Notes app. Before she could finish, Marlene reached into her own handbag and pulled out a stapled stack of papers.
“Here,” Marlene said, handing her the papers. “I printed out some information for you. I actually got in touch with the priest who helped me, Father Graves. He told me that he’d be willing to help you too. I can get him on the phone right now, if you think you’re ready.”
Cassidy flipped through the pages. There was a printed Wikipedia page for the Order of St. Michael and a few other assorted pages about the history of demonic possession and the demon Abaddon. At the very end was a photocopy of what looked like a business card. It simply read, “Father Thomas Graves, Order of St. Michael.” Beneath the name and title was a phone number with an unfamiliar area code.
“Like you said,” Marlene continued, “time’s running out. I’ve been where you are right now. I can help you through this.”
“I don’t know,” Cassidy said, staring at the paper. “I should talk this over with my pastor first.”
“Sweetie, there isn’t time. And you can’t be talking about that pastor who did the exorcism. A lot of good that did you. He doesn’t understand what you’re dealing with here. You need a real specialist.”
With a trembling hand, Cassidy picked up the phone and dialed the number. Three rings. Then, a click.
“Hello?” said a baritone male voice. “This is Father Graves speaking.”
“H-hi,” Cassidy stammered. “Um...you don’t know me, but, a friend said you might be able to help me out. You see, I’m dealing with something I can’t really explain.”
“Is this Cassidy?” the man asked.
“Yeah,” Cassidy replied with a deep exhale.
“Of course. Marlene told me about you. Why don’t you tell me your story?”
Cassidy took a deep breath and then completely unloaded. She told him about the strange vision, the song, the exorcism. She even went into the gruesome details of her childhood abuse. She must have talked for nearly five minutes before finally stopping to breathe.
“It sounds like you’ve been through a lot,” the priest said. “As you probably know, I have confronted this demon before, and a lot of what you’re saying is very familiar to me.”
For the first time since the exorcism, Cassidy felt hope surging through her entire body.
“We can beat this,” Father Graves continued. “Can you get to Los Angeles?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“Good. Let Marlene drive you. It’s not safe for you to make the drive by yourself right now. Not until we get this thing taken care of. I’ll be in my office—”
Just then, the phone line began to cut out. Father Graves’ words became choppy and unclear, and Cassidy could only make out scattered words like “dark,” “pray,” and “Marlene.”
“Hello?” Cassidy shouted into the phone as the priest’s voice dropped altogether. “Father Graves? Father Graves? Are you still there? Hello?”
On the line, there was only static and a faint hiss. Cassidy called out to Father Graves once again, but he didn’t reply. Instead, there came the familiar xylophone melody and the chilling voice of the young girl.
The devil creeps into my room
To sing a lullaby
He softly whispers
Pleasant dreams
For soon it's time to die
Cassidy dropped the phone on the table and cupped her hands over her mouth, trembling. Tears were streaming down her face, and she was fighting the urge to scream at the top of her lungs. The song was loud enough for Marlene to hear.
“We need to get going,” Marlene said. “Now.”
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At around 8:30 p.m., Allison found herself lying in bed with a half-empty glass of Jack Daniel’s and a book about the psychology of possession and exorcism in America. An old Bad Religion punk rock album played on her Bluetooth stereo system, and her flimsy ceiling fan wobbled precariously above her head. Outside her bedroom window, she could see the bright lights of the Vegas Strip off in the distance. 
She was reading about the glaring inconsistencies in the case of Roland Doe, the boy whose heavily publicized exorcisms inspired The Exorcist. As she turned a page and read statements from the eyewitness accounts, the iPhone on her nightstand vibrated.
Allison placed the book and the whiskey glass on the nightstand and picked up the phone. The phone number appearing on her screen was a local 702 number, but there was no name assigned to it.
Allison rolled off the bed, jogged across the room to the stereo, and turned down the volume. Then she accepted the call and raised the phone to her ear. “Hello?”
At first, Allison could hear only labored breathing, as though someone were running a marathon while making a phone call.
“Hello?” Allison repeated, pacing across her bedroom.
“Andrea…” came a trembling whisper.
Allison stopped cold. “Cassidy? Is everything okay?”
Cassidy whispered something, but Allison couldn’t make out the words.
“Cassidy, I can barely hear you,” she said.
“Please listen,” she whispered. “I’m hiding under the bed. Please. I don’t have a lot of time. Jesus...I hid my diary in the floorboard. Please find it. Please make sure my mom gets it. Please. This is so important. Please.”
“Cassidy, what’s going on? Where are you? Are you in trouble?”  
Allison heard more heavy breathing and what sounded like crying, and then the call dropped. She prepared to call back but quickly stopped herself, realizing that she might compromise Cassidy’s hiding place if the poor girl’s phone rang or even vibrated.
A few seconds later, a text message appeared on Allison’s phone. It was from Cassidy. The message contained only an address: 14621 Oasis Crossing, Henderson.
Allison dialed 911 on her smartphone.
“Nine-one-one emergency,” came a woman’s calm voice.
“Yes, there’s a home invasion at 14621 Oasis Crossing in Henderson. I need police to get there immediately. My friend is hiding, and she’ll be killed if you don’t hurry up. This is a life-or-death situation.”
“Okay, ma’am. Are you in the house with your friend?”
“No. She just called me. Please send police immediately.”
“Ma’am, just to confirm, the address is one-four-six-two-one Oasis Crossing in Henderson. Is that correct?”
“Yes. Please hurry.”
“Okay, ma’am. I’m notifying the Henderson Police Department so they can get someone out there right away.”
The dispatcher then asked more questions about the nature of the incident, but Allison wasn’t able to provide much information. By the time the dispatcher started asking personal questions about Cassidy, Allison was already dressed and in the elevator of her high-rise apartment building. She didn’t own a gun, and she had no idea what she was up against, but she wasn’t about to let Cassidy suffer and die alone in that house.
As she raced toward her car in the dimly lit basement garage, the dispatcher confirmed that Henderson PD officers were on their way to the scene. Feeling mildly hopeful, Allison hopped into the driver’s seat of her car and gunned it for Flamingo Rd. 
With help from her phone’s GPS, she reached the Henderson house about twenty minutes later. It was a typical suburban desert tract home with two stories, a sand-colored paint job, a white garage door, and a roof that came to multiple points. It looked like every other home on the cul-de-sac—except that it had three police squad cars parked out front. 
Allison parked on the street in front of the neighbors’ nearly identical house. She then frantically exited the vehicle without locking the door and raced toward the sole police officer who stood outside of Cassidy’s house. The officer was tall and resembled a young Denzel Washington with a shaved head.
“Is Cassidy okay?” Allison asked the officer.
The cop turned to her. “Are you family?” he asked in a deep voice.
“She’s...my best friend,” Allison lied. “I’m the one she called when she was hiding under the bed. I made the 911 call.”
The man studied Allison. “We’ve got some of our best guys going through the house for evidence, but so far, there’s no signs of foul play and nobody in the house.”
“What do you mean?” Allison asked, breathless and puzzled.
“I mean it looks like no one’s been in or out of that house all day. Are you sure this is the place?”
Allison ignored the officer’s question. “How do you know no one’s been in or out all day?”
The officer pointed to a tiny bullet camera hanging above the front door. “You see that camera right there?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s connected to a DVR security system. My boys checked the DVR footage, and no one’s come in or out of here all day. And everything inside looks pretty normal. Did your friend tell you for sure that she was inside?”
Allison could almost feel her head spinning. Technically, Cassidy had not said that she was inside the house. She had only said that she was ‘hiding under the bed.’ But what bed? This address was presumably the location of the diary that Cassidy wanted Allison to find, but could Cassidy have been somewhere else entirely? Allison had a dark feeling in the pit of her stomach.
“I don’t...know,” Allison said. “She just called me. She was incomprehensible. I thought she would be here. Are you sure the house is empty?”
“Like I said, my boys are going through the whole house looking for evidence, but we’ve been in every room.”
“Did you check under the beds?”
“We looked under the beds, in the closets, everywhere a person could possibly fit. There’s nobody in there, and I didn’t see any signs of a struggle. It’s actually one of the cleanest houses I’ve ever seen on an emergency call.”
Allison waited with the officer for nearly an hour. He asked her about her relationship with Cassidy and grilled her about how long the two women had known each other, whether Cassidy had any known enemies, and even whether or not Cassidy had a love interest.
Allison tried to dodge the questions at first, but she finally “confessed” that she had met Cassidy at a church service and forged a brief but meaningful friendship. Most importantly, she made sure to point the finger at Dominic Maffiore, the Las Vegas Exorcist. This whole strange business started when Cassidy got wrapped up with the exorcist, and Allison wanted that fact on the record. The officer had never heard of Dominic Maffiore but assured Allison that he would look into the matter.
He asked Allison if she’d be willing to come to the station and make a statement on the record, and she agreed. Before he could say another word, though, she was already halfway back to her car, puzzling over what to do next. If Cassidy wasn’t in this house, where was she?
Allison leaned against her car and stared up at the night sky with its faint dusting of stars. She tried to make sense of everything that was happening, but she also wanted to convince herself that none of it was real. This was all some huge, bizarre misunderstanding. Yes, that had to be it. Cassidy had taken one too many anxiety pills and was now just loopy from the drugs, probably at one of the nicer hotels on Las Vegas Boulevard.
Allison’s phone rang. Frantically, she reached into the tight pocket of her jeans and retrieved it. It was the same number from which Cassidy had called her earlier that evening. Allison’s finger was trembling so much that she could barely tap the green “Accept” button on her phone’s display. When the call did finally connect, she pressed the phone firmly against her ear.
“Cassidy? Is that you? Where are you? Tell me where you are right now.”
“Hello? Who is this?” said an upbeat female voice. It definitely didn’t sound like Cassidy.
“Who is this?” Allison shot back in a much less friendly tone.
“This is Candace,” the woman replied. “I just found this phone on the sidewalk and I was wondering if I might find the owner. This is the last number that was called, just a couple of hours ago, so I thought you might know who’s phone it is. Are you a friend?”
“Wait, what sidewalk? Where are you?” Allison asked, pacing back and forth along the empty street.
“Maybe I can meet you somewhere,” the woman said, still sounding oddly chirpy and enthusiastic. “I’m actually in Henderson right now. If you just tell me where you are, I can bring the phone to you and you can give it to your friend. You said her name was Cassidy?”
“Yeah, Cassidy…” Allison said softly, her voice trailing off at the end.
“I’m sorry,” the woman continued. “I didn’t get your name. On this phone, your name just shows up as ‘Church Friend.’ That’s kind of funny.”
Allison felt a cold chill reverberate through her entire body. Something definitely didn’t feel right about this. Why was the woman so desperate to learn Allison’s name? And why was she asking to meet up with Allison rather than just asking how to get in touch with Cassidy?”
“Where the fuck is Cassidy?” Allison spat with gritted teeth. “I’m here with the cops right now. We’re going to find you, I swear to god.”
For a moment, there was only silence on the other end of the line. Then Allison could hear faint murmuring; it sounded like the woman was talking to someone else in hushed tones. After several seconds, Allison could once again hear the woman’s heavy breathing.
“You want to find out where she is?” the woman said, her voice now cold and shrill. “It’s a big fucking desert, bitch. You better start digging.”
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“Excuse me?” said the visibly frustrated man standing in front of the counter. “Do these herbs work for erectile dysfunction or not?”
The loudness of his voice—or perhaps the foulness of his breath—caused Allison to awaken from her trance. She was standing behind the counter at her shop, ostensibly serving customers but really just leaning against the counter’s sharp edge and mentally replaying the horrors of the previous night.
“I’m sorry, what?” she asked the man with an annoyed scowl.
The balding man slammed the bottle of pills on the counter. “This horny goat weed,” he spat. “Does it really help with boners?”
“No, you fucking waste of jizz,” she shouted. “None of this shit does fucking anything. Look around. Every pill, every crystal, and every magic spell in this shithole is carefully designed to capitalize on the stupidity of people like you! Hey, if those pills don’t work, we have copies of The Secret on aisle three. Maybe you can fucking manifest yourself a bigger dick.
“Or, here’s an even better idea. You’re like...what? Forty-two, forty-three years old? If you can’t get a hard-on, maybe your problem isn’t herbs. Maybe you just need to lay off the fucking YouPorn and stop treating your dick like a balloon animal as you spend endless hours watching depraved videos of golden showers and crack-addicted women fucking their stepsons. If that doesn’t do the trick, come back in a week and I’ll sell you all the horny fucking goat weed you want. Is there anything else I can help you with today?”
The man stood frozen in shock. He didn’t even look angry, just stunned and speechless. Maybe even hurt. “Actually, I have a heart condition,” he said with a slight whimper.
“Oh,” Allison replied awkwardly. “Then you really shouldn’t take those pills. Trust me.”
She slipped out from behind the counter, walked toward the massive bookshelf that comprised the center aisle, and handed the man a brightly colored book on meditation and mindfulness.
“Read this,” she said, too embarrassed to look him in the eyes. “It’s on the house. If you have a bad heart, you want to keep your stress down, right? Maybe I should give that one a read as well.” She let out a forced laugh.
“Uh...okay,” the man said, now clearly confused as he stumbled toward the exit.
After he left the building, Allison returned to the counter and proceeded to press her forehead against its surface.
Keep it together, she kept saying to herself.
The man had seemed decent enough, if not a bit curmudgeonly. And Allison had never blown up at a customer before.
Maybe it was just exhaustion. After all, she had been at the police station until 3 a.m. answering questions about Cassidy.
Maybe it was grief. But then again, she hardly knew Cassidy.
Then she had a miserable feeling in the pit of her stomach. Maybe...it was guilt.
“What the hell is happening to me?” she asked aloud, her face pressed firmly against the cold countertop.
“Is that a rhetorical question?” asked a male voice.
Startled, Allison stood up straight, eyes forward. Standing right across the counter was Aren Anzalone. He was barely recognizable in the unassuming street clothes he wore. His form-fitting gray t-shirt showed off his impressive physique, and his tight blue jeans made him appear almost like a normal human being. His face, though, would stand out in any crowd, on account of his deep blue eyes, chiseled chin, high cheekbones, and thick chestnut hair. Without his familiar goth attire, he looked like he belonged on the cover of GQ. Even his eyebrows looked as though they were artfully tailored in some swanky Beverly Hills salon.
“Hey…” was all Allison could think to say. She was equal parts excited and horrified. If he knew that she worked in a place like this, the jig was up. There was no way he would help her or give her any sort of information. “How did you…”
“I Googled your phone number,” Aren said, “and oh to my surprise, this magical wonderland popped up in the results. I seriously had to see it for myself. Do all PIs work out of snake oil shops these days?”
“But...you didn’t even keep my number,” Allison said. “You crumpled it up and threw it at me.”
“Oh, come on. I didn’t throw it at you. I tossed it gingerly. I didn’t need it anymore. I just memorized the number and gave it back to you. I’m an illusionist, remember? Memorization is sort of a key skill set. So what are you doing in a place like this?”
“It’s a long story,” Allison murmured. “More importantly, what are you doing here?”
“I gotta be honest,” Aren said, “your proposition intrigued me. I hate the Las Vegas Exorcist, and that’s not a word I use lightly. If you know something that could bring him down, I’m all ears. Do you have time to grab lunch?”
“I uh…” She was going to confess that her sole employee had recently quit and that she had no one else to watch the store, but it quickly occurred to her that she owned the store. She could just lock the door and return later. Since the cat was clearly out of the bag anyway, she might as well try to get any information she could out of Aren Anzalone. “Sure,” she said finally. “Is there somewhere I can meet you in like half an hour?”
“How about the Peppermill?” Aren asked.
“Okay, sounds good. I guess I’ll meet you there then.”
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The Peppermill Restaurant and Fireside Lounge was a Las Vegas institution. Located on a semi-vacant stretch of land on the north Strip between the Encore and the Stratosphere, it represented a throwback to Vegas’s kitschy past, a celebration of all that is ostentatious. From the outside, the restaurant resembled a typical yet colorful diner with a sloped roof, a gaudy blue paint job, and a distinctive halo of fluorescent blue lights separating the roof shingles from the tinted windows that covered the length of the perimeter.
As distinctive as the exterior was, however, the real visual spectacle was inside. The color scheme was an orgy of blue, pink, and purple, with lush faux-trees and a vast mirrored ceiling. As Allison entered the restaurant for the first time in more than twenty years, she thought it resembled a diner straight out of Alice in Wonderland. The booths were brightly illuminated in cool colors, the fake tree leaves dangled from the ceiling, and the hanging Tiffany lamps spotlighted each table with a dim glow. It was clear that the restaurant hadn’t changed much since it first opened in 1972, and that’s how people liked it. It was a cozy reminder that the Strip hadn’t always been a self-important glitter parade awash in Louis Vuitton stores and infested with trust-fund hipsters and Kim Kardashian wannabes. It was just...the old Peppermill.
When Allison arrived, Aren was already seated at one of the booths. She sat across from him and greeted him with an awkward smile. She was embarrassed and somewhat irritated by how goofy she felt in his presence.
They exchanged brief salutations and then made idle small talk about her boring upbringing in North Las Vegas and his boring upbringing in Yakima, Washington. They discussed everything they loved and hated about Las Vegas, and Allison vented her frustration about the rising real estate costs. As she segued into a passionate tirade about how the incoming Raiders football franchise would raise housing costs even more, Aren calmly interrupted her with the very topic she had been hoping to avoid.
“So I have to ask,” he said, ignoring her detailed explanation of how the new Raiders stadium would destroy Dean Martin Drive once and for all. “What’s the deal with the magic shop? Do you actually own that?”
Allison took a deep breath. “Yeah. It’s all mine. I mean, I was in my twenties when I opened it, and it seemed like a pretty smart business to get into. Affordable inventory, high markups, you know?
“I mean, I knew I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life working for someone else and making them rich while they decide how much money I deserve to make. But that was quite a while ago. Lately, I’ve been thinking it’s probably time to sell the shop. There are other ways to make money, right? Who knows? Maybe I could do the PI thing full-time.”
Aren nodded. “The sign in your window said that you do psychic readings. Are you a psychic?” He couldn’t help but smirk as he asked the question.
Allison was growing increasingly annoyed by the unsolicited interrogation. “Let’s talk about the Las Vegas Exorcist. I want to know everything you know. Before, it was about business. But now it’s personal.”
“Why?” Aren asked, leaning back in the cushioned booth.
“Because now my friend is dead.”
Aren leaned forward and looked inquisitively into her eyes. “What do you mean?”
Allison took a deep breath and divulged the full story: her encounter with Jack, her meeting with the Las Vegas Exorcist, her research into the strange but barely explained disappearances of other young women. By the time she reached the part of the story about Cassidy’s phone call and disappearance, tears were streaming down her face.
“I’ll never forget that voice,” Allison said, nearly shaking. “The woman sounded like, I don’t know, forty-five, maybe fifty. She had one of those gravelly sort of smoker’s voices. She said, ‘It’s a big fucking desert, bitch. You better start digging.’ Who the hell was that? And on Cassidy’s phone? And I know I heard a second voice whispering in the background. I just can’t get the whole thing out of my head. Part of me is like...maybe she’s still alive. Maybe it’s just some weird head game. But then I’m like, no way...Not a chance.”
“You told the cops about this?” Aren asked.
Allison nodded. “I spent the whole fucking night at the station answering questions. They practically waterboarded me.”
“Did you tell them everything you told me?”
Allison shook her head. “I told them everything they needed to know about the Las Vegas Exorcist and Cassidy’s history with him, but I didn’t say anything about my own investigation. I also begged them to trace the phone, but they wouldn’t tell me anything. They just kept saying that their best guys were investigating, whatever the fuck that means.”
“The phone’s probably been disconnected by now,” Aren said, “maybe even destroyed. But we might be able to find out for sure.”
“How?”
“You said she had an iPhone, right?”
“Yeah,”
“Well, we could go back to that house where she was living. Look for an iPad or an old iPhone or something. If she has Find My iPhone set up, we can trace the phone that way. I wouldn’t count on the local cops to do anything. We’ve been through these cases before, and they never lead anywhere. Dominic is really good about covering his tracks, and Las Vegas Metro is one of the most corrupt police forces in the country.”
“That’s fine with me,” Allison said. “I have to go back to that house anyway. I need to find that diary that Cassidy was talking about. But I want to know about these other disappearances. Who’s Cindy?”
Aren smiled. “I see you watched the YouTube video.”
“Yeah. You said that you had some damning info about Dominic, and you mentioned a woman named Cindy that you and your girlfriend met at Dominic’s church. When you started to tell the story—”  
“The video cut out,” Aren said. “You can thank Dominic’s lawyers for that. They were threatening a defamation suit, and the Skeptic Society wanted no part of that, so they just caved. I don’t blame them, though. They’re a nonprofit that’s struggling just to pay the bills. I offered to pay their legal fees, but they wouldn’t allow it because they didn’t think there was any way they could win. We just didn’t have the physical evidence. Like I said, Dominic’s really good at covering his tracks.”
Just then, the waitress came to deliver their drinks and take their order. Aren ordered a cobb salad, and Allison ordered an omelette.
“So who’s Cindy?” Allison asked as the waitress walked away.
Aren paused, gathering his thoughts. He looked somewhat somber as he considered the question and reflected on what was obviously a painful memory. “Cindy was a lot like your friend,” he said. “A lost soul who was just desperate for answers and looking for a way out. When I was doing the undercover thing at Dom’s church, I had a couple of conversations with her. I watched her go through the whole exorcism process, saw her fall down to her knees and thank God for saving her when it was over. I thought that would be the end of it.”
“Let me guess,” Allison said, “she came back a week or two later and rambled incoherently about being stalked by some demon with a creepy white face.”
Aren looked surprise. “Yeah. Pretty much. I’m guessing that’s what happened to your friend too?”
Allison nodded. “The first night I met Cassidy, I sort of eavesdropped on a conversation she was having with Dominic. The creepiest part is that he said he knew how he could help her, but I’m not sure what he meant by that.”
“And I’m guessing Cassidy had money to burn?”
“Her dad founded the Sinclair Steakhouse chain.”
“I’d say that’s pretty well-to-do.”
“Why is that important?” Allison asked. “Was Cindy loaded too?”
Aren nodded. “Dominic hustles hundreds of people out of their money every year, maybe thousands. But the ones who disappear always fit the same profile: young, female, and rich. And it’s always the same story, too. Cindy wasn’t the first person to disappear after ranting about a pale-faced stalker.
“After she disappeared, I obsessively started looking for her. Then, while reading through every online article ever written about Dominic, I found this seemingly random series of Twitter posts from one of the head honchos at Caesars Palace. He was looking for answers about his daughter Denise’s disappearance, and the only reason he even showed up on my radar was because he briefly mentioned that his daughter had been going to these exorcism services.
“This guy didn’t think Dominic had anything to do with her disappearance, though. He thought she had just had a mental health breakdown and left town or something. Apparently, she had been talking about strange music playing on her radio and a strange figure hovering over her bed. He wanted the public’s help finding her so he could have her committed.”
Allison hesitated for a moment as the sounds of boisterous chatter and clanking silverware echoed all around her. “And, was Denise ever found? And Cindy?”
Aren hesitated and pressed his palms together, elbows on the table. “Denise is still considered a missing person. “But Cindy’s body was found about six months after she disappeared. She was dumped in the woods on Mount Charleston, not even buried. Some hiker’s dog sniffed her out.”
Allison suddenly felt sick to her stomach. “How did they know it was her? I mean...”
“Dental records. And they did the whole DNA analysis thing. They were looking for the killer’s DNA, but they couldn’t find a match. Dominic was a person of interest at the time, and he volunteered a DNA sample to get the cops off his back. No match.”
“I don’t think Dominic’s the one doing the killing,” Allison said.
“No, there’s an entire team at work here. Dominic’s just the ringleader. He chooses victims that he thinks are easy to manipulate, and his cronies create these horror scenarios, constantly elevating the realism until the victims are willing to pay any amount of money to be free. He takes the lion’s share of the money, and his lackeys do all of the dirty work.”
Allison puzzled over Aren’s theory for a moment. “If it’s all just a con to get money, why do the girls have to die?”
“Because when you’re running that kind of con and taking the kind of money that he’s helping himself to, you can’t leave any loose ends behind. Sooner or later, the whole thing would unravel. Once the fear is eliminated, at least one of those girls would come to her senses and say, ‘Wait a second…’”
“How much money is he taking?”
“According to Cindy’s parents, she withdrew almost twenty grand from her family’s different bank accounts in the days before her disappearance. And according to Denise’s dad, he was searching her room after she vanished and found a transaction report for a twenty-five-thousand-dollar withdrawal. All cash transactions. No paper trail. No DNA. Even the few phone records they’ve found have all been traced to disposable phones. Dominic always covers his tracks. And now another girl has disappeared. Fuck...”
Allison’s head was spinning. It was highly likely that Cassidy was already dead, perhaps lying in a vacant field like discarded garbage. Allison knew there was no way she’d be able to eat her meal.
“So you tried doing, like, an undercover sting with your girlfriend?” Allison asked.
“We just went to a couple of Dominic’s services. I tried to be as incognito as possible, but it didn’t take them long to figure out who I was. Let’s just say we weren’t welcomed back. After his security goons dragged me out, Dominic actually followed me to my car and threatened to kick my ass if he ever saw me again. I just smiled and said he better watch his own ass when he gets to prison.”
Allison thanked the waitress as she refilled her drink and walked away.
“I need to get into Cassidy’s house,” Allison said. “She told me to find her diary and give it to her mom. But maybe that diary is our smoking gun. Maybe there’s info that could actually bring Dominic down. Think about it. If she documented the same kinds of things that we know about Cindy and Denise, and she has damning information about Dominic that’s actually in writing, it could definitively link him to all three disappearances.”
Aren thought for a moment. “It’s worth a shot.”
Allison and Aren arrived at Cassidy’s house on the cul-de-sac about an hour later.
“I thought you said she was rich,” Aren said, stepping out of his black Tesla Model X and observing the unassuming two-story tract home. The paint was peeling from the house, and the lawn—like so many in the Las Vegas area—was more brown than green.  
Allison led him to the front door. “I said her dad is rich. I don’t know what her situation is.”
She noticed that the front door had been busted, almost certainly by the police the night before. There was a huge hole next to the knob and deadbolt and an enormous brown crack spanning from the knob to the top of the door. Across the front porch was a thin barrier of yellow police tape bearing the words “Police Line – Do Not Cross.”
Ignoring the warning, Allison made her way toward the door, encouraged by how easy it would be to enter the home. Before she could reach the porch, Aren rushed forward and stretched his hand in front of her as a gesture to stop moving. Before she could even open her mouth to ask what he was doing, she looked up and remembered the small bullet camera that was mounted above the front door, its lens pointing directly down at the porch.
“That thing might still be recording,” Aren said. “Let’s go around the back.”
After briefly looking around for an alternative means of entry, the two trespassers strolled over to the side yard, where Aren unlatched the wooden fence and entered the very narrow back patio. There was a sliding glass door which was also locked, but no other points of entry could be seen. Near the back fence was an open shed that contained what appeared to be a few storage boxes and gardening tools.
Allison stepped into the shed, moved a few items around, and returned with an aluminum extension ladder. She pulled the ladder to its full height and leaned it against the house so that it nearly reached one of the second-story bedroom windows.
“Some people don’t lock their windows on the second floor because they don’t think they’re vulnerable,” she explained as she began to climb.
“Impressive,” Aren said. “Do you rob houses, too?”
“I read a lot of books,” Allison said with a smirk.
When she reached the top, she pressed her hands against the glass and attempted to push the window to the left. It almost surprised her how easy it was to get it open. Once it was opened all the way, she popped off the screen and hopped into what appeared to be a small guest bedroom. The queen bed was made up, and the art on the wall was simple and generic, suggesting that the room was meant to look appealing but didn’t actually have a full-time resident. Before she could even exit the room to unlock the front door, Aren hopped in behind her.
“This looks like my grandma’s house,” he said, looking around.
Allison ignored him as she studied the carpeted floor and followed it into the hallway. Where was she supposed to find a floorboard?
She stepped into what looked like the master bedroom. The bed was massive, probably a California King, and it was fully made up, just like the bed in the other room. Allison walked beside the bed and opened the two drawers of the white nightstand. There was a package of Halls cough drops and a romance novel, but the drawers were otherwise empty. On top of the nightstand was a white clock radio. She picked it up and studied it, and sure enough, there was a Bluetooth symbol on the side. It would have been easy for someone to remotely manage the device with their smartphone, playing any terrifying song at any ungodly hour. That could certainly explain the impromptu serenade from Hell that Cassidy had described to Dominic.
Allison made her way downstairs and saw that the living room had hardwood flooring. Now she was getting somewhere. She tapped the various floorboards with her feet, looking for any that might be loose. A couple of them creaked slightly, but they all seemed pretty intact. She moved the massive black sofa and examined the floorboards beneath it. She noticed one board that had a distinctive outline on all four sides. She bent over to investigate further, and lo and behold, the board fully lifted from its space.
When she set the board aside, though, she didn’t find a diary beneath it. The space was certainly large enough to conceal a diary, but it was empty, revealing only the foundation underneath. Was this the wrong floorboard? Or had somebody beaten her to the punch? Allison reflected on the previous night, fearing that Cassidy’s muffled pleas may have been overheard by the wrong people. Almost instantly, Allison felt that painful sensation in the pit of her stomach again.
“Hey, check this out,” Aren’s voice shouted from the kitchen.
Feeling defeated, Allison returned the floorboard and met Aren in the kitchen.
Aren was staring at a printed sheet of paper that was hanging on the refrigerator, held in place by a plastic magnet in the shape of a cartoon cat. He pulled the sheet from the fridge and handed it to Allison.
Allison skimmed the large print on the page. The message contained a friendly greeting from an unidentified person, followed by a list of general information including emergency contact numbers and the house’s Wi-Fi password. At the bottom of the sheet was a list of local businesses and their addresses. The list included the nearest grocery store, recommended restaurants, a pizza delivery place, and a drug store. 
“What is this?” Allison asked.
“I don’t think Cassidy owns this house,” Aren said. “This is a vacation rental house. I mean, it makes sense. The generic decor, the complete absence of family photos. Even Airbnb houses usually have some personal flourishes. Do you think she was hiding out?”
Allison puzzled for a moment. “I mean, I guess so. She did think she was being stalked. And I know she’s estranged from her dad.”
“I want to find out who the owner is,” Aren said. “Maybe they can shed some light on all this.”
“Do you think they’d know something?” Allison asked, placing the paper back on the fridge.
“I don’t know, but I can't help but notice a lot of similarities between your friend’s situation and Cindy’s situation.”
“What do you mean?”
“I just remember after Cindy’s exorcism, she said something about staying at a friend’s house in Henderson, to ‘rest and recover.’ That’s when she started having the strange sightings and experiences. Now I wish I had asked who the friend was.”
Allison felt a chill.
Aren looked around the room. “I’m telling you, there’s something weird about this house. I looked around upstairs, and a lot of things just felt...off.”
“What do you mean?” Allison asked.
“Well, I’m not sure you happened to check the medicine cabinet in the upstairs bathroom, but there are two bottles of Immobilon. How does someone even get their hands on that shit? I looked it up. It’s a tranquilizer for large animals like elephants. I know that Dominic is running a circus in that chapel, but I didn’t think it involved large animals.”
Allison tried to think of a logical household use for elephant tranquilizer. A few things came to mind, but they were all very, very bad.
“Then there’s the guest bedroom,” Aren continued. “You probably noticed the bookshelf in there, but it’s not your usual books. There’s a really bizarre mix of Christian literature, occult books, and violent crime fiction. Like, it’s hard to ignore a shelf that has the Malleus Maleficarum, The Silence of the Lambs, and The Purpose Driven Life all side by side. And then, in the upstairs hallway, there’s an Aleister Crowley painting. I mean, who the fuck decorates their vacation home with creepy-looking artwork from an occult icon?
“Look, I don’t believe in anything occult-related, but after spending less than five minutes in this house, I get the very strong impression that whoever owns this place is obsessed with both Christian and occult imagery, kind of like—”
“An exorcist,” Allison said.  
“Pretty much. And an exorcist who needs powerful sedatives on hand. What the hell is that about?”
Allison thought for a moment. “Dominic said he could help Cassidy. Maybe part of his plan was keeping her in this house...where he could control and manipulate her.”
Aren nodded. He then reached into his pocket and retrieved his smartphone. “What’s the address for this place again?”
Allison gave it to him, but she had a feeling it wouldn’t show up on any vacation rentals website.
Aren typed the address into his phone and studied the search results. “I mean, it shows up on Google Maps,” he said, “but nowhere else. No one’s listing it as a vacation home. At least, not in a way that’s searchable.”
“So go out front and take a picture of the house,” Allison said.
“What do you mean?” Aren asked, looking up.
“I mean, Google can look at how the house is designed, the pixels or whatever, and show you any other pictures of it that were posted on the internet. It’s like, when someone comes into my shop, my security camera takes a picture of their face and then Google uses their facial recognition algorithm to tell me exactly who they are. Then I can do a quick search and tell them everything about themselves.”
As soon as the words left Allison’s mouth, she puzzled over why she had been so candid. Aren Anzalone loathed con-artists, and here she was divulging one of the centerpieces of her con. Maybe it was guilt. Maybe she was sick and tired of living the lie. Maybe she just wanted to address the elephant in the room and eliminate the annoying air of awkwardness that existed between them.
Aren seemed undisturbed. “I don’t think it’s the same with houses,” he said. “Faces are unique and distinguishable. Houses are built using common blueprints, especially a tract house like this one.”
Aren returned to the kitchen and began rifling through the drawers and cabinets. Allison followed close behind, somewhat relieved but surprisingly taken aback that he hadn’t said anything about her life of deception. He had been so high and mighty about con-artists during his live show. Why was he suddenly indifferent?
Aren opened the cabinets above the sink, apparently searching for anything that might shed some light on the situation. Allison couldn’t help but pay close attention to the way his biceps naturally flexed as he raised his arms and shuffled the mugs and drinking glasses inside the cabinet. When he didn’t find anything of interest, he closed the cabinet and moved into the dining room.
As Aren rummaged through the large oak china cabinet, Allison returned to the foyer and made her way back up the stairs. First, she opened the single hall closet located directly across from the upstairs bathroom. The closet was mostly empty except for a black Samsonite suitcase resting on the floor. Thinking it might belong to Cassidy, Allison opened it. Completely empty.
Suddenly, she heard a creaking noise, like someone was walking nearby. It wasn’t Aren, as she could still hear him rummaging downstairs. She felt her body tense as she leaned her head back and slowly looked across the hall in both directions. No one besides herself was in the hallway. Assuming the whole thing to be a figment of her paranoid imagination, she stood up and closed the closet door. She then made her way to one of the guest bedrooms, where she looked around for signs of floorboards, loose carpeting, or anything out of the ordinary.
She lowered her body to the floor and activated the flashlight on her iPhone so that she could examine beneath the bed. The space was narrow, offering barely enough height for her arm. She wouldn’t need to do much reaching, though, as there was nothing under the bed except for carpeting and the occasional dust bunny.
Suddenly, another creak.
Startled, Alison hit her forehead on the metal bed frame and jumped to her knees. Still no signs of human life. This time, though, she was certain it wasn’t just a figment of her imagination. It was a slow, distinguishable squeak, as though someone had gently placed a large foot on a loose floorboard.
She rose to her feet and crept back toward the hallway. Once again, there was nobody in sight. Am I losing it? she considered before returning to the bedroom.
She and Aren spent the next two hours examining the house from top to bottom, but neither of them found a diary or any concrete clues that might shed some light on Cassidy’s disappearance. It appeared that any potentially useful items had already been confiscated by the police. There were some stray wires in front of a computer desk in the living room, but the computer itself was now gone. Upstairs, another set of tangled wires appeared to belong to the house’s security DVR unit. The unit itself was nowhere to be seen. Maybe we could have just walked right in the front door after all, Allison thought.
Allison and Aren realized it was time to give up when they found themselves fruitlessly seated side by side in the large, dusty garage. They were sifting through a blue crate filled with old heavy metal CDs with cracked jewel cases: Metallica’s Master of Puppets, Slayer’s Reign in Blood, Ozzy Osbourne’s Blizzard of Ozz.
“I think we should call it a day,” Allison said finally, feeling defeated.
Aren tossed his stack of CDs back into the crate and nodded. “Whoever owns this place, they have decent taste in music.” He pushed the crate against the wall. “But you’re right. This isn’t getting us anywhere.”
Allison nodded, but she didn’t stand up. Not yet. She was seated on the cold concrete floor, her back leaning against the giant shelving rack that rested against the wall. Though concerned about what the filthy garage floor must have been doing to her jeans, she was still too forlorn to return to her feet.
Aren looked over at her. “This is why I do what I do.”
Allison met his gaze, confused.
“There’s no such thing as an innocent con,” he continued. “Somebody always gets hurt. Sometimes, people get killed.”
Allison leaned back, considering his words. “Are you comparing my work to the work of a deranged killer?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes.”
Allison was surprised by the quickness and bluntness of his reply. She scowled at him, biting her lip and grasping for the perfect response. It didn’t come to her.
“I’m not suggesting a moral equivalency,” he continued. “Obviously, what Dominic is doing is infinitely more destructive and more despicable than what you’re doing. But no matter what the end goal is, somebody always gets hurt. You’re not doing people any favors by tricking them into thinking they’re talking to their dead relatives; you’re just messing with their heads and making it impossible for them to grieve in a healthy way, not to mention disrespecting those dead relatives.
“Tell someone that a citrine crystal will eliminate their depression, and they go off their meds and spiral out of control. Tell someone that a turmeric pill will cure their cancer, and you stop them from getting the real medical treatments they need to stay alive. Come to think of it, that’s not totally unlike what Dominic does. At least, the outcome.”
“Fuck you!” Allison spat, looking him directly in the eyes, her hands trembling. “You’re completely full of shit, and you don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. I’m going to bring down Dominic myself, and I’m going to personally see to it that he can never hurt another human being. And guess how I’m going to do it, asshole. By doing what I do best: conning the shit out of him.”
She jumped to her feet, wiped the thick layer of dust from her jeans, and marched through the garage door that led back into the kitchen. Aren slowly rose to his feet and followed her into the house. He walked slowly and calmly, following her from a safe distance.
“And how do you expect to do that?” he asked.
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Allison asked, making her way toward the front door.
Aren continued to follow her through the living room. “Don’t you think—”
Two loud creaks echoed from the ceiling just above their heads. Footsteps upstairs. Aren went silent as soon as he heard the sound, and he and Allison both exchanged nervous glances before gazing upward.
“There’s someone else in the house,” he whispered.
“No shit,” she said.
“Get out of here,” he muttered. “Get far away and call the cops.” He slowly tiptoed toward the foyer and gazed up the stairwell.
“And what the fuck are you going to do?” Allison said in what began as a whisper and escalated to a near-shout.
“I can take care of myself,” he whispered as he began tip-toeing cautiously up the stairs.
Allison continued to shout at him in hushed tones, begging him to come to his senses, but he continued his ascent until he reached the top of the stairs. Then he slowly shuffled into the hallway and disappeared from sight.
Allison could feel her heart pounding in her chest. What had Aren just gotten himself into? For all he knew, the person upstairs could have been heavily armed. In light of recent events, there was good reason to believe such a possibility.
“Aren!” Allison whispered as loudly as she could. “Aren!”
No response. She heard him take two more steps down the hallway, but then the entire house fell silent. All she could hear was the sound of her own beating heart. She just stood beneath the stairs with her sweaty hand tightly clutching the wooden handrail. For nearly thirty seconds, she heard nothing at all. Then, out of nowhere, she heard a loud, shrill scream. It was a booming male voice that most certainly did not belong to Aren.
“Get the fuck on the ground!” the voice bellowed. “Now!”
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Allison trembled, her heart beating frantically. She scanned the room for anything that might serve as a weapon, knowing full well how stupid it would be to rush straight toward an armed killer. At this point, she was acting on pure adrenaline. Smart, stupid, it was all the same. Nothing registered with her at this moment except for two things: Aren was inches from death, and his attacker was probably the same person who had gone after Cassidy.
Allison rushed into the kitchen, grabbed a large butcher knife from the drawer in front of the bay window, and proceeded to quietly but swiftly crawl up the flight of stairs on all fours. If Dominic or his lackey had a gun pointed at Aren, Allison might just be able to sneak up from behind and wedge the knife into his ribcage. But she had to be absolutely silent.
As soon as she reached the top of the stairs, she stood up and wiped the thick layer of sweat that was dripping into her eyes. Then, with a deep breath, she clutched the butcher knife in her left hand and took a long but silent step toward the guest room.
“Are you the owner of this house?” the deep voice shouted from inside the room.
“No, I do not own this house,” Aren said, calmly albeit slightly out of breath. “My friend was staying here and she disappeared last night. I’m just trying to find out what happened.”
Allison lowered the knife, puzzled. The man with the deep voice sounded nothing like Dominic. She took another long stride toward the door and peeked inside. Aren was on his knees just inside the room, his hands cupped behind his head. He was facing the wall that separated the two bedrooms, and Allison was unable to see his assailant. This would make a sneak attack altogether impossible, unless she could somehow gesture for him to barrel-roll out of the room while she hid on the other side of the entrance with her knife. As she pondered the likelihood of her scheme actually working, the man spoke again.
“Please stand up slowly and face the wall,” he said. “Keep your hands behind your head. I’m placing you under arrest for breaking and entering, crossing police tape, and battery on a peace officer.”
As Aren slowly rose to his feet, the man recited the Miranda warning. "You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney...”
“It’s a cop?” Allison whispered as she stepped away from the doorway and puzzled over what to do next.
“...If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed to you by the court. Do you understand your rights as I have presented them to you?" The officer finally stepped into view, first frisking Aren in search of a firearm and then lowering Aren’s arms behind his back.
Allison instantly recognized the officer. It was the tall cop with whom she had spoken the previous night, the one who resembled a bald Denzel Washington. What was his name? He had given it to her back at the station. Johnson. Jenkins. Janson. Something like that.
“Wait,” Allison said as the uniformed officer raised his cuffs. She tried to speak softly so as not to startle him or seem like a threat. “Officer Jacobs.”
Aren and the officer turned their heads toward her simultaneously. Not knowing what else to do, Allison held her hands up in front of her. 
“Officer Jacobs, you remember me, right? From last night? We talked out in front of the house, and then I came to the station to answer questions. That’s my friend, Aren.”
Officer Jacobs studied her for a moment. “What are you doing here?” he asked, releasing his grip on Aren’s wrists.
“We’re just here to figure out what happened to my friend,” Allison said.
“So you trespassed,” he said.
“We just...she’s my friend. If you lost a friend and nobody knew what happened or where they went, wouldn’t you do anything to get answers?”
Officer Jacobs thought for a moment. “Put your hands down,” he said, slightly annoyed. “That still doesn’t explain why your boy here tried to tackle me from behind.”
“I didn’t know you were a cop,” Aren insisted, his forehead still against the wall. “I thought you were the person who took Cassidy.”
“Oh, you didn’t see the word ‘Police’ plastered across the back of my uniform?”
“No. I just snuck through the hall and lunged. I didn’t see anything except your shadow. We’re just a little on edge.” He slowly turned around and faced the officer.
Officer Jacobs looked at Aren and then at Allison. “Well let me explain how this looks,” he said, staring right into Allison’s eyes. “Last night, I find you here at the house where the girl supposedly disappeared, and you say she’s your best friend. Today, I show up to look for more evidence, and you’re here just chillin’.” What kind of conclusion am I supposed to draw based on that?”
“I’m the one who made the 911 call!” Allison shot back. “I should ask, what are you doing back here? You all seemed so certain that no crime took place here. Why do you have police tape around the house if this isn’t an active crime scene? Clearly, there’s something you’re not telling us.”
“All right, settle down,” Officer Jacobs said. “I just came back to find out who owns this place. We’re having a hard time coming up with a name. I don’t suppose you know who the owner is?”
“Actually, no,” Allison said. “Cassidy was renting this place, I think from one of those vacation rental sites. I mean, you have police resources. You shouldn’t have any trouble finding out who the owner is.”
Officer Jacobs frowned. “Look, I’ll make a deal with you. You’re not a suspect, yet, and you strike me as being sincere. I still have my doubts about your boyfriend here, but you seem okay. If both of you would like to get the hell out of here and let me do my job, maybe I’ll forget I ever saw you here.”
“Counter-deal,” Aren said. “Just answer Allison’s question, and we’ll get out of here faster than you can say ‘trespassing.’ I mean, how is it possible that you don’t know who owns this place? You’re the police, for god’s sake.” 
Officer Jacobs smiled. “You are really testing my generosity.”
“What he means,” Allison said, “in his own charming way, is that we’re trying to figure out the same thing. We couldn’t find this house listed on any rental sites, or really anywhere for that matter. It’s like it doesn’t exist. We’re just looking for the same answers you are, and I’m just looking for justice for my friend. Can you please just tell us that much? How is it possible that someone can even buy a house without having a legal record of the owner?”
Officer Jacobs grabbed Aren and Allison by the shoulder and firmly guided them both out the door. “Listen,” he said, “if you really care about your friend, you’ll let us do our job. If I catch you guys snooping around again, I’m going to have no choice but to take you in. Got it? It’s nothing personal, but you’re interfering with police business.”
He released his grip on their shoulders as soon as they reached the staircase, and then he followed them down the stairs to the busted entrance door, making certain they walked through it and returned to their vehicles. When they reached the front porch, Allison turned to him one last time, looking defeated. 
“Can you just call me if you find anything out?” she said. “You have my number.”
Officer Jacobs sighed. “Look, maybe it makes me a bad cop, but I believe everything you’re saying to me. I don’t think you had anything to do with that girl’s disappearance, but I’m gonna find out who did.”
“Thanks,” Allison said, staring down at the dusty concrete.
“And,” Officer Jacobs continued, “if someone wanted to buy a house and make it real hard for people to trace it to them, they might start an anonymous LLC in New Mexico and use it to secretly buy the house with cash. I’m just saying, someone could do that.”
Allison looked up and met his gaze, puzzled. “An anonymous LLC in New Mexico? Isn’t there some way to find out who registered it?”
“We’re working on it,” Officer Jacobs said. “Like I said, just let us do our job. We’ll find out what happened. Now get moving. I’ll call you if there are any breaks. I promise.”
He turned and stepped one foot inside the house.
“Just one more question,” Allison said, “and then I promise, we’ll get the hell out of here. Did you know we were in there the whole time?”
The officer turned to her. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, I thought I heard you walking around upstairs like an hour ago.”
Officer Jacobs shook his head. “Sorry. I just got here five minutes ago.”
Allison paused. “Oh. Well, huh...I guess we’re all a little paranoid.”
“I guess so.”
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“So tell me about this awesome con that’s going to bring down the Las Vegas Exorcist,” Aren said from the driver’s seat of his Tesla.
They were now coasting along the i-215, heading westbound toward Las Vegas. Far off to the northwest, they could see the vast row of towering structures that made up the Vegas Strip, from the northernmost Stratosphere observation tower to the southernmost Mandalay Bay resort and casino. It represented so much beauty and decadence surrounded by so much brown desert sand and decaying urban architecture.
Allison turned to him from the passenger seat. “What do you care? You’re too morally self-righteous for that kind of deception.”
These were the first words they had exchanged since leaving the house in Henderson over ten minutes ago. Despite her initial attraction, Allison was now wondering if she liked Aren at all.
“I just want to make sure you’re not doing anything that will get you killed,” he said. “This isn’t a game. People are dying.”
“And you think I’m not aware of that? That’s exactly why I have to do whatever it takes.”
“No you don’t. The only way you’d even have a chance is to use yourself as bait, and—”
“I’m not using myself as bait,” Allison said. “I already tried that. He wouldn’t go for it. Apparently, I’m not the ingenue type he’s looking for.” 
“Oh. Well, I guess that’s sort of a relief.”
“I’m using my niece as bait,” she continued.
“Oh, Jesus fucking Christ,” Aren said. “Please tell me you’re just busting my balls right now.”
“Oh, relax. I won’t have her out of my sight for a second. I brought her with me to the exorcism service and tried to get his attention, but he went straight for her instead. So that’s what I’m working with now.”
“I’m terrified to ask, but how old is your niece?”
“Sixteen, I think? No, maybe fifteen..and a half.”
“So you’re going to stop Dominic from killing people by having him kill your niece?”
“I told you, I’ll be watching her every second. And it’s not going to go that far. She’s actually been talking about wanting to come live with me. It was sort of what her mom wanted, for some bizarre reason. But that’s a long story. So if she comes to stay with me at my gated apartment complex, it will be easy for me to keep an eye on her. And when she has to confront Dominic, I’ll be just a few feet away.”
“And when she’s at school?”
Allison thought for a moment, but she didn’t have a good answer. Even if her plan worked, it wouldn’t lead her to Cassidy or prove Dominic’s hand in murder. The whole game had changed.
“I just don’t know,” Allison finally said, leaning her head against the window of the passenger-side door.
Aren gazed sympathetically at her. “Now you see what I’ve been dealing with. It all sounds so simple until you realize just how fucked up the whole thing really is. You’re not going to trick this guy into incriminating himself. Look at how he’s able to manipulate people in that chapel of his. He’s a master of human psychology. Do you seriously think it’s just a fluke that he targeted your vulnerable niece instead of you? He can spot skeptics and bullshitters from a mile away, just by looking at you.”
“So what the fuck are we supposed to do then?” she snapped, pivoting toward him with her hands in the air. “Just walk away?”
“No,” Aren said. “Not at all. But we need to be smart about this. If we go in with guns blazing, someone’s going to get killed. There are other people besides Dominic who can give us information.”
“Like who?”
Aren paused for a moment. “Well, for quite a while, I’ve been trying to get ahold of the head pastor at Dominic’s old church in Riverside, California. Unfortunately, it’s kind of a megachurch, so the pastor’s really hard to get on the phone. I’ll probably need to pay him a visit if I ever want a chance to talk to him.”
“You think he might know something useful?”
“Well, I know that Dominic used to be the music minister there. Like, for more than ten years. He was really loved at that church. But then, out of nowhere, he was suddenly asked to leave. At least, that’s the rumor. No one seems to know why, and believe me, I scoured the web for information. All I know for sure is that he left without notice, and the congregation seems to believe he was excommunicated by the head pastor directly. Are you up for a drive to Riverside?”
“Yeah,” Allison said. “I don’t have anywhere else to be. But just for the record, the con is still very much happening. I just want to have as much information as possible when it goes down.”
Aren frowned. “This should be interesting.” 
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Kristen quietly closed her bedroom door and tiptoed over to the white corner desk near the window. It was five minutes to nine, and Grandma was just settling in to bed. For the past hour, Kristen had been anxiously calling and texting Aunt Allison in desperate need of advice and guidance. In only five short minutes, she would receive her scheduled Skype call from Dominic, and she had no idea what to say or do next.
Aunt Allison had been strangely unresponsive not only in the past hour but over the past couple of days. Kristen had sent her at least a dozen texts and left her no fewer than five voicemails, but each correspondence was met with radio silence. The whole thing made Kristen wonder if perhaps her outburst at last week’s exorcism service had upset Aunt Allison more than she let on.
Kristen took a seat at her computer desk, removed her phone from its charger and sent one more text message to her aunt:
Aunt Allison i’m really sorry i didn’t do a good job last week at the church. I promise to do better tonight. I promise i’ll try hard to make you proud of me.
She then sat in her chair and stared at the conversation history on her screen, hoping and praying that her Aunt would respond. She waited for nearly two minutes, but nothing. Finally, she tossed the phone on her bed and opened up the laptop on her desk.
Just as she had been instructed, she opened the Skype video conferencing app and waited for his call. Her heart was pounding just as it had on the night she first met him. She closed her eyes and prayed quietly, but as soon as she muttered the words “Dear Jesus,” a boisterous chime beeped from her laptop speakers.
She opened her eyes to find a pop-up message from Skype on her screen. The bold heading read, “This person would like to connect…” The username LVXdominic appeared just beneath the heading. He was two minutes early.
Kristen clicked the “Add to Contacts” button to accept his invitation, and a few seconds later she received an incoming call from him. She took a deep breath, adjusted her hair and her red blouse, and click the green “Accept” button.
Within a few seconds, a large window appeared on her screen with a live, somewhat grainy video feed of Dominic wearing a black cassock. He was seated in a massive leather chair in what appeared to be his office. Religious paintings hung on the wall behind him, each illustrating a scene from Jesus’ life and ministry.
As Dominic adjusted both his screen and his posture, the image became less grainy and his face became clearer. “Hello, Kristen,” he said, leaning toward the camera. “I’m so glad you were able to take some time to chat tonight. How is everything going?”
“Good,” Kristen said. Then, after a long pause, “how are you?”
“Wonderful,” Dominic said. “The Lord is doing some amazing work, and this is a very exciting time for my ministry. I was hoping we could have this brief one-on-one chat because you know how hectic things can get at the church when it’s a full house. I thought this would give us a chance to really talk. That way, I can share some things that the Lord put on my heart and maybe help you to work through some of these issues you’re struggling with.”
“Right,” Kristen said, staring down at her keyboard.
“That’s why I got into this ministry, you know? To help people overcome the darkness in their lives and live in the full abundance of God’s blessings. But sometimes it’s not enough to help people from the pulpit. I have found that connecting with people individually is how real breakthroughs are made, especially when we’re dealing with years of pain and torment.”
“Yeah, totally,” Kristen said, forcing herself to look up at the screen and acknowledge Dominic with a fake smile.
Dominic smiled back. “So why don’t you tell me a little about your mother? If you’re comfortable with that. You said you lost her when you were just ten?”
Kristen nodded. “Yeah. She got in a car accident.”
“I’m very sorry. It’s devastating to lose your mother at such a young age. Believe me, I know. I was only twelve when I lost my mother to breast cancer. It shook up my entire world. For a long time, I thought I would never recover. And, though it saddens me to admit it now, I found myself blaming God for a really long time. Do you ever feel that way, Kristen?”
Kristen thought for a moment. She opened her mouth to respond, but finally she just shook her head.
“It’s okay if you feel that way,” Dominic said. “In fact, that’s the first and most important lesson that I can impart to you tonight. It’s okay to feel anger toward God. Even Jesus on the cross proclaimed, ‘My god, my god, why hast thou forsaken me?’
“If you keep up the internal conflict of secretly resenting God while also forcing yourself to praise His name, you only deepen your own misery. Do you understand what I’m saying? Read the Psalms of David. So many of them represent David’s heartfelt cries of rebuke against God. And yet, God never abandoned David nor his descendants. Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Kristen?”
A single tear trickled down Kristen’s cheek. She had been warned about Dominic’s manipulative abilities, but she was determined not to let him get to her.
“I feel sad about it,” she said, wiping the tear from her eye. “But it’s not my job to question God. God said, ‘My thoughts are not your thoughts, and—’”
“And neither are your ways my ways,” Dominic interrupted. “And you are absolutely correct, of course. Like I said, you’re wise beyond your years. It’s astonishing. But I fear you’re intellectualizing the tragedy to avoid feeling the natural and necessary emotions that go along with it: the grief, the sorrow, the anger. It’s not blasphemous to have these feelings. In fact, to bury these feelings only leads to greater pain that lasts much longer. It weakens you, and that opens the door to demonic intervention.”
Kristen continued to stare down at her keyboard, saying nothing.
“When I say ‘demonic intervention,’” Dominic continued, “let me make myself very clear. I don’t mean to suggest that you’re possessed. I don’t think that’s the case at all. However, my work isn’t simply about casting out devils. It’s about preventing those dark forces from ever taking hold in your life.
“The enemy is cunning, and he’s always looking for ways to exploit your weaknesses and vulnerabilities. That’s why we have to be ever vigilant. I’m actually starting up a new Tuesday night series for a handful of select students, where I’ll be providing in-depth instruction on how to overcome past trauma and defeat the dark forces in our lives. I believe that with a bit of teaching, you can bury this cloud of sadness once and for all and truly become the world-changing evangelist you were meant to be. Does that sound like something that would interest you?”
The answer, of course, was no. But she wasn’t about to say that aloud. He had awakened some intense feelings inside of her, but she knew she was being manipulated, and she knew the sales pitch was coming. Everything was unfolding just as Aunt Allison had said it would, and Kristen wasn’t about to disappoint her again.
“That sounds interesting,” Kristen said, forcing a smile.
“Wonderful. It’s a six-week course, and unfortunately, there are some costs involved. These are my most closely guarded teachings, and every student is given personalized instruction and one-on-one training that is completely life-changing, so I do have to cover the overhead costs. However, given your age and incredible potential, I’d like to work with you to give you the best rate possible, a rate not given to anyone else. Do you think you might be interested?”
Kristen nodded. Aunt Allison had said something about Dominic preferring young women with a lot of money, so she figured she should say something to reassure the pastor.
“My aunt has a lot of money,” Kristen said. “She’s also my godmother, so she’s sort of responsible for taking care of me since my mom died. She owns her own business, and she just got a big new client, so she told me I don’t have to worry about money.” Kristen was proud of the fact that she had just presented herself as affluent without telling a single lie.
Dominic smiled, clearly pleased by the response. “That’s wonderful to hear. However, I won’t make you pay for the first session. That one is on me, because I don’t want you to pay a penny unless you absolutely feel good about the course. Does that sound fair?”
Kristen nodded. “That’s fair.”
“Terrific. The course starts next Tuesday, seven o’clock at the chapel. Each session should last about two hours. Can you be there?”
Kristen nodded. “I’ll see if my aunt can drive me.”
“Very well. If you’d like, I can also arrange for transportation.”
“Okay,” Kristen said.
Dominic leaned back in his massive chair. “I truly believe this will be a life-altering experience for you.”
Kristen felt a chill. “Okay,” she said, this time with greater hesitation.
I’m not going to let you down again, Aunt Allison. I’m not afraid. I’m going to do what he asks, and I’m going to make you proud of me.
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One of the oldest communities in Southern California, Riverside resembled a city lost in time. Much of the city’s downtown architecture had stood for over a century, including a number of churches and theaters, several former government buildings, and the city’s famed Mission Inn, an opulent turn-of-the-century hotel built in the Spanish Colonial Revival Style.
Allison had never been to the Mission Inn, but she recalled having read about it in an Anne Rice novel. However, words on a page simply didn’t do it justice. As Aren pulled his Tesla into the valet entrance, Allison found herself entranced by the expansive castlesque facade, the towering palm trees, and the semi-circular arcades that surrounded the enormous fortress. Off in the distance was a massive bell tower, and in front of each dome-shaped window was a wrought-iron balcony that appeared handmade. Clearly, Aren wasn’t the kind of guy who was content to stay at the Holiday Inn.
As they stepped out of the car and Aren handed his keys to the valet attendant, Allison took one more look around the ornate property. The sweet scent of eucalyptus wafted through the air, and the cool California breeze further complemented the picturesque surroundings. “Was this your plan all along?” she asked. “Just take me to a fancy hotel so you could have your way with me?”
“If that was my plan,” he said, “I would have just taken you to the top floor of the Encore and saved myself the mileage.”
As the neatly dressed valet attendant entered the vehicle, Aren made his way toward the paved walkway that led to the lobby entrance. Allison followed close behind.
“Well I hardly think this is a church,” Allison said.
“Hardly,” Aren said. “There’s a church service tonight, but we probably won’t get to talk to the pastor until after nine, if at all. This will just give us a place to crash afterward. We can head home tomorrow.”
“What about your show?” Allison asked, jogging to keep up with him.
“Dark tonight.”
After they entered the lobby and crossed the shimmering tile floor to reach the check-in desk, Aren asked the desk clerk if they had two rooms available for the night. Allison was equal parts relieved and disappointed.
“We have two deluxe rooms available for tonight,” replied the chirpy young female clerk. “If you’re looking for something a bit more spacious and well-appointed, we also have junior suites available. These rooms have some of the best views at the hotel. And then, of course, there are the presidential suites, which are just amazing from top to bottom.”
“Perfect,” Aren said, barely letting the woman finish her sentence. “Two presidential suites.”
At this point, Allison was visibly annoyed. What was this guy trying to prove? The hotel was already inordinately opulent on its own, and now he was booking not one, but two presidential suites. He was definitely showboating, and Allison was not impressed.
The clerk, on the other hand, appeared not only impressed but downright enamored. She enthusiastically typed away at her small computer and booked the two rooms on Aren’s behalf, while periodically looking up at him and offering a coy smile. Aren didn’t even seem to notice, giving Allison the impression that he was used to such attention.
The clerk handed Aren and Allison their keycards, each of which featured a full-color photo of the Mission Inn, and Allison stole a quick glance at the receipt in Aren’s hand. It was nearly seventeen hundred dollars for one night. This was just getting out of hand.
“Are you trying to impress me or something?” Allison asked as they walked toward the elevator.
“What do you mean?” Aren asked.
“I mean, presidential suites? Come on. I would have been just as happy with a small room at Motel 6, or better yet, just driving home tonight.”
Aren shrugged as he pressed the elevator button. “I like nice rooms,” he said, “and it would have been kind of a dick move to get myself a presidential suite and get you a shoebox hotel room. Just try to enjoy it. It’s only money.” The elevator doors opened, and they stepped inside.
It’s only money, Allison thought. Must be nice to go through life with that mindset.
Their first stop was Aren’s room on the fourth floor, located on a narrow wing that overlooked the central courtyard and dining area. A red brick entrance led into a palatial room complete with Greek-inspired columns, century-old wood furniture, and semi-circular windows. Along the far wall, a narrow staircase ascended to a second story walkway, which was lined with intricate wrought iron gates and contained a large window with a complete view of Downtown Riverside.
“This is what I’m talking about,” Aren said, stepping into the room and across the tan, Moroccan-inspired carpeting.
“Why didn’t you just get one room?” Allison asked. “This seriously looks more than big enough, and I have no problem sleeping on a rollaway bed if you’re worried about your girlfriend getting jealous. This all just seems like...a lot.”
Aren turned to her. “I haven’t had a girlfriend in almost six months. But you’re welcome to sleep wherever you’d like.”
“Oh,” Allison said. “Sorry for making assumptions. I don’t really know that much about you, except what I gleaned from the internet.” She slowly turned from him, studying the designer table lamp near the door and doing her best to hide her delight at learning of his single status.
Aren took a seat on the floral sofa. “I’ve never been great at the whole relationship thing.”
“So what happened?” Allison asked, taking a seat beside him. “With your last girlfriend, I mean.”
“Michelle? Honestly, I tried doing the exact thing you’re doing to your niece. I tried pushing her more and more into Dominic’s game, hoping it would lead to some big ‘gotcha’ moment and then we could take him down once and for all. Then one day, when I was giving her tips on how to vomit on command, she screamed ‘you need help’ and stormed out of my house. That was the last time I ever saw her. She was right, too.”
He stared off into space for a moment, a hint of sadness in his blue eyes. “It’s like I said,” he continued, “someone always gets hurt.”
Allison wasn’t sure if he was talking about Michelle or himself, but she decided not to press the matter any further. The mention of her niece had reminded her of something else. Kristen had left several voice and text messages on her phone, and she had yet to respond. She pulled the phone from her pocket and examined the growing list of green notifications on her screen, all of which were from Kristen. All except for one.
A single missed-call notification was labeled from “Jack Sinclair.” There was no voicemail message. Just an ominous missed call. She had completely forgotten about Cassidy’s father and was absolutely clueless as to what she would say to him. What could she say?
“I need to make a couple of phone calls,” she said, standing up and staring at her phone. “I’ll just be a few minutes.”
She exited through the massive wooden entrance door and positioned herself on the exterior fourth-story walkway, an architectural marvel lined with tall flying buttresses. She then leaned over the wrought iron railing and admired the bustling courtyard far below. After hesitating for a few moments, she unlocked her phone and returned Jack’s call.
As she listened to the first and second ring, she recalled a lesson she had embraced very early in life. If you have no idea what you’re going to say, press on anyway. The longer you stand around obsessing in vain over the perfect words, the more you prolong your anxiety. The right words will come when it matters.
After the third ring, there came a click. “Hello?” a male voice said. The voice didn’t sound somber as Allison had expected. Rather, it sounded impatient and annoyed.
“Hi,” Allison said with obvious confusion in her voice. “It’s Allison. Allison Lockwood. I’m returning—”
“I know who it is.”
“Oh. Okay. Um...sorry I missed your call. I’ve been meaning to get back to you. I was just, uh…”
“Where is my daughter?”
“I-I don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know? I fucking paid you to prevent this from happening. Now I’ve got fucking police knocking on my door telling me that my daughter is missing and may be dead. And I haven’t fucking heard from you once since I wrote you that check. I should fucking sue you for taking my money and letting my daughter get killed.”
Allison was stunned, unsure of how to respond. This man’s daughter may very well have been murdered, and he was getting uptight about their business arrangement? Some people had very strange ways of grieving.
“Look,” Allison said, “I’ve been on this day and night. I went to Dominic’s church. I reached out to your daughter. I’m in California right now trying to find Dominic’s old pastor and get some answers. Believe me, I’m working as hard as I can, and I’m not giving up on this.”
“No, I think it’s time for you to give up” Jack shouted. “You have been completely fucking useless. I’ll see you in court.” He hung up.
Allison stared at her phone, her heart pounding.
“Is everything okay?” Aren asked, noticing her distraught stare from the doorway.
“Yeah,” Allison said, her eyes locked on her dim screen. “Just...everything’s good.”
After that disarming interaction, she didn’t have the energy for another phone call, so she responded to Kristen’s many messages with a single text reply: “Sorry for delay. Change of plans. Don’t do anything, I’ll handle it. Have fun @ Disney.” 
Three hundred miles away, Kristen was gazing at her phone’s reflective screen, confused. School was out, and she was waiting for her grandmother to pick her up in front of the administration building. All around her, enthusiastic teenagers—excited to be free from the shackles of academia for the remainder of the day—laughed and high-fived one another, sharing the day’s gossip and chatting about their evening plans. Kristen, though, stood alone, confused and crestfallen.
I said I was sorry. She was convinced that she had betrayed her aunt’s confidence with last week’s dramatic performance at Dominic’s service. I can do better. I’ll prove it to her.
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Magnolia Community Church was located just a few blocks south of the Mission Inn, away from the archaic urban architecture and nestled among the city’s flashier, more contemporary-looking suburbs. Rather than fading Art Deco theaters and cathedral-inspired churches, the streets were lined with trendy coffee shops, cozy yoga studios, and newly opened poke restaurants.
The church itself looked more like the Google headquarters than a house of worship. Several large buildings—some stucco and some glass—were separated by a lush lawn replete with cobblestone walkways, towering orange trees, and colorful rose bushes. There was a cafe, a full-sized restaurant, a bookstore, a concert hall, and even an overflow theater designated specifically for people with dogs. The complex was so large that it contained a fully illustrated directory like the kind seen in shopping malls.
Aren and Allison crossed the enormous parking lot and made their way onto the church grounds, surrounded by hundreds of mostly-college-aged men and women. The young crowd wore trendy attire, gripped hot coffee tumblers, and chatted about everything from the latest TobyMac single to the best Gelato shops. For a Wednesday night, the church was really hopping. 
Though the sun was setting, Aren insisted on wearing a large pair of black sunglasses. This was in addition to his gray hoodie and black Volcom hat.
“You can at least take the glasses off,” Allison said as they walked toward the main sanctuary, a palace-like structure consisting entirely of glass walls. “I really don’t think anyone’s going to recognize you here. This doesn’t strike me as a Vegas crowd.”
“You’d be surprised,” Aren replied. “Half the women I take backstage are born-again Christians. They’re so sexually repressed that they’re actually some of the easiest scores.”
“Charming,” Allison said. “And you’re sure your girlfriend left you because of Dominic?”
As throngs of enthusiastic churchgoers marched into the stadium-like sanctuary, Allison and Aren walked along the perimeter of the building and ventured down a long hallway in search of Pastor Doug Hansen’s office. The service was set to begin in twenty minutes, and they hoped they might be able to track him down before he made his way to the pulpit.
At the end of the long hallway was a large, formal reception area with a velvet sofa, a coffee maker, and a large crucifix painting. A reception desk stood between the waiting area and the glass double doors that led to the church offices. Allison and Aren needed to get past those double doors, but their path was blocked by a young woman seated at the reception desk. Allison cursed beneath her breath, realizing that getting an audience with a megachurch pastor was like trying to get backstage at a U2 concert.
“Hi there,” said the enthusiastic blonde receptionist. She had the sweet voice of a twelve-year-old Girl Scout but the gray pantsuit of a fifty-year-old civil litigator. “Is there anything I can help you with?”
“Yes,” Aren said, “I was wondering if we could have a few words with Pastor Doug.”
“Do you have an appointment?” the girl replied.
“Unfortunately, I don’t.” Aren removed his hat and glasses. “I’m actually a professional magician, Aren Anzalone. I don’t know if you’ve seen my work or not.”
The girl’s face lit up. “Oh yeah! I think I saw your TV special. Are you the one who did that escape from Alcatraz?”
Aren chuckled. “Yeah, that was me. Wow, you must be one of the eleven people who watched that special.”
Allison thought for a moment. She did vaguely remember a network TV special from about five years ago in which a magician was locked in a real Alcatraz cell and forced to escape from both the prison and the island. She had no idea that Aren was the magician in that special. Of course, five years ago, she had no idea who Aren Anzalone even was.
Aren leaned toward the girl and placed his elbows on the reception desk, smiling warmly. “So, here’s the deal. I’m working on a major documentary, and I’m only in town for tonight. I was really hoping I could just get a few words with your pastor, and then I’ll be on my way.”
The girl smiled from ear to ear and picked up the black phone receiver on her desk. “I’ll just see if he’s available.” She dialed a number and began muttering to someone on the other line.
Aren stood up straight, turned to Allison, and winked. In response, Allison just rolled her eyes.
The girl hung up the phone and smiled. “Right through these doors,” she said, rising to her feet. “It’s going to be the third door on the left. Just walk right in. He has to start the service pretty soon, so you’ll need to be quick.” She pulled open one of the glass doors and gestured for Allison and Aren to enter.
“Thank you so much!” Aren said, giving her a polite bow. “You’re doing the Lord’s work.”
Allison rolled her eyes again as they stepped into the next hallway.
When they entered the pastor’s large, glass-walled office overlooking a private courtyard, Allison was somewhat surprised by the man’s appearance. In her mind, she had been expecting a Joel Osteen type: handsome, perky, and fit, with a warm smile and a great head of hair. Wasn’t that what megachurch pastors usually looked like? Pastor Doug was quite the opposite: short and stout with a prominent mustache and thinning brown hair. He looked to be about forty-five, and his faded brown sweatshirt suggested that he was not the “Listen to me and God will make you rich beyond your wildest dreams” type. He appeared surprisingly blue collar, even if his enormous office did have its own waterfall.
Pastor Doug rose from his large oak desk and shook his guests’ hands. Before he could utter a word aside from “hi,” Aren took the lead.
“Thanks so much for taking the time to meet with us,” Aren said.
“Of course,” the pastor replied. “Welcome to Magnolia. So you’re working on some kind of documentary?”
“Yes. I’m Aren Anzalone, the director and writer on the project, and this is my producer, Allison.”
Allison smiled warmly but remained quiet.
Pastor Doug nodded. “Why don’t you tell me a little bit about this film?” He returned to his large swivel chair, and Allison and Aren sat down across from his desk.
“Well,” Aren continued, “I don’t know how familiar you are with my work—”
“Not at all,” the pastor said, to Aren’s visible disappointment. “Kristy says you’re some kind of big shot in the magic world.”
“I mean, I’m no David Copperfield, but I do okay. I’m actually known as much for my atheism as I am for my magic, though. I guess you could say I’ve been pretty outspoken over the years.”
“Well, you’re certainly welcome as a guest in my church,” the pastor said. “I was an atheist for much of my young life, so I certainly understand the doubts that people have.”
“You see,” Aren said, “this is why I would love the opportunity to schedule a real sit-down interview with you for my documentary. It’s all about the tension that exists between atheists and believers and whether or not it’s possible to find any common ground. I’m looking to interview prominent atheists and believers alike about the struggles they have with their own convictions and demonstrate how, at the end of the day, we’re all just trying to figure out the same stuff.”
The pastor thought for a moment. “I’d like to learn a bit more about the film before I commit to anything, but I like your premise.” He was calm and pensive when he spoke, looking Aren directly in the eyes and seeming sincere without having to show any outward enthusiasm.
“Oh, of course,” Aren said. “I can send you some of the footage I have so far, to give you a better idea of what I’m working with. So far, I’ve got interviews with Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, Joyce Meyer. But you were actually the first Christian minister on my wish list. In a way, you sort of inspired the documentary. That’s why I wanted to pitch it to you in person rather than over the phone.”
Pastor Doug crossed his arms and rested them on his large stomach. “How did I inspire it?” he asked.
“Well, one of the biggest gripes I’ve always had about Christianity is Christians themselves. I would always use this one guy as an example: The Las Vegas Exorcist, who’s sort of a minor celebrity in my town. A few months ago, I found out that he used to go to this church. So I started looking up your ministry and listening to your sermons to get a better understanding of what made this guy lose his mind.
“But when I started listening to you, what I heard didn’t sound crazy to me at all. It actually sounded very sensible and heartfelt, to the point where I actually started to question a lot of my preconceived notions about Christians.”
“That’s very nice of you to say,” said Pastor Doug. “I believe in preaching the Word of God in a very straightforward and common-sense way. No sugarcoating, no fancy whistles and bells. I think the Bible speaks beautifully for itself.”
“Well, you’re not such a bad speaker yourself, and I’d love to have you in my film. I think it’d be a great asset. I’ll send some stuff over.” He stood up in his chair, and Allison followed suit.
“Okay, I look forward to it,” the pastor said, remaining in his chair.
“By the way,” Aren continued, “just between us, what’s the story on that Las Vegas Exorcist guy? He couldn’t be less like you.”
Pastor Doug nodded. “Well, Dominic never practiced exorcism when he was here. That’s just not something we do.”
“So how did Dominic get wrapped up in it? Completely off the record, of course. This has nothing to do with the documentary, just my own morbid curiosity.”
“Honestly, that’s a question you’d have to ask him. He never expressed any interest in spiritual warfare or demonic possession when he was working here. As far as I know, that all happened after he moved to Las Vegas.”
“Oh really?” Aren asked. “That’s interesting. I guess I’d just assumed that that’s why he was excommunicated.”
“Dominic was never asked to leave,” Pastor Doug said, rising to his feet and gathering his large hardcover Bible from the desk. “There were some internal issues with his leadership, and he had disagreements with myself and the other church elders. But leaving was entirely his decision.” He made his way toward the door. “Please stay for the service if you have no other plans tonight. I’ll be covering five important takeaways from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, and I think it has some important universal lessons for believers and non-believers alike. It’s been a pleasure meeting both of you.” He opened the door, stepped out into the hall, and gestured for his guests to join him.
Allison and Aren followed him into the hall and down the long, tiled walkway back to the reception area.
“If you don’t mind me asking,” Aren asked, “why did Dominic leave?”
Pastor Doug stopped and turned to Aren. “I can’t help but wonder, did you come here tonight to talk about a documentary, or to talk about Dominic Maffiore?”
Aren stammered for a moment while gathering his thoughts.
“The documentary is definitely real,” Allison cut in, “and we’d love for you to be a part of it. But one of the subjects we want to cover is how some people become atheists because of Christians who make your religion look bad. That’s why we’re curious about Dominic. He’s doing some really bad things in Las Vegas, and we just want to know how a guy like that turns sour.”
Aren shot her a relieved glance as if to say, “Good save.”
Pastor Doug checked his watch. “Look, I have to get going, but all I can say about Dominic Maffiore is that I don’t know what’s inside his heart. He used to be the music director here; he actually plays something like twelve different instruments. After a while, he started expressing an interest in other leadership roles. A lot of his suggestions, though, were a bit concerning to the church leaders.”
“Concerning?” Aren asked.
“Well, most of his suggestions for the church were about collecting more money: keeping track of how much money each member was tithing, charging for special small-group church services, that sort of thing. He even insisted that we should charge money for our weekly sermon podcast. I explained to him that the podcast is part of our ministry and will never be a paid service, but he didn’t agree. Finally, he just left and started his own ministry in Las Vegas. He said he had found an investor to partner with him, some Christian heavy metal singer. That’s the last we ever heard from him.”
Pastor Doug guided his guests back to the reception area and then disappeared through a different door, presumably to enter the sanctuary from backstage. Most of the congregation members had already cleared the main lobby of the building, and acoustic praise-and-worship music could be heard from inside the sanctuary.
When Allison and Aren stepped back into the courtyard, Aren was already searching social media for Christian heavy metal bands based in Riverside and Las Vegas.
“This might be the piece we’ve been missing,” he said as they speed-walked back toward the parking lot. “Maybe the reason why we haven’t been able to trace anything back to Dominic is because his partner is doing all of the dirty work.”
“Maybe,” Allison said. “By the way, remind me about all that stuff you were saying before. You know, how conning people is immoral and someone always gets hurt and all that shit.”
Aren turned to her. “I was desperate. I can’t even tell you how long I’ve been trying to get that guy on the phone, and I wasn’t about to get turned away by some desk jockey when I was finally so close. So fuckin’ sue me.”
Allison laughed. “I mean, clearly you’re no better than people who trick cancer patients into using turmeric instead of chemo. I mean, that is your logic.”
Aren shook his head. “Look, when I said all that stuff, I just didn’t want you to get hurt, or get one of your loved ones hurt.”
“Oh, so you did it for my benefit. My knight in shining armor! And you’re welcome, by the way.” 
“For what?”
“For me saving your ass when he called you out on your weak-ass con.”
Aren was once again staring down at his phone. “I was handling it.”
“Oh, please. You were about as subtle as an army tank.”
“Dammit,” Aren said. “There are dozens of Christian metal bands in this area alone.”
“If you’d like,” Allison said, ignoring his comment, “I can give you some pointers on how to pull off a more convincing con.”
Aren lowered his phone and smiled at her. “You’re very pleased with yourself, aren’t you?” he said.
“Oh, I’ve only just begun.”
When they arrived back at the hotel, they had expensive cocktails in the Presidential Lounge and then returned to Aren’s room, where they argued about their next move and tried to come up with a solid game plan.
Allison changed into her most comfortable silk Nike shorts and tank top while Aren obsessively continued to research Christian heavy metal bands based in California and Nevada. He looked for singers with criminal pasts, singers with an interest in exorcism, and singers connected to Dominic Maffiore, but nothing came up.
As they sat on the long couch in Aren’s presidential suite, half drunk and completely exhausted, Aren typed away furiously on his laptop. He grew increasingly frustrated with each new web search.
“Look for ones that are wealthy,” Allison said, leaning back on the edge of the soft couch with her eyes closed. “He said that the partner was like an investor, so he’s probably loaded. I hardly doubt that he got that money from singing shitty metal songs about Jesus for a bunch of high school youth groups.” Allison considered her use of the words ‘hardly doubt’ and realized that she was drunker than she had previously realized.
“You’d be surprised,” Aren said, still typing. “There’s serious fucking money in Christian rock. If you can draw a crowd, you can make bank. Like, regular bands have to buy a rickety van and travel around the country playing shitty clubs and dive bars for beer money, all the while begging for their next gig.
“The Christian scene doesn’t work like that. When churches book a band, they look at it like a ministry cost. So they can pay good money, and a lot of times they even pay for travel and hotels. If you’re good enough or popular enough that a lot of places want to book you, you can seriously make a fortune. It’s ridiculous.”
Allison rolled her eyes. “Says the man who works in the same hotel every night and makes a shit-ton of money for turning two ropes into one rope.” She laughed.
Aren continued to type. “The closest thing I can find is the singer of As I Lay Dying. He spent some time in prison for trying to hire a hitman to kill his wife. I really don’t think he’s connected to this, though. He was still in prison when Cindy disappeared, and he doesn’t seem to have any association with Dominic whatsoever.”
Noticing his distraction and frustration, Allison stretched her bare foot across the couch and brushed her toes against the front of his jeans, toying with his zipper.
Aren turned to her and gave her a somewhat sarcastic smile. “Am I boring you?” he asked.
“No,” Allison said, “but I’m fucking exhausted. I think we need to call it a night.”
Aren closed his laptop and placed it on the hand-carved coffee table in front of the couch. He then gently ran his hand up and down her bare leg, growing visibly aroused with each stroke. Each time he guided his hand up the length of her leg, he allowed himself to touch just a bit more of her thigh. Allison shivered with excitement. 
She brushed her foot against his jeans a second time. Now his cock was rock hard, clearly ready for action. Her eyes still closed, she smiled at the satisfaction it gave her. It wasn’t so much the sexual satisfaction, though she was definitely aroused. It was more the satisfaction in sensing his desperate need for her.
“How much have you had to drink?” he whispered as he continued to tease her leg with his touch.
“I’m fine,” she said. “I think the effects have pretty much worn off because I’m suddenly remembering how much I hate the world.” She set her feet on the floor, scooted next to him, and gently kissed him on the mouth, teasing his lower lip as she pressed her chest against his own and felt the rapid pace of his heartbeat. Both of their hearts were beating out of control.
He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her a second time. “The world’s not so bad,” he whispered, running his fingers through her long hair. “It’s the people that are shit.”
She laughed and kissed him a third time, this time sliding her tongue over his own and moaning softly as his hands descended the small of her back and cupped her ass. In response, she hoisted herself onto his lap and felt the weight of his throbbing erection. Clearly, it was ready to burst right through his jeans.
She continued to kiss him as she ran her fingers over the massive swelling between his legs. Now he was starting to shiver.
He slid his fingers beneath her loose tank top and slowly guided them along her stomach. Just before he reached her breasts, she kissed him one more time and gently guided his hands back down to his sides. Then she rose to her feet.
“I should probably get some sleep,” she said. “It’s been a long day, and I haven’t even seen my room yet.”
She was amused by the look of confusion and exasperation on Aren’s face as she collected her belongings from the floor and slipped into her shoes. “We should probably get back on the road pretty early if we’re going to be back in Vegas in time for your show,” she said. Aren didn’t say a word.
She stepped over to the couch and kissed him again, this time on the cheek. “Goodnight.”
Then she left the room with a smile and made her way along the fourth-story pathway, feeling sexually unfulfilled but personally gratified.
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It took nearly three hours and five buses for Kristen to get from her home in North Las Vegas to Aunt Allison’s shop at Tropicana and Valley View—near the south end of the Vegas Strip. It had been ten days since Aunt Allison had texted her the message: “Sorry for delay. Change of plans. Don’t do anything, I’ll handle it. Have fun @ Disney.”
That was the last time Kristen had heard from her aunt, and she was beginning to worry. What was more worrisome was the fact that Aunt Allison’s shop in the slightly decrepit brown strip mall was now closed and empty in the middle of the afternoon, even though the sign listed Saturday hours. It wasn’t like Aunt Allison to just disappear and go off the radar.
Kristen pressed her face against the glass and gazed into the dark shop. As she observed the shelves full of books and crystals and the countertops stacked with cardboard boxes, a car pulled up behind her and came to a stop in the middle of the mostly desolate parking lot.
“Excuse me,” said a woman’s voice.
Kristen turned and saw a middle-aged woman behind the wheel of a black Chevy Silverado pickup. Her passenger-side window was down, and she was looking directly at Kristen through a large pair of drug store sunglasses.
“Yeah?” Kristen called to her.
“Do you know when the store’s going to open again?” she asked.
Kristen turned and approached the side of the truck, shaking her head. “No. I was just wondering that.”
The woman looked irritated. “I had an appointment with the medium for Thursday, but the store was closed. And yesterday it was closed too. What the heck is going on?”
“When did you make your appointment?” Kristen asked, growing even more concerned.
“Like two weeks ago.”
Kristen turned and raced back to the bus stop. Aunt Allison’s apartment was two bus rides away: one bus eastbound on Tropicana to Maryland Parkway, and one bus northbound on Maryland Parkway to Flamingo. From there, it would just be a short walk to the apartment. Her heart was pounding as she raced along the crosswalk to the eastbound bus stop. Aunt Allison, where are you?
She caught the next bus out and reached Allison’s high-rise apartment complex about an hour later. It was now after three o’clock, and her phone was still devoid of notifications from Aunt Allison. She stood by the building’s closed entrance gate and waited for a car to enter so she could slip inside. Then she entered the tiled lobby and took the elevator to the seventh floor.
The closer she got to Aunt Allison’s apartment, the faster her heart raced. From the beginning, she understood that there could be danger involved in her aunt’s investigation, but now she was starting to fear the worst.
When the elevator doors slid open on the seventh floor, she walked down the gray, unadorned corridor, sweating profusely from both the warm temperature in the hallway and her own apprehension.
She stopped at Aunt Allison’s door and knocked several times, as loudly as she could. “Aunt Allison,” she called out. “Are you in there? Aunt Allison.” She knocked again.
No response.
She groaned and then knocked several more times. “Aunt Allison.”
To her surprise and relief, the door opened. Standing on the other side was her aunt dressed in sweatpants and a faded Reebok T-shirt, her hair matted and disheveled, her eyelids heavy with dark-colored bags.
Before Aunt Allison could even say anything, Kristen threw her arms around her. “God, I’m so glad you’re okay.”
Aunt Allison awkwardly patted her on the back. “Kristen, what are you doing here?” she asked.
“I was worried about you! You never answer your phone and your store was closed. I thought something bad might have happened.”
“I’m fine, Kristen. I just need a little break.”
“Why?”
“Because...just...how did you even get here?”
“I took the bus,” Kristen replied.
Aunt Allison sighed. “That’s crazy.” She slowly opened the door the rest of the way, revealing a living room that was now cluttered with boxes of inventory for her store. “Just come inside. Are you thirsty?”
“Yes, please,” Kristen said, stepping into the apartment. As Allison hobbled listlessly to her refrigerator, Kristen stepped across the room and approached the sliding glass door that led out to the balcony. Through the glass she could see the Vegas Strip off in the distance. From this height, it was almost completely unobstructed.
“Do you want orange juice?” Aunt Allison called out from the fridge. “Coke? Water?” The kitchen area was located in the corner of the main room, just a few feet away. There were no walls separating it from the living room. It was distinguished only by its tiled floor, granite countertop, and electronic appliances.
“Water is fine,” Kristen said, still looking out at the city. 
Aunt Allison approached her and handed her a bottle of Aquafina. “I also have stronger drinks, if you want.”
Kristen frowned. “I’m fifteen.”
“Right, sorry. I keep forgetting, you’re much better than I was at fifteen.”
Kristen looked her over. Aunt Allison clearly hadn’t showered in a few days, and the puffy bags under her eyes gave the impression that she had been crying. Kristen had never seen her aunt like this before.
“Is everything okay?” Kristen asked.
“Yeah,” Aunt Allison replied with a slight shake in her voice. “It’s been a long week. I’m just fucking exhausted.”
“Oh,” Kristen said, not wanting to push the matter any further.
Aunt Allison took a seat on the leather couch. “So...how’s school?”
“Fine,” Kristen replied, slowly taking a seat on the other end of the couch. She rambled briefly about how her math teacher had left in the middle of the school year to have a baby and how everyone in the class hated the new teacher. Aunt Allison occasionally smiled and looked up at her, but it was obvious that she wasn’t really invested in the conversation.
As Kristen lamented her difficulty understanding the new teacher’s German accent, she looked up and saw that Aunt Allison was now staring out at the Strip. At that point, Kristen decided to switch gears and address a topic that would definitely be of interest to her aunt.
“So, I went back to Dominic Maffiore’s church last Tuesday,” she said.
Aunt Allison immediately snapped out of her trance and shot Kristen a horrified look. “You did what?”
“He invited me, and you wouldn’t answer the phone, so I had Grandma give me a ride. It was just like you said. When we talked after that first—”
“Kristen, I told you to stay away from him.”
“I know, but I can do this. I promise not to mess it up again!”
Aunt Allison rushed to the other side of the couch and grabbed Kristen by both shoulders, squeezing tightly. “That’s not what this is about. I need you to stay away from him because he’s a very, very dangerous man and I don’t want you to get hurt. Promise me you won’t have any more contact with him. Fucking promise me!” Her hands were shaking, and Kristen was growing very tense in response.
“Yeah, okay. I promise. Aunt Allison, are you okay?”
Aunt Allison wiped the sweat from her face and slowly took a seat on the couch beside Kristen. “You want to know the truth? The reason I’ve been sitting in this apartment decaying for the last week?”
“Yeah…”
Aunt Allison leaned forward, pressing her hands against her forehead. For several moments, she said nothing. Finally, she leaned back and looked at Kristen. “Remember that girl at Dominic’s service? The one I was supposed to be looking after?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, she’s dead now. They found her body at Red Rock Canyon.”
Kristen cupped her hands over her mouth and started to cry. “No! What happened?”
“Dominic happened. And that’s why you have to promise me you’ll stay away from him. Don’t go to his church. Don’t answer his phone calls. Just stay away.”
Kristen wiped the tears from her eyes. “Are the cops going to arrest him?”
“I don’t know,” Aunt Allison said. “They said they’re investigating, but that piece of shit always seems to get away.”
Kristen pulled her phone from her pocket and looked at the screen. “But what do I do about this email?”
“What email?”
Kristen handed her phone to Aunt Allison. On the screen was a Gmail message from dominic@lvexorcist.com.
Puzzled, Allison read the message.
Dearest Kristen,
I’m so glad you were able to attend Tuesday’s session. In the coming weeks, I’ll be addressing the subjects of spiritual bondage in much greater detail and even providing worksheets and exercises for recognizing and overcoming the enemy’s attacks and means of seduction. Below, I’ve included a list of Bible verses to reflect upon. I would recommend committing them to memory, as they are the most powerful weapons you have against Satan’s attacks.
I am also excited to hear that you’ve decided to proceed with this course. If you’re unable to submit your payment online before Tuesday, you can bring a check or cash to the next session. I would also recommend reading Ephesians chapter 6 before you arrive, as we’ll be analyzing it in great detail. As a general introduction to this subject matter, I would also recommend picking up a copy of The Demonologist, which features extensive interviews with the demonologists Ed and Lorraine Warren and goes into impressive depth about how dark forces operate in people’s daily lives.
Looking forward to seeing you on Tuesday.
Pastor Dom
Beneath the message was a reply from Kristen that read simply, “ok thanks i’ll see you then.”
The final message in the email chain was a follow-up from Dominic.
Kristen,
I just realized that my chapel won’t be available Tuesday night. I completely forgot that I had rented it out for a film shoot almost three months ago. So I’ll be having next week’s session at my home in Henderson. The address is 14621 Oasis Crossing.
Snacks will be provided, of course. I’m sorry for the inconvenience and would be happy to set up a ride if you need it. Just let me know. Thank you.
Pastor Dom
Allison’s face lit up as she looked over the address on the screen: 14621 Oasis Crossing. That was the house. And now Dominic was actively sending a young girl to that address. Surely that should be enough to put him away, right?
Allison felt energized for the first time in a week, the first time since she had received that gut-wrenching phone call from Officer Jacobs. “There’s never any easy way to say this,” he had said, “but we found your friend’s body. She was buried in a shallow grave at Red Rock Canyon.”
Apparently, Cassidy had died from starvation and dehydration, presumably from being deprived of food and water. There were marks on her wrists and ankles that suggested she had been tied up, and part of her lower lip had been chewed off, presumably by Cassidy herself. Allison could scarcely imagine the kind of unspeakable prolonged suffering she must have endured, not to mention the kind of vile monster who could inflict such torture.
And so she had hung up the phone and remained locked in her room. She ignored the incessant calls and texts from Kristen, from Aren, from Officer Jacobs. She could barely speak. All she wanted to do was vomit without end, as though she could somehow puke out all of the misery she was feeling and all of the evil that existed in the world. But the vomiting accomplished neither of those things. It just left her with a sore throat, bad breath, and an even greater sense of emptiness.
But now, as she read Dominic’s email, she could almost feel the emptiness withering away. This was her golden ticket. This was the missing piece of the puzzle that could put an end to Dominic’s evil once and for all. For the first time in a week, she found herself smiling.
“So what should I do?” Kristen asked. “If I don’t say something, he’ll keep contacting me.”
Allison turned to her niece. “Tell him you’ll be there,” she said.
Kristen’s eyes widened. “But…”
Allison shot to her feet and rushed to the kitchen counter to grab her phone. “Relax. You’re not actually going to be there. You’re going to remain safely at home. I’m going to be there. With my friend, Officer Jacobs.”
Allison scrolled through the contacts on her iPhone and tapped Officer Jacobs’ cell number. She took a seat beside Kristen on the couch and listened through three rings. Finally, there was a click.
“Yeah,” said a gruff, deep voice on the other end of the line.
“Hey, Officer Jacobs. It’s Allison.”
“Oh hey,” he said with minimal enthusiasm. “You know, you can call me Mike.”
“Yeah, whatever. Listen. Did you ever find proof of who owns that house?”
“Nah. I don’t think so.”
“Well, I’ve got more than that.” She went on to explain Kristen’s role in the situation and read the entire email exchange over the phone. “That’s gotta be everything you need to at least arrest him, right?” Allison asked finally.
“Okay, slow your roll. It’s not as simple as all that. We still don’t have a shred of evidence that a crime even took place in that house.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Allison shrieked. “You saw the text that Cassidy sent me before she died, and now we have an email from Dominic confirming that he owns that address.”
“I understand that,” Officer Jacobs said calmly, “and that’s really good circumstantial evidence, but we still have a lot to prove and I don’t want you to get too excited just yet. Just tell me what time he’s supposed to meet your niece there, and I’ll be waiting. The minute he shows up, I take his ass in for questioning. Then we go from there.”
“I want to be there with you!” Allison said. “I have some questions I’d like to ask him myself.”
“Or how about you stay home and let the police do the police work? You know I always keep you in the loop. Just chill. I won’t let him slip away.”
“Fine,” Allison said with a sigh. “He’s expecting Kristen to be there at seven. Promise me you’ll call me as soon as you know something.”
“I will let you know,” he said.
“Thanks,” Allison said. Then she ended the call. 
“You’re going to that house anyway, aren’t you?” Kristen asked.
“Of course I am,” Allison replied.
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It was about a forty-five-minute drive from Allison’s apartment to her mother’s house in North Las Vegas. The longest and most frustrating part of the commute was traveling westbound on Flamingo past the Vegas Strip, huddled among the innumerable throngs of cars attempting to navigate the chaos near Flamingo and Las Vegas Boulevard. Once she was free from that automotive melee, it was a simple drive northbound on the i-15 and Highway 95.
For the initial traffic-heavy portion of the commute, Allison and Kristen remained silent. Allison’s mind was racing with thoughts of Dominic being dragged out of that house in handcuffs and stuffed ever so aggressively into the back of a squad car, never to taste freedom again. Kristen, for her part, sat quietly and stared out the window, apparently in deep thought.
Las Vegas Boulevard did not disappoint. The intersection was littered with bumper-to-bumper traffic and hordes of pedestrians in various states of intoxication. As they waited at the stoplight for the third straight cycle, Allison looked to her left and observed the crowds in front of Bally’s Las Vegas, a towering blue and white resort which had recently undergone extensive renovations with the addition of a massive outdoor shopping district in front of the building.
To her right was the Cromwell, a smaller but nevertheless luxurious property that was especially popular with the young club crowd. Soaring sky-bound from behind the Cromwell was the High Roller, the world’s tallest observation wheel.
When the light finally turned green, Allison gunned it past the two resorts, crossed the wide intersection, and glanced at the opulent towers of Caesars Palace while coasting toward the i-15 onramp. She was trying to remember the last time she had actually visited the Strip, navigated its endless corridors, inhaled its many purposeful—and in some cases, not so purposeful—aromas, consumed its absurdly sized frozen daiquiris. It had been a long time. Like many locals, she found the Strip to be far more exhausting than exciting.
“Thank you for driving me home,” Kristen said as Allison turned onto the freeway.
“Yeah, no worries,” Allison replied. “Actually, I was thinking, maybe you’d want to grab some things and hang out with me for a few days. I mean, I’ve got the spare room, and I’d just feel a little better if I could keep an eye on you, just until Dominic is safely in jail. It’s just, he has your address now, and I think I’d sleep a little better at night if you hung out with me for a little bit.”
Kristen looked over at her aunt, concerned. “Do you think he’ll try to come after me?”
“No. I don’t think he will. By the time he realizes what happened, he’ll already be in jail. This is just to be on the safe side.”
“Are you sure he’ll be in jail and won’t be able to come after me?”
Allison clutched her steering wheel tightly with both hands. She knew the answer to that question was no. Dominic had evaded prosecution so many times before, there was no telling what might happen. But this was their only shot at taking him down, their only chance to ensure justice for Cassidy and Cindy and all of his other victims.
“You’ll be safe at my apartment,” Allison said finally. “He wouldn’t know to find you there, and it has a gate and really good security.”
“Aunt Allison, your apartment building is really easy to get into. I do it all the time.”
Allison couldn’t argue with that.
She turned to Kristen and said, “Look at me.” She waited for Kristen to look over. “Your mom made me your godmother because she trusted me, and most people would agree that I’m just about the worst person in the world to trust. I’ve spent my whole life conning people, neglecting people, and not really giving a shit about anybody but myself. But I am dead fucking serious when I say that I am not going to let anything happen to you. I swear this on my life, Kristen. Do you understand?”
Kristen nodded and met Allison’s gaze with a warm smile.
When they reached the house, Kristen filled a suitcase with clothes, books, and other assorted belongings while Allison begrudgingly explained the whole situation to her mother and advised her to stay in a hotel for a few days. “Just until he’s safely behind bars.”
“I don’t need a hotel,” Janet Lockwood replied, leaning back in her kitchen chair. “I got my buddies Smith & Wesson keeping me safe. Anyone tries anything with me, and I’ll give ‘em eight to ten rounds of Second Amendment freedom.”
Sitting across from her mother at the table, Allison shook her head. Though the two women differed heavily on politics, Allison couldn’t deny that she was just like her mother to a troubling degree.
“Kristen likes to read for a half hour before bed,” Janet said after an extended silence. “If you try to give her dinner before six-thirty, she’ll just eat a few bites and complain she’s not hungry. She’s pretty tolerant of bad language, but she gets real upset when you use the Lord’s name in vain.”
“Don’t I know it,” Allison muttered.
“If she has her own way, she’ll try to eat sugary cereals for breakfast every morning. I’ve been trying to get her in the habit of eating regular Cheerios, because at least they’re not as bad as that god-awful cookie cereal, and she seems to like the Cheerios well enough. You can take the box that’s in the pantry. If you keep the air conditioner below seventy-five, she’s too cold. Keep it above seventy-seven, and she’ll complain that the house feels like a furnace. She never misses The Voice on TV, and—”
“Mom,” Allison interrupted, “you know this is just for a few days, right?”
“Yes, of course, Dear. Now, if she has caffeine after three o’clock, don’t expect her to fall asleep at any reasonable hour.”
She continued to recite from the Kristen User Manual for about another five minutes, but Allison ultimately tuned it out. She was just beginning to realize that this arrangement may in fact be permanent, and she wondered if she was ready. She loved Kristen, but she cowered at the thought of being responsible for another human life. After all, she could barely keep her own life together. Still, she had made a promise to her niece and intended to keep it. Dominic Maffiore’s days were numbered, and on Tuesday evening, all would be made right.
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Tuesday night. The sky outside was already fading to dark, and Aunt Allison was gone.
Kristen sat on the sofa in Aunt Allison’s living room...her living room. Or was it? She still wasn’t sure. All she knew for certain was that she now had a bedroom, a shelf in the pantry, and keys to both the apartment and the mailbox.
Her heart was pounding, and she knew exactly why. There were only twenty minutes until seven o’clock. This was about the time at which she should have been arriving at Dominic’s home in Henderson, indulging in snacks and mingling with the other guests while waiting for the exorcist to make one of his famous grand entrances.
But she was not on her way to Dominic’s home as promised. She was in Aunt Allison’s apartment, alone for the first time in days, watching a syndicated rerun of The Big Bang Theory and praying for Aunt Allison’s safety as the intrepid woman drove out to Dominic’s house with the magician Aren Anzalone. “Please God,” she prayed, “don’t let anything bad happen to her.”
The lock and deadbolt were both secured on the front door. The night security guard was patrolling the building. The front gate was closed to anyone without the authorization to enter.
Still, Kristen felt scared and vulnerable. She desperately wanted the night to be over.
At 6:42, her phone rang. The sudden, unexpected sound nearly caused her to fall to the floor. The sound, though, wasn’t nearly as terrifying as the name that appeared on the screen: Dominic Maffiore.
Kristen trembled as she gripped the phone in both hands and contemplated what to do next. The last thing she wanted to do was accept the call, but she feared that Aunt Allison might be in trouble. What if he had figured out that he had been set up? He might be holding her or worse.
Shaking and sweating uncontrollably, she accepted the call and raised the phone to her ear. “H-hello?” She swallowed loudly.
“Hi Kristen,” Dominic said on the other line, his voice as warm and cordial as it had ever been. “I just wanted to check in and see if you’re still planning to join us tonight. I’m printing out some of the teaching materials right now, and I need to know how many copies to make.”
Kristen was somewhat relieved but also uneasy. “I should be getting to the house pretty soon,” she said, ashamed of the lie but more fearful for her aunt’s safety. “I’ll see you then.”
There was a pause.
“What house?” Dominic asked. “What are you referring to?”
“The house where you’re having the thing,” Kristen said, puzzled by the confusion in his voice.
“You mean tonight’s teaching? It’s at the church as it always is. I’m not sure what house you mean.”
Kristen slowly rose to her feet, still trembling. “In your email,” she muttered. “You said that we couldn’t do it at the church because they were making a movie or something.”
Another pause.
“No, I never said any such thing,” Dominic said. “Are you sure you’re not confusing it with a different email conversation?”
“Maybe,” Kristen whispered.
Dominic continued to speak, but Kristen didn’t catch a word of it. She lowered the phone to chest level, ended the call, and began to panic. A million thoughts swirled through her brain. If Dominic hadn’t sent that message, who had? More importantly, what kind of trap was Aunt Allison walking into? 
“Aunt Allison…” Kristen shrieked aloud, terrified at what might be happening at this very moment.
She raised her phone and clumsily thumbed through her contacts until Aunt Allison’s name appeared on the screen. She tapped the name and raised the phone to her ear, her heart pounding. Please be okay. Please be okay.
Within a few seconds, she heard the first ring. Almost immediately thereafter, she was startled by the sound of music coming from the kitchen just a few feet away. It was the chorus of some old Ramones song, and it was coming from Aunt Allison’s phone—which was on the kitchen counter. Aunt Allison and Aren had left in a hurry, so she must have left it behind.
Kristen rushed over to the phone. “No, no, no.”
She picked up her aunt’s phone and tapped the Home button. Thankfully, there was no passcode preventing her from gaining access. She proceeded to the contacts and searched for the name “Aaron Anzalone,” but nothing came up.
She tossed the phone back on the counter and used her own phone to dial 911.
“Nine-one-one emergency,” said a woman’s voice on the other end of the line.
“My aunt’s in trouble,” Kristen shouted into the phone as she paced back and forth on the living room carpet.
“Okay,” the voice replied calmly. “Are you with your aunt right now?”
“No. She’s at…” Kristen lowered her phone to eye level and pulled up Dominic’s email message. “14621 Oasis Crossing. In Henderson.”
“Okay,” the dispatcher replied, and Kristen could hear the sound of typing in the background. “Tell me what’s wrong? Is she in immediate danger?”
“Yes!” Kristen shouted into the phone. “She went there to look for the Las Vegas Exorcist because he said he would be there. But now he says he’s not there and that he never said that, and I think it’s some kind of trap. My aunt is going to that house right now and you need to send the police really quick.”
“I’m sorry, can you slow down?” the befuddled dispatcher replied. “Sweetie, I’m having a hard time following what you’re saying. Do you know that your aunt is in danger?”
“Yes!” Kristen stomped her foot on the kitchen floor as she uttered the exclamation. “The Las Vegas Exorcist killed a bunch of girls and now my aunt’s going right to his house. I was supposed to meet him there, but I think he figured out that I was lying and now I don’t know what he’s going to do or who’s really at that house right now. Please hurry!”
“Wait, who killed a bunch of girls?”
“Can you please just send the cops?” Kristen shouted. “There isn’t a lot of time.”
“Okay, ma’am. I’m going to send an officer to make sure everything’s okay. I need you to stay on the line with me, though, okay? Go back to what you said before. About—”
Kristen abruptly ended the call. She knew she had to get to her aunt as quickly as possible. For all she knew, it would take two hours for police to arrive and “make sure everything’s okay.”
Right now, Kristen didn’t trust the police to arrive in time. Aunt Allison had called the police immediately upon receiving her friend’s distress call, and that friend was now dead. Kristen wasn’t about to let the same thing happen to Aunt Allison.
She pocketed both smartphones, threw on her baby blue down jacket, and raced out of the apartment. She took the rickety old elevator to the ground floor, jogged through the empty tiled lobby, and made her way outside and through the pedestrian door connected to the perimeter gate.
When she reached the busy sidewalk along Flamingo, she retrieved her aunt’s phone and used the Uber app to hail a ride. She would have to apologize for this expense later, but the most important thing right now was getting to that house by seven o’clock and stopping her aunt from going inside. In the “Destination” field of the rideshare request form, she entered the address that she had been provided in the email—by Dominic or whomever.
Her Uber was a white 2014 Toyota Camry. When it pulled up along the sidewalk, she hopped into the backseat and thanked the driver for picking her up.
“No problem,” he said, drifting effortlessly back into the busy traffic. He was a svelte young Asian man who wore athletic apparel and the biggest Apple Watch that Kristen had ever seen. “You look different in your photo,” he said, referring to the profile photo on Aunt Allison’s Uber account.
“Oh, yeah,” Kristen said. “I dyed my hair blonde. I wanted to try something different.” She was once again overcome with that sense of guilt that always accompanied her dishonesty. “Is there any way you can drive fast?”
According to Uber’s estimated duration, they would arrive at the house at 7:07; that wasn’t nearly good enough. A lot could happen in seven minutes. Kristen didn’t even want to think about all the things that could happen in seven minutes.
“Sorry,” the driver said. “Traffic is crazy this time of night. It’ll ease up once we get to Henderson.”
He turned right onto Eastern and headed southbound toward the city of Henderson. As he moved further and further away from Flamingo, the traffic did ease slightly, but it wasn’t enough. Kristen closed her eyes and prayed, terrified that this night would change her life forever.
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Allison and Aren arrived at 14621 Oasis Crossing at exactly 6:55 p.m. They parked along the street three houses away and studied their destination. There were no cars in front of the house, and no lights on.
“Something seems...off,” Aren said, studying the house from a distance.
“Yeah,” Allison replied. “The house looks as abandoned as it was the day we ransacked it.”
They sat in the car and waited another five minutes, but nothing changed. No cars pulled up. No lights turned on. Finally, they decided to go and investigate. They slowly exited the vehicle and made their way toward the house, monitoring their surroundings with each step.
They ventured up the cobblestone path leading to the front porch, and Allison rang the doorbell. The police tape had been removed from the premises, apparently because the police couldn’t find one shred of evidence that a crime had occurred there.
Allison’s heart pounded as she stood beside Aren in the dark, waiting for the slightest indication of human life. She wondered what she would do if Dominic actually answered the door. Would she play stupid and explain that Kristen wasn’t able to make it? Perhaps buy some time while she waited for Officer Jacobs to arrive? That seemed like the most feasible solution, but she couldn’t be certain of what she would actually do on impulse if she came face to face with Dominic at this house.
After about a minute, she heard movement coming from inside. It sounded like creaking floorboards, but the sounds were muffled so she couldn’t be certain. She held her breath for several seconds, waiting for the door to open, but nothing happened. She turned to Aren.
“Did you hear anything inside?” she asked.
Aren nodded. “I’m pretty sure I heard someone moving around.”
“That’s what I thought,” Allison said, pressing her ear to the door. Once again, everything was silent. Silent and dark. She rang the doorbell a second time, her ear still pressed to the door. Silence.
“I had a feeling I’d catch you guys here,” said a deep voice from behind.
Startled, Allison whipped around and saw Officer Jacobs standing behind her on the porch, dressed in his police uniform.
“Jesus,” she said. “You scared the shit out of me.”
“You people just aren’t gonna let me do my job, are you?” he said, approaching the door and banging several times on the wood. “Police,” he bellowed. “Open up.”
No response.
“I just want to make sure that Dominic is brought to justice,” Allison said.
“Same here,” Aren said.
“Hmm…” Officer Jacobs replied. “If only there was some kind of professional organization of people responsible for capturing criminals and bringing them to justice.” He banged on the door again. “Police. This is your last warning. I have a warrant to enter this home.”
“How did you get a warrant?” Allison asked.
Officer Jacobs turned the broken knob on the splintered front door and pushed the door open effortlessly. The interior of the home was eclipsed in total darkness. “Never mind that. You play by your own rules, and sometimes I play by mine.” He stepped onto the tiled entryway just inside the house, and Allison and Aren followed close behind.
Aren flipped on the light switch, illuminating the foyer and the lower section of the staircase. A second light switch activated the hall light at the top of the stairs.
“You’re sure he said it was tonight?” Aren asked, leaning toward Allison’s ear.
“Yes,” Allison replied as she began ascending the stairs.
When she reached the top, she slowly tiptoed past each room, gazing inside and turning on the lights as she passed them. Before long, the entire upstairs was illuminated. She looked under beds, inside the showers, and even behind curtains, but she found no signs of life. Everything was completely unchanged since her last visit. She even searched for an entrance that might lead into an attic, but the dated popcorn ceiling was perfectly solid from one end of the house to the other.
Downstairs, she could hear Aren and Officer Jacobs opening doors, rummaging through drawers, and moving furniture, seemingly to no avail. While they combed through the lower level of the house, Allison dropped to her knees and studied every inch of the upstairs carpet in search of loose fibers, gaps, or anything that might lead to a previously unseen floorboard. Despite having previously scanned every square inch of the home in vain, she was still obsessed with finding the diary that Cassidy had told her about. Perhaps it was her way of trying to bring closure to the situation and put some of her own agony to rest. Once again, her search came up dry.
As she crawled on her hands and knees across the bedroom floor, she heard the familiar creak once again. Was it a footstep? A gust of wind acting on a flimsily constructed home? She looked up. It sounded like it was coming from directly above her head, but there was no way a human being could have gotten up there. She had carefully examined the entire ceiling from inside the hallway, every bedroom, and both bathrooms. She feared her paranoia was getting the best of her.
When her search for the diary once again left her empty-handed, she made her way downstairs and into the kitchen, where Aren and Officer Jacobs were rummaging through piles of junk mail and assorted paperwork that they had placed on the table.
She looked at Aren, who was dressed in tight jeans and a T-shirt that bared the words “Sonata Arctica.” He was intently studying some sort of gray business flyer.
Then she looked at Officer Jacobs, who was clearly deep in thought. Suddenly, she had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. As the reality of the situation set in, she felt her knees grow weak and she gripped the counter for support. Her mind was racing, and her heart followed suit.
It only took a few seconds for Aren to look over and notice her obvious unrest. He rose to his feet. “Allison, are you okay?”
Allison shook her head. “No,” she said in a near-whisper. She stared at the off-white kitchen wall for a few moments. “Something is really bugging me. Obviously, Dominic was tipped off by somebody. Thing is, I only told two people he was going to be here tonight, and they’re both standing in this room.” She turned her head toward Officer Jacobs and Aren, both of whom appeared more annoyed than offended.
“Like you,” she said, gesturing toward Aren. “You’re more obsessed with Dominic than anyone I’ve ever known. How do I know you’re not actually on his side?” She turned toward Officer Jacobs. “And you...Every single time I’ve come to this house, you’ve been lurking around.”
“You mean doing my job?” Officer Jacobs shot back. “You’re the one who made the 911 call, remember?”
“And you’re the one who keeps bringing me here,” said Aren, scowling at her. “What’s your role in all of this?”
“Fuck you!” Allison spat, not loudly but with tremendous conviction. “Do you think I asked to be pulled into all this shit? I was totally fucking happy with my boring life in my boring shop, and then people started dying. Now I want everyone responsible to fucking pay for it, and I’m sick of these dead ends. I want fucking answers, and it starts right here in this room.”
Officer Jacobs shook his head. “I’m out. Next time you get a hot tip, don’t call me. Bunch of grown-ass children.” He then marched out of the kitchen shaking his head. “And you guys need to go,” he shouted from the foyer. “You’re trespassing on private property.” The front door opened and then slammed shut.
Aren took a step toward Allison. “We’re all just looking for answers,” he said softly. “And look, I might have actually found something.” He raised his hand toward her, extending the gray flyer that he had been studying.
Allison stepped forward and took it from him, unfolding it. At the top was a blue logo featuring a half sunrise and the words “Sonrise Vacation Properties.” Beneath the logo was a web address and a few lines of generic marketing copy about affordable rates, spacious properties, and full amenities.
“What is this?” Allison asked.
“I found a stack of these in one of the drawers. I checked the website address, and it looks legit, until you click on the house listings. This is the only house listed in the Las Vegas area, and the few other listings are all hundreds of miles away and copied word-for-word from TripAdvisor and other sites. Whoever built this website probably doesn’t even own those houses. They just wanted to make it look like a real property rental site.” He retrieved his phone from the kitchen table and handed it to her.
Allison looked at the web page on the screen. It was a pretty simple white layout, but it certainly looked like a legitimate vacation rental site. The house in which they were standing was the first house that appeared in the rental listings. Only seven other houses were listed, and most were located on the East Coast.
She tapped the listing for the Henderson house. The description read: “4 beds; 2.5 baths. Sleeps 10. A steal at just $50 a day! Fully stocked kitchen with range, microwave, freezer/fridge, dishwasher. Amenities include flatscreen TV in every room, DIRECTV, WiFi, AC/heating, full security system. Pet-friendly. Great neighborhood. 15 min from Strip!”
Following the description were several high-resolution photographs of the house.
“I don’t get it,” Allison said. “None of this makes any sense.”
“Think of it like magic,” Aren said. “When we get up on stage and ask you to pick a card, the trick is making you think you’re in control, but we’ve already sorted the deck to make sure you do exactly what we wanted you to do. This website is just a trick deck. Dominic hands his flyer to vulnerable young victims and says, ‘You need to get away from your toxic home life for a while. I know this great service. Pick a house, any house.’ But the magician already picked the house for you. And once you’re here, he can isolate you, manipulate you, and ultimately get rid of you.”
Allison shook her head. She frantically scanned the site looking for an “About Us” or “Contact” page, or even a footer with the name of a parent company. There was nothing.
Aren held out his hand, and Allison returned the phone to him.
He raised the phone to chest level and began typing away. A few seconds later, he nodded. “Just like I thought.”
“What?” she asked.
“I’m looking at the source code. Every page on this website has a noindex tag. Whoever designed this website was hell-bent on making sure it wouldn’t be picked up by search engines. The only way to even access this website is by manually typing in the address that appears on the flyer. Now, if you were running a real vacation rental site, why would you hide it from search engines?”
Allison took a seat at the kitchen table. “You say all this shit like it’s some amazing bombshell, but we already knew that Dominic was manipulating these girls. Tell me something that can actually bring his ass down.”
Aren set the phone on the table and sat across from her. “I’m getting to that. Now that we’ve found the website he’s using, we might be able to trace it back to him. You wanted to come here tonight to prove that this is Dominic’s house. This website might be able to do just that.”
“How?”
Aren picked up the phone and began typing again. “Whenever someone buys a website domain, there’s a record of it. Any dumbass can easily search the records online in the WHOIS database and find out everything there is to know about the domain owner.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Allison said. “When I set up the website for my shop, I set it to keep me anonymous because I didn’t want a bunch of weirdos finding my home address on the internet.”
“Yeah, but even if you register anonymously, it’s pretty easy to get the hosting provider to give up the information if you threaten legal action or mention a possible crime. Plus, my guess is that Dominic paid someone to make the website for him. Web designers like to keep their contact information public, because, who knows? Maybe someone will see my beautifully designed website and say, ‘I want that genius to build a website for me.’”
Aren typed for a few more seconds, and then a smile slowly spread across his face. “Well, look at that. We have a name and an address right here in Las Vegas. Arthur Glen. East Desert Inn Rd. It’s actually pretty close by. Want to take a ride?”
“What do we have to lose?” Allison said, feeling pessimistic. “But I need to call Kristen and make sure everything’s okay at home.” She walked over to the counter and dug through her handbag. “Fuck, I must have left my phone at home.”
Aren held out his phone. “Use mine.”
“I don’t fucking know anyone’s phone number by heart. I remember my home phone number from when I was a kid. That’s about it. And my mom dropped her landline years ago.”
“We can stop at your apartment after we swing by this guy’s house,” Aren said. “Let’s go put an end to all this.”
They took the flyer, exited the home, and drove off in Aren’s Tesla. As they turned southbound onto Eastern, they passed a white Toyota Camry with a passenger who looked oddly like Kristen. Allison loathed how her mind played tricks on her, exploiting her greatest fears.
If anything were to happen to Kristen…
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“Here we are,” the Uber driver said as he pulled up in front of the dark house. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s home, though.”
Kristen peered out the car window and studied the two-story house. She had no idea what Aren’s car looked like, but it didn’t matter; there were no cars parked in front of the house. How could this be possible? It was 7:12. There was no way they could have arrived before Aren and Aunt Allison.
“Can you just wait here?” Kristen said. “I’m going to go peek inside real quick.”
“No problem,” the driver said. “I have to pick up my wife from work, though, so don’t be too long.”
“I’ll be quick,” Kristen said as she pushed the door open and stepped out of the car.
She made her way up the cobbled path, onto the dark porch, and up to the damaged front door, which appeared to have been kicked in. She froze. This definitely didn’t look right. She stood, uneasy, for nearly a minute, and then turned around to ensure that the driver still had his eye on her.
She knocked on the door, softly at first, then louder. The door was so warped that the latch bolt didn’t even make contact with the strike. The hardware responsible for keeping the door closed was no longer aligned with its corresponding slot in the door frame. So when Kristen knocked firmly, the door simply bounced off the doorjamb and opened slowly toward her, creaking all the while like a scene from a horror movie.
Kristen looked inside the house. It was completely dark. She could make out the tiled entryway, the steps leading up to the second floor, and a few pieces of living room furniture. Everything appeared in dark silhouette, and nothing could be seen clearly. She thought she might be able to turn on a light, but she was afraid of what might present itself.
Aren and Aunt Allison were definitely not in the house, but she wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or alarmed. She knew for certain that they were heading to this house, so why were they nowhere to be found? Perhaps they had turned around and left upon realizing that the house was empty. Or perhaps it was something worse.
Kristen took two steps inside and looked around. She didn’t make a sound. She just listened for any signs of life and prayed for her safety and the safety of Aunt Allison. She took another step forward and looked around. The house appeared empty, but not abandoned. Despite the damage to the doorway, the house seemed well-maintained. The interior was relatively clean, neatly organized, and pleasant-smelling. Still, the place gave her the creeps, and she decided it would probably be best to head back. Aunt Allison was not here, and so there was no reason to stick around and investigate.
Just as she turned toward the door, she heard something. It was faint enough to have been a figment of her imagination but real enough to send a shiver through her spine. In any normal setting, the sound would have gone unnoticed, but in the tense silence of the dark house, it echoed like a sudden burst of thunder.
A single footstep. That’s all it was. And it came from directly above Kristen’s head.
Kristen froze. She told herself it had to be the wind or maybe some old plumbing that was acting up. She felt little reassurance as she listened intently for any other sounds. She cocked her head slightly and looked up the stairs, but it was too dark to see anything.
The square skylight above her head illuminated the first few steps near the entryway, but the steps became harder to see the higher they ascended up the staircase. It was like a stairway into total darkness, and Kristen shuddered to think that there might be someone at the very top gazing down at her. She knew she was completely exposed, spotlighted by the lunar glow that penetrated the skylight.
Her impulse was to turn and run, as fast as she could, back to the Uber and back to the safety of Aunt Allison’s apartment. But her nagging fears kept her frozen in the entryway. What if Aunt Allison is up there? What if she’s in trouble and I run away? Then I find out that something happened to her up there and I could have stopped it?
She thought about every possible scenario. Then she prayed for guidance. Then she fought back tears. It was too dark, too quiet, and she was wholly unprepared. Could she explain things to the Uber driver and ask for his help? He would likely think she was insane and maybe even abandon her. She needed him out in the street right now, her ready getaway driver.
Kristen flicked on one of the light switches beside the front door, and the entryway lit up. Now she could clearly see the entire living room, the staircase, and the hallway at the top of the stairs. Thankfully, no one was looking down at her.
She remained still, listening for any indications of movement upstairs. If there were people in one of the bedrooms, they might not have seen the light come on downstairs, but Kristen wanted to be certain. If someone were to emerge and come after her, she wanted a clear shot from the door to the car. She had seen enough bad slasher movies to know what happens when the young ingenue starts exploring the inner-depths of the creepy house. If someone was indeed lurking in the house, she wanted them to come out into the open.
But there were no sounds. The house was as still and silent as it had been in total darkness. After nearly a minute of waiting, Kristen flicked on the other light switch beside the front door. Now the light at the top of the stairs turned on, shining across the second-story hallway. Certainly, that wouldn’t go unnoticed by anyone upstairs. Once again, she stood still and silent, waiting.
No sound. Not the slightest movement.
Kristen took three steps forward, stopping directly in front of the stairs. “Aunt Allison?” she shouted, stunned by her own sudden boldness. Her words echoed up the stairs and across the house.
She gripped the railing and waited, her heart pounding. She swallowed hard, and then closed her eyes and began to pray more intently and passionately than she had ever prayed before.
She opened her eyes and gazed up the stairs. The house remained quiet and still. Maybe it was indeed empty. Surely, if anyone had been inside, they would have made their presence known by now.
Kristen turned back toward the busted door and gripped the loose knob. As she raised her other hand to flick off the light switches, she felt her heart stop.
“Please help…”
The desperate, muffled cry came from upstairs. It was a female voice, and the victim sounded like she was in tremendous pain. But was it Aunt Allison? It was too hard to tell. The pitch was about right, but the voice was distorted. It sounded like it had come from inside a bedroom that had its door closed.
“Aunt Allison?” Kristen shouted, louder this time.
“Please help,” the voice bellowed again, almost immediately. Whoever she was, she was definitely crying.
Kristen approached the staircase again, shaking. “Lord, what do I do?” she prayed aloud, tears forming in her eyes.
She looked around for anything she could use to defend herself, but she found nothing that would serve as a suitable makeshift weapon. She tiptoed across the living room and into the kitchen, scanning her surroundings with every step she took. When she entered the kitchen, she found a set of steak knives displayed in a wood block on the countertop. Without turning on the kitchen light, she tiptoed across the room, pulled a knife from the block, and cautiously returned to the living room, gripping the knife with both hands.
When she reached the stairs again, she stopped cold. What am I doing? she thought. I’m not a fighter or a killer. I can’t do this. I need to call the cops.
One of the bedroom doors upstairs rattled violently. “Help…” the voice cried out again. “Please! Before he comes back!”
Kristen felt a sudden surge of hope. Dominic was gone. Maybe she wasn’t in danger after all. Composing herself, she took a deep breath and tiptoed up the stairs, gripping her knife in one hand and the railing in the other. It was a slow trek up the fourteen steps. She knew that time was of the essence, but she also knew that caution was paramount.
When she reached the top, she gazed across the hall. All of the bedroom and bathroom doors were closed, and the entire floor was now silent. Kristen held the knife in front of her and took two steps forward. “Where are you?” she cried out.
No response.
“Hello?” she called out.
The hall light and the entry light both went dark, drowning her in almost total blackness. She heard a door swing open a few inches away, and before she could process what was happening, she felt a hard blow to the back of her head.
She dropped the knife and fell to the carpet, screaming. Two cold hands locked on to her throat. She kicked and fought, but her assailant was much stronger. As she looked up, still squirming and screaming for dear life, she was able to make out her attacker’s thin frame and wispy long hair. No other features were visible in the darkness except for a small, sharp object in the attacker’s mouth.
Realizing that the object was a syringe, Kristen kicked her attacker in the thigh as hard as she could and rolled toward the stairs. She descended the steps on her hands and knees, moving downward as fast as her trembling body would carry her.
Just as she reached for the bottom step, the attacker’s hands grabbed her ankle with all the force of a sledgehammer and dragged her back up toward the second floor. Kristen’s face collided with each step as she was pulled against her will, and her bare arms burned as they were dragged along the coarse carpeting that covered the stairs.
Just as her feet reached the top of the staircase, she managed to grip one of the steps with both hands and hold on for dear life. Her attacker continued to pull, but Kristen curled her fingers tightly around the step and clutched as hard as she could.
As she labored in vain to pull herself forward and break free, the attacker released one hand and used the other arm to subdue both ankles. Kristen then felt a knee pushing into her back, holding her in place. With the free hand, the attacker gripped one of the belt loops on Kristen’s jeans and pulled it down, exposing an upper portion of her left buttock.
Kristen felt a sharp, ice-cold object plunge itself into the exposed, fatty flesh. At first she thought she had been stabbed with a small knife, but she quickly realized that she had been punctured with the attacker’s syringe.
She squirmed and fought, but it was no use. The attacker was still holding her down and was now leaning in to apply even more weight. After the syringe was removed from Kristen’s skin, the attacker leaned toward her ear.
“The more you scream and fight, the faster the drug will knock you out,” she whispered.
She. Kristen was stunned to learn that her assailant was female. And somehow, her voice was familiar. She sounded young, and she was eerily calm, like the whole thing was just a game.
“Just take a deep breath and calm down, and you’ll have plenty of time. All you have to do is answer one question for me, and then I’ll let you go. One question, that’s all. If you can do it calmly, you might even get away fast enough to find help before you pass out. Do we have a deal?”
Kristen screamed as loudly as she could and grabbed the railing with both hands. The woman grabbed a chunk of Kristen’s hair with both hands and yanked it backward, snapping her head back. The woman now had both knees on Kristen’s back and was gripping her hair like the reins of a rocking horse. She looked directly into Kristen’s eyes from above, but Kristen still couldn’t make out her face. The tears had completely clouded her vision, and all she could see were faint watercolors in the dim light.
“You’re wasting precious time,” the woman said, speaking slowly and intently without shouting. “If you’re still in this house when you pass out, I’m going to dissect your organs and mail them to your family. Now you need to answer my question. Okay? Are you listening? Good. Who is that woman who keeps poking around here? The one who came to church with you. I want her full name. Just give me that, and I’ll let you go. It’s very simple.”
Kristen pulled on the railing with both hands, but her strength was fading. Her hands and legs were growing increasingly numb with every second, and a sense of lightheadedness was overtaking her. She squirmed and fought and pulled, but nothing worked. She wondered if, perhaps, she could buy some time or even manage an escape by making up a name.
“Please!” she cried out. “I’ll tell you. Just let me go!”
“I’m not sure you understand the order of operations, my dear. You tell me the bitch’s name, and then I set you free.”
“Her name is Jenna! Jenna McKenzie!” she screamed through the tears before her attacker could even finish speaking. Kristen wasn’t even sure how she came up with the name. She just knew that she couldn’t hesitate or appear to be thinking too hard about it.
The woman released the chunk of blonde hair with both hands and wrapped her arms around Kristen’s throat. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” she whispered.
“No, please let me go!” Kristen said with a muffled choke, barely able to breathe.
“Just another minute or so,” the woman whispered. “I like for my sheep to be nice and dizzy before I chase them to their slaughter. Can you feel your faculties shutting down? You’re not long for this world, my dear.”
Still writhing despite her weakness, Kristen managed to wedge her chin downward so that her mouth was pressing right against her attacker’s bicep. Kristen opened her mouth as far as it would go and bit down on the soft clump of flesh as though it were a giant marshmallow. Her jaw was the last muscle in her body that still had its full strength, and she clamped down without mercy, causing the woman to scream and jump to her feet.  
“Fucking bitch!” the woman screamed, ripping her arm away and kicking Kristen in the ribcage. The force of the woman’s shoe sent Kristen tumbling down the stairs. Kristen hit her head several times on the wood balusters that lined the staircase, but she felt no pain. Even the woman’s violent kick to the ribs felt like little more than a push. Her entire body had gone numb.
When her forehead connected with the hard, tiled entryway at the bottom of the stairs, she scrambled forward on her knees and reached for the doorknob. Her body seemed to move in slow motion, though, like one of those nightmares where you know you need to run away from danger but your body is frozen in place.
Kristen leaned against the front door with her thigh to the ground and grabbed the knob with both hands. She used the knob like a chin-up bar to pull herself to her feet, but the moment she felt her heels touch the ground, her attacker crept up from behind and grabbed her by the hair. Kristen reached backward to fight, but she was growing increasingly dizzy as her attacker spun her toward the stairs and pushed her to the ground.
“I’m sorry that you have to suffer for someone else’s sins,” the woman said as she used her free hand to grab Kristen’s forearm and drag her back up the stairs, “but isn’t that the way of things? The children of Eden paid for the sins of Adam. Judas paid for the hubris of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ paid for the cruel, sadistic narcissism of his father. And now you will pay for the sins of your friend who was too stupid to leave well enough alone.”
Kristen tried punching the woman several times in the stomach as she was violently pulled up the stairs, but her weakness made it impossible to apply any real force. She fought back with all the power of a cat batting a plastic toy. The woman barely even seemed to notice. By the time they reached the top of the stairs, Kristen could barely hold her eyes open.
The woman continued to pull Kristen across the upstairs hallway by her hair and shoulder, and by that point, Kristen stopped resisting. She simply acquiesced in a drunken haze. At least, that’s what she wanted her attacker to believe, and it worked like a charm. As soon as Kristen started to follow willingly, the woman loosened her grip. In response, Kristen pushed the woman forward with what little strength she had and then turned to barrel down the stairs once again.
“Seriously?” the woman sighed with mild annoyance.
Kristen didn’t care. She was home free. She made it to the bottom of the steps, slid across the tiles that covered the entryway, turned the doorknob, and rushed outside into the cold night air. Fresh air had never felt so inviting.
The Uber was gone, but for some reason she didn’t care. Everything felt okay. She jogged across the lawn, crying out for help, though her weakened voice wouldn’t carry very far. She turned toward the neighbor’s house and headed directly toward it, seeking sanctuary at the home of some friendly stranger.
Before she could reach the end of the mostly dirt lawn, however, her knees began to tremble. She had already felt like she were running in a weightless environment, but now her numb legs were having an even more difficult time carrying her. Before reaching the end of the lawn, she fell to her hands and knees and crawled as fast as she could. Whether she was moving quickly or slowly she couldn’t tell. Everything was a blur. Within seconds, she saw a large shadow eclipse her own, and she knew exactly to whom the shadow belonged.
The woman kicked Kristen hard in the ribcage, flipping her over like a turtle onto its back. Kristen still felt no physical pain, and even her fear was subsiding. What was death anyway? Just a gateway to a much more beautiful and peaceful place. A smile spread across Kristen’s numb face, and she opened her eyes. Looking straight up toward the sky, she finally saw her attacker’s face clearly. The light of the full moon shone down from above, providing enough natural light to illuminate the entire Vegas Strip.
Kristen recognized her attacker, but she just couldn’t believe it. Before the shocking realization had a chance to fully set in, she closed her eyes and everything faded to darkness.
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It took mere minutes for Allison and Aren to arrive at Arthur Glen’s home on East Desert Inn Road. It was an older, single-story house with a fading blue and white paint job, and it seemed to have fallen into disrepair. There was a plastic tarp covering a section of roof shingles and a folded cardboard box covering one of the windows, but the house wasn’t abandoned. There were two cars parked in the driveway and several lights on inside.
Aren parked his Tesla on the street in front of the house, and the two of them exited the vehicle and made their way to the porch without saying a word. They had hardly spoken since leaving Dominic’s house. Allison knew they were both fed up with the chase and just desperate for answers.
When they reached the porch, Aren knocked loudly on the door, ignoring the doorbell to his left. The porch light was off, or more likely burned out, but the entire porch was reasonably well-lit beneath the unusually bright light of the moon.
They waited for several seconds, but there was no reply. Aren knocked again, this time more forcefully.
As they stood waiting, Allison kept thinking about Kristen, hoping she was okay. There was no reason why Kristen should be in any danger, but she still couldn’t shake the possibility. Nothing tonight had gone according to plan, and she feared that the whole invitation to the house was a ruse.
Aren turned to her, seemingly sensing the trepidation in her eyes. He took her hand in his and gently squeezed it. It sent shivers through her body, and she knew—against her better judgment—that she was falling in love with him. Right now, though, there were more important concerns to attend to. She smiled back, trying in vain to mask her fear and exhaustion.
They exchanged affectionate glances, but their tender moment was quickly interrupted by the sound of a deadbolt unlocking. The door opened, and on the other side was a slightly overweight man of about thirty-five. He had unkempt dark hair and thick glasses, and his black T-shirt read “Chewbacca is my co-pilot.”
“Yeah?” the man asked with a puzzled look on his face.
“Are you Arthur Glen?” Aren asked.
“Uh...yeah. Are you Aren Anzalone?”
Aren smiled with self-satisfaction. “Actually yes.”
Allison scowled at Aren and his smile faded.
“But we’re actually hoping you can help us out,” Aren continued. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, opened his web browser, and turned the device toward Arthur. “Did you design this website?”
Arthur adjusted his glasses and leaned forward. “Yeah, that was mine,” he said.
Allison took a step forward. “Can you tell us who you designed it for? We’re trying to get in touch with the owner. We have...uh...some questions.”
“If you can help us out,” Aren added, “I’ll hook you up with free tickets to my show.”
Arthur looked over at Aren, unimpressed. “I’m good. Honestly, I don’t know the name of the person. She replied to my Craigslist ad and said she needed some design work. I met her at a Burger King and she just gave me a list of her requirements, handwritten, and paid me in cash. Like two grand in cash, all stuffed in a backpack. It was the weirdest thing.”
“Do you remember what she looked like?” Aren asked as he placed his phone back in his pocket.
Arthur shrugged. “Twenties, I guess. Brownish hair, long. She wore glasses, I’m pretty sure. She was really cute, I remember that. She seemed way too young and, I dunno, dainty, to be carrying around that much cash like some kind of mafia boss.”
“And you didn’t think it was weird that she wanted you to design a business website that could never be found in search engines?” Allison asked.  
“She said it was for an indie horror movie she was working on. Like, the homepage and the main house listing would be shown on a computer screen during the movie, so everything needed to look legit.
“She also had me design one other web page, but for the movie’s marketing campaign. I think she was going for a viral marketing thing. It was like a blog page talking about some devil’s lullaby, a creepy song that people hear in the middle of the night and then they die. It sounded pretty cool and spooky. The girl didn’t say anything else, though, so I’m not sure what ever happened with the movie, if it ever came out or whatever.”
“Wait, do you remember the address for that other website?” Aren asked.
“Um...not off the top of my head. But I can probably go dig it up.”
“How long ago was all this?” Allison asked.
Arthur thought for a moment. “God, probably like three years ago now.”
“And she never told you her name? The name of the film company? Anything?” Aren asked.
Arthur shook his head. “She said they were filming in town without permits, so she had to keep everything hush-hush. Made good enough sense to me.”
“Did she tell you anything else?” Allison asked. “Anything at all? Did she mention anyone she was working with or say anything that seemed weird to you?”
Arthur considered her questions. “Not really, no. She just gave me some instructions for how to design the website, told me she was making a film, and she was hella charming. She laughed at my dumb jokes and even complimented me on my Slayer shirt.”
“Did she seem like she was legitimately into Slayer or just being polite?” Aren asked, his eyes widening. 
“At first, I thought she was just being polite, but then she went on about how much she loves Show No Mercy. I don’t meet a lot of girls who can have a full-on conversation about Slayer. I was kind of turned on.”
Allison felt a chill. She and Aren had been losing their minds in pursuit of a Christian metal band that might somehow be linked to Dominic Maffiore. If Dominic’s partner were female, that would narrow down their options dramatically.
Aren retrieved his phone from his pocket, opened his web browser, and began tapping furiously. Allison watched over his shoulder as he entered “female fronted christian metal band riverside” into the Google search bar. Clearly, he was having the same epiphany that she was. He tapped the first search result, which read, “Sakrifyce | Symphonic Metal With Heart and Soul.”
When the page loaded, they were greeted by a high-resolution photo of a five-piece band staring pensively away from the camera. The band members wore matching outfits consisting of form-fitting leather pants, black T-shirts, and gray denim jackets. There were five band members in all: four men and a single woman in the center. She was distinguished from her bandmates by her flowing long hair, low-cut T-shirt, and feminine curves. To Allison, she looked both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.
Aren stood stunned for a moment, and then he extended the phone to Arthur. “Is this her?” he asked.
Arthur adjusted his glasses and leaned forward, studying the image on the phone. “Yeah, I think it actually is. Who is she?”
Aren turned to Allison. “We need to get going,” he said.
Allison nodded and followed him as he turned and power-walked toward his car.
“Thanks for everything,” Aren shouted. “Just contact my website, and we’ll hook you up with the free tickets.”
“Thanks,” Arthur shouted back, “but I think I’m good.”
Aren and Allison scurried into the Tesla, and Aren bolted down Desert Inn Road without a moment’s hesitation.
“Who was the girl in the picture?” Allison asked him.
“The missing piece of the puzzle,” Aren said, weaving through traffic.
“Why?” Allison asked. “Who was she? I swear I’ve seen her before.”
“Yeah, you’ve seen her before. Just think about it for a minute.”
She thought long and hard, but nothing specific jumped to mind other than a faint sense of deja vu.
About fifteen minutes later, they pulled up to Allison’s apartment building. She used her code to open the gate, and Aren parked in the guest lot. Without saying a word, they raced into the lobby and took the elevator to the seventh floor. They then raced across the hall and burst into Allison’s apartment. Her empty apartment.
“Kristen!” Allison shouted, shifting her gaze in every direction. She rushed into every room of the apartment, calling Kristen’s name and growing increasingly frantic. Kristen was nowhere to be found.
She slammed doors and cried out in vain. What the fuck have I done? What the fuck have I done? She hated herself for leaving Kristen alone, but she knew she had to regain her composure and come up with a plan. She took a deep breath, considered her options, and then returned to the living room.
Aren was leaning against the kitchen counter, tapping a message on his phone. “We’re going to find her. The first thing we need to do is pay a visit to Dominic’s church.”
Allison ignored him and scanned the room. Her phone was nowhere to be found, and that was perhaps the best news of the night. If Kristen had taken her phone, perhaps to deliver it to her, Allison could possibly use that missing phone as a beacon to trace her niece. She raced to her bedroom, retrieved her iPad from the top of her dresser, and tapped the “Find My iPhone” app.
A digital map appeared on her screen. It was an aerial diagram of Henderson, not far east of McCarran Airport. It was the very location they had just been exploring, and there was a small black phone icon situated directly on top of 14621 Oasis Crossing.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Allison muttered under her breath. She turned toward the hallway, where Aren was waiting for her.
“We have to go back to that house,” Allison said, still gripping her iPad. “Now!”
“Which house?”
“Dominic’s house!” Allison shouted. “My phone is there. I think Kristen may have gone there looking for us.”
“Okay, let’s go,” Aren said, and they scurried out of the apartment and into the seventh-floor hallway. “I did a bit of Googling, and I can’t believe what a fucking idiot I’ve been. It’s been right in front of us the whole fucking time.”
“What do you mean?” Allison asked.
“I’ll explain in the car. 
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Aren’s Tesla slid into the driveway at 14621 Oasis Crossing, and Allison burst from the passenger seat. With Aren trailing just behind, she rushed into the house, flicked on the hall light, and screamed Kristen’s name. The house was empty and silent, just as it always was.
“Kristen!” Allison shrieked again, racing into the living room. Still no response.
She marched into the kitchen and scanned the table and countertop, wondering if perhaps the phone had been there all along. Perhaps she had just missed it. Perhaps Kristen had just left the apartment to buy a hamburger next store, and Allison was now panicking over nothing.
But the phone was nowhere to be found. She opened drawers, dipped her head beneath the table, and checked on top of the fridge.
She returned to the living room and called out to Aren, who was now digging through rooms upstairs. He met her at the top of the staircase.
“Call my phone,” she said.
He retrieved his phone from his jeans and tapped the screen a few times. Then they stood silent and waited, neither of them moving a muscle. They waited one second. Five seconds. Ten seconds. Not a sound. Allison tiptoed into the kitchen, into the bathroom, and back into the living room. She made no sound, only listened. But nothing.
Tears welled up in her eyes. “What the fuck is going on here?” she screamed. “Kristen, where the fuck are you?”
She marched out of the house and back to the Tesla. She opened the passenger-side door, retrieved her iPad from between the seats, and reopened her “Find My iPhone” app.
No connection.
Cursing, she rushed back into the house, iPad in hand, and got the Wi-Fi password from the note on the refrigerator: blessed1.
Now connected to the internet, she reopened the lost iPhone app and tapped the image of her phone on the menu. For a moment she saw the overhead map of the street she was currently on, exactly as before. Within a few seconds, though, the screen changed. Now she was being shown a map of Dominic’s church on South Las Vegas Boulevard.
Shit. Shit, shit, shit. She turned to Aren. “We have to get to Dominic’s church.”
Aren sped across Warm Springs Rd., weaving through the traffic and narrowly missing nearly a dozen red lights. Thanks to his automotive acrobatics, they reached Dominic’s chapel in under ten minutes. It was now nearly nine o’clock and the lights were still on inside the chapel.
Aren slid his vehicle between two parking spaces in the barely paved parking lot, and the two of them leaped from the car and rushed into the chapel. The inside was lit, but empty. Allison rushed across the center aisle, overwhelmed by the harsh smell of incense. She shouted Kristen’s name and once again was met with silence.
She stopped in the center of the church and turned around, meeting Aren’s gaze with a tearful, terrified stare. At that moment, she recalled the promise she had made to Kristen. I am not going to let anything happen to you. I swear this on my life, Kristen. Do you understand?
She opened her mouth to speak, but she couldn’t find the words. Fortunately, she didn’t have to say anything. Aren beat her to the punch. He reached into one of the pews in the back row, retrieved a small phone in a silver case, and held it up. 
“Is this your phone?” he asked.
Allison rushed back up the center aisle toward him, as fast as her legs would carry her. It certainly looked like her case. She grabbed it and activated the home screen. The wallpaper was an image of her and Kristen preparing to ride the zip line downtown on Fremont Street.
“This is it!” she said, gripping it tightly and trembling. “But where the fuck—”
A door burst open near the front of the chapel, and out walked Dominic Maffiore, dressed in an all-black suit. “What is going on here?” he shouted with a furrowed brow as he marched toward the pews. He stopped immediately upon seeing Aren and Allison. “You…”
Allison lowered her phone, still gripping it in both hands.
“Where’s Kristen, you fucking psycho?” she screamed through the tears.
“The game’s over, Dominic,” Aren added, placing a hand on Allison’s shoulder. “Just tell us where she is and maybe I won’t break every bone in your body.”
Dominic took two more steps forward. “I assure you, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I invited Kristen to be here tonight, and she never showed.”
“Then what the fuck is my phone doing here?” Allison shouted, raising it in the air and barreling across the aisle toward him.
Apparently fearing violent reprisal, Dominic took several steps back. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve been here all night. Ask any of the twelve people who attended my session. You people really need to end this infernal witch hunt. A man has a right to go about his business peacefully without constant harassment.”
Allison stopped at the front row of pews. “So you’re telling me my phone just magically fucking appeared under your roof?”
Dominic opened his mouth, his expression genuinely fearful and perplexed. “I don’t…”
“Where is Autumn?” Aren asked, his words slow and carefully enunciated.
Allison and Dominic both faced him.
“I beg your pardon?” Dominic asked.
Aren shook his head and slowly marched forward. “Autumn Noble, you disingenuous fuck. Your so-called assistant. The woman who paid for all of this.”
Allison took a moment to process everything. She did remember Autumn from Dominic’s church. She was the young woman with the hipster glasses and Alice Cooper T-shirt. That was why the girl in the Sakrifyce photo had looked so familiar. It was Autumn. She had been almost unrecognizable in the band photo with her curve-hugging attire, Hollywood-caliber makeup, and professionally dyed ombre. Simply losing the glasses made her look like a completely different woman. Was she the partner that Pastor Doug had spoken of? The one who had financed Dominic’s church? Allison’s head was whirling.
“Autumn’s not here,” Dominic barked. “She took the night off. What do you want with her, anyway?”
“Because Kristen is either with you, or she’s with her,” Aren said.
“That’s absurd. What would Autumn want with her?”
Aren stopped directly in front of Dominic. Standing nearly the same height, they glared at one another.
“Why did you tell Kristen to meet you at your house tonight?” Aren said. “And you better give me a straight answer.”
Dominic took a step back, and his gaze softened. “Where did you hear that?” He paused for a moment. “I called Kristen earlier tonight, and she said something about meeting at a house. But I never said anything about meeting at a house. I’d seriously like to know what the hell is going on.”
“Does Autumn manage your email?” Allison asked from beneath the podium. 
Dominic turned to her. “Sometimes. She’s the operations manager here. Why?”
Allison approached him. “Listen to me really good. You need to tell us where she lives, where she’s headed, where to find her. My niece is in life-threatening danger, and if anything happens to her, I’ll make sure the same thing happens to you.”
“I’m calling the police,” Dominic said, and then he turned toward his office door.
“Good,” Allison shouted. “When they get here, you can explain why my phone was on that bench, why my fifteen-year-old niece is missing, and why you sent her an email asking her to meet you at your house. Yes, please, let’s have a nice chat with the cops.”
Dominic slowly turned toward her. “I never sent any sort of email asking her to meet me at my house.”
“Check your inbox,” Aren said calmly, arms crossed.
Dominic took a deep, irritated breath and pulled his phone from the pocket of his black slacks. He fiddled with a few icons on the screen, and within a few seconds, all the color drained from his face. "I didn’t send this," he said in a near-whisper.
“Well, somebody did,” Aren said. “And if you’ve got Autumn running your accounts, that means she has Allison’s niece. Tell us where we can find her. Right now. Or we’ll just let the cops deal with both of you.”
Dominic slowly lowered his phone to his waist and stared at the floor, stunned. “Her apartment is at the Sammy Davis Tower, 1706.”
Allison and Aren rushed toward the exit. “This isn’t over,” she shouted back at him as they slid into the parking lot.
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June 1997. Autumn’s first day of kindergarten was pretty much what one would expect. The doe-eyed and ever-precocious young student entered Miss Kimbrel’s class with all the enthusiasm and excitement of a child perfectly unsullied by the darker realities of the world. Dressed in her cutest overalls with a purple Rugrats T-shirt and a secondhand Minnie Mouse backpack, she eagerly marched into the colorful classroom determined to make friends, create memories, and take part in the kinds of schoolyard hijinks she had seen on cartoons like Hey Arnold! This was going to be her year.
Her first two weeks at John. D Riverton Elementary School were every bit as magical as she had hoped they would be. She laughed, played, napped, and dirtied herself in mountains of sparkling glitter with her new friends.
About three weeks into her kindergarten experience, everything changed. She invited her new best friend, Dakota Waterston, to come over and play at her house. Dakota eagerly agreed, and they planned their whole day together. They would dress up their Barbie dolls, watch cartoons while eating ice cream, and color to their hearts’ content. Autumn had never been so excited about anything.
When the Saturday finally arrived, Autumn sat out on her porch and waited for her best friend. To pass the time, she got a head start on her favorite new Lion King coloring book. Dakota’s mom would drop her off at 11 a.m., and the rest of the day would be pure magic. When 11 a.m. arrived, though, Autumn found herself seated alone on the porch, eagerly scanning every car that drove by. At 11:05, she finished coloring Rafiki at the edge of Pride Rock as the multicolored mandrill presented the new cub Simba for all the animals to see.
At 11:15, Autumn rushed inside and asked her mother, Marlene, to call Dakota’s mom and make sure everything was okay. But Mom just frowned. “Baby girl,” she said with a tear while gazing out the kitchen window of their double-wide mobile home. “She might not make it.”
“Why?” Autumn asked, crestfallen.
Mom gave Autumn a big bear hug and said, “Sweetie, some people are just funny.”
Dakota never did arrive. The next week at school, Autumn learned that Dakota’s mother had driven by the house fully intending to drop off her daughter for the day. But upon learning that the “house” was actually located in a mobile home park near Fort Apache and Flamingo, she had turned the car around and declared that such places weren’t safe or suitable for children, and that Autumn’s parents were probably using drugs.
“You can play with your friend whenever you want,” Dakota’s mother had supposedly said, “but at our house.”
But from that point on, Dakota was uncomfortable around Autumn, and she avoided her at every turn. Word quickly spread around the school, and Autumn was branded with a nickname that would follow her and haunt her all through elementary school, middle school, and high school. She was known as Trailer Girl.
None of it made sense to Autumn. At only five years old, she had no understanding of the class perceptions that distinguished her from many of her peers. Her modest home was located just outside of Summerlin, an affluent planned community where children’s parents typically earned more money in a single month than Autumn’s mother collected in a year. Though she lived just outside of Summerlin, Autumn’s proximity to the community required her to attend public schools with some of the most financially fortunate children in the Las Vegas area. And the children never let her forget it. 
For years, Autumn simply accepted her fate, enduring the taunts, the ridicule, and the isolation. She developed a hard outer shell, feigning indifference in the face of their contempt. They still frustrated her to no end, but they would not get the best of her. They would not defeat her. She promised herself that one day they would all need her, beg her for forgiveness. But forgiveness would not be granted.
And then she learned to beat them at their own game. During her third month of seventh grade, as she was still lamenting the fact that she was at a new school with largely the same student body, she just happened to wander past the multipurpose room at a most fortuitous moment. A certain Tara Binford was smoking a certain forbidden herb with a certain Tre Johnson. At first, Autumn was mortified, wishing that she had chosen any other route to class. But her embarrassment was quelled when she saw the horror on Tara’s face.
Tre dropped his joint and scurried off like a coward. Tara, though, stayed behind and pleaded in a desperate, subjugating manner with which Autumn was unfamiliar. Since third grade, Tara had made Autumn’s life miserable, and now she was practically on her knees begging for silence.
“Hey,” Autumn muttered, “I don’t care what you do. Whatever. It’s your business.”
But Tara was clearly unconvinced that Autumn would keep the secret.
“Look,” Tara said, “if you swear you won’t tell anybody, I’ll give you twenty dollars a week until we graduate high school.”
The more Autumn thought about it, the more it made sense. Tara was running for student council president. She was an active member of Campus Christians, and her father was the pastor of a small church in addition to being the CEO of a local software startup. She sang praise and worship music on the stage of her father’s church every Sunday, and she was also extremely affluent. Twenty dollars was probably chump change to her. Nevertheless, Autumn felt uncomfortable with the whole arrangement.
“It’s fine,” Autumn said, trying to walk away.
But Tara grabbed her shoulder. “And I swear I’ll never make fun of you again.”
Autumn stopped. She didn’t understand what this power was, but she liked it. Tara Binford, the bitch who had once jokingly organized a “Get Autumn a Decent Pair of Shoes” telethon at their elementary school, was now begging her for mercy. 
“Okay, fine,” Autumn said, still confused by her own enjoyment. “Whatever. Then I won’t tell anyone.”
For more than a year, Tara paid every Friday like clockwork, and she was true to her promise to never make fun of Autumn, at least to her face. At first, Autumn found it amusing. A twenty-dollar-a-week payment was quadruple the allowance she made from her mother, and it meant she could actually buy music and DVDs. Though it was awkward in the beginning, over time she came to depend on these weekly payouts.
As they neared the end of the eighth-grade school year, though, Tara missed a payment, insisting that her father had cut off her sizable allowance after she came home smelling of marijuana.
Autumn was incensed. “We had a deal!” she snapped at Tara one Friday after school. “Get me my fucking money by Monday morning, or you’re going to be sorry.”
When Monday arrived, Tara avoided Autumn at all costs. Autumn was furious, and it was a type of fury that she had never known before. Her newfound power had been taken away from her, and she wasn’t about to simply accept it.
On Tuesday, she cornered Tara in the locker room before Phys Ed. class and offered her one more chance to make up the payment, but Tara insisted that she just didn’t have the money. “I’ve been giving you money every week for like practically two years now,” Tara finally shouted at her. “It’s time to just, like, let it go. My dad already knows I smoke pot anyway.”
But that wasn’t the deal they had made.
“Fine,” Autumn said calmly. “If that’s what you think. It was nice knowing you, Tara.”
It was an empty threat, at the time. But with each hour that passed, Autumn grew more and more obsessed with the betrayal and more and more determined to reclaim the power that had been robbed from her.
That night, as she lay in her twenty-year-old twin bed in the trailer in which she had been born and raised, she tossed and turned uncontrollably, too angry to sleep. But what was the solution? If she told Tara’s parents that she had caught their daughter with marijuana almost two years earlier, the revelation would have little if any impact. After all, Tara’s carelessness had already led to the exposure of her weed habit. Autumn needed a better plan.
The next morning, Autumn waited for her mother to leave for her job at Smith’s Food & Drug, and then she pulled herself out of bed—exhausted from less than two hours’ sleep—and prepared for school. She took a quick shower, made herself a slice of peanut butter toast, and gathered her homework. Then, without really thinking about it, she pulled one of her mother’s thrift-store vases from the cupboard and set it on the counter. She then took a large hammer from the junk drawer, smashed the glass vase into tiny pieces, and scooped the pieces into a small plastic sandwich bag.
Humming the tune of Kelly Clarkson’s “Miss Independent,” Autumn placed the baggie in her backpack and headed off to catch the school bus. Her rage had been almost instantly replaced by a sense of excitement and anticipation. Her power had returned, and she hadn’t even enacted her revenge yet.
During lunch that day, she found Tara sitting alone in the quad, waiting for her equally popular friends to return from the cafeteria line. Autumn had just purchased a burrito, though she hadn’t started eating just yet. She slowly approached Tara and asked if they could chat privately. Tara, visibly fed up, asked Autumn to leave.
“I just need a few seconds,” Autumn said. “And then I’ll never bother you again. I swear.” She took a seat beside Tara on the blue, plastic bench.
“You need to go away,” Tara declared. “Seriously. Move along, Trailer Girl. You are an obsessed freak, and if you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to tell the principal. I’ll tell the cops if I have to.”
“Okay,” Autumn said with a smile. “I’m sorry for bothering you. It will never happen again.”
“Make sure it doesn’t,” Tara shot back.
As Autumn walked away, Tara shook her head and took a bite of her burrito. But it wasn’t her burrito. It looked like her burrito, and it had been purchased from the same lunchroom line as her burrito, but this particular burrito had been retrofitted with an additional ingredient: tiny shards of broken glass from an old thrift-store vase. Tara hadn’t even noticed Autumn’s clever and instantaneous sleight of hand, a trick which she had been practicing in her tiny bedroom.
It took only seconds for Tara to start choking, and less than a minute for the first drops of blood to be coughed up onto the concrete. But by the time anyone noticed that Tara was in danger, Autumn was long gone. Tara was quickly taken to the hospital. Several hours later, she was pronounced dead. A lawsuit against the school would soon follow, and sales of cafeteria food would reach an all-time low. But Autumn was never suspected for a moment. Her first murder had gone off without a hitch.
Still, Autumn was unable to appreciate the victory. She lamented the fact that Tara, in her final moments, had no idea that Autumn was responsible for her death in an act of righteous vengeance. What was the point of vengeance if you couldn’t look your victim right in the eyes and watch them suffer, reveling in their misery as they wept at the realization of their defeat at your hands? The anticlimactic murder would haunt her for years.
And then there was the matter of her lost income. More than the money itself, she had enjoyed incredible satisfaction at being compensated, in a fearful and submissive manner, by someone who considered themselves to be her superior. She desperately wanted to feel that satisfaction again, but who would be her next victim?
Nearly two years later, a new opportunity presented itself. Autumn, having just finished her sophomore year of high school, happened upon a Craigslist personals ad from an “affluent mature woman seeking female companionship.”
Autumn exchanged several email messages with Carla, who turned out to be the 52-year-old widow of a former luxury hotel executive. Carla had been married to a man for more than twenty-five years and was now looking to explore something new.
Autumn lied about her age, insisting that she was nineteen rather than fifteen, and the two engaged in several lengthy online video chats before the woman finally asked Autumn on a date.
They met for dinner at Battista’s Hole in the Wall, a cozy Italian eatery located behind The Flamingo and Barbary Coast on Las Vegas Boulevard. Autumn wore heavy makeup in the hopes of masking her youth, and Carla wore heavy makeup in the hopes of masking her advancing age. Autumn possibly could have passed for seventeen, and Carla could have passed for forty-five, but neither of them discussed the age difference. Autumn manufactured stories about attending classes and parties at UNLV, and Carla told stories about her world travels.
When the check was paid, Carla asked Autumn if she would be interested in coming to her home for a nightcap. Autumn happily obliged but explained that she would need a ride as her car was in the shop being repaired.
Together they drove to Carla’s massive home in a gated Summerlin subdivision, and Autumn tasted wine for the first time. When Carla slipped away to use the bathroom, Autumn poured four crushed Valium pills into her wine, courtesy of Mom’s medicine cabinet.
Carla quickly returned, and after about thirty minutes of banal chatter, she complained of feeling tired and woozy. “This is some seriously strong wine,” she said with a laugh.
“Why don’t we go upstairs,” Autumn said. “You look like you need to lay down.”
Carla agreed, and together they made their way to the bedroom.
The house was filled with expensive antiques, fine art, and century-old books, but Autumn knew she wouldn’t be able to sell any of it. Not after what she intended to do tonight.
When they reached the massive bedroom, Carla plopped down on the bed and said, “I just need a couple minutes to shake off this buzz.”
“Take all the time you need,” Autumn said, standing over her. Less than a minute later, Carla was fast asleep.
With her host passed out, Autumn proceeded to ransack the mansion in search of cash. She found sixty dollars in Carla’s purse, but nothing else. She did, however, find a large electronic safe in the bedroom closet. All she needed now was the code.
Autumn made her way downstairs, grabbed Carla’s car keys, and drove ever-so-cautiously to the nearest gas station. If a cop were to pull her over and discover she had only a learner’s permit, the night could be ruined. So she took her time, stopped at the gas station, and purchased a red canister which she filled with unleaded gasoline. Then she stopped at another gas station across the street and purchased a box of matches. She finally stopped at a hardware store to purchase a hundred feet of rope before returning to Carla’s home, where the woman was still dead asleep.
Using the rope, Autumn first tied Carla’s ankles together, starting just above the foot and wrapping the material all the way up to the knees. Then she placed Carla’s wrists over her chest and tied them together as if the rope were a straitjacket. She then tied up Carla’s midsection, fastening her arms tightly to her chest. She then wrapped an additional length of rope around the entire bed from top to bottom, holding Carla’s chest firmly in place. She did the same around Carla’s ankles, rendering any major movements impossible. Then, Autumn cut four final lengths of rope: two to tie her ankles to the bottom bed posts, and two to fasten her throat to the top bed posts.
Each rope was secured just tightly enough to cause physical pain without fully cutting off Carla’s circulation. Autumn wasn’t sure if it would work, but she had been fantasizing about this technique and perfecting it in her dreams for months. Now she would finally get to put it into practice.
Autumn ventured downstairs, turned on the massive flat-screen TV in the living room, and laughed at syndicated reruns of Everybody Loves Raymond while petting Carla’s Persian cat.
When she heard the first scream about three hours later, she knew it was time for phase two. She picked up the matches and gas canister, trotted upstairs, and greeted her immobilized host.
“Here’s how this is going to work,” Autumn said softly as the woman cried out. “Just tell me the code to the safe, and I’ll let you live.” She lifted the gas canister over the bed and poured gasoline across the woman’s face, chest, and legs. Autumn had no real concept of the science related to matches and gasoline, but she had seen Home Alone 2, and she knew that matches plus gas equaled fire.
“Please, please please!” the woman cried out as Autumn held up the book of matches. “It’s four-six-one-two. Four-six-one-two! Oh, please, Jesus…”
Autumn lowered the matches, returned to the walk-in closet, and entered the code. Sure enough, there was a massive treasure trove of cash and jewelry. But there would be time to collect her reward later.
She retrieved a plastic folding chair and returned to Carla’s bedside. She then sat down and basked in the power she had over this rich woman. The cries and whimpers sounded like a choir of angels to her. It was glorious.
“You’re going to choose how you die,” Autumn said. “You can lay here and think about your life and what a complete waste it was, and soon you’ll die from hunger and thirst. Or, if you scream or try to escape, you can die in a really painful fire. Those are your choices.”
And so, for five-and-a-half days, Autumn sat beside her, relishing every tear, every plea, every prayer. When the whimpering stopped and the severe dehydration finally claimed the woman’s life, Autumn destroyed Carla’s cell phone and computers, collected the jewelry and nearly a hundred thousand dollars in cash, and returned home to her trailer.
In later years, Autumn would come to cringe at the carelessness of that crime, but once again, she was never a suspect. There was no record of her DNA with which to link her, and there were no witnesses. Future murders would be carried out with much greater care and caution.
Craigslist became Autumn’s favorite playground. She sought women seeking love, women seeking contractors, and men seeking “massage services.” Male victims were rare, though. She found women easier to subdue and more willing to put their full trust in her.
The one thing all her victims had in common was excessive wealth. Between the ages of fifteen and eighteen, Autumn took eleven lives and collected nearly two million dollars. It was an addiction, and in every single instance, she gave her victim the same choice: Die quietly with dignity over the course of a few days, or scream and let the flames engulf you over the course of a few seconds. Two of her victims chose flames, but she tied their mouths and let them starve to death anyway. The gasoline was a nice intimidation tool, but fires were too messy and attracted too much attention.
Shortly after her third murder, her mother found the massive stash of cash beneath her mattress and demanded to know where it came from. “Have you been whoring, you little bitch?”
Autumn told her the whole truth, calmly and without fear or hesitation. Killing had become a sport to her, no different than volleyball or soccer. And she knew there was no way her mother would rat her out. On the contrary, it was kind of a relief that she could finally tell someone. Now, perhaps they could buy a real house and Autumn could spend some of her earnings on a nice car without having to explain where the cash had come from.
“Mom, people in this town treat us like dirt,” Autumn proclaimed. “They call us trailer trash and mock us just because they got a few more breaks in life. So I’m just leveling the playing field a little bit. I’m going after rich, selfish people. And with that kind of money, you know they’ve done terrible things. So let’s make a better life. I’m doing this for us.”
Mom cried for nearly an hour, and then she made Autumn promise that she would never do it again. Autumn promised, but they both knew it was a lie. Two more murders, and Mom would learn to look the other way. Two murders after that, Mom would start scouting possible victims for her baby girl. These people had it coming, and before long, Autumn and Marlene had their own two-story dream house in a gated part of Summerlin. The house was mere blocks from where Carla had taken her last breath.
Shortly after her eighteenth birthday, Autumn vowed never to kill again. Her antics had generated a lot of local attention, and she’d even been given a nickname by the local media: The Sin City Slayer. Local police were supposedly setting up Craigslist sting operations to try and catch her, and she was even capturing the imagination of true crime authors. It was all getting out of hand.
Then, one night, she was spotted leaving the scene of a killing. A forty-six-year-old truck driver had noticed her scurrying away from the victim’s home shortly after 3 a.m., and though she was smart enough to leave her car parked several blocks away, her face was in full view. The witness described her features to a police sketch artist, and a generic but somewhat accurate likeness of her was plastered all over the news the next day. That’s when she knew it was time to quit.
She also needed to get out of Vegas for a while. Her mother stayed behind in the house they had purchased together, and Autumn rented an apartment in Riverside, California. It was far enough away that she could walk the streets without attracting suspicion, but it was still close enough to home that her mother could easily visit on the weekends.
For the next five years, Autumn kept her nose clean. She still robbed wealthy people of their incomes, but nobody died. She joined a church located in an affluent section of Riverside, and found numerous ways to profit from its wealthy and upper-middle-class congregants. She delivered heartfelt pitches for phony children’s charities, blackmailed church deacons whom she had bedded without the knowledge of their wives, and even hosted women’s Bible studies at her home with the intent of rummaging through her guests’ purses.
At age twenty, she pulled together some of the guys from the music ministry and started a Christian metal band. She had always loved the aggression of heavy metal music, and this would open up a whole new racket for her. She could push her faux charities on unsuspecting concertgoers and charge wealthy fans for bogus VIP experiences like overpriced meet-and-greets and superfluous special edition CDs.
It worked better than she could ever have imagined. As one of the few decent female-fronted metal bands with a Christian message, Sakrifyce became an overnight smash, garnering heavy rotation on Christian rock stations and receiving invites to Christian music festivals from Huntington Beach, California to Tampa, Florida. The VIP meet-and-greets took fans for no less than three hundred dollars a pop, and the limited-edition silver print of their Set Free album was described by one Christian e-zine as “ridiculously overpriced.” Nevertheless, all three hundred copies sold in under twenty-four hours, and Autumn pocketed the lion’s share for herself.
In California, she made a killing without actually killing, and that bothered her to no end. The longer she went without a bound and dying victim, the more depressed and frustrated she grew. It ultimately became apparent that she loved the torture and dominance far more than the money. She would have returned every penny just to watch one more rich, dying bitch beg her for mercy with her final breath.
By age twenty-three, she couldn’t take it anymore. She missed Vegas, and she missed the smell of rope fibers and gasoline. She devised a plan to not only return to Vegas, but to resume her killing spree as a ghost. She would never be caught because she would kill on her own terms. The victims would come to her, and they would die in a hidden location within her own home, never to be seen again. Most importantly, there would be no witnesses.
What she needed was a patsy, someone who could deliver the victims without even realizing it and then unwittingly take the fall if things ever went south. She would be the silent onlooker, never drawing attention to herself and never making the first move. And she knew exactly who she was going to recruit.
Dominic Maffiore was the perfect choice. She had been observing him for months in the church they both attended, and she knew about his frustrations with the leadership. Unlike some of the other leaders in the church, Dominic cared first and foremost about making money. That was his god, and that would be his undoing. Money worshipers were the easiest people in the world to manipulate, and Autumn knew exactly which buttons to push.
She told him that she was planning to start up a church in Las Vegas, and she asked him if he would be interested in serving as head pastor. “This isn’t like a regular church,” she told him. “I’m looking to start up a church specifically for people who need instant healing. Those people will pay through the nose to beat their demons.”
She had him at “pay through the nose.”
And so, everything was set. Using the untraceable Tor web browser and an equally untraceable Bitcoin transaction, she paid to have an anonymous LLC purchase a home for her in Henderson. This was where she would do her dirty work. The purchase of the church building was made in Dominic’s name. She insisted on being a completely silent and invisible partner because, as she explained to him, “Some people might find our ministry controversial, and I don’t want to alienate my music fans.”
With everything set in motion, they made their way to Las Vegas. Autumn transformed her new home into a haunted fun house designed to traumatize those who were already traumatized. The biggest haunted attraction would be Autumn herself, dressed like a Victorian-era androgynous vampire. The look was inspired by her first victim in Dominic’s church, a troubled and outrageously wealthy young woman named Denise.
Denise came to the church in desperate need of deliverance. She was convinced that a demon named Abaddon was haunting her, and she claimed to have visions of a pale, decaying figure in a century-old men’s suit. Not wanting to miss out on a valuable opportunity, Autumn lured the young woman into her secret home and transformed herself into Abaddon, complete with tattered Victorian attire and milky white contact lenses. She would even wear a tight strapless binder over her chest and waist to present a more masculine appearance.
The illusion proved so effective that it would become a centerpiece of all her hauntings moving forward. She would don the horrific costume and whisper the name Abaddon into all of her future victims’ ears as they slept.
The eerie rigmarole caused Denise to collapse with desperation. That was Marlene’s cue to step in and inform the poor girl that there was one way—and only one way—to defeat the demon once and for all. But it would cost a lot of money. 
Once Autumn had the cash in hand, the rest was just a beautiful, nostalgic killing. A secret room. A canister of gasoline. Denise strapped to a restraint bed. Autumn was back in business, but this time, the victims came to her, and not even God himself could reveal her sins to the world.
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Just south of the Planet Hollywood Las Vegas Resort and Casino were three high-rise towers: The Frank Sinatra, the Dean Martin, and the Sammy Davis. These opulent apartment properties were designed for high rollers who truly wanted to live the Vegas life to the fullest. They provided luxury living right at the center of the Vegas Strip, complete with white-glove accommodations and the best views in town. Even the cheapest lower-level apartments started at four thousand dollars per month, and those were the east-facing apartments that overlooked Henderson. The prices for Strip-view apartments were not unlike the rates in Midtown Manhattan. Autumn was clearly doing okay for herself.
The towers’ underground parking structure was inaccessible to the general public, so Aren opted for the valet at the neighboring Planet Hollywood. Once out of the car, he and Allison jogged along the perimeter of the famed Miracle Mile Shops, the Moroccan-themed indoor shopping mall surrounding the Planet Hollywood.
They exited onto the Las Vegas Strip and raced south on Las Vegas Boulevard, crossing the intersection of Las Vegas and Harmon. The Sammy Davis was the southernmost tower, an ornate skyscraper with white walls and symmetrical turquoise windows. It made Allison’s high-rise apartment complex look like a condemned third-world hospital building.
Allison and Aren raced through the massive glass doors and entered the tiled lobby, where they came face to face with a uniformed security guard seated at a desk. Allison realized that this was going to be more complicated than simply strolling upstairs and kicking down the door to Autumn’s apartment.
“How you guys doing?” the guard asked. He looked to be about sixty, with graying hair and a lot of extra padding along his midsection.
“Terrific,” Allison said. “Maybe you can help us out with something. My sister lives in this building, and I just flew in from Orlando to surprise her for her birthday. I even arranged for her idol, Aren Anzalone, to come along and surprise her as well.” She gestured toward Aren with both hands, and Aren smiled. “Is it okay if we go and see her?”
The security guard studied Aren. “Oh yeah. Aren’t you on that billboard on i-15?”
“Guilty,” Aren replied.
“That should be nice,” the guard said. “What apartment is she in? I’ll ring for her.” He reached for a black business phone on the desk.
“Well, that’s the thing,” Allison said. “I was really hoping to surprise her at her door. It would really mean a lot.”
“Well, unfortunately I can’t let—”
“You can come up with us,” Aren said. “Like, escort us. We just want it to be a surprise. Do you think you can help us out? It will only take a minute.”
Allison flashed an annoyed glance at him, and he smiled at her.
“Well, okay,” the aging guard said, “but we’ll need to be quick.”
Confused about Aren’s intentions, Allison followed the two men into the gold elevator. Before she could press the button marked “17,” Aren swiftly pressed the button for the fourteenth floor. The elevator ascended quickly, and Aren nodded as if to say, ‘Just go with me on this.’
The elevator stopped at the fourteenth floor, and the doors slid open to reveal a long hallway with a gray patterned carpet. Aren stepped out first, followed by Allison and then the security guard. Before Allison could even process what was happening, Aren pushed the security guard to the ground and then pulled Allison back into the elevator, repeatedly pressing the “Close Door” button. Like most such buttons, this one was completely unresponsive. The doors remained wide open as the security guard struggled like a turtle on its back to pull himself up and return to his feet.
Finally, the man rolled over and used his hands to pull his torso upward in a single pushup. Then he straightened his feet and slowly rose to an erect position like a crawling baby just learning to walk. As he turned around to face the elevator, shouting at the top of his lungs, the doors finally started to close.
The guard stretched his hand in front of him and barreled forward in an attempt to use his arm as a barrier against the closing door, but he was a mere second too late. Aren smiled and waved as the doors finally closed, leaving the guard alone in the hall. Aren then pressed the “17” button, and he and Allison ascended once again.
“That was smart,” Allison said as the doors slid open on the seventeenth floor. “You just committed assault, and now that guy knows exactly who you are.”
Aren turned to her, kissed her on the lips, and whispered, “Desperate times, Babe. We’ll worry about all that later.” Then he exited the elevator.
Allison was briefly elated by the unexpected kiss, but her thoughts quickly returned to Kristen. We’re coming for you, baby girl.
They ran across the hall for several yards when they finally reached the door marked 1706. Aren pounded three times on the door, and Allison shouted, “Open the door, you fucking piece of shit. I’m not going to tell you twice.”
They waited a few seconds. No sound. The second time, it was Allison who pounded on the door, and her knocks were much louder and more forceful than Aren’s. Still nothing. Aren then took a step back and kicked the door with every ounce of strength he could muster. Then a second time. Then a third. After the seventh time, the door splintered and he was able to push it open.
The two of them rushed inside and found a very average-looking apartment with a basic gray sofa, a couple of bookshelves, and generic paintings on the wall that resembled the kind of artwork found in hotel rooms. One painting actually featured an image of a sailboat on the water. Aren and Allison scoured the apartment from end to end, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. There were cooking utensils, fashion magazines, and books by Danielle Steel.
When Allison entered the singular bedroom, she saw something that immediately caught her eye. It was a black notebook sitting inconspicuously on the dresser. It had no label on the cover, but Allison was immediately filled with hope. She grabbed it, flipped it open to the first page, and saw three words that made her heart soar: Cassidy Sinclair 2018.
This was Cassidy’s diary.
Allison’s hands trembled as she turned the pages and skimmed the handwritten reflections. Cassidy had poured her heart out in each entry, discussing her thoughts, hopes, dreams, fears, and struggles. One entry in particular caught Allison’s attention:
Dear Mom,
I know I haven’t always been the best daughter. I haven’t always sent Christmas and Mother’s Day cards. I haven’t always made time to visit you. In recent years I haven’t even had the decency to call you on a regular basis. So I know why you think I’m ungrateful, spoiled, and selfish. I wouldn’t want to talk to me either. In case I don’t have the chance to tell you face to face, I want to put my feelings on paper right now.
Mom. the most important thing that I can say is that I love you. More than anyone and anything. Every day my heart breaks because I know that our relationship should be better, and the reason it’s not better is because I’ve been too weak to tell you the truth. When you and Dad broke up, I took his side. I said really mean things to you, and I cry when I think about them now. You know what kind of person he was, but I was just a kid. I didn’t understand anything.
And then he started getting drunk and calling me horrible names. I didn’t understand it. I just knew it hurt my feelings. He was my hero, so I guess I just figured that whatever he said must be true. I started to hate myself. I made a promise that I would become a better person and I would make him happy.
And then he started hitting me. Just slapping me around at first, but then knocking me to the ground. One time, he held my throat and punched me in the stomach until I threw up. Then he made me get on my knees and clean up the throw-up while he kicked me in the stomach and slapped me in the back of my head. He never hit me in the face, probably because he didn’t want to leave a mark. But the pain was too much. It was too much.
I should have been mad at him, but stupidly, I took it out on you. I didn’t even have the guts to tell you what he was doing, but I still resented you for letting me live with him and not protecting me. But that was the court’s decision. Again, please understand, Mom, I was a kid. I didn’t know how courts worked. I didn’t realize that he was a rich asshole who could afford super powerful lawyers and you were just a hardworking mom trying to do your best. I was young. I was stupid. And I’m sorry. I should never have taken it out on you.
I haven’t forgotten that day. I came to visit you, and I was still broken inside from my most recent beating. Dad had blamed me for killing Frisky, our dog, and he had beaten me like never before. It’s hard for me to even say this, but he actually wrapped his belt around my neck and choked me with it while he dragged me around the house kicking me and screaming at me. I’ll never forget it.
It was hard for me to even eat after that beating. I mean, it physically hurt, but it was more painful emotionally. I lost a lot of weight, and I didn’t sleep a lot. When I came to see you, you didn’t ask me if someone had hurt me. No, you asked me if I was on drugs.
That hurt me so much, Mom. I needed you. I needed to confide in you. But I was so shocked by what you said, and so hurt by everything that happened, I just shut down. That’s why I said all of those horrible things to you. I didn’t mean them. You couldn’t have known. And now I’m scared that I can never make things right. I messed up. And I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you a long time ago, Mom, but I was scared and ashamed. Part of me thought I deserved it. I just want you to know that I love you. You’re the only person that’s always been there for me, and look how I returned the favor. Can you ever forgive me? Maybe someday? I love you, Mama. I need you to know that. Even if I never get to say it to your face again.
As Allison read Cassidy’s heartfelt words, she began to tear up. Then her hands trembled. Then the tears streamed down her face. Then she fell to her knees, weeping. She clutched the diary against her chest, imagining the incessant misery that Cassidy must have endured. There was no one she felt she could confide in, no one to embrace her, protect her, and tell her that everything would be okay. Allison so desperately wanted to be that person, and now it was too late.
She pressed her forehead against the carpet and let the tears flow. She hadn’t cried like this since childhood, and she was determined to ensure that the world knew the truth about Jack Sinclair, the sick, abusive fuck who had destroyed his own innocent daughter. Allison didn’t know how she would do it, but she would ensure that he paid for his sins.
“Aren, you need to see this,” Allison shouted as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “Come here.”
No response.
“Aren, come here,” she shouted again.
Nothing.
She raised her head and turned toward the door. “Aren!”
“I’m afraid Aren is unavailable right now,” said a female voice from inside the living room.
Allison felt every muscle in her body tense up. She slowly rose to her feet and turned around, fearful of what Autumn may have done to Aren. Allison scanned the room, looking for anything that might serve as a suitable weapon, but nothing caught her eye. There was a bed, a dresser, a mirrored vanity desk, and some unimpressive artwork on the wall, but nothing that could serve as a suitable offensive or defensive object. She folded the diary and stuffed it into the pocket of her jeans, then opened the closet door and searched frantically for a potential weapon. On top of the closet shelf, she found a folded black umbrella. It wasn’t much, but it was something. She grabbed it, held it tightly, and exited the closet.
Allison slowly shuffled toward the bedroom door and tiptoed into the hallway, turning her head toward the living room. She could see the main entrance door to the apartment, but there were no signs of human life. She continued her cautious march toward the living room, gripping the flimsy umbrella in both hands. When she reached the end of the hall, she leaned forward and peeked her head into the living room. Aren was lying face-down on the ground, a huge bloody gash on the back of his head. He was completely lifeless, his arms and legs spread.
Autumn Noble was standing directly over him, carrying a metal baseball bat and dressed in jeans and a Stryper T-shirt. She wasn’t wearing black-rimmed eyeglasses as she had been in Dominic’s chapel, and so she was difficult to recognize at first glance, but Allison had no doubt about her identity. Her prissy smile, emotive eyebrows, and slender frame may have seemed unassuming to the casual observer, but Allison could easily distinguish the unique brown-red hue of her hair and the oddly skeletal appearance of her cheekbones.
“Let me guess,” Autumn said, glaring at Allison. “That dipshit sold me out and told you where to find me.”
Allison slowly stepped toward her. “I mean, to be fair, you’ve been selling him out since day one, right? Using him as your scapegoat?”
Autumn laughed and stepped over Aren’s lifeless body. “The Bible is mostly bullshit,” she said, “but there are a few verses that are oddly profound. Like, one of my favorites is Ecclesiastes 5:10. Do you know that one, Allison Lockwood?”
Allison took a step backward. “Sorry, not off the top of my head.”
“‘He that loves silver shall not be satisfied with silver; nor he that loves abundance, with increase.’ You see, that’s how I knew I needed to partner with Dominic. I’ve never met anyone as obsessed with making money as that guy. Present company excluded, of course. But ever since I was a kid and I had to deal with dimwitted preppies in Summerlin, I knew that people obsessed with money are the easiest motherfuckers in the world to manipulate. And it’s okay, because they deserve to be manipulated. I may be a sick fuck, but at least I have no illusions about it. I’m like the spider that eats other bugs. You probably hate spiders and cockroaches, but because of me, you have a lot less roaches to deal with.”
Autumn took two more steps forward, now facing Allison with only five or six feet between them. “So now I’d like to know,” she said, gripping her metal bat in both hands, “why are you constantly up in my shit lately?”
“Because you made it personal,” Allison replied, taking another step back.
“Cassidy Sinclair,” Autumn said. “What a pain in the ass she was. Most people, when deprived of food and water, will drop dead within four or five days. That bitch hung in there for almost seven. By the end, even I was almost rooting for her. She was so sure that someone would come save her that she actually chewed off part of her own lip for sustenance.” Autumn laughed. “I mean, is that psychotic or what? I kind of respect it, I’m not gonna lie. I’ve never had a victim do that before.”
Allison felt her heart sink, and she could barely bring herself to consider the pain, desperation, and loneliness that Cassidy must have felt in her final days. It was all too much to bear, and her thoughts immediately returned to Kristen.
“Where is my niece?” Allison shouted.
“Oh, that ditzy little blonde tart? You know, I usually save my talents for people I can profit from, but in this case, I made an exception, and you only have yourself to blame. You’re the one who made this personal. Are you happy with yourself?”
“Where is she?” Allison screamed.
“She’s in a better place now, if you believe that sort of shit.”
Without thinking, Allison lunged forward, stabbing Autumn in the ribcage with the pointed cap of the umbrella and tackling her to the ground. Autumn responded by swinging her baseball bat repeatedly, finally connecting with Allison’s neck and knocking her onto her back. Autumn jumped to her feet and rushed down the hall.
As Allison used one hand to put pressure against her throbbing neck, she used the other hand to send a text message to Officer Jacobs: “She’s going to kill me. Sammy Davis Tower 1706. Please come quick.” She then tucked the phone back into her pocket and fell flat on the ground, her entire body throbbing in agony.
A few seconds later, Autumn returned. She sauntered casually into the room, carrying a syringe filled with some unfamiliar liquid. Allison thought for a moment, and it quickly occurred to her what the syringe likely consisted of. During their first visit to the house in Henderson, Aren had searched the upstairs medicine cabinet and found a sedative intended for large animals. This was likely how Autumn incapacitated her victims, and Allison was next in line.
Autumn stepped over Allison, syringe in hand, and placed a firm hand on her intended victim’s throat. Right before she could plunge the needle into Allison’s neck, Allison kicked Autumn firmly in the shin, knocking her onto her stomach. The syringe fell from Autumn’s hand and landed on the carpet, right beside Allison’s head.
Still in physical agony, Allison snatched the syringe and pulled it away from Autumn, but Autumn responded by grabbing Allison’s wrist and squeezing it tightly, supposedly in the hopes of forcing Allison to drop the needle. Allison stood her ground, and the two engaged in a fierce game of tug-of-war as Aren remained unconscious just a couple of feet away.
“You’ve already lost,” Allison shouted, struggling to break free from Autumn’s tight grip. “The police are on their way, you fucking bitch. It’s over.”
Upon hearing those words, Autumn released her grip, kicked Allison into the wall, and scrambled out the front door, disappearing from sight.
“Are you fucking serious?” Allison groaned.
She crawled over to Aren, flipped him over, and placed a hand on his heart. It was still beating. She then checked his pulse, which was also responsive. His head was swollen but his bleeding was minimal; she was convinced he’d survive another day. Now she had to attend to more important matters. She jumped to her feet and staggered out of the apartment just in time to see the emergency exit door at the end of the hall swing shut. Autumn was taking the stairs.
Tucking the diary into her back pocket, Allison raced after her, bursting into the stairwell and circling down flight after flight of stairs. She chased after the echoes of Autumn’s footsteps, but not once did she catch a glimpse of the woman. Autumn was just too fast, her head start too great.
By the time she reached the bottom of the stairwell, Allison was sweating, panting, and completely out of breath. She felt as though she had been punched hard in the kidney, but she didn’t slow down. She kicked through the door separating the stairwell from the ground-floor hallway, and raced across the tiles toward the emergency exit that was now slowly swinging shut.
Outside, she felt a blast of frigid air and heard the sounds of laughter and cheering on Las Vegas Boulevard. Even on Tuesday night, the Strip was alive with activity. She raced across the landscaped courtyard in front of the tower and stopped on the crowded sidewalk, looking both ways and scanning the brightly lit hotels. Dozens of people squeezed past her, but Autumn was nowhere to be found.
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Kristen awoke with a painful headache. A glint of moonlight shone through the sole tiny window above her head, so she knew it was still night. She tried to sit up, but a series of tight straps held her body in place. She wriggled fiercely but was unable to move. Looking down, she saw that she was strapped to a narrow blue hospital bed, like the kind that restrained dangerous mental patients in horror movies. She cried out and looked around the room. It was a narrow room with a pointed, brown ceiling. In an instant, she knew exactly where she was: the attic of the house.
She used every ounce of strength to try and move the bed, but it was no use. She was practically mummified by the straps. She looked to her left and found a message written on the wall in black paint, faintly spotlighted by the beam of moonlight. It read, “I can hear you. If you scream, I will set you on fire.”
Kristen began to weep, the tears cascading down the sides of her face. She prayed to God, begging for a miracle. She had a powerful feeling that she would not survive the night, and so, not knowing what else to do, she prayed that God would forgive her sins. For not being kinder to Grandma, for thinking those sinful thoughts about Trevor Finn, for sometimes wishing she didn’t have to get up so early for church. “Father, please forgive me,” she cried aloud through the tears. “And please protect Aunt Allison.”
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Allison pushed past the hordes of drunken revelers on Las Vegas Boulevard. She ignored every “Hey!” and “Fuck you!” as she knocked her way past half-naked college girls, stumbling frat boys, and even the occasional old lady in a motor scooter. She knew, almost for certain, that Autumn’s shadow had drifted in this direction, northbound past the bright lights of the Planet Hollywood.
When she reached the half-scale replica of the Eiffel Tower, directly in front of the Paris Las Vegas Hotel, she caught a glimpse of a familiar, dark-haired woman jogging past the valet and into the south-side entrance doors. Allison raced after her.
Once inside, she scanned the crowded casino. The digital bells of slot machines echoed through the massive, ornate resort, and cheers roared from the massive sportsbook off in the distance. Allison weaved past the dense crowds of people, card tables, and video poker machines, and sprinted around the perimeter of the restaurant at the foot of the Eiffel Tower—which happened to be inside the casino.
When she reached the opposite end of the tower, she found a small lounge where several busy bartenders served drinks to a largely business-oriented crowd. Seated at one of the tables, ordering a drink from a middle-aged cocktail waitress, was none other than Autumn Noble. She smiled and cracked a joke with the waitress, then leaned back in her chair and watched the piano player as the woman departed to collect her drink.
Allison slowly made her way to the lounge and stopped directly behind Autumn. “Mind if I sit down?” she asked, expecting Autumn to burst out of her seat and run for dear life.
But Autumn did no such thing. She remained still, her eyes fixed on the piano player. “Please,” she said, gesturing toward the empty chair directly across from her. “I ordered you a Jack and Coke, I hope that’s okay. You don’t strike me as the Cosmo type.”
Allison opened her mouth to argue, but she was caught off guard by Autumn’s nonchalance. She started and abandoned three sentences before finally saying, “Where’s my fucking niece?”
Autumn turned to her and smiled. She closed her eyes, apparently absorbing the classical piano music. “I love this song,” she said. “Emperor’s Hymn by Haydn. I wanted to learn how to play it when I was little, but Mom couldn’t afford piano lessons. Or a piano.”
Using both hands, Allison grabbed a massive chunk of Autumn’s hair and pulled, cocking the woman’s neck back. “Where is my fucking niece?” she repeated through gritted teeth, glaring furiously into Autumn’s eyes.
Autumn just smiled, seeming to enjoy the aggression. “Sit down,” she said as though trying to calm a frustrated child. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. Honest.”
Reluctantly, Allison walked across the table and sat across from her, glowering. The two women stared at one another in silence for several seconds, and then the cocktail waitress returned. The waitress placed two drink glasses on the table, one in front of Allison and one in front of Autumn. Autumn thanked the waitress.
“Do you really expect me to drink this?” Allison asked, staring at the dark-colored beverage in front of her.
“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Autumn said, reaching across the table and sipping from Allison’s glass. “Happy now? I told you, it’s Jack and Coke. You really should learn to relax a little.”
“Where’s my fucking niece?”
Autumn sighed and took a drink from her own apparently-whiskey-based concoction. “She’s alive, I can promise you that. Honestly, I don’t even want her. She’s not the type I usually go after at all.”
“Then why’d you take her?”
“Because you stuck your nose where it didn’t belong,” Autumn said, her cheery demeanor growing suddenly dark. “You ever read the Bible, Allison Lockwood? Adam and Eve let their curiosity get the best of them, and their children had to pay the price along with all future generations. Your sins, too, have a ripple effect. You cross me, and I make sure you’re not the only one who suffers for it.”
“Sorry, I’m not much of a churchgoer.” Allison quietly slid her phone out of her pocket, concealed it beneath the table, and clicked her text conversation with Officer Jacobs.
The officer had already replied to her previous plea with the words “on my way - hang tight.” The message had been sent twelve minutes earlier. Feeling a surge of hope, Allison tapped out the words “i’ve got her @ paris hotel. Lounge by eiffel tower. Please hurry.” She clicked the “Send” button.
Apparently not noticing Allison’s activity, Autumn took another drink from her glass. “Oh, you’re really missing out. If you like scamming New Age hippies, you should try Jesus people. They’re so ridiculously easy to manipulate, I almost feel bad about it.”
“And yet my Christian niece saw right through your bullshit ministry,” Allison shot back. She took a swig of her drink just to taunt Autumn.
Autumn frowned. “She’s a good kid. I’m going to miss her.”
“She’s fifteen years old,” Allison spat. “Just tell me where she is, and I’ll pretend I never met you.”
Autumn smiled. “Oh, sweetie, do you really think I’ve evaded arrest for so long by being naive? Because of you, I now have to leave town again, and I really like this town. I think Las Vegas may be the best city on Earth. But now it’s time to get going. Thank you for sharing this last drink with me.” She gulped down all the liquid remaining in her glass.
“I do like you,” Autumn continued, “and maybe it’s just the alcohol talking, but I’m going to give you a chance to find her before it’s too late. It will be like a fun little treasure hunt. I’ll give you a clue, and then it’s up to you to find her.”
“Just tell me where she is!” Allison shouted.
“If you want to know how to find her, just check your boyfriend’s bag of tricks. It’s been a pleasure knowing you, Allison Lockwood.” She then rose to her feet.
Allison jumped out of her chair. “Just wait,” she said, desperate to stall her long enough for Officer Jacobs to arrive. “Just sit down for a minute and let’s talk this out. I’m not going to get security. I’m not going to scream. I just want to know why you do this stuff. What are you trying to accomplish? Please just tell me. Give me some closure on this.”
Autumn smiled and sat down. “You’re an atheist, aren’t you?” she said.
“I guess,” Allison replied. “So what?”
“So I don’t have to explain to you how evolution works. This is survival of the fittest, my love. For over four billion years, life on this planet has adapted, survived, and grown ever more complex. And how did we do it? Definitely not through mercy and kindness. The Bible is full of lies, Allison Lockwood, but do you know the biggest one?”
Allison shook her head.
Autumn smiled. “‘Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the Earth.’ That comes right from the sermon on the fucking mount. But guess what? The meek never, ever inherit the Earth. We have four billion years of data to back that up. Mankind rose to the top of the food chain because we figured out how to build cages and wield fire. Then America rose to the top of the human power structure because we built weapons of mass destruction and showed the world that we’re not afraid to use them. The strong eat, the meek get eaten. You see where I’m going with this?”
“So you’re just a marvel of evolution,” Allison said, casually glancing around the casino in the hopes of seeing Officer Jacobs.
“I’m just an animal like any other sentient being on this Earth. But unlike most people, I haven’t been brainwashed into buying the myth that humanity is made stronger by adhering to arbitrary codes of ethics. Tell a lion to live with honor, and he and his cubs both starve. I’m sort of a lion in my own right. When I was a kid, we would go days at a time with no food because Mom’s food stamps only went so far. Today, I eat caviar like M&Ms. Survival of the fittest, my love.”
Allison felt a painful contraction in her stomach. “You think that killing in cold blood is just survival of the fittest? You’re not a Darwinist. You’re just a vile sociopath. You’re completely incapable of human empathy and you’re obsessed with killing just for the sake of killing. You’re not a lion. You’re a dog with rabies. You think you’re ahead of the evolutionary curve? Fuck you. You’re an evolutionary defect. You have any idea what we do to rabid dogs?” Allison gripped her rib cage as the pain in her stomach grew stronger.
Autumn smiled. “What’s the matter, my love? Feeling a little under the weather?”
Allison swallowed hard, feeling as though she were about to projectile-vomit all over the table. “What the fuck did you do to me?”
“I just think it’s hilarious that we’re both sitting here trying to kill time,” Autumn said. “You think someone’s going to come arrest me, and I’m just waiting for the ipecac to kick in.”
“Ipecac?” Allison echoed. Beads of sweat were forming on her forehead.
“Yeah, ipecac. It causes really intense vomiting. You’d be surprised how hard it is to find nowadays. But I actually found a guy who manufactures it in capsule form. Thank goodness for the dark web, right? That’s where I get all my best candy. But you know, for someone who’s fucking a famous magician, you sure don’t have much of an eye for sleight of hand.”
Allison had a sudden flashback to the moment when Autumn had taken her drink glass and sipped it. She must have inserted the capsule right then.
“So here’s what’s going to happen,” Autumn said. “In a few seconds, you’re about to start spewing, Linda Blair style, all over the floor and table, and I’m going to walk right out of here and disappear from your life. You’ll never see me again, but please know that I’m impressed by how close you came to bringing me down. Just a heads-up, the vomiting is going to hurt like a bitch, but you won’t die. I wish you were, but since your visit was a surprise, this was the best I could do on short notice.”
All at once, Allison felt a powerful shockwave erupt from her stomach and send tremors through her body. Autumn had not exaggerated. The vomit exploded from Allison’s mouth like a geyser, sending red and green chunks of food, bile, and liquid across the table.
Autumn narrowly dived out of the way and turned to leave. Allison dropped to her knees and continued to vomit onto the dark patterned carpet of the lounge. She grabbed for Autumn’s purse, but Autumn quickly pulled away and skipped out of sight.
All Allison could do was remain on her hands and knees and wait for the regurgitation symphony to come to an end. The fierce stabbing pain in her stomach was unbearable, and her esophagus burned as though she were breathing fire. She heard shouting all around her, and she saw the shadows of people who had rushed to her aid. The vomiting seemed to continue forever, and the moisture in her eyes rendered her nearly blind. It was nearly five minutes before she finally felt as though the problem might be under control.
A male bartender placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’ve called for an ambulance,” he said. “Are you able to breathe okay?”
Allison ignored him and slowly rose to her feet with wobbling legs. Then she hobbled across the casino, no doubt looking like another over-indulging Las Vegas tourist who didn’t know her own limits. She wiped her eyes and peered in every direction, but Autumn was nowhere to be found.
Thankfully, a lifeline was rushing her way. Officer Jacobs, dressed in full uniform, had entered the casino and was jogging toward her. “Where is she?” he shouted. “Are you okay?”
Allison nodded. Her stomach was still in tremendous pain, and she felt as though all of the moisture had been eliminated from her body. It was hard to walk.
“Call Aren,” she shouted. “Call him now.”
Officer Jacobs retrieved a cell phone from his pocket and called Aren’s number.
Allison took the phone from his hand and raised it to her ear. It rang four times, and then a click.
“Hey…” Aren murmured with a loud groan, as though he had just awoken with the hangover of a lifetime. “Allison’s in trouble. Where are you?”
“Aren, it’s me,” Allison said. “Listen very carefully.”
“Where are you?” Aren asked.
“Just listen. My iPad is still in your car. I need you to go to it right now, open the Find My iPhone app, and direct me where to go.”
“What...why?”
“Because...Autumn got away, but I slipped my phone in her purse. We can use it as a tracker.” And then she thought, I’ll show you sleight of hand, bitch.
Aren groaned. “Okay.”
“How are you feeling?” Allison asked.
“My head is killing me,” he said.
“Yeah, this bitch fights dirty. Believe me, I know. But we have to find her. Just please get to your car as fast as you can and then meet us in front of the Paris.”
It took Aren nearly twenty minutes to take the elevator to the ground level, slip out the emergency exit, navigate to the Planet Hollywood, and retrieve his car from the valet. He remained on the phone with them the whole time, and as he narrated each step of his journey, Allison and Officer Jacobs scoured every inch of the Paris looking for Autumn.
They started in the casino, and then made their way past the colorful rows of slot machines and into the bustling tunnel of shops that connected the Paris Las Vegas to Bally’s Hotel and Casino. The narrow, enclosed shopping plaza was decorated to resemble a cozy French street, complete with a cobblestone path, quaint bistros, and even a painted sky of clouds.
Officer Jacobs periodically stopped to show the vendors a photo of Autumn on his phone. It was a press photo for her band, and it showed her face clearly. Most of the vendors hadn’t noticed her, but a couple had thought they’d seen her running toward Bally’s. Allison and Officer Jacobs continued in that direction.
When the tunnel ended and dumped them into the Bally’s casino, they once again looked around for Autumn, scanning hordes of tourists in the hopes of finding their needle in a haystack. But she was nowhere to be seen. By the time they reached the Bally’s registration desk, Aren was inside his car accessing Allison’s iPad.
“Okay,” he said to Allison over the phone. “Trying to get a location on your phone. And it looks like...your phone is somewhere in the parking garage at the Flamingo.”
“Okay,” Allison said. “That’s right across the street. Can you drive over and meet us there?”
“Yeah, of course. Be safe.”
“You too,” Allison said.
She and Officer Jacobs exited the hotel and raced across the crowded pedestrian bridge that ran parallel to Las Vegas Boulevard over Flamingo. Directly on the other side was the Cromwell, one of the newer albeit smaller luxury properties on the Strip, and just on the other side of that was the world-famous Flamingo Las Vegas Hotel and Casino. It was the first hotel ever built on the Strip, the brainchild of notorious gangster Bugsy Siegel, but none of the original building remained. Since 1946, the hotel had been renovated and rebuilt more times than most people could count, and today it resembled a massive Miami-style resort, lined with towering palm trees and illuminated in pink and white to honor the hotel’s namesake bird.
The interior was also an orgy of pink and white. White paint covered the walls and ceilings while pink fluorescent lights lined the casino, shining down onto the vast sea of table games and the gaudy, floral-patterned floor.
Once inside the casino, Allison and Officer Jacobs maneuvered past the excited crowds toward the east end of the building. They passed the theater, the food court, and the massive glass walls that provided an unobstructed view of the lush courtyard with its many live flamingoes and other wildlife. After passing a series of gift shops and clothing boutiques, they found themselves in a long hallway leading to the parking garage.
Allison was starting to regain some of her energy, but this felt like the longest run of her life. “We have no idea what floor she’s even on,” Allison groaned.
“So I’ll check all of them,” Officer Jacobs replied as they approached the gold elevator doors. “You go home and rest. I’ve got this.”
Fat chance, Allison thought.
Finally, the elevator doors opened. They ascended to the second story and raced through the parking garage, greeted by the smells of garbage and gasoline. Allison called Aren on Officer Jacobs’ phone, but Aren didn’t pick up. Where the hell are you?
They raced up a flight of stairs to the next floor and continued their search. The garage was mostly quiet, and the few people they passed were visibly concerned to see a uniformed police officer rushing from aisle to aisle.
The two of them stopped to observe the driver of every vehicle that passed, but Autumn was nowhere to be seen. Allison’s fear was that Autumn had stolen a car from the garage and was now long gone. The deranged murderer seemed to have a solution for everything.
Growing increasingly out of breath, Allison followed Officer Jacobs up the flight of stairs to the fourth floor, where they continued their search. Allison made it no more than five feet past the staircase when her legs gave out. She fell to her knees, beads of sweat dripping from her forehead onto the ground. Her heart was pounding, and her stomach felt as though it had been stabbed with a sharp knife. Her unfortunate vomiting session had drained the life out of her, and she wasn’t sure if she could go on.
Officer Jacobs continued his search of the garage, weaving between rows of cars and shining his flashlight on every passing vehicle. All Allison could do was remain on her hands and knees, panting and sweating and trying not to pass out from exhaustion. The world was spinning, and all she could think about was how she had failed Kristen and how much she hated herself for it.
“Freeze!” Officer Jacobs screamed from clear across the garage. “Hands in the air!”
Allison looked up and felt another glimmer of hope. Had he found her? Could this finally be the end? She slowly rose to her feet, holding on to one of the garage’s support beams as she regained her balance. She then hobbled forward, toward the sound of the officer’s voice.
What she saw next was perfection. Officer Jacobs had his gun drawn, pointed directly at Autumn Noble, who was standing beside the ramp linking the third and fourth floors. She was apparently waiting for someone to pick her up. Now she would have to wait a very long time.
“Checkmate, bitch,” Allison muttered under her breath as she dizzily hobbled toward the scene. Autumn was looking directly at her, an expression of disgust on her face. Allison took great pleasure in the scorn.
“I am placing you under arrest,” Officer Jacobs shouted, inching toward her. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford—”
Just then, the sound of a blaring car engine roared up the ramp. Tires screeched loudly as a silver Infiniti Q60 drifted 90 degrees to the right and barreled straight toward Officer Jacobs. The officer fired his gun twice, but both shots missed the windshield as the car zoomed toward him.
The officer jumped to the right, but he was too late. The grille of the vehicle smashed into his ankles, causing him to do a complete forward flip onto the hood. His bald head slammed into the windshield, splintering the glass. The car came to a screeching stop, and the officer’s lifeless body rolled onto the ground.
Allison stood frozen. Autumn’s expression was now one of pure glee. She looked Allison directly in the eyes as if to say, Nice try.
The driver’s door opened, and a frantic middle-aged woman stepped out of the car. She was lanky and unimposing, with thinning, shoulder-length hair that was blonde except for a single strip of gray. Her eyes, though surrounded by thick crows’ feet, strongly resembled Autumn’s eyes. She looked to be about forty-five, but a hard forty-five, like someone who had smoked since the age of fourteen.
“Baby, are you okay?” the woman shouted, rushing toward Autumn.
“What the fuck took you so long, Mom?” Autumn shrieked. “I really didn’t want to add ‘cop killer’ to my list of accomplishments tonight. This shit is already going to be complicated enough to clean up.”
“I came as fast as I could!” the older woman pleaded. “Baby, you know how it is on the Strip.”
“Yeah, well now we have two loose ends to clean up.” Autumn stepped over Officer Jacobs’ motionless body, bent forward, and picked up his gun from the oil-stained floor. Then she turned to Allison, gun in hand.
Without hesitating, Allison turned and sprinted away from Autumn. She barreled toward the stairs on the opposite end of the garage. Within seconds, the first gunshot shattered a car window just inches away from her elbow. I just need to get to the casino, she told herself, forcing herself to continue despite the excruciating pain that overwhelmed every muscle and organ in her body.
The second shot whizzed directly past her, and she nearly fell to the ground. She could hear Autumn’s mother starting the car and screeching across the garage once again.
When Allison looked back, the older woman was driving straight toward her at what looked like a hundred miles per hour. Allison slid between two cars and into another row, narrowly avoiding the woman’s bloodstained grille and windshield.
Hearing two more gunshots, Allison lowered her head and zigzagged between various cars, hoping to avoid the line of fire and perhaps even lose Autumn once and for all. When she finally reached the staircase in the corner of the garage, she tumbled down every step, landing back on the third floor and directly beside Autumn’s mother’s car. The car was parked right along the stairs, the engine running. Autumn’s mother was leaning against the passenger door, just waiting.
Allison jumped to her feet and tried racing past the woman, but before she could even decipher what was happening, she felt an agonizing surge of electricity pulsing through her entire body. The woman had reached into her purse and pulled out a palm-sized stun gun.
Allison collapsed to the ground, crying out. Her pain threshold had officially expired. Her head was pounding, her body writhing. It was as though her body couldn’t even process any more pain, and now every nerve in her body was going haywire. Spittle oozed out of her mouth, sweat poured from her face, her eyes turned blood red. She knew this was the end.
She could hear Autumn’s footsteps thundering down the stairs just above her head. She looked up, but everything appeared hazy.
“This fucking gun is out of bullets,” Autumn shouted to her mother. “Let’s just toss her ass in the trunk.”
Allison was too weak to fight back as the two women grabbed her by the legs and shoulders and placed her in the car’s spacious trunk.
Right as Autumn was about to close the trunk, she reached into her handbag and retrieved Allison’s phone. “Oh, and real smart, using your phone to track me, love.” She threw Allison’s phone violently to the ground, smashing it. Then she closed the trunk, and everything went black.
As Allison felt the car move forward, she thought about her life: her loves, her joys, her regrets. She felt as though she were lying in her own coffin, buried six feet beneath the ground, lamenting that her time had ended and that she would never see her loved ones again.
She wished she hadn’t made her mother’s life so difficult as a teenager. She wished she had said the words “I love you” more often and more sincerely. She wondered what life might have been like with Aren Anzalone, if only she’d had the time.
Most of all, she wished she had been a better godmother to Kristen. Laura knew exactly what she was doing when she chose you as the godmother, Allison’s mother had recently told her. You're smart, headstrong, and fearless. You've never let anyone walk all over you. Laura always envied you for that, and I think she hoped that some of those qualities could rub off on Kristen.
Allison began to weep in the darkness. She hated to think that Laura, her beautiful departed sister, had been dumb enough to entrust her only daughter to a selfish con-artist who had done nothing to make the world a better place. Now, Kristen was probably dead already, and Allison would soon be joining her. Mother would be all alone in her quiet North Las Vegas home, heartbroken over the fact that she had no family left in the world.
And it’s all my fucking fault.
Allison screamed at the top of her lungs and pounded on the roof of the trunk. Then again. Then a third time. Maybe, just maybe, someone would hear her and would call for help.
She wiped her eyes, turned her head, and saw her possible salvation. It was a small, anchor-shaped latch, and it was glowing green. In her pain and panic, she had completely forgotten that modern vehicles were built with internal trunk latches.
Allison grabbed the latch and pulled. Almost immediately, the trunk swung open. They were still in the garage, making their way down the long series of ramps to the first-floor exit. Allison didn’t see anyone in plain view that she could wave to, and so she contemplated jumping out of the vehicle. The car was moving at least thirty miles an hour, but surely they would have to stop when they reached the bottom.
Allison didn’t have long to consider her options. As they descended the ramps, the car started weaving violently back and forth within the lane, knocking Allison onto her stomach. Then, just as she pulled herself back up, the car spun 180 degrees and raced back up the ramp at a near-highway speed. Allison nearly rolled out of the trunk, but she was able to grip the edge and hold on for dear life.
The car was now driving straight up a ramp reserved exclusively for exiting vehicles, and as a result was forced to weave around oncoming cars. The honking horns echoed through the hollow garage, and the screeching tires were like razor blades to the ears.
When they reached the roof of the garage, the car turned sharply, knocking Allison to the side of the trunk. She knew that if the car slowed to a stop, she would have only a split second to make her escape. And this time, she couldn’t let her pain or exhaustion slow her down.
Sure enough, the car did stop, on the corner of the roof furthest from the stairs and elevator. Without a moment’s hesitation, Allison leaped from the roof and raced toward the stairs as fast as her legs would carry her. Autumn chased after her, gaining on her with each stride.
When she made it halfway to the stairs, Allison slowed down, not because she was tired, but because something didn’t feel right. Why was Autumn still chasing her? Autumn had spent the entire night trying to get away from her. Allison decided it was time to stop. Until she knew where Kristen had been taken, she was done running.
Defiantly, Allison stopped cold and turned to Autumn, who was barreling toward her at full speed. Allison assumed a defensive stance, preparing for a fight. Autumn came closer, closer, closer. And then she kept running. She whizzed right past Allison with a cold smile on her face, made her way to the stairs, and ran down, disappearing from sight.
Allison just watched, stunned. She couldn’t figure out what was happening. She didn’t have long to contemplate it though, as she soon heard the screeching tires once again. She turned around, and the Infiniti was once again barreling straight toward her.
Allison dropped and rolled between two cars, narrowly avoiding the tires of The Infiniti. The smell of the rubber engulfed her nostrils, causing her to feel nauseated once again. But she didn’t throw up. She was just happy to be alive.
As she jumped to her feet, she watched the car shift into reverse and accelerate backward in her direction, stopping just inches away from her.
Allison took three steps back as Autumn’s furious mother emerged from the driver’s seat gripping what looked like a long, metal crowbar. On closer inspection, it was a fully extended steering wheel lock similar to The Club.
“You’ve got to be shitting me,” Allison gasped aloud as the woman marched toward her.
“You think you can just destroy everything my baby built?” the woman shrieked. “I’ll see you in Hell.”
Allison backed away from the woman. “In case you haven’t noticed, your baby just abandoned you. Your license plate is on every camera in this garage, and she knows the cops are coming for you. Don’t you get it? You’re just her diversion. Everything she does is calculated. She doesn’t give a shit about you. She only cares about herself.”
The woman bit her lip and made a run toward Allison, screaming and furiously swinging her weapon. Allison ducked to avoid the metal rod, and attempted in vain to grab it from her hands.
The woman swung the weapon again, and this time Allison ducked and lunged at her midsection, tackling her to the ground and causing her to drop the steering wheel lock.
Allison placed all of her weight on the tiny woman and clenched her throat with both hands, causing her to choke.
“Tell me where my niece is,” Allison screamed, “or so help me, I’ll smash your trachea to fucking dust. I swear to Christ.”
As the woman choked and cursed, Allison leaned in with all her weight, pressing her thumbs tightly against the woman’s throat. After about a minute, the woman closed her eyes and stopped moving. Her arms fell lifelessly to the concrete, and her mouth hung wide open.
Allison knew the woman was still alive because she could feel her heartbeat and the pulse in her neck. More difficult to determine was whether the woman had passed out or was just playing possum.
Allison kept one hand on the woman’s throat and used her opposing arm to reach for the steering wheel lock, which was lying on the ground about three feet away. She curled her fingers around the rubber handle and slowly dragged it toward her, careful not to loosen her grip on the woman’s neck.
Just as she lifted the steering wheel lock from the ground, she felt two surprisingly strong hands grab her throat, causing her to drop the weapon. The woman’s eyes were now wide open, and she was squeezing Allison’s neck with every ounce of strength she could muster.
Allison swung her free hand toward the woman’s throat, but her fingers instead connected with the woman’s mouth. The woman opened her mouth and bit down as hard as she could on Allison’s pinky and ring fingers, locking her jaw like an attacking dog. Allison cried out, released her hand from the woman’s throat, and punched her repeatedly in the face. But the woman did not let go. The pain was excruciating. Allison was certain the woman would dislodge her fingers. All she could do was scurry onto her side and continue punching the woman’s face.
She delivered an open-handed strike directly to the bridge of the woman’s nose, and finally the woman released her grip and rolled over onto her side, crying out.
Allison jumped to her feet and examined her throbbing fingers. They were punctured and bloody, but she could still move them and feel pressure in her fingertips.
The woman, her face now bloodied, grabbed the steering wheel lock and thrust it forward with both hands into Allison’s ankle as though launching a pinball. Allison dropped to her knees and cried out. She attempted to scurry away, but the woman was already back on her feet. She swung the lock at Allison’s forehead, knocking her onto her side. Now, on top of everything else, Allison’s head was swollen and throbbing. She rolled over to a crawling position and scurried to put as much space between herself and the woman as possible.
“Come back here, bitch,” the woman shouted, marching after her. “You fuck with me and my family, and I’m gonna make sure your dead carcass is spread across this pavement.” She swung the lock hard, and the hooked end connected with Allison’s spine, knocking her flat onto her stomach. Allison cried out.
The woman swung the lock again. This time Allison rolled out of the way, narrowly missing the metal as it connected with the concrete.
Allison could hear the sound of a car slowly making its way up the ramp to the roof level. Perhaps this car would be her salvation. She scurried slowly away from the woman, just trying to buy a few more seconds.
Apparently sensing that her time was limited, the woman furiously swung the lock at Allison’s head, hitting her twice. The car pulled up to the roof level, drifted down a distant row of cars, and disappeared from sight.
Allison screamed out for help, but her cry was cut short as the metal bar smacked her again on the side of her skull. Her head was pounding, she was completely disoriented, and she once again felt like she might vomit. She knew she was in the throes of a severe concussion, and she feared she might pass out.
“Time to finish this,” the woman said, reaching into her pocket and retrieving the small stun gun. “Say goodnight, bitch.”
Recalling the severe pain of the electricity, Allison scurried to her feet and tried to run. She was unable. Her intense dizziness and disorientation caused her to nearly collapse with every step, and so she had to move carefully, methodically. This meant the woman had no trouble keeping up as she tailed Allison with the steering wheel lock in one hand and the stun gun in the other.
Just then, Allison heard footsteps coming toward them. Whoever had just driven up to the roof was now walking to the elevators. Allison and her attacker both turned to look. Emerging from between rows of cars were two twenty-something women in cocktail dresses.
“Is everything okay?” one of the women asked.
Allison considered crying out for help, but then she noticed an opportunity. The woman’s back was now turned to her, and she appeared confounded as to what to do next. Without hesitating, Allison tiptoed toward her, ripped the steering wheel lock from her hands, and proceeded to beat her senseless with it. She swung left and right like a baseball hitter on a rampage, audibly cracking the woman’s ribs and causing her to collapse to the ground, screaming.
“Get the police,” Allison shrieked, and the two women made a beeline for the elevator. She wasn’t sure if it was to get help or to get away, but she wasn’t worried about it at this point.
Now writhing and bleeding on the ground, the woman attempted to reach Allison’s ankle with the stun gun. Allison moved away and thrust the tip of the steering wheel lock into the woman’s wrist, crushing the bone. The woman screamed at the top of her lungs, but Allison wasn’t finished.
Breathing heavily, Allison circled the woman. “Where’s my fucking niece?” she cried out.
“I don’t know!” the woman screamed.
Allison swung the lock, hitting her again in the ribs. “Wrong fucking answer.”
The woman screamed out. “Go fuck yourself!” she shrieked with tears in her eyes. “Your niece is a prissy little cunt and she deserves to die.” She rolled over onto her side, crying.
Allison lost it. She frantically swung the weapon in every direction, hitting the woman in the face, the forehead, the stomach, the kneecaps. Finally, as she considered the possibility that she herself might become a murderer, she tossed the weapon aside and dropped to her knees, crying.
It was then that she heard the police sirens racing up the ramps toward the roof. The woman beside her was bloodied and broken, but she was alive. Could the same be said for Kristen.
Several police squad cars emerged on the roof, their lights flashing. There were at least six of them, and they didn’t stop until they reached the bloodied spot where Allison and the woman both clung to life.
Allison knew that it didn’t look good for her. She was on her knees, a weapon at her side, while the older woman lay like a fading corpse on the ground, far bloodier and with several broken bones as an added bonus.
Allison looked up to see four police approaching, two with guns drawn. She slowly placed her hands in the air, but a fifth person emerged from the crowd and approached her, throwing his arms around her. It was Aren.
Hugging her tightly, he whispered, “It’s okay. We’re going to get you to a hospital.”
“No!” Allison shouted in his ear. “We have to find Kristen. We have to.”
Two police officers approached and examined Allison, asking her questions. She assured them that she was fine, just a bit banged up. Nevertheless, the next thing she remembered was being lifted onto a stretcher and placed in an ambulance. Now she was certain she had failed Kristen.
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Twelve hours after being taken to Sunrise Hospital and Medical Center, Allison stared at the ceiling and reflected on everything that had happened. Aren had assured her that no charges would be filed against her, as the Flamingo security cameras had corroborated her version of events and demonstrated unmistakable self-defense.
The woman, Marlene Noble, was currently being treated in the same hospital but would likely be spending the rest of her life in prison after cameras caught her murdering a Henderson police officer and then attempting to commit a second murder.
But there was still the matter of Autumn.
“They weren’t able to find her?” Allison asked from her hospital bed.
Aren was seated in a chair just a few feet away. “They saw her on camera running through the hotel and heading out to the crowd on Las Vegas Boulevard. But then she just vanished. They’re still looking into it, though. They’ll find her.”
Allison wasn’t so confident.
“Autumn said something I can’t get out of my head,” she said, turning to Aren. “She said that if I wanted to find Kristen, I should check my boyfriend’s bag of tricks.”
Aren stared at her, contemplating her words. “My bag of tricks?”
“Yeah. What the hell did she mean by that?”
Aren leaned toward her. “Allison, you know I’m not working with her.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. But I’ve been thinking about this for hours. Everything we do leads us back to that house in Henderson, but we never find anything. It reminded me of that one trick in your show. The dollhouse. You open up the house, and it’s empty. But then you spin it around, and someone pops right out of it. How do you do that?”
“It’s one of the oldest tricks in the book,” Aren said. “You just need a really flexible assistant to hide in the attic compartment.”
Allison felt her heart skip a beat. “That house has to have an attic,” she said. “I couldn’t find a door, but I think I know where it is. It was right there the whole time.”
“Where?” Aren asked.
Allison sat up in her bed and picked up Cassidy’s diary from the cabinet beside her. “Listen to this,” she said as she started flipping through the pages. She read aloud: “Dear Mom, I think I’m losing it. Last night I heard noises coming from the hall closet upstairs. So I opened it up and there was a strange book on top of my suitcase. It was some kind of occult demon book. It definitely wasn’t mine. I closed the door and ran away, but then a few minutes later, I went to check it again. I don’t know why. I was freaking out. But when I opened the door again, the book was gone. I know it sounds crazy, but I swear that’s exactly how it happened.”
Aren’s eyes widened. “The hall closet.”
Allison placed the book on top of the cabinet. “I kept reading that passage over and over, trying to figure out what was going on. But it all makes sense now. If we open that closet, we’ll find an entrance to the attic. I know it.”
Allison jumped from the bed, feeling exposed in her thin hospital gown. She rushed over to the gray plastic cabinet against the wall and opened one of the drawers to retrieve the clothes that her mother had brought her the previous night. She had cried hysterically upon seeing her mother, and had made a promise—despite her own skepticism—that she would find Kristen alive. She swore it. Now she would have the chance to find out if she could keep that promise.
Aren politely averted his eyes as she quickly changed right in front of him. Despite the protests of the medical staff, she and Aren hustled across the hallway, out the hospital doors, and into Aren’s rental car, a Ford Fiesta. On short notice, it would have to do.
Aren soared across the highway, but his vehicle still didn’t move as fast as Allison’s beating heart. Her mind was flooded with a million horrific images of what she might find in that attic, and every passing minute felt like an eternity. When they finally reached the house, it was quiet and empty. The crumbling facade greeted them with cobwebs and a broken line of police tape that dangled from the wall near the doorway.
Before Aren could even put the car in park, Allison leapt from her seat and barreled across the lawn as fast as her legs would carry her. She kicked open the broken front door, screamed out Kristen’s name, and flew up the stairs three at a time. So much adrenaline was pumping through her veins that she could no longer feel any trace of the pain that had been inflicted upon her the previous night.
She opened the closet door, looked up at the ceiling, and saw nothing that might indicate an entrance. Still, she raced into one of the guest bedrooms, grabbed a computer chair from behind a desk, and rolled it into the hall closet. She hopped onto the chair, reached both arms above her head, and pushed the ceiling as hard as she could.
It lifted effortlessly, revealing itself to be a single square panel that covered the length and width of the closet. If a person hadn’t known it was there, they would likely never have found it. Allison cried out Kristen’s name again, and this time she heard a groan coming from inside the attic. Her heart skipped a beat.
She placed her fingertips on the floor of the attic and felt a pile of rope. She pulled at it, and a narrow but sturdy rope ladder dropped before her. She climbed the ladder and entered the attic, stunned that such a spacious and fully appointed room could have been hidden in this home. Above her head was a block-and-tackle system complete with pulleys, ropes, and fixed blocks for lifting large objects—or people—into the attic. There was a bed, a desk, a computer, a TV, even a large patterned area rug to really bring the whole murder room together.
And Kristen.
In a far corner of the room was a blue restraint bed, its straps fully locked in place. Lying flat on the bed, trapped with no hope of movement, was Kristen. She was sweating, she was dazed, but she was moving. She craned her neck and looked at Allison, her mouth wide open but her eyes barely so. She looked like she had lost several pounds.
Allison scurried toward her, tears streaming down her face. She struggled with the straps, cursing how tight they were, but one by one she removed them all. After removing the first strap, she began to cry tears of joy. With the second strap, her tears were complemented with laughter. With the third strap, she took a deep breath and managed to quell the weeping. For a moment.
When the fourth strap was released and Kristen’s limbs were freed, Allison pressed her face against Kristen’s chest and sobbed loudly, passionately, uncontrollably. The tears seemed to pour from her very soul, if only she believed in souls. It was a feeling of simultaneous pain, joy, and relief, and it felt like every single neurotransmitter in her brain was firing on all cylinders.
Though still very weak, Kristen slowly lifted her arm and patted Allison on the back of the head.
Allison raised her head, wiped her eyes, and kissed Kristen on the cheek. Kristen’s eyes were opened a bit wider, and she was smiling. “I knew you’d find me,” she said in a soft, hoarse whisper. “I prayed for it.”
Allison laughed and hugged her niece. “I don’t know if you still want to come live with me,” she said, “but if you do, I promise it gets easier.”
Kristen sat up and hugged her aunt gently. “Did I earn the money for Disney World yet?”
Allison laughed again, tears still streaming down her face. “I think you’ve earned the keys to the fucking castle.”




Epilogue

To: dominic@lvexorcist.com
From: Allison346542@gmail.com
Subject: You can’t hide forever Autumn
Hey Autumn,
I know you’re probably still trolling Dominic’s email, so I figured this is probably the best way to reach you. In case you’re hiding out in a spider hole somewhere, I thought I’d give you a quick update on everything that’s happened in the six weeks since you ran out like a little bitch.
To pretty much sum it up: you lose.
Sorry, but absolutely nothing has worked out in your favor. I almost feel bad for you.
The mother you ditched is now rotting in a jail cell and will probably spend the rest of her life behind bars if she doesn’t get the death penalty.
My niece Kristen, the girl you intended as your most recent victim, is now safely at home in my care. She has recovered fully, and amazingly, the whole experience hasn’t shaken her sunny optimism one bit.
In a surprising twist, Dominic is now under investigation and may face serious prison time if he’s believed to have been an accomplice in your killing spree. I may actually have to testify on that weasel’s behalf, so thanks a lot.
Remember Cassidy Sinclair? You tormented her, killed her, and tried to keep her story from getting out. Again, you failed. I took the diary from your apartment and, if you’ve been following the news, you know how it all turned out. I’m the one who sent the excerpts to the Las Vegas Sun, and now the whole town is talking about the evil, abusive celebrity chef Jack Sinclair. He’s been sacked from his own company, forced into hiding, and he may even face criminal charges. The whole story is making international headlines now that the world knows his daughter was killed by the notorious Sin City Slayer (honestly, I’m amazed you kept that under wraps as long as you did).
The diary itself is now where it belongs, in the hands of Cassidy’s mother. I made sure of it. It may not get rid of her pain, but it will give her much-needed closure. Despite the unspeakable misery you inflicted on that girl, she’s getting the outcome she fought for: justice for her father and peace with her mother. You lose.
As for me, things have never been better. Aren and I are getting pretty serious, my new PI business is taking off like gangbusters thanks to all the recent publicity, and I’ve even found some much needed peace that I’ve been desperate for since my sister’s passing. Your reign of terror is officially over.
Just one more thing: I don’t know where you are or what you think your next move is, but your days are numbered. One day, very soon, you’re going to be captured, and I hope I’m there to see the police wipe that smug grin right off your face. As you now know, nobody stays hidden forever, and now the whole world has seen your face. Enjoy your final days of freedom. I hope you lie awake every night thinking about your failures and trembling at the fact that, before long, you’ll be the one in shackles, cold and hungry and devoid of hope.
Au revoir,
Allison
To: Allison346542@gmail.com
From: Abaddon
Subject: cheers to a game well-played
Greetings my love,
I was overjoyed to receive your recent correspondence. Admittedly, it can get rather lonesome in exile. Congratulations on finding your buried treasure. That attic is one of my finest achievements. Since becoming a celebrity of some notoriety, I’ve had to maintain a low profile, but I do hope our paths cross again one day. In fact, I’m certain they will.
I was so sad to see that you closed your shop. Truly, you’re one of the great cons I’ve ever met, and that is saying something. If we were to become partners, it could be the stuff of legend, but sadly, you’ve allowed the plague of guilt to cloud your better judgment.
I just want to address one minor misconception. You seem to be under the impression that my work has been a failure. In order to draw that conclusion, you must be under the misguided impression that any of this was ever personal to me. In fact, every bit of it has gone according to plan, including Kristen’s rescue. Let me explain.
Killing rich idiots has always been a means to an end. I’ve acquired vast wealth as a result, enough that I can now retire comfortably. I gave you Kristen on a silver platter because I no longer needed her. There was nothing I could gain from her except the opportunity to send you a message, and that message was sent loud and clear. As for Dominic, we both know he’s far from saintly. A year or two in prison might actually straighten him out. That’s why I planted your phone at his church. I knew he probably wouldn’t take the fall for me, but I didn’t want him to get away unscathed either.
I confess that one grudge was personal. Just one. I let Mother take the fall for me. She deserved it. I won’t divulge all the details of her treatment toward me, but I will say that if you’re ever struggling to pay your rent, prostituting your ten-year-old daughter is not the solution. I have no remorse about summoning her to the hotel that night and allowing her to self-destruct as I coasted to freedom. Again, it was all part of the plan.
Now my enemies are paying the price, my future is financially secure, and I’m free to begin the new life I’ve always dreamed about. And I have you to thank, my love. Say hello to Kristen for me, and don’t let her, or Aren, out of your sight. You never know when the cat might get bored and decide to play again.
Until we meet again,
Abaddon
Nearly three months after putting the whole ordeal behind her, Allison was invited to the Summerlin Community Center to be a guest speaker at the monthly meeting of the Las Vegas Skeptic Society. She spoke about her time as a fraudulent psychic, the experiences that had led her to pursue a new and more productive path, and her newfound passion for exposing cons.
“I guess the most humbling lesson,” she said from the podium of the rented banquet hall, “at least for me, is that we can never blame the victim. For years, I convinced myself that people want to be fooled, or worse, that people who are stupid enough to be fooled only have themselves to blame. But the thing is, any one of us can be conned under the right conditions. The only way to be truly impervious to deception is to become so cynical and so callous that you become completely dismissive of the entire world. And that’s way worse, if you ask me.
“I blamed the victims because it spared me from having to deal with my own responsibility in the matter. And if you’ve ever been a victim of a con, you probably blamed yourself on some level. ‘How could I have possibly been so stupid?’ We’ve all been there. But don’t beat yourself up. All we can do is learn, and we need to remind ourselves and teach our children to think critically and question everything. We still won’t get it right every time, but we’ll be much better prepared to face the world.”
The assembly was transfixed, hanging on to her every word. She spoke for nearly an hour, freely divulging all of the tricks she used as a psychic and providing listeners with a point-by-point game plan for spotting hustlers.
Still, when it came time for the Q&A portion, people were most curious about her interactions with the so-called Sin City Slayer.
“When did you realize that Autumn Noble was the Slayer?” asked one man.
“Were you guys friends?” asked another man.
“Did Autumn Noble seem very religious to you?” a young woman asked.
Though mildly irritated, Allison took it all in stride. She answered their questions, mingled after the lecture, and then returned to her car to call it a night. All in all, the event had gone very well. She started the car, pulled out of the parking lot, and merged into the roundabout that led to the main street. Maybe I’ll write a book, she thought.
Her favorite radio station was playing Master of Puppets by Metallica, and she turned up the volume. Though more of a punk at heart, she had always had an affinity for thrash metal. Right as vocalist James Hetfield shouted the line, “Laughter, laughter, all I hear or see is laughter,” the song was drowned out by white noise.
Allison extended her arm to change the station, but before she could hit the button, the static faded and so did the song. For a moment, there was only silence. Then a new song began, but it wasn’t like any song she had ever heard before. It was a simple, eerie xylophone melody, soon accompanied by the voice of a little girl.
The devil creeps into my room
To sing a lullaby
He softly whispers
Pleasant dreams
For soon it's time to die
The End
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