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To Lorretta,





Chapter One
But the wicked shall perish, and the enemies of the Lord shall be as the fat of lambs: they shall consume; into smoke shall they consume away. 

 
Psalm 37:20, KJV

 
“Where have they gone?” he muttered, watching the dusty town through the window.
The town had changed, for the worse, in the last decade. The remaining residents had allowed the town to fall to ruin. Everywhere he looked was a chaos of tall weeds, abandoned buildings and vehicles, and trash. Sometimes he wondered whether they had ignored the town’s upkeep as an act of defiance against him, making his internment more unpleasant with the view. Even with everything he had given them over the years, they acted as though they no longer wanted his gifts.
He had to concede that beauty was to be found there as well. Not everything he saw from his windows was dire or dismal. In the spring, gorgeous tulips bore their delicate heads from the hard soil. The budding lilacs in unattended yards produced their sweet aroma, followed by irises that bloomed in a multitude of velvet colors, and hollyhocks pushing their coarse flowered stalks up along walls and fences.
In the dry plains, prickly pear cacti shot their pale-yellow flowers toward the sky. At the end of the parched winter days, these sights became present again, though, for a short time. No doubt, to be destroyed by the dry heat of summer. When people cared for the town as they had years before, the splendid sights would return.
Without removing his gaze from the bland sights, he took the crystal goblet sitting on the bureau and sipped the crimson liquid. “I miss the days when there were plenty to play with.” Still, he didn’t turn from the window to face Mark who stood at attention near the door.
“Do you remember when this town was brimming with life?” Mark kept his silence as he held his bowels and bladder from humiliating him. “It saddened me when the one I shared myself with left, only to come back for barely a day. I made him special. No one has ever seen me the way he did. He was curious about me. Maybe…” He sipped his wine. “Had I introduced myself, he’d still be here. I want him to return home.”
The cerulean light burning from the man’s irises reflected in the window as he turned toward Mark, whose pasty face seemed paler than it ordinarily did. The hue of his skin mixed with his lanky build and shaved head gave Mark the appearance of a walking corpse. When the man at the window looked at him, Mark adverted his gaze to the scratched and dinged hardwood floors. His mouth and throat became parched. Even nibbling his tongue didn’t bring any liquid for relief.
As his Master (Mr. Bel as everyone else called him, but even the shortened name gave him unease to say or even think for fear of saying the man’s full name) came closer, Mark’s pulse quickened and his breaths shortened. He hated his body for betraying him as his penis stiffened, saluting his Master.
He stood nose to nose with the man, and there was no hiding the man’s features as the light from the window had done when he was positioned there. Mark didn’t want to see the perfect being in front of him, so he squeezed his eyes shut.
It had been more than twenty years since he’d been called to his Master’s room, and Mark didn’t understand what the man was expecting of him now; did he wanted him to bring this boy he shared himself with to him? He preferred the usual methods of communication, like a note thrust into the bloated body of a dead prairie dog, or the splattering of bird droppings on his windshield.
“Why do I frighten you, Mark?” the man whispered, the heat of his breath causing blisters of perspiration to form on Mark’s forehead. “I shouldn’t.” He wiped the sweat from Mark’s brow with a handkerchief. “I’ve been misjudged for so long.” He stroked Mark’s cheek with the back of his hand holding the handkerchief. “Look at me.” Hesitantly, Mark opened and raised his vision to the man’s glowing gaze. “Much better.”
Children’s laughter carried on the breeze, caressing the world outside the room, caused his Master’s gaze to return to the window but not before Mark saw the beautiful man standing before him.
His presence gave the impression of a gargantuan being, but he was only inches taller than Mark’s six foot six inches. Brilliant light emitted from his large eyes, filling the one covered in the glow with a swirl of contradictory emotions, causing the flesh to pucker and flush, then turn cold to find in a moment the fever burning within had become a torrent.
The body revolted against itself in rage because it wasn’t as perfect as the man looking upon it. His full, pink lips, hiding perfect white teeth, made anyone want them upon their lips to take the pleasure, all the while knowing it lacked the power to return the favor with millions of kisses. Tussled blond hair framed his tanned face, running in front of his ears to touch the edge of his square jaw.
Relieved to a have a reprieve from looking directly at his Master, Mark peeked at the plain items in the room, which once had been two, but the wall separating them had been removed to give his Master a larger space.
Across from the door between the two windows stood a four-drawer dresser, the lacquer scuffed from the edges around the top of the oak—or was it pine—surface. On its top sat a decanter of the lavish crimson liquid his Master had been drinking when Mark had entered, the goblet, a pen, and a pad of yellowed paper.
To Mark’s left, a bed came from the wall, reaching near the center of the room where the dividing wall had once stood. The coverings were clean and tidily laid on the bed but worn with age like the pull-down blinds and draperies of the windows. Near the bed, a single-drawer nightstand stood with a scratched water glass and pitcher sitting in front of a stained-glass shaded; the brass lamp’s lampshade was almost as bright as his Master. He was always dressed exquisitely in a blue suit, a shade darker than the color illuminating his eyes, and without hiding his masculine physique. His white shirt was stark compared to the rest of his attire.
A small, round table framed by two wing-back chairs sat along the northern wall of the room. The lamp, taking most of the space on the table, matched the one near the bed. An armoire blocked the door leading to the bedside of the room, leaving the door Mark stood in front of as the only exit.
A smile lit his Master’s face as he turned back to Mark, causing him to blush. “I want you to bring him back, by whatever means necessary. He is the key.”
“Who?” Mark said. Blue fire flared toward him but didn’t lick his flesh as he expected. “Sorry, sir.”
The beautiful smile returned, and his Master continued as though Mark had not interrupted, “I have great plans, and I need him.” Seeing from the blank expression on Mark’s face that he wasn’t following the conversion, the man said, “The one who left.”
Still, Mark didn’t know of whom his Master spoke, and said in a crackling voice, “Master, many have left. I don’t know who—”
Crossing his arms across his chest, he glared at Mark. “Maybe, this job is too big for you. Maybe, I shouldn’t bother your feeble mind. No wonder you never left this rancid town. The world would eat you alive. No, I’ll call on—“
“Master, no. I will do anything you ask,” Mark pleaded. “I live to serve you.”  Saliva finally flooded his mouth, and he gulped it down his dry throat. “I will bring anyone you wish. Just tell me the name, and I will track them down.”
His Master’s smile returned. “You are eager.” He paused as though he contemplated keeping the spindly man before him for the job. His smile faded for a moment, then came back brighter than before. “Oh, Mark. Good ole Mark.” He stressed the k, making his name sound like a dirty word. “I will keep you on the task. Be sure you leave no trace of your presence behind.”
Mark nodded, knowing from other errands he’d been tasked to perform leaving the slightest of physical evidence proved to be awkward to explain. Mostly his retrieval projects had been to acquire strange objects, but there had been people, too; they never stayed long, only until his Master had what he needed from him, then they left town, leaving no trace they’d ever been there.
The man in the blue suit returned to the bureau between the windows. Taking the pen and pad, he shook his head, then grabbed the goblet, swirling the remaining contents. He took the crimson liquid into his mouth. After a long pause, he wrote on the page, and tore it from the pad, holding it with a limp-wristed hand to the side, without turning back to Mark.
Mark didn’t move from his place near the door, and within a few seconds of him not coming to retrieve the sheet of paper, his Master cleared his throat. Rushing forward, he grasped the paper with index finger and thumb. His Master didn’t release the paper immediately, and each of them held it for a long moment. Relaxing his fingers, the man turned his head to see Mark twitch uncomfortably.
“Don’t fail me, Mark,” he said—again stressing the k—as his hand fell to his side. He returned his gaze through the window and said nothing more.
Without needing a cue, Mark rushed from the room, slamming the door behind him. His Master laughed at the thudding of his steps from the room.
Mark didn’t slow his pace until he reached the small open area on the floor. A window, next to the small linen closet, looked over the dusty street below. Opposite the window and linen closet was the floor’s shared bathroom. Mark stepped onto the white honeycomb floor and closed the door behind him before turning on the light.
He shoved the paper into his pocket, staring at his pale face in the mirror. His light-gray T-shirt was darkened entirely with sweat. At least his pants were dry enough, so he didn’t look as though he had been caught in a downpour or fell in the lake.
He pulled off his shirt and hung it on the tarnished-brass hook screwed to the door. Glancing at the white, claw-footed tub with the white curtain surrounding it as water coughed from the sink’s faucet, he contemplated the idea of taking a bath but shook off the idea for the lack of time.
The cold water he splashed on his face and chest gave him no relief of the tightness in his groin but aroused further his throbbing member already trying to burst from his jeans. As he wiped his torso with a towel, he wished he had a girlfriend. His fingers nimbly undid his pants and pushed them to his knees. He didn’t have to work long before his seed erupted into the porcelain basin.
He groaned with relief, plopping on the toilet behind him to catch his breath. The yellowed paper poked from the edge of his pants pocket, which he pulled free.
The name written in a flourish of calligraphy was someone he knew and was disgusted with who he was asked to retrieve. They grew up together, and neither considered the other a friend. A smile crossed his face, hoping whatever role this guy was going to play wasn’t going to be pleasant.
A shadowy hand reached up from the depths of the tub, grabbed the curtain, and pulled it back. Mark screamed, nearly falling from the toilet. His spindly legs helped launch him away from the tub, tangling his feet in his jeans. Trembling in the corner near the door, he watched the curtain slide toward the wall on the circular rod held from the ceiling.
“I can see why you call him master,” she said. Mascara ran from her colorless, unblinking eyes. Wet hair dripped in ringlets around her ashen face. He took a deep breath, shaking his head, as she continued, “He had the same effect on me. You should say his name next time.”
“Dammit, Dorothy!” Mark cursed his shock of her being in the tub subsiding. “I did once and won’t ever again.”
He stood from his crouching position and pulled at his pants. Seeing the reddish water, he receded into the corner, coughing his disgust. The hard rhythm in his chest slowed.
“I’ll do it for you. Be—”
“Stop, Dorothy! Don’t say it,” he said, panic squeaking his voice.
“Suit yourself,” Dorothy replied, reaching her hand up the curtain again. Blood seeped from the gash in her wrist, and down her arm as she pulled the curtain closed.
With his pants secured around his waist, his gaze darted along the floor as he grabbed his shirt from the hook. Finding the paper, he snatched it from the floor.
Without another glance to the tub, he hurried out of the bathroom, dragging his damp shirt across the floor. He forced himself to stop looking at the door leading to his Master. His boots clomping on the stairs echoed in the stairwell, then in the lobby as they met the linoleum floor. Silence returned to the hotel when the glass door glided closed, and Mark made his way down the sidewalk.
“I like it better when he contacts me with bird shit,” Mark mumbled, crossing the street.




Chapter Two
Which is a manifest token of the righteous judgment of God that ye may be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which ye also suffer. 

 
2 Thessalonians 1:5, KJV

 
He watched Mark speed away across the highway and down the unpaved street for a few blocks, then turning the corner and disappearing.
Everything he had wanted was to be away from this land. What happened eons ago wasn’t his fault. He had been punished for something he did not do. His only crime was taking too long to decide his side. Ultimately, his side was with God and not the others as he was judged. To his despair, he was on Earth with his brethren to suffer the ages.
After centuries of pleading to deaf ears, he had given up and had taken on his role of ruler of the wasteland. No matter the period, the landscape was bleak and dire with a few to keep him company. Though the edge of Eden was close, it gave him no relief. God had made its soil unreachable as though it were millions of miles away.
He smirked, thinking of the trickery God had used to keep it from the sight of man. A small area of land, which was again called Eden, where blowing grasses and sagebrush was seen. Their little paradise, unknown to the residents, was more than a few trees and houses, hid the first kingdom of Earth. They passed through the veil daily without consciously seeing the beauty of the Garden and its enchantments.
He had loved the time when the Nephilim had roamed the land. Their giant forms plundered the ground with each step. His heart had broken with their loss when the water claimed the earth, moving sections apart, and thrusting great mountains into the sky. Their time had ended and never again to return. Something had changed in the fauna not allowing them to be bred; obviously, another of God’s interventions and something in which Lucifer thought was unfair.
He had listened to every word Lucifer had said before and during the revolt in the Heavens.  The Cherub had a few compelling points, but also there was the side of God, who he should’ve never questioned. Lucifer lived up to the lore, now as he did then, as the great tempter. The promises he had made of a new and equal rule made everything sound perfect, beyond what it already had been. The Cherub spoke directly with God and had an in with Him no one else had. What he relayed to them, however, was not exactly as God had said but twisted enough to fit his needs. Statements were taken out of context arranged to meet Lucifer’s agenda.
No one who took his side had reason to doubt him. They were of the same mind. Everything they wanted was to make Heaven a better place, but now as he reflected on it, he knew there was nothing better than Heaven as it was. He regretted with every fiber of him for not making an expedient decision. His sloth, yes, his sloth caused him this turmoil. He had been a grand Throne full of light and justness of his position. Now he was one of the Fallen Angels destined to live out eternity in their plot of Hell on Earth.
Change was coming with all wrongs righted. He knew none of the others who were willing to stand with him. When they have seen the pointlessness of their decision, they will join him in asking forgiveness and be allowed back into the greatness of Heaven, taking what was rightfully theirs.
He knew of the strife and trials ahead. Too many enjoyed their current acts to be swayed. If standing against all his brethren meant God’s forgiveness, so be it. His prayers of contrition did not affect, and he expected outside help to give little help. If it did, of course, he would be elated, and if not, there were new souls to taste.
Mark had better not let him down. Too, much was at stake. Failure wasn’t acceptable. If it happened, his sentence consisted of pure anger rolling like fire to devour his flesh and erase his existence as though he had never been born in this shantytown, or anywhere known to man.
“Don’t fail me,” he whispered, and a small circle of condensation formed on the window with his hot breath.
A Chihuahua pranced from the shadows of the Geyser Drug across the street and abruptly stopped at the street corner. It lifted its head to stare at him in the confines of his room. The dog yipped, then bared its teeth, before turning and returning the direction it had come. He laughed at the dog’s display of aggression. A tap came from the door caught his attention.
“Enter,” he said, turning away from the window. The mousy woman who ran the Shanley Hotel stood in the open doorway but didn’t enter the room. Her hand twitched at her side, and the darkness of her eyes reflected the light from the windows like pinpricks in a black curtain. He continued, “Your duties are about over. Please make sure everything is in order.” She stared at him unblinkingly.
“Thank you,” she answered, her voice gruff.
“But don’t go anywhere.”
“Sir? I thought we were even now, and I was—”
“You vowed yourself to me. I will let you know when we are even.” He glowered with a toothsome grin. “Now run along, you have things to do.”
She pulled the door closed behind her without another word, leaving him again to his thoughts and plans. Content, he returned looking out the window, watching the nothingness of the dilapidated town. None of it mattered when he knew this was only a passing status.




Chapter Three
A dreadful sound is in his ears: in prosperity the destroyer shall come upon him. 

 
Job 15:21, KJV

 
Cody, be careful, echoed in his head as he woke. A shadow shrunk from the doorway down the hallway, he caught a glimpse, but it was enough to make his chest tighten. He craned his neck and leaned to the side so that he could see down the empty hallway. Cody held his breath, listening intently to the quietness of his apartment. His head and chest began to throb from the lack of oxygen. Exhaling the stale air, he gulped fresh oxygen into his lungs, extinguishing the stars flashing, blaring in his skull.
Shaking his head, he stood from the bed, and stretched, trying to release the tension in his well-formed muscles. Fatigue still held him as he shuffled down the hallway while looking for anything out of place in front of him. Of course, nothing is out of place. He chided himself. “Stupid dreams,” he muttered, entering the bathroom.
After emptying his bladder, he peered at himself in the mirror. Though he had been going to bed early the last few nights, he looked like he hadn’t slept in a week, and older than thirty-three. His dark hair stood in matted spikes around the crown of his head, gray bags drooped below his bloodshot hazel eyes, and his skin was blotchy. On top of what was visible on his skin, his joints and muscles were tight and sore. Rubbing his cheek, then chin, he decided a shave was in order.
The water stung the strange crosshatch scratch on his back. Patting the strange wound with care, he stared at it the mirror while twisting his body uncomfortably, unsure how he came to have it—three scratches down and four across.
Showering had boosted his energy, and he dressed humming a song he didn’t know. He grabbed his bag and headed out the door. Pulling the door closed behind him, the shattering of glass found his ears. He stepped back into his apartment, looking toward the kitchen.
“What the hell?” he said, cautiously returning inside his apartment.
The overhead light flickered on, filling the small kitchen with a sterile-fluorescent glow. Scanning the kitchen, he found nothing broken on the counters or floor. He opened the dishwasher, which contained the dirty dishes from the night before, but nothing was broken.
Next, he opened each cupboard, not finding anything out of place, even in the refrigerator. Child’s laughter came from the open front door. He turned with a jump, staring at the door. The neighbor children passed his door on their journey to the elevator.
Back at the door, his attention zoomed around the living room, seeing nothing disturbed there either, he shook his head and closed the door.
Returning home from a noneventful but exhausting day, he dug through the kitchen cabinets for something easy to eat in front of the TV. Three light raps came from the door, pulling him from the world in the television show. He wasn’t expecting anyone. With a scrunched brow, he glanced over his shoulder toward the door.
Cody pulled the door open to an empty hallway. He shrugged, closing it, then returned to the couch. The picture on the TV flickered to black, back to the show, to static, then black again without returning a picture. The remote control buttons he pressed didn’t remedy the problem, no matter what channel he went to nothing showed on the screen. Again three raps came from the door.
Grumbling, he stomped to the door and flung it open. The hallway was quiet, but filled with an overpowering stench of rot, making him gasp and cover his mouth and nose. He went to the end of the hall where the smell dissipated. The door to the trash chute was closed, and he noted the smell in the small space didn’t match what had met him when he opened his door.
Loud voices and gunfire blasted toward him through his open apartment door as returned home. His neighbor cracked her door open.
“Your TV’s very loud, Cody,” she snapped.
He waved at her door in passing as he darted down the hall, and back into his apartment. Deliberately pressing the buttons on the remote gave no relief to the ear-shattering volume.  Nothing he did changed anything with the TV’s tantrum. After a few seconds of futility, he tossed the remote on the couch, went to the TV, and tried the buttons on the side, but nothing quieted the deafening volume. He reached behind the TV and pulled the cord from the socket.
At first, he didn’t think the TV was going to concede, as the noise blared through its speakers for a moment after pulling the plug, then with a pop, the room went silent.
He glared at the TV while his head pulsed with the memory of the loudness from seconds before. After turning the power plug over, examining it for a moment, he let it drop to the floor with his decision to not watch something before bed.
Turning on the bathroom light, he found toothpaste and shaving cream escaping their containers into the sink as though an invisible hand squeezed the tube and pressed on the button. His feet stumbled backward; his back found the hallway’s wall opposite the bathroom. The light in the bathroom dimmed, leaving the bright, zagging lines of the coils inside the lightbulbs, then they went black.
Three heavy knocks came from the closed bedroom door. Slowly, the knob turned, and the door swung open. Cody didn’t expect the spectacle he found inside. His heart branded a tattoo in his chest, exposing darkness he had never thought he would see in his apartment. It moved toward him through the open door. Behind the wall at his back, something frantically scratched at the Sheetrock.
He ran down the short hallway into the living room then to the front door. Laughter chased him. The doorknob didn’t budge. Grabbing the knob with both hands, he shook it. Voices whispered around him in an unidentifiable language as the temperature in the apartment plummeted causing his skin to prickle.
From the corner of his eye, he watched the darkness from his bedroom move closer to him. It took the shape of a man’s shadow stretched at sunset; its head reached the ceiling. After a moment, the darkness swirled, breaking its form. Maniacal laughter of several voices erupted, then as quickly as it started was silent again.
“The one,” a voice whispered close to his ear, followed by a multitude of voices agreeing in hissing sighs.
The darkness retreated to the bedroom. Cody forced himself to move from the door to watch the smoky mist dissipate as it crossed the threshold, and disappear, leaving the bedroom in a silvery glow from the streetlight. The bathroom light flashed on, causing Cody to jump. The light flowed across the hall through the open bedroom door, giving him a better view of its interior.
Reaching inside, he flicked on the overhead light. The small silver statue of Jesus, a friend had brought him from Rio, lay face down on his dresser; otherwise, nothing in the room was out of place.
The hair on his arms stood, and a twitch shook his body. Without his feet crossing the threshold, he grabbed the doorknob, and pulled the door shut—he decided to sleep on the couch, so long as the TV didn’t choose to turn back on and blare sound through the speakers.




Chapter Four
Then goeth he, and taketh with himself seven other spirits more wicked than himself, and they enter in and dwell there: and the last state of that man is worse than the first. Even so shall it be also unto this wicked generation. 

 
Matthew 12:45, KJV

 
Cody woke cramped and not rested. The night had not given him the deep sleep he had needed. Instead, he had slept as though he were in a haze never finding true slumber. He showered and returned to the bedroom to dress, trying not to think about what had happened the night before. As he closed the apartment door, it occurred to him to check with his neighbors to see whether they had heard or seen anything strange. Immediately, he decided against the idea—besides the fact of his TV blaring, how could he expect anyone to believe it?
Traffic was light, giving Cody time to stop for coffee and something to eat. A chubby red-haired woman winked at him as he entered the coffee shop, which he returned with a flirtatious grin. Though he wasn’t interested, he felt it was always best to give back. What was the harm in making a groupie’s—as he called them—day?
His car beeped awake, and he opened the door, but not before catching his reflection in the car window. The weathered look he had had when he woke had vanished as though it had never been present, and he winked at himself.
He placed his breakfast on the seat, and coffee in the cup holder. As he started his car, the red-haired woman exited the coffee shop, shaking her head, her gaze fixed on him, and the cute smile no longer on her face. She stopped at the curb in front of his car, staring intently with strange eyes; their green seemed too bright.
He stared back at her, unnerved by her brazenness. Music thumping from the speakers blocked the words she spoke. Cody considered turning the music off and rolling down the window to learn what she was saying, but the way she stared at him made him decide he didn’t want to know what she had said and upgraded her to psycho stalker from groupie. He backed away from the curb with a smirk. Still she spoke, and as he shifted gears, the music cut out.
“Cody, be careful.” Her voice was the sweetest music to his ears, more pleasing than the music it had interrupted, and the same he had awoken to the morning before.
Fear filled him. “What the fuck?” he whispered, staring back at her. She beckoned for him to come back. A horn blared behind him. In the rearview mirror, he glimpsed a woman in an SUV waving her hands over the steering wheel—it appeared that she was in a hurry, and everyone should get out of her way—He looked back to where he’d been parked, but the red-haired woman was gone, and music, once again, blared through the speakers.
“You’re cracking up, dude,” he said to his reflection in the rearview mirror, driving off. “After this deal is done, you need to take a vacation.”
He returned home with a splitting headache, but at least everything was ready for his pitch to the board the next day. Slumping into the couch exhausted, he turned on the TV. Sleep overtook him before the commercial told him how to get lower rates on his auto insurance.
The lanky man stared at him with disgust. Cody didn’t look any different than he had in high school many years ago. All he had to do was transfer the thing in him to Cody, and he could go home, allowing it to take care of the rest. The noise and flashing images on the TV were distracting, so he slipped the remote from Cody’s hand, and turned it off. For no reason, other than he despised Cody, he punched him in the arm. He grimaced with a snort, knowing the recipient wasn’t able to wake.
“What are you doing?” the short, red-haired woman asked from the hall leading to the bedroom. Green beams streamed from her eyes to the man leaning over Cody.
He looked up but remained bent over Cody. The black orbs in his eye sockets reflected her image on their shiny surfaces. His finger traced along Cody’s forehead, and he squinted with his menacing grin.
She grimaced at the sight of him. Many ugly, misshapen things crept across the realms. Those things never caused her skin to quiver the way revenants did. They were disgusting creatures, passing with little effort into a human host, willingly or not.
“I asked you a question!” She took a step forward.
“None of your concern, Watcher,” the revenant said with a thunderous voice through the man’s snarling mouth.
“It is my concern.” She’d moved less than a pace from the back of the couch. He flicked his fingers to the side as though he were trying to remove a glob of sticky mucus, then returned his attention to Cody. The clicking of nails on the wooden surface clamored toward her. Knowing it was a trick of the revenant, she didn’t look away from the ritual he performed over Cody. “You need to stop!” she demanded.
“What are you going to do?” Looking back at her, he laughed. “You have no power here, bitch.”
“As much as you do,” she said, her hands near Cody’s head.
His dark eyes moved to her hands. “You don’t have to make this difficult.” His eyebrows rose, and his hands shook, the man the revenant occupied wasn’t comfortable in her presence—the revenant wasn’t bothered. “I’ll be taking him one way or the other.”
“For who? Who wants Cody?”
“You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” This time it wasn’t the maleficent voice of the revenant, but the man it occupied.
“Not if you don’t tell me.”
Without allowing more time for this wretched creature to perform its rite, she placed her hands on Cody’s head above his ears. The man’s mouth popped open, as he straightened to his full height. The sound of rushing water came from his mouth, and then the room vibrated with a mixture of high-pitched wails, growls, and moans.
Her ears began to ache with changing pressure, but she did not remove her hands from Cody. Her green beams covered the man’s face. She stared at him as though nothing in the world was happening but her holding Cody’s head. He closed his mouth, ending the cacophony. They stared at each other, daring the other to look away.
“It seems we're at an impasse,” the man said, rubbing the stubble-covered arch of his dome. The darkness covering his eyes faded. He smirked. “I guess it’s Plan B then.”
“What do you want with Cody?” she demanded, probing his thoughts, but found blank walls in his head. He was well protected—more than likely one of many gifts from whomever he served.
“My Master sent me for him, and I do as I’m asked.” He scowled. “And I never ask questions.”
“Maybe you should get a new one,” she said. He shrugged. “Who is your Master?”
“You really don’t want to know his name,” he replied and clapped.
Cody woke with a start, jumping from the sofa. Twisting around, he scanned the room. The only light on in his apartment was in the hallway to the bedroom, which illuminated a long rectangle to the edge of the couch. He rubbed his tingling forehead, making his way to the bedroom.




Chapter Five
Who shall change our vile body that it may be fashioned like unto his glorious body, according to the working whereby he is able even to subdue all things unto himself. 

 
Philippians 3:21, KJV

 
Groggily, Cody propped his head up with his hand, waiting for the coffee to brew. Today was the day for his pitch, and he felt anything but rested. His body ached, and a large bruise had blossomed on his shoulder overnight. Fragments of a dream danced in his mind of someone standing over him as he lay on the couch, and of people arguing about…he wasn’t sure exactly what the argument was, but somehow he knew he had been the topic.
He stood when the coffee machine began to sputter the last drops of water. As he reached for the pot, a thud came from the front door. Whatever it was had to wait, he needed coffee. The noise came again as he poured the coffee, another when he took a sip of the hot liquid. He frowned, knowing that ignoring it any longer wasn’t an option. Cup in hand, he went to the door. Looking through the peephole, he saw no one in the hallway.
Shrugging, he returned to the kitchen. As he was sitting, the thud shook the door. “Seriously?” he shouted. He manipulated the locks and threw the door open to an empty hallway. Turning in each direction, he saw no one. The thump came again from inside his apartment, and he ran through the living room to his bedroom.
THUD
He pulled open the closet door.
THUD
He spun around and left the bedroom. Glancing in the open bathroom as he passed on his return to the living room, he saw nothing to have caused the sound.
THUD
The front door remained open.
“Good morning, Cody,” the graying woman who lived two doors down said when he came to the door. “Everything all right? You look out of sorts.”
He stopped, realizing he only wore a pair of boxers and blushed. “Did you hear it?”
“Hear what?” she said, cocking her head.
“The banging like someone kicked a door or wall or something.”
“Oh, I must have slept through it,” she said, smiling. “I take a lovely cocktail of things before sleep.” She squinted at him, her smile fading.  “You look like you need it, too.”
“Not last night. Just now.”
“No,” she said. “You don’t look very good. Are you feeling ok?”
He shivered, and his stomach quaked. “I’m good,” he lied. “I have a presentation today, and I’m edgy.”
“I’m so glad I’m retired,” she said.
Cody forced a smile, and said, “Sorry to bother you with my raving. Have a great day!” Before she was able to reply, he closed the door. He bent over, taking a deep breath.
Shaking his head, he went to the bathroom to get ready for his day. The hot water and steam didn’t lift any of his exhaustion. His reflection looked glum. He was pitching his ‘Hail Mary’ today, which required he look professional and confident, though, now he felt like he had been run over by a truck. Nothing mattered except winning over the board, or…he didn’t want to go there. Things always worked out, and he didn’t want to think differently about this.
As he waited at the traffic light, he had the strange sensation of being watched. Out the left window, a woman in jogging clothes stood at the far side of the intersection staring at her phone. At her feet, a dog tethered to her hand, sniffing the ground, and licked the place he found appetizing.
On the right, he found the culprit turned deliberately toward him. Cody had the persistent feeling he knew the man with the gleaming, razor smile, but the dark sunglasses, covering more than a quarter of his face, didn’t give him a good enough view to bring his name to mind.
A horn prompted from behind, alerting him the light had changed. The man stopped staring, and proceeded through the intersection, Cody moved along too.
The blue car, driven by the man Cody thought he had recognized, turned in to the parking lot of a still sleeping shopping center. Cody continued his route, forgetting the man, and thinking of his presentation.
The music, he usually played loudly, faded to static. He turned the knob, but every channel he came to played the vibrating hum. Twisting it again, tuned the radio to choir music. He wrinkled his nose and gave the knob another twist.
“Thou shalt have no other gods before me!” a man shrilled.
Again he turned the knob, finding silence, not even the hissing sound of static. He pushed the button turning it off. “It’s silence then,” he said, thinking how strange it was the only channels coming in were ‘God’ channels.
A woman wearing a skintight, maroon dress stood in the crosswalk at the median. Slowing, he glanced at her, hoping she didn’t move. He squinted in confusion; her facial features were blurry as though they were obscured behind a rain-streaked window. His car’s illuminated dashboard brightened, flashed, dimmed, went to normal intensity, and then went out. The car sputtered and jerked.
“Are you fucking kidding me!?” he said, turning the steering wheel with all his strength, and willing gravity to have enough force to move the car to the curb safely. The car stopped farther out in the street than he preferred. “Dammit!” He pounded the wheel.
Repeated attempts to start the car were futile. Every time he turned the key, the vehicle clicked. In his frustration, he didn’t see the strange woman cross the street, and creep toward him.
He popped the hood, knowing he had no idea of what to look for. Turning away from the car, he called roadside assistance on his cellphone. The woman came closer, but he paid her no attention.
Cody stepped back on the curb. The woman leaned through the open window of his car, one hand supported on the door, the other dangling at her side. Cody’s attention snapped toward her as she stood.
“Hey!” he yelled. She walked away from him. “What were you doing in my car?” he demanded, but she continued on her way. “Did you steal something?” He looked through the open window, seeing his sunglasses and silver laptop bag on the seat.
She stopped abruptly, body shaking as though she were laughing, but no sound came from her. Steadily, she turned toward him.
“Fuck!” he yelled and stumbled back.
While this creature wore a dress, he wasn’t sure female was the sex. Dark, jagged hair hung chin length around its head. The body was broad, not fat, but not muscular either. Where breasts should be, were lumpen masses. The torso bulged down to the groin in a teardrop shape, filling in the hips and butt perversely. Its legs were thin and stick-like, as were its arms. The fingers at the ends of its hands were long with pointed nails. The skin covering its body was as tight as the dress, and a strange yellowish-cocoa color. Its face was the most disturbing thing Cody had ever seen. The eyes below a high forehead were black in the narrow sockets. Its nose was wide from the bridge down to its flat end above full, red lips.
“I fixed it, fool,” it said with a raspy, breathy voice. “No thanks needed, but you owe me now.”
Cody glanced at his car purring softly, and music spilling through the open windows. In the few seconds of him assessing his vehicle, the creature had disappeared. His head spun, looking for it, but there was no trace of its presence. He closed the hood, still searching for whatever it was, then drove the rest of the way to work.




Chapter Six
Having confidence in thy obedience I wrote unto thee, knowing that thou wilt also do more than I say. 

 
Philemon 1:21, KJV

 
Tyler froze in mid-step, glancing around. He swore someone had called his name. Finding no one, he made his way into the high-rise, looking over his shoulder as he crossed the threshold. The elevator door slid open, and as he was stepping inside, he again heard someone calling his name. He scanned the lobby, finding the black-coated, security guard standing behind the desk, but no one else. On the street, people walked to their destinations, but no one he recognized. However, he didn’t notice the tall, thin man standing to the side of the glass doors watching him intently.
He pressed the button marked ‘14’ and shook his head without realizing he’d forgotten the discombobulated feeling of thinking he heard his name being called, as the doors closed with a soft thump. Watching the floor numbers light, then blink out, he wondered why designers still skipped ‘13’. After all, the fourteenth floor was technically still the thirteenth floor. “Silly superstitions,” he mumbled as the door opened to the seventh floor.
A lanky, pale man joined him in the elevator but didn’t push a button to a different floor. Tyler assessed the man, as he often did; even at thirty, his insecurities forced him. The man was tall and thin, so what, Tyler might be short, but he made up for it in muscle, and he had nice dark-brown hair. Why do men think a shaved head is a hairstyle? He thought with a smirk. I win! Tyler wanted to laugh but held back. To his rescue, the doors slid open to the fourteenth floor, and he stepped out into the bright, sterile lobby.
“This is for you,” the man in the elevator said, holding out a business card.
“What?” Tyler asked, turning back to the man, who held the door open. He saw the card in his hand, and said, “No, thank you.”
The elevator buzzed in contempt with being held open.
“You really need it,” the man said with a familiar drawl.
“Do I know you?” Tyler looked the man over, trying to place him, and finding a strange familiarity in his taut cheeks. If the man hadn’t worn sunglasses, Tyler might have been able to recognize him.
“You might. Please take my card. It is important.”
Tyler reached for the card, then pulled his hand partially away, as though it were hot. He glanced from the card to the stranger. Seeing the determination in the man, he took the card, and said, “Thanks?”
The man pulled his other hand away from the elevator door, allowing it to close. Tyler examined the card. In bold dark letters, a phone number was printed. He flipped the card over, then back to the printed side.
“Whatcha got?” a pleasing, familiar voice said beside him.
He glanced to his right to see Jen; the woman he had a secret crush, or at least he thought it was secret. She was everything he dreamed about. Her curves were as enticing as the piercing green eyes she hid behind thick, black-framed glasses. He loved watching her twist her long, auburn hair when she didn’t know he was watching her.
“Not sure,” he said, staring intently on her. “Strangest marketing technique ever, I think.”
“What do you mean?” she asked as they walked down the down to the last door on the right.
“Guy gets on the elevator, doesn’t say anything, and then when I get off, tells me I need it.”
Jen laughed, entering the office while he held the door. Tyler glanced down the hall with a shudder before following her inside as he dropped the card in the waste bin near the door. The card landed face down inside. Flickering fluorescent lights found its dull surface. The thirty-one-digit number hidden in the card’s watermark stood out clearly to the lights and ceiling looking into the bin.
Tyler had lost his concentration. The strange encounter with the man in the elevator haunted him. Abruptly, he stood and hurried through the field of cubicles to the front door. What if it were the chance of a lifetime and I threw it away? He fretted, standing over the waste bin, hoping the trash hadn’t been emptied.
Discouraged, he removed empty soda cans, candy wrappers, and an uneaten sandwich squashed in a bag with cigarette butts. Under a ball of wadded paper, he found what he hunted for. Stuck to gray gum was the business card he had so carelessly thrown away. Removing the gum, he hooted, then put the card in his pocket. Without returning the removed trash into the bin, he strolled happily back to his desk, humming an unknown tune.
“You wanna grab a drink?” Jen asked as they waited for the elevator. Tyler was miles away, rubbing the card in his pocket, and imagining all the possibilities this card meant. “Hello?” She touched his arm.
He jerked his head toward her, and said gruffly, “What?”
She gaped at him, shocked by his tone. “Never mind, you don’t seem to be in the mood.”
“Sorry, Jen,” he replied, quieting his voice. “I was thinking of something else.” He put his arm around her waist, kissing the side of her forehead. “Yeah, let’s get a drink. It might be our last.” Her eyebrows rose watching him enter the elevator. He began laughing, seeing her expression. “Just a joke after a very long day.”
“You ok?” The shocked expression receded from her face, replaced by concern. “You’ve been kinda weird all day.”
“I’m great, Jen.” His face broke with a wide, open-mouthed smile. Her gaze darted around him nervously. “And things are going to get greater. I can feel it. Can’t you feel it?”
He left the elevator, and she followed. Usually, Tyler was full of himself. This was different though, but she didn’t see the detail telling her how or why she had the thought. His gaping smile had not disappeared from his face as he stood, holding the door for her.
They had a few drinks at the bar down the street, where he revealed his crush. She wasn’t surprised but wondered what took him so long to say anything. He didn’t have a reason, and she didn’t reveal her suspicion of his sexuality. They ended up at her apartment. The drinks at the bar and the hits from her bong didn’t deflate Tyler. He became more gregarious as the night went on. Shyly, he leaned in to kiss her, and she didn’t refuse. After hours of heated passion, she knew he wasn’t gay. A gay man didn’t have the skills he used to bring her pleasure.
Jen stirred in bed, reaching for the man who had changed her in a single night of ecstasy. When her fingers didn’t find him, she sat up, seeing him staring out into the night. The parted drapes broke the darkness of the room. Tyler’s silhouette was cast with a blue outline.
“Tyler?” she whispered. At first, he didn’t answer, and she wondered whether he was sleepwalking.
“Do you feel it now?” he said with a lilting tone. “It was already in me.” Smiling, he turned to her. “And now it’s in you, too. Isn’t it magnificent?”
Her brows clenched, not understanding what he meant. She slid from bed to join him at the window. The fever he expelled from his flesh was breathtaking, and she stopped before she touched his radiant skin.
“You’re burning up,” she said, forcing herself to place her arm around his shoulder. “Come back to bed. I’ll get you something—“
“No,” he whispered. “I need to make a call.”
He turned into her, encircling her in his arms and the heat of his body. His erection pressed against her. He kissed her forehead, then released her, crossing to the bedroom door.
She followed him to the living room where he bent to pick up his jeans and retrieved his phone from the pocket. His naked buttocks flickered blue in the darkness. Scrutinizing the room, she looked for the source of light but found nothing giving off any illumination.
The light from the face of his phone cast a pale light onto him, but it didn’t extinguish the blue glow pulsing across his skin. In his other hand, she saw the business card—its back flickered and pulsed with the same blue light on him. His thumb moved smoothly across the surface of the phone, as it found the numbers to dial, then the send button.
One ring from the other end echoed in the room, followed by a smooth, sensual voice saying, “Hello.”
The blue light brightened as it engulfed Tyler from the phone. She heard him groan, and rushed toward him, concerned a fever was overtaking him. Though the blue brightness confused her, she wasn’t afraid. It was too comforting to cause fear. Ejaculate shot from his prick when she approached, then the light from his phone screen found her. It came to her in caressing touches, light as a lover’s or caring as a parent’s.
“Welcome,” the voice from the phone said as the cerulean hue dissipated, showing them a plain and old hotel room. “Oh,” he said. The blue streams from his eyes swiftly moved to them, unsure why they were in his presence. “I wasn’t expecting you, Tyler. And you brought a friend.” More ejaculation streamed from Tyler’s engorged penis. “Good to see you, too.” The man pursed his lips.
“Shit,” Jen whispered. “Tyler? Who is this?” She covered her breasts with her arm. “Where are we?”
Tyler blushed, feeling another surge ready to explode from his balls, and gasped, “Mr. Bel.” He crumpled to the floor.
The man stared down at Tyler as Jen squat next to him.
“Tyler?” she said, anxiously patting his cheek. “You’re burning up.”
“My curse for so many people,” he said, still staring at Tyler, wondering why he was there. It appeared that Mark had made a mess of things.
Tyler sat up, breathing heavily. He moaned, and his body convulsed, followed by a dribble of semen from his cock. Jen stared up at the man standing over them. Part of her mind told her she was in a perilous position, violence finding her with anything she did to displease the man. But as she looked into the beautiful face, she didn’t see any cause for alarm. The man snapped his fingers at his side, and the door opened.
A woman, appearing to be in her early fifties, came into the room. She never looked at the man standing over Tyler and Jen. Her dingy jeans and red and white floral shirt were clean, but old and out of style. The scowl worn on her face contradicted the caring gaze looking over them.
“Carol, please take our guests to their room. They are exhausted.”
“Can you stand?” Carol asked Tyler in a quiet, motherly voice. He nodded, and Carol and Jen helped Tyler to his feet. “Let’s get you out of here.”




Chapter Seven
And the tongue is a fire, a world of iniquity: so is the tongue among our members, that it defileth the whole body, and setteth on fire the course of nature; and it is set on fire of hell. 

 
James 3:6, KJV

 
Once they had crossed the threshold, the door closed behind them, leaving him alone in his room. He frowned, creasing the smooth beauty of his face. The room paled as he closed his eyes, and his face returned to glamorous. When he opened them, Mark stood, shaking in the middle of the room. Wetness blossomed the front of his pants. He squeezed his face tightly together, his breaths turned erratic, and his heart raced.
“Open your eyes,” he demanded of Mark. Though he was angry, his voice remained melodic and cool. “And don’t take them from me until I tell you otherwise.” He met his Master’s gaze. “I did not send you for Tyler. I know whose name I wrote down for you, and I, for the life of me, cannot fathom how you messed this up.” Trickles of sweat rushed down Mark’s forehead and neck. His stomach churned. “Please explain how this happened.”
Mark gulped, trying to force his voice to work.
“Speak,” he commanded.
“He escaped,” Mark said, badly wanting to blind himself so he wouldn’t have to see the vision in front him. The euphoric feeling of climax swelled in him. “I was in the middle of transferring the rev…rev—“
“Revenant.”
“Yeah. Revenant. When she showed up and stopped me. I tried other things, too. I even set the revenant free, but it helped him.”
“I find your explanation hard to believe. They do as they’re told. You must’ve messed up something with the unlea…” He stopped abruptly, pondering what Mark had said for a moment, never letting Mark’s gaze break with his. He tapped his lips. “Who stopped you?”
With every moment, the excitement in his nerves grew. The soft grazing of his skin by the very air in the room moved him closer to the edge. “The Watcher chick,” he moaned.
“How?” Belphegor questioned, as Mark tilted his head back and groaned without losing eye contact. “Mark,” he said, bringing him back to the conversation.
“She put her hands on his head.”
“Interesting,” he said. “They normally don’t intervene.”
“It’s true. I swear, Master.”
“Oh, I believe you.” He stared intently at Mark for a moment. “What I don’t understand is why you thought Tyler a suitable replacement. I clearly—“
“I know, Master,” he said in a slurred voice. “I figured you could use him as bait.”
“You baffle me.” He drank from his glass, his gaze not breaking from Mark. “Explain how it was so easy to roust Tyler.”
“I gave him your card. He was very easy, always has been.” Mark gulped finished his statement.
“Why didn’t you give Cody my card, saved us both this trouble? Now I have two unwanted guests.”
Mark stared at him for a moment, then said, “I hate him.”
The man in the blue suit smirked, understanding the simplicity of his emotion. “This is getting too messy, but I guess I’ll have to make do.” He watched the sweat pour from Mark’s head, looking pleased, and then continued, “One more thing, Mark.”
“Yes, Master, anything.”
“Say my name.”
“Sir?”
“My name. Say it.”
Mark opened and closed his mouth rapidly, as though his lips were trying to prepare for the feeling of the man’s name.
“Say it, Mark.”
Twitching, he knew he didn’t have a choice in the matter. When his Master asked for something, he received it.
“You can look away afterward.”
“Belphegor,” Mark said in ecstasy.
Belphegor watched with curious attentiveness as Mark’s body throbbed, and shuddered. His pants wetted further with what seemed a never-ending flow of sperm. Not wanting the humiliation of shitting himself in the presence of beauty, Mark clenched his sphincter. After what felt like an eternity, the spasms and jolts wracking his body ended. Mark bowed his head, relieved it had stopped. Unfortunately, sleep was out of the picture for at least a week, and he would carry an erection for longer.
“One more thing, did you leave anything behind?”
“No, never,” Mark hissed his reply, hoping his Master didn’t call him out on the lie; he’d left the revenant and a few others behind to torment Cody a little while longer.
“Good. You are dismissed,” Belphegor said, turning from the drenched man.
* * * *
“Do you mind sharing a room?” Carol asked. “It’s the weekend, and we usually fill up.”
“It’s fine,” Jen replied, glancing around the small room with a double bed. “Where’s the bathroom?”
“Down the hall, before the stairs on the right.” Carol forced a toothless smile. “It’s shared, so be sure to lock the door. You don’t want any walk-ins when you’re doing your business.”
Jen scrunched her brows together, and her mouth parted as though she were going to say something but didn’t. The woman handed her the room key. Jen had never used a skeleton key and had only seen them in museums. Turning it over in her hands, she looked at the details of its floral eye and square teeth.
Carol continued, now facing into the hallway. “And don’t let Dorothy scare you. Just fill the tub; she’ll go away until you’re done.”
“Oh!?” Jen said as the door clicked shut.
Tyler was already asleep on the bed. Her fingers traced the smooth shaft of the key without her realizing it. She crossed the room to the window. Drab street lights fighting to illuminate the street didn’t give enough light for her to see what laid beyond the window. Her reflection was more distinct than anything outside, and she turned from the window.
Since leaving work with Tyler, everything seemed distant and dream-like. The vintage clothing Carol had given them added to the illusion going on around her. Maybe Tyler had slipped a hallucinogen into her drink and took her to wonderland with him. Her calmness was the strangest; shouldn’t she be whimpering in the corner like the girls in the movies?
Danger sirens wailed in her head as she stepped into the hallway, locking the door, then sliding the room key into the back pocket of her newly acquired jeans. The warm light of the hall was stronger than the streetlights, showing her there was no reason to be afraid. The faint creak from the floors didn’t allow anyone to sneak around without warning.
She found the bathroom without a problem and locked the door as had been suggested. Sitting on the toilet, she glanced at the tub encircled by a white shower curtain, wondering who Dorothy was. A bath sounded nice, but it had to wait until the morning when she wasn’t exhausted. Leaving the bathroom, Jen didn’t notice Dorothy had sat up in the tub with a frown because the stranger had not been curious to look for her.
Tyler slept deeply diagonally across the bed. The clothing, she and Carol had helped him put on, had been flung around the room, leaving him naked on top of the bedding. Tapping his leg told his subconscious to move, and he obeyed.  The key fell out of her pocket when she removed the jeans, reminding her to lock the door.
“I should’ve asked Carol where we are,” she muttered to herself at the door. “I need to make calls in the morning; don’t want anyone worrying.”
Living in the city all her life, she’d never experienced darkness such as what filled the room when she turned out the lamp next to the bed. She was glad she had done it when she laid in bed and not standing, she wasn’t sure if she was able to find her way the short distance to the bed. The depth of the darkness enveloped her, keeping her from seeing the hand she held in front of her face, even with the blinds open. Taking a deep breath, she didn’t let the void prevent her from quickly finding sleep.




Chapter Eight
The one lamb shalt thou offer in the morning, and the other lamb shalt thou offer at even. 

 
Numbers 28:4, KJV

 
Laughter woke Jen. The room was no longer dark as it had been when she had turned off the light. It wasn’t bright, either, but shadowy. She turned her head on the soft pillow. Tyler stood naked at the window, and she hoped he didn’t have a hard-on. Hearing her stir, he glanced back at her.
 
“Oh my God, Jen,” he said, laughter heightening his voice an octave. “You’ll never guess where we are.”
 
Seeing him from the side, she was relieved to see his flaccid penis. “You’re right. I won’t. Where are we?”
 
“Shoshoni!” He turned, grabbing her hand, and pulled her from the bed.
 
“Where?” She looked away from him, moving her concentration to the long-closed service station across the street.
 
“The town I grew up in.”
 
“In Wyoming?”
 
He nodded happily.
 
“Shit.” Shock vibrated her voice. Shoshoni was the last place she ever expected to visit. “None of this makes any sense.”
 
“It’s great though, isn’t it,” he said, turning from the window grabbing the hand-me-down clothes from the floor. “I haven’t been here in like twenty years.” His smile was broad and glee-filled.
 
“I need to get back to Boston,” she said, still not feeling anxiety about being whisked more than three thousand miles away. He bounced around the room pulling on his jeans. “Where’s the airport?”
 
He laughed, then said through the T-shirt he pulled over his head, “About a hundred miles east of here. But, hey, let’s hold off on leaving for a bit.”
 
“Ok.” Shrugging, Jen became concerned with emotion missing in her voice, and the utter calm she had for the situation. “If you say so.” She wasn’t sure why she had answered in that manner, it was as though a potent drug stifled her or she was in a bad dream she hadn’t woke from—inside she screamed, but didn’t have the strength to force it from her mouth. “I don’t know why we’re here, or how we got here.”
 
“Me, either,” he said, more chipper than before. “But, Mr. Bel—” Knocking on the door interrupted him. “Where’s the key?” he asked, glancing around. She pointed to the dresser near the door. The key vibrated with his jubilation as he unlocked the door. He swung the door open, and exclaimed, “It’s Carol!”
 
“You’re feeling better,” she said in a bland tone. Not giving much of her attention to Tyler, she looked past him to Jen, and continued, “I have some breakfast ready downstairs.”
 
“Great! I’m starved, Carol!” Tyler rushed out of the room. “Is Mr.—”
 
“He never eats with me,” Carol interrupted, knowing what he was going to ask. “Come on,” she prompted Jen. “Don’t want it getting cold.”
 
Jen followed them down the hall to the stairs. Tyler stood in the middle of the hallway staring at the door on the right. Carol looped her arm around his, and said, “There’ll be enough time to visit with him later.” Jen glanced at the door, her stomach churned. Quickly, she turned to descend the stairs.
 
Jen had never seen Tyler eat the way he did. Anything left over on her plate was devoured. Carol didn’t eat with them; she said she had eaten before they woke. Between bites, he didn’t speak but laughed. Then when nothing was left, he jumped from the table, ran through the manager’s apartment, to the lobby, then outside.
 
“Don’t worry, he’ll come back,” Carol said, patting her hand. She stared across the table to the living room at the dining room in the mirror’s reflection showing only Jen present at the table. “Why don’t you go on upstairs, and take a bath?” She asked, starting to stand to clear the table.
 
Jen took her hand, stopping her, and asking, “May I use your phone?”
 
The woman blinked, her eyes turning into dark orbs. Jen gasped, and let go of the woman. With another blink, they returned to the pale blue they had been.  Relaxing, thinking it was a trick of the light from a car passing the window, Jen looked at the curious woman.
 
“Don’t worry about calling anyone,” Carol said. “I’ve taken care of everything for you…and for Tyler, too.”
 
She stood, taking the plates from the table. Jen stared, her brows scrunched together, at the woman.
 
“I don’t understand,” Jen said, her voice quavered (finally, she felt some emotion). “I need to tell my mom where I am, and call my job.”
 
“Mmmhmmm,” Carol replied, facing the closed white door leading to the kitchen, plates held in her hands near her chest. “All taken care of.”
 
“You spoke to them?”
 
“Didn’t I just say so?” Carol’s voice raised an octave with agitation.
 
“I need to let them know I’m ok,” Jen said, moving from the table, staring at the back of the woman’s head.
 
Carol beamed. “Of course, dear,” she said, mimicking Jen’s voice perfectly. “They understand everything.” The woman continued to sound like her, until she said, “Don’t worry about helping me clean up. Now, go on up and take a bath.”
 
“What did you…how did you?” Jen asked.
 
After a few seconds of Carol not returning to the dining room, Jen went to the kitchen door. Though she pushed, there was no movement. She beat on it with two open hands but received no response from the woman. Her forehead met the warm, slick surface of the glossy, painted door, and she lowered her eyelids.
 
“What now?” she muttered, turning away.
 
She scanned the room. The walls, trim, and door were white. On the floor, beneath the polished pine table, was a braided green and orange rug. Above the table, a bronze chandelier hung, covered with ornate flourishes and roses.
 
The wall with the door to the kitchen held a floor to ceiling built-in cabinet painted the same glossy white of the door and trim. Near the window, covered with sheer drapes, was a teak and glass china cabinet filled with porcelain and crystal knickknacks.
 
Opposite the window was a doorway leading to a darkened hall, and a teak desk (matching the china cabinet) with a short, slotted hutch sitting between the hall entrance and quarter wall, giving the living and dining rooms the slight impression of separation.
 
The antique rotary phone, sitting on the desk, was covered with dust. She didn’t call anyone from this phone. Jen thought. It probably doesn’t even work. Curious to see whether it worked, she reached for the phone as she approached the desk. The clatter of dishes reached her from the sealed kitchen door, stopping her hand from touching the phone. She glanced into the murky hallway.
 
Three closed doors hid the rooms from her. Bravely, her head popped into the hallway, at the end a large black safe sat in a door-less closet. To the right a closed door, and from the left, light poured through the open door of the kitchen.
 
Carol’s shadow appeared in the light, and Jen stepped back into the dining room, not wanting further interaction with her at the moment. She had problems comprehending how the woman had perfectly mimicked her voice. Though another mystery presented itself to her, she didn’t feel anything, except maybe melancholy.
 
Her shoes barely made a sound on the oak floor as she entered the living room. A comfortable sofa sat along the wall near closed French pocket-doors. A built-in bookshelf housed aged books in the partial wall. Under the large mirror, facing the dining room, sat a long mahogany cabinet with bronze colored fabric screens.
 
She ran her finger along the smooth surface of the cabinet. Feeling it give to her touch, she pressed it harder. The panel popped up. Carefully lifting it, she found a phonograph player, a small chrome panel with ‘eight-track’ printed on it, and a long, narrow dial with a sequence of numbers. Her brow furrowed, realizing the cabinet was an all-in-one entertainment system and assumed behind the front panel the TV hid. Curiosity took control, and spotting the small brass knob on the front, pulled it, confirming what she had thought.
 
Smiling, she left the manager’s apartment, noticing the partially open, tall and narrow box attached to the wall near the door, holding keys on small brass hooks.
 
She inventoried the items on the manager’s desk—pens, registration cards, nothing exciting—then around the lobby. Large windows faced the streets with a few dead flies laying in a heap on the sill.
 
A brown, leather sofa faced her; its surface gleamed in the light shining through the windows. A narrow knotty-pine coffee table sat in front of it on the green and white checkered linoleum tiles.
 
A closed wooden door near the desk, maybe ten feet away, received little interest from her curiosity. Another few steps from the closed door at the corner, the dumbwaiter sat open. Around the corner from it was the men’s restroom.
 
The click of a door unlocking made her jump as though she were a child sneaking into her parents’ room looking for hidden Christmas presents. She looked over her shoulder. The door near the desk opened a crack, then shut before she could see who had opened it. She stared at the door expectantly for a moment before continuing her exploration.
 
Not quite centered on the wall, an empty but running, chest soda-machine sat with greasy fingerprints smeared on its glass lid. Above it hung a faded black-and-white picture of the Wild West—four men wore rough looking long-sleeve shirts, worn jeans and boots, and dusty cowboy hats. One sat while the others stood near the door, on a wooden walk at the front of a restaurant. ‘Working-Mens Lunch’ was printed in a strange font on the banner extending the short width of the building above the door. Behind the sitting man was a blank blackboard, and below it was another sign, written in the same font as the banner, ‘Special The Biggest HOT CAKES IN THE STATES with Honey Syrup 15₵’—she scanned the men’s faces, noticing they were Native Americans.
 
Next was the door to the women’s restroom. Across from the bathroom was a closed door next to the stairs leading up, and an open door leading into a shadowy laundromat. Pausing at the closed door, she wondered what was behind it. She tried the door.
 
“Don’t go down there,” a sloppy voice said from the lobby. Her head twisted to the right. A round old man, wearing brown pants with suspenders, and a thin, white-collared shirt, gaped at her with a toothless mouth. “I stayed in a room down there for years, but it’s not nice anymore.”
 
“Oh?” she replied, and he closed his door.
 
Jen returned upstairs, noticing the closed dumbwaiter door near the shared bathroom. Not relishing the thought of using a bathroom all the other guests used, she wrinkled her nose. Then it occurred to her she hadn’t seen anyone besides Carol and the good-looking man down the hall.
 
“Maybe I will take a nice bath.” She glanced at the open bathroom door. “Doesn’t look like Dorothy is using it.”
 
Back inside her and Tyler’s room, she went to the window, hoping to see him return, but all she saw was the run-down service station and dirt. The air in the room was stale and carried a strange smell. Taking a deep breath, she knew she recognized the smell lingering in the air, though its identity didn’t come to her. The drawers of the dresser were filled with clothing that she assumed had been left over the years by guests.
 
“I hope Carol is having my mom send me my clothes,” she said, holding up a brown and gold flowered blouse. “I guess it’s either flower-power or grunge.” She pulled out a T-shirt with a band name she didn’t recognize.
 
She opened the door. A thin girl, around ten years old, leaned against the door opposite her room, looking at her with sparkling, pale-blue eyes. Long, straight, blonde hair hung to her elbows. Seeing Jen, she stood up straight with joy radiating from her.
 
“Hi,” she said, her voice was sweet and bright. “I’m Becki.”
 
“Well, nice to meet you, Becki. I’m Jen.”
 
“I know.” Her mouth stretched wider. Jen closed the door to her room and started toward the bathroom, not finding it strange the girl knew her name. Carol more than likely had told her. “You should lock your door,” she said, staring at the door.
 
“It’s ok,” Jen replied. “I don’t have anything in there.”
 
“Doesn’t matter,” Becki said, her brows stretched high behind her perfectly cut bangs. “You don’t want walk-ins.”
 
Jen stopped, turning back to the girl staring at her door. Feeling her back pocket, she found the key and pulled it out, returning to the door.
 
“What are these walk-ins?” Jen asked, locking the door. “Carol mentioned them last night.”
 
The girl was no longer in the hall. Jen looked down the stretch of the corridor to the fire exit at the end, then the other way, across the small sitting area to the door of the man’s room.
 
A chill ran along her spine, the strongest reaction to the peculiarities she’d experienced since her arrival. She still didn’t understand her blasé feelings. Maybe when Tyler came back from exploring, she’d talk with him about it.
 
Shaking her head, she pushed away the idea. Yesterday morning, they had only talked at work. Then she finally got her nerve up to ask him out for a drink, leading to exquisite sex, and now here.
 
“Strangest dream ever,” she said, rationalizing how she came to be in Shoshoni, Wyoming, and her lack of emotion over being there.
 
“It’s no dream,” she said, pulling back the white curtain around the tub. “No dream at all.”
 
Usually, people screamed, jumped, or cursed, but not Jen. She stared at the woman with running mascara, soaking in the tub of pink water. Even seeing the oozing gash on her wrist gave her no feeling of alarm.
 
“Oh, he’s got you good,” Dorothy continued when she received no excitement from Jen. “Tyler, too, from the way he’s been gallivanting.” She watched Jen. “Do you even know you’re suppressed?”
 
Jen looked at the women, remembering what Carol had said. She reached through the parted curtain to the cross knobbed faucets (one for each hot and cold), turning the water on to fill the tub. Dorothy vanished.
 




Chapter Nine
And the angel answered and said unto me, “These are the four spirits of the heavens, which go forth from standing before the Lord of all the earth.” 

 
Zechariah 6:5, KJV

 
Cody paced in his office, glancing at the clock ticking away the seconds. The meeting had been nothing less than a disaster, like a prank gone wrong, incredibly wrong. The media he’d compiled failed to open on any computer. The hard copies were smudged and blurry. But he trudged through to the end—well almost the end, those pages looked like pictures of putrid chunks of meat. After staring at the atrocity for a few seconds, his ending statements disappeared from his mind. Was it possible for the day to get any worse? He wondered when a single wrap on the door alerted him he was no longer alone in the room.
 
Turning with surprise, he tried to take the shocked look from his face, but his gaze found her. He didn’t even notice his boss standing in the doorway. He watched the woman he had seen in the coffee shop the day before as she made her way down the hall, then turn the corner.
 
“Cody?” Mr. Swanson said. “What the hell is wrong with you, boy? Dammit, Cody!”
 
Cody blinked, then he saw his boss standing less than a foot from him. He jumped and felt his cheeks catch fire. “Mr. Swanson, sorry, I thought I saw someone—”
 
“I don’t care!” his boss said, stepping closer to him. “I don’t think I need to say this. I think you already know. You screwed the pooch today.” Cody tried to take a step backward, away from Mr. Swanson’s scotch breath, but he felt a chair at the back of his legs and was stuck. “We were counting on you, and you pull a screw off routine. Did you even have anything prepared?”
 
“I did. I don’t know what happened,” Cody replied, leaning backward over the chair.
 
“If you needed more time, all you had to do was say tell me, and I would have had someone else do it.”
 
“But I did—”
 
“I don’t even know why I’m wasting my time,” Mr. Swanson said, giving Cody relief by stepping toward the door. “This is your last chance. You have until tomorrow morning. Don’t screw it up again!”
 
“Yes, sir,” Cody said quietly as Mr. Swanson stomped down the hall. Cody stepped into the hallway, hoping to catch a glimpse of the red-haired woman. He turned back into his office. On the floor lay a folded piece of pink paper. He snatched it up, glancing over his shoulder before unfolding it. The sweet aroma of roses tantalized his nostrils, followed by the delightful smell of spring rain.
 
Again, he glanced over his shoulder, then up at the ceiling wondering who had sprayed scents through the vents. He unfolded the paper. The words written on the fragrant surface flew toward him. ‘Cody, Get out. Do nothing else but leave.’ A sudden chill, as though it came from Antarctica, attacked his body. Erector pili muscles contracted to the cold caress. A short gasp of cold air filled his lungs. His attention focused on the door. The glass partition grew a landscape of frost, and he shuddered. He looked back at the note, which was now blank. Surprised, he dropped it. He backed to the frost covered door, and bumped into Nancy, Mr. Swanson’s assistant.
 
“Cody!” she snapped. “Watch out!”
 
Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead, as the frigid air was replaced with extreme heat. His eyes bulged, looking at Nancy. She wasn’t affected by either element. Her brows furrowed as she examined his demeanor. Heat emitted from him, and she backed away from his contact lest fire took her. She remembered reading about spontaneous combustion, and this was a symptom.
 
“Mr. Swanson…” Her voice was shrill, and she paused at the doorway, wanting to run from Cody, but held the doorframe. She continued, “Mr. Swanson wants to see you in his office.”
 
“I can’t,” Cody gasped. “I have to get out of here.”
 
Mr. Swanson stormed from his office suite, looking at them. Steam radiated from Cody. “Get your ass in my office, right now!” He shouted, but Cody backed away from the office to Nancy’s relief—she had no desire of witnessing him catch fire from within.
 
“Get your ass back here!” Swanson glowered, but Cody ignored him and pressed the down button for the elevator. “If you get on the elevator, don’t bother coming back.” The door slid open, and Cody wobbled inside. “I mean it!” The door shut. “What the hell has gotten into him today?”
 
By the time the elevator reached the main floor, Cody felt normal. No more did he feel extreme temperatures. He walked across the parking garage, anxiety pushing him to his car. He scoured the shadows, looking for the red-haired woman. He wasn’t sure why he thought to look for her, but there she was disappearing behind a concrete pillar, and up the ramp.
 
“Hey!” he shouted and began to chase after her.
 
She hurried around the pillar at the top of the ramp, continuing up the next one. Cody’s chest heaved and ached as he ran up the ramp. His heels clicked on the concrete floor as he followed to the top of the parking garage. Squinting in the bright sunshine, he scanned the empty floor. No cars were parked in the spots, no pigeons strutted, looking for something to devour, the level was empty. The woman had vanished.
 
“What the fuck? Now I’m hallucinating. Just great.” He stomped to the low wall and looked down at the jammed street below. “I think I just got fired. Just fucking great.” Bracing himself with his hands on the wall, he screamed.
 
Over the last few months, he’d felt less and less rested, though he had slept—if tossing and turning between unremembered nightmares classified as sleep. He laid down, and yes, he was asleep, but what happened in his dream state was strenuous, though his mind refused to share any detail of the sequences his subconscious played. Some mornings he had awoken with bruises or scratches on his back and the backs of his legs, which he didn’t know how they came to be. He hadn’t injured himself while exercising. No one had hit him. It made no sense. Maybe, he’d become somnambulistic.
 
Then there were the sounds in his apartment—thumps, shattering glass, scratching—shadows coming from nowhere, and intense smells of rotting flesh, sometimes happening in other places, too. Then there was the laughter, the haunting sounds tattooed in his ears which he tried to push off as the neighbor’s brood. However, when he heard it at work, he was forced to stop giving them the credit. Maybe, he’d begun a psychotic break.
 
“Neither,” her soft voice broke his thoughts. “They’re trying to trap you.” Slowly, he stood from his hunched over position but didn’t turn to face her. He wanted to drink in the beauty of her voice. Its melody soothed his pounding head. “I keep telling you to be careful, but you don’t listen very well.”
 
Turning from the view of the city, he wasn’t surprised to see the chubby red-haired woman. He scanned the top of the garage. Two things occurred to him. Today wasn’t the first time he’d seen her—flashes of her from the last several months came; the grocery store, the gym, and in line at the bank.
 
“How…where were you hiding?” he said, stepping back. “What do you want?”
 
She laughed. “To keep you safe,” she said, her emerald-green eyes glowed. “Wait.” Her voice lowered. “What do you mean where was I hiding?”
 
Instinct made his feet move back, seeing the light come from her, and his legs found the concrete ledge as he answered, “I chased you up here.”
 
The pink of her face faded to white as the green beam flashed from side to side. She rushed toward him with a shrill note coming from her mouth. Covering his face with his hands, he stepped back before she made contact with him, and wondered how the day had become so bad. The roar of traffic below them silenced. There wasn’t even the sound of the breeze whispering through the garage to find his ears.
 
After allowing his heart to slow its agitated beat, he glanced around. The sun shone into the open-air garage, through the windshield of his car. He gasped, looking to the passenger seat, then to the left, out the open driver’s side window of his car into the parking garage. Mr. Swanson walked toward him up the ramp, his smile gleaming unnaturally. Cody gulped.
 
“The geeks fixed the problem with the projector,” Swanson leaned down to look Cody in the face. “You should be able to do your presentation tomorrow.” Uncertainty covered his face. “I know, kid, I’m surprised they figured it out, too. All right, see ya tomorrow.”
 
In the rearview mirror, Cody watched his boss walk behind the car. “What the fuck?” he whispered.
 
“You’re welcome.” Her voice soothed the insecurities in him slightly. “I don’t think you should go home tonight.”
 
“Sorry?” He glared at her, and with sarcasm, said, “You’re not my type.”
 
She laughed, and in seconds he joined, knowing if he didn’t his heart would break. Memories of childhood materialized in his mind; running across the fifty-yard line with a kite in tow, laughing with his brother as it took off into the wind, traveling higher and higher until the string secured to the spindle twanged softly.
 
Butterflies fluttered around him. His brother stood with his back to his as they watched in awe at the multitude of the magnificent orange and black monarchs swirling around them, sometimes caressing their cheeks with delicate wings, or tangling barbed feet in their hair for a moment, then launching again into the flow of the breeze.
 
Thunder crashed around them, rattling the dishes in the sink. Rain pelted the windows. They clamored under the table, pulling the chairs in to protect them from the rumbling from the sky and spectacle of light. A chair moved away, he tried to hold it but wasn’t strong enough to keep it in place. Mom’s loving face found them, and then she joined them in the snug safety.
 
“You could call him, you know.” He sat up. The cyan numbers read 6:06 on the digital clock. “I know you’re still mad at each other, blah, blah, blah.” His head flicked toward her with his mouth agape. “But you need to get over it. You need each other. I hate to sound cliché.” She stopped, tapping her chin. “Actually, I don’t.” She chuckled. “Now more than ever.”
 
She turned from the window to face him. Green light traced to him. He shuffled back on the bed. A surprised sigh escaped his mouth.
 
“I’ve lost it!”
 
“You wish,” she replied without moving from her spot in front of the window. Her smile radiated happiness he hadn’t felt in many years, relaxing him.
 
The air conditioner turned on, blowing cold air into the room. His skin puckered at its touch, and for the first time realized he was naked. He grabbed at the sheets, pulling them up to cover his chiseled chest. She giggled.
 
“Don’t be so modest,” she said. “You never have been before.”
 
“Did we—”
 
She laughed heartily, leaning on the table to keep from falling to the floor. He stared at her in disbelief. Her laughter subsided, and she said, “Oh, please. I assure you, my virtue is completely intact. Yours had nothing to do with me.” She sat in the chair near the laminate covered table.
 
“Who are you?”
 
“Hector.”
 
He shook his head. I was committed, and they have me medicated, he thought.
 
“Nope,” she said.
 
“Your name isn’t Hector?”
 
“Oh, no, it is. You weren’t committed.”
 
“I didn’t say anything.” She smirked but didn’t respond to his statement. “Where are we?” he asked, scanning the motel room.
 
“I wasn’t paying attention to the where you drove us. But, don’t worry, it was perfectly safe. I was with you after all.” She beamed. “I guess it must be like a night of binge drinking for you, can’t remember a thing the next day.” He continued staring at her. “I know what you must be thinking—“
 
“You drugged me, abducted me, and, now, you’re holding me hostage in some God knows where mo—“
 
“Yup, he does.”
 
“Who does what?”
 
“God knows where we are.”
 
He put his face into his hands and shook his head. Unbelievable. He thought. The sheets fell from around him as he stood from bed without worrying about her seeing him naked—she’d seen it all before so what did it matter if she saw it again—and went into the bathroom. He didn’t bother closing the door, having the feeling she wasn’t the type to be offended by the sound of urine splashing into a toilet. Grabbing the robe from the back of the door, he put it on, only because the room was chilly, and returned to sit on the bed.
 
After contemplating the events of the day, he stared at his reflection in the blank TV screen, saying, “Will you please explain what is going on, Hector? Otherwise, I’m going to think I’m in the middle of a nervous breakdown.”
 
“Oh where to start,” she said with a laugh.
 
“How about with whom you are.”
 
“Hector,” she said. “I already told you.”
 
“How about what then?” he asked, seeing her answers were going to be literal.
 
“I thought it was obvious,” she replied, raising her voice a little as though he had insulted her.
 
“Nope, remember I thought you were a hallucination.”
 
She stared at him without blinking. “I’m Heavenly,” she said, putting her hands near her shoulders, opening and closing them.
 
“An Angel?” he said, wrinkling his nose and half closing his right eye. “Like a Cherub? But you don’t have wings.” He shook his head. “I think you’re crazier than me.”
 
“If I were Cherubim, I wouldn’t be down here. They never come down here.” She giggled, saying, “Well one did.” She grimaced, saying, “Oops!”
 
“Oh sorry,” he said, rolling his eyes. “It was just a guess based on…” He stared at her body.
 
She laughed. “You’re funny, and thinking of putti, which I’m not, either.”
 
“Not what?”
 
“Putti.”
 
“What the hell are putti?”
 
“What you’re confusing me with.” Her face brightened with glee at his confused expression. “You know, the chubby babies with wings who aren’t Angels at all or real.”
 
He took a deep breath. “OK, so you aren’t Cherubim or Cherub?”
 
“Nope.”
 
“And you’re not putti.”
 
She shook her head.
 
“You’re an Angel without wings, making you a Fallen Angel.”
 
“Hey! Don’t be mean.” Her expression became serious, the green from her intensified. “I side with God. Always! How can you say otherwise?”
 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
 
“You’re forgiven.” Joy returned to her face.
 
“Why don’t you have wings?”
 
“I have wings.”
 
“I don’t see any,” he said, cocking his eyebrow.
 
She laughed, harder than she had the night before. “Oh, sorry,” she said through the laughter. “I heard about the Q&A but never thought it was true.” Calming herself with a deep breath, she continued, “If you saw my wings, you would lose your mind. My true form is too much for you to see. Trust me.”
 
“Oh, you’re wearing a disguise.”
 
“Exactly, so I can blend in when I take human form.” She rubbed her arm.
 
“Oh! Oh! I understand now. You’re my Guardian Angel. Now it makes sense.” He stared intently, seeing where her psychosis was going to take him.
 
“Yes! You’re right! Now we can get to the meat of the matter.” She said gleefully. He shook his head in doubt. “I know this is a lot for you to wrap your head around. I’m visible to you now because the situation is getting to be too much trouble. We rarely go to these measures, but I was told to have more involvement, and intervene if need be.” She beamed with pride. “Me, just a lowly Watcher getting to intervene, really? No one has been asked since…I don’t know how long. I’m honored. It’s so exciting.”
 
Cody dropped his head and moaned. “I should’ve known I was heading for a snap,” he mumbled. “What was with the noises, and laughter, and strange people, and weirdness?” He jumped up. “Shit! Work!”
 
“Don’t worry,” she said. “All taken care of.”
 
“What you called in sick for me? No! No! No! I have a presentation.” He scrambled around the room, looking for his clothes. “I have to go.”
 
“I went for you,” she said.
 
“Shit! What? Seriously? You went for me?” He stared at her with his mouth agape.
 
“Yes, Mr. Swanson was extremely impressed. He gave you the rest of the week off.”
 
“But how?”
 
“Don’t worry about the details. All you need to know is humans tend to see what they want to see.” He wrinkled his brow and began to speak, but she continued without allowing him to interject. “It’s true. We’ve been with you since everyone was thrown out of Eden, and it’s not changed. When we present ourselves to you, you don’t see us. You see a rabbit’s foot or a goat or anything, but never us. It’s because your minds can’t translate what we are.
 
“Even if I wanted to show myself to you…” She paused. “I think it’s the way God changed humans after the eviction.” She paused for a second, tapping her chin. “Well they saw Uriel at his post outside the garden, and Gabriel announcing...” She laughed again. “Sorry, sometimes I open my mouth, and everything comes out.”
 
Seeing the distraught look on his face, she came to him and rubbed his shoulder. The touch was electrifying. Every nerve in his body jolted.
 
She sat next to him and put her arm around him. The tremors ceased. All the frustration and confusion in his mind evaporated. Suddenly, he knew everything she said was true.
 
Cody took a deep breath, and then said, “Ok, so what now? What are you intervening against?”
 
“Ghosts and demons.”
 
“What? Why?”
 
“Good questions,” she said.
 
“You don’t know.” His head popped up. He stared at their reflection in the TV. “Doesn’t surprise me, actually, but why?”
 
“I do know someone bad is interested in you.” She paused, taking her arm away from around his shoulder. He shuddered, losing her warm comfort. “Gabriel didn’t feel that I needed more details. I’m only a Watcher after all.”
 
“Wait a second. I thought you were my Guardian Angel?”
 
“Same thing.”
 
“Oh.”
 
Silence took the room for what seemed like an eternity. Cody turned to look at the digital clock reading 6:32.
 
“P.M?”
 
She nodded. He moved to her.
 
“What’s with your eyes?”
 
Hector chuckled. “The only thing of my true form you see. And the only thing I can’t suppress, or I’d explode.”
 
He stood, and went to the window, peering out between the drapes. The sun receded into the horizon, followed by darkness close on its heels. Cody hated this time of year when the world was teased with warm light, but it was taken away before he could go outside to enjoy it.
 
“What was the thing from the other morning?” he asked without turning from the fading parking lot outside.
 
“A revenant. Nasty things. They are demonized ghosts in a way. When they were living, they were despicable people, and are looking for ways to come back among the living so they can have what they had before they died. The Fallen Ones can control revenants, and have them possess people.” She shook her head with disgust. “Of course, they can be unleashed, but their Master has some control. They are ugly.”
 
“Yes, they are,” Cody agreed.
 
“Never take anything from them, or make a deal with them. They take it seriously.”
 
Cody bowed his head, rubbing it.
 
“What?”
 
Turning from the window, he said “It said, I owed it for fixing my car.”
 
“You must be starved,” she said, bouncing from the bed, changing the subject. “Get dressed, and we’ll get you something to eat.”
 
“What about?” He nodded to the window.
 
“We’re far enough away. They won’t find us right away.”
 




Chapter Ten
And he shall cleanse the house with the blood of the bird, and with the running water, and with the living bird, and with the cedar wood, and with the hyssop, and with the scarlet. 

 
Leviticus 14:52, KJV

 
The next morning Cody woke, his blurred vision found Hector standing watch at the window. She didn’t turn when he yawned and stretched, then make his way to the bathroom. Everything she had told him into the late hours filled his mind; things he’d never learned in church. He had no idea the Holy Realm had a hierarchy—Cherubim, Seraphim, and Thrones were the nearest to God in the first sphere. In the second were Lordships, Strongholds, and Authorities. The third sphere has the Principalities, Archangels, and Angels—when she told him each has a specific duty, it left him speechless.
The Fallen Ones maintained their rank though they were no longer in Heaven; she didn’t like talking about them, even on an informational basis, which worked out as Cody didn’t want to know more than he already did about the ones who opposed God.
He wished to return to the day before when he thought she was a crazed stalker who had abducted him; the confusion that had filled him had been easier to rationalize when he hadn’t known she was an Angel. His biggest concern was why the Fallen needed him. He wasn’t important. His power was his charm and good looks, but wanting him for his charisma made no sense. He had no influence in politics, or in any church, or, really, with anything mattering in the grand scheme of things.
Returning from the bathroom, showered, and partially dressed, he asked, “How long do we need to stay here?”
“I had the same question,” Hector said, breaking her gaze from the world outside. Her light brightened the room. “It’s strange. There’s no sign of them. I thought they’d be on the trail by now, but nope, nothing.”
“Maybe it’s a good sign.” He pulled on his shirt. “Then I can go home.”
“I didn’t say it was safe for you to go home yet.”
“Oh, I just figured.” Cody paused, staring at the floor. “Actually, I’d feel safer anywhere else but here. If someone is following—” He shook his head, then continued, “Or something, I’d rather not be ambushed or trapped, if they do arrive. Besides, I can’t hide from them forever. Eventually, they will find me.”
Covering her face with her hands, she shuddered. Is she crying? He wondered. After a minute, she uncovered her face. If she had been crying, he didn’t see any evidence. However, she did look different somehow. Her skin was no longer as youthful as it had been, dulling her vibrancy. Cody had never considered Angels being so similar to human beings. He assumed they didn’t show emotion the same way, and he now saw he was incorrect. She was upset. He came to her, putting his hand on her shoulder, feeling a pulse of energy tingle his fingers, radiating up his arm.
She looked up at him, regaining their fervor. “You might be right,” she said. “I’ve never done anything like this before, and I don’t want to mess things up. I can’t let them down. They entrusted me with this.” Glancing over her shoulder through the narrow separation between the drapes, she continued, “Let’s get out of here.”
After driving for a while in silence, Cody asked, “Why, Hector?”
“I like the sound of it,” she replied, then looked at him with a large smile. “Why, Cody?”
He laughed. “My mom had a crush on Buffalo Bill Cody.”
“Did she have an affair with his ghost?”
He looked at her, eyebrow cocked, unsure if she were serious. She burst into laughter, drowning out the music, for a change not blaring through the speakers. The infection of her melodic laugh filled him, and soon he had joined. Abruptly, he stopped, forced himself to regain composure, focusing on the road ahead.
“What’s wrong? Did you see something?” She stared at him, the joy slipping from her face. “Oh.” Pink brightened her cheeks. “I wasn’t lulling you just now.” She sighed. “I promise. You know I can’t lie.”
“Why did you do it the first time?”
“It was the first thing that came to mind and was the easiest way to get you away from them. The truth seemed less believable then.”
“Not at all. I don’t know what to expect anymore.” He turned on the headlights as dusk began sending smoky tendrils into the air. “It’s not every day you find out Fallen Angels are after you.” He tapped the steering wheel to the beat of the music. “I can’t believe how far I drove under the influence of Angel.” He chuckled, then was silent for over a minute. “I think I will call him when I get home.”
“Oh good,” she said, beaming. “And do you forgive him?”
“Not yet.” Cody paused as he mulled over Tyler, and what he had done to cause the rift between them; everything from him never standing up for Cody, to him squandering the meager inheritance they had received when their parents died on a get rich quick scheme. The fact remained, they were brothers, and deep down it meant more to Cody than any amount of money. After a moment, Cody broke the silence, “We can work it out, I’m sure.”
Three minutes after nine, he put his key into the lock on his apartment. As he opened the door, his neighbor came rushing down the hall.
“I think someone broke into your apartment,” she called out in an excited voice. “I heard all sorts of racket in there, and I knew you weren’t home.”
“Oh?” He glanced inside and saw someone had been inside. The living room was chaos of destroyed tables and chairs, shards of glass from photos once hanging on the walls, and shreds of paper. The sofa had been slashed, its stuffing bulging through gaping wounds looking like white cotton candy.
“I’ll call the police,” she exclaimed, peering into his apartment. “You shouldn’t go in.”
“No,” he said, feeling his face warm. “It’s ok.” She stared at him with a dumbfounded expression as he stepped inside. “Thanks for letting me know.” He began closing the door, but she didn’t move. “Have a good night.”
The door shut, and her mouth popped open, then closed to open again. “Well,” she said, looking at the elevator, then down the hall to her open door. After a few seconds, she stomped away. At her door, she glanced back down the hallway. Shaking her head, she closed the door.
Hector hadn’t joined him or at least wasn’t able to see her. Putting things back in their chosen places and cleaning up as much as possible, Cody again pondered the question of why a demon or Fallen Angel wanted him.
Demonic movies he’d seen came to mind, and he shuddered. The idea of dark entities wanting his soul made him sick to his stomach. Paranoia filled him, feeling imaginary eyes watch him clean his apartment. Several times, his own shadow made him jump, though no one else was there. His feet on the floor, and his hands moving strewn items made the only sounds.
“Maybe I need a priest or a demonologist,” he mumbled, shuffling in exhaustion into the bedroom, which surprisingly had been barely touched by whatever hands had destroyed the rest of the apartment. Lying on the bed, he was whisked into sleep.




Chapter Eleven
And now, my daughter, fear not; I will do to thee all that thou requirest: for all the city of my people doth know that thou art a virtuous woman. 

 
Ruth 3:11, KJV

 
Jen stood at the dining-room window, watching for Tyler to return which seemed to be her only duty since they arrived. At least the previous day he had stayed for breakfast before running out to explore his hometown. Today, however, he had left before she stirred in bed without so much as a note.
 
The evening before, Carol had announced she was leaving Jen and Tyler in charge of the hotel, and they should move into the manager’s apartment. Tyler had hooted hearing the news and kissed and hugged the woman in acceptance. Jen screamed in her mind, but her mouth refused to say her unwillingness to the proposal. Without wasting a second, Carol grabbed a small overnight bag sitting by the back door and disappeared into the graying evening.
 
Her mind went to the strange thing Dorothy said—thinking of the woman in the tub with blood gushing into the water still didn’t faze her—what did she mean ‘suppressed’? And by whom? The man they had met when they appeared mysteriously in his hotel room? Since that night, she hadn’t seen him or gave him much thought. In the lobby, she heard the door to the room near the reception desk close. She trotted across the living room, hoping Tyler had returned, but when she flung open the apartment door it was the strange old man who lived there.
 
“Hello?” she called after him. He stopped, hand on the glass door, as she came toward him. Her face was flushed, and her heart quickened in her chest. In a panting voice, she said, “Good morning. Have you seen Tyler?”
 
His waxy face lost some of its jaundiced hue, and his hand at his side shook. Veins attacked the brown iris behind the glassy layer of tears.
 
“Sorry, I haven’t,” he said, pulling the door open to escape into the morning air, and be away from her questions.
 
Before he stepped outside, she replied, “If you see him, will you tell him—”
 
“I won’t see him,” he barked, rushing out the door.
 
Her brow scrunched together. She didn’t bother watching him and returned inside the suite. A flutter of movement from the living-room window caught her attention. A trio of sparrows tussled in midair outside. They stopped their disagreement for a moment, and their dark, beady eyes stared at her. In a flash, they darted away as though they realized they were in the wrong place.
 
The short amusement over, she closed the door. The coldness of the brass doorknob held her hand longer than it should have. A pulse from the knob surged through her as though it were alive and trying to communicate with her. The sound of it was no more than the soft breathing of a single person, or blood coursing through her veins. Strong and vibrant colors flashed in her head; green, yellow, orange, pink, exploding to white. A strange, elongated face came toward her through the door.
 
Whispers filled her head in a jumble of words she didn’t understand as the multitude of voices spoke at once. Her head pounded. Her vision blurred. With no little effort of will, she forced her hand from the cold brass with a short shriek.
 
“God dammit!” she yelled at the door. At last her emotions had returned, and whatever had been in the door was the reason for her release. “Tyler, where the fuck are you?” she demanded with a grin, turning back toward the empty living room. “Fuck it! I’m getting out of here. I’m not sitting around waiting for your ass any longer.”
 
The yellowed sheer drapes tried to escape their confines between the window and the queen-sized bed in front of it. Their trying to be eerie aggravated her, but there was no sense taking her frustrations out on defenseless curtains. Her heavy steps echoed in the bedroom and walk-through dressing area as she made her way to the bathroom. At the sink, she twisted the knob marked ‘H’ in red, then stripped off her clothes.
 
Her formerly bridled emotions exploded with every splash of water hitting her skin. Tears poured as she seethed with anger over everything wrong in her world. As she blotted her body with the towel, the tears dried, but her foul mood had not evaporated.
 
Back in the bedroom, she pawed through the clothing in the low dresser. The fact that everything was her size angered her more—did they expect her? Was this whole adventure planned?—not being current fashion pushed her rage to the next level. She flung the clothing out of the dresser, covering the bed and floor. Even the dainty floral chandelier was not immune to the explosion of clothing; a bra swung lazily from a rose petal.
 
Her reflection in the mirror on top of the dresser stopped her childish behavior. Never before had she seen an expression of vile hate on her face. Lines gashed across her forehead, the short hairs of her eyebrows all but touched the opposite side. Her eyes were slits, teeth bared in a thin-lipped grimace.
 
Startled by her image, she stumbled backward, collapsing on the bed. A moan escaped her, followed by a sigh. Then taking a breath, laughter flowed from her. The whole situation was ridiculous, and was riddled with a million questions she was determined to have answered, but by whom?
 
Grabbing whatever came first into her hands, she dressed. Shaking her head, she left the bedroom in disarray, then out of the manager’s suite. Jen glanced at the stairs as she crossed the lobby, but was determined not to be in the confines of the hotel any longer. The fresh, spring morning air greeted her, tinting her cheeks with prickly delight.
 
To the east, the highway stretched from town toward an unappealing desert. The west had buildings along the roads intersecting Shoshoni, and she decided to go in the direction as she assumed is where there were people. The short distance to the corner brought her into the sunlight, and she looked up into the pale-blue sky without a wispy cloud on its canvas.
 
Across the street, a pale green building stood with a faded sign reading, ‘Geyser Drug.’ She surveyed the pocked street looking like it had been hit with mortar shells. Each building was in disrepair. Some looked as though a strong wind had the power to blow them over with little effort. The front of one, about halfway down the block had a peeling painting of a Native American. Most of the windows around it were boarded, so she had no idea what had been in the storefronts.
 
She crossed the street toward the Geyser Drug and back into the shadow. Walking along she glanced around her looking for some sign of life. Across the street was a long gray building with tall leafless trees behind it, and towering dead weeds approached the fence holding them in their prison.
 
A small white building stood amid the weeds near the sidewalk. The windows she walked near, showed the items for sale in the Thrift Store. The handwritten sign taped to the glass stated, ‘Be back around 10:00 if I’m sober.’ She smirked, hearing the playful tone of whoever had written the message.
 
Before crossing the alley with a bar on the other side, she noticed the Public Library. She climbed the two concrete steps to the door, where she cupped her hands to either side of her face and peered inside. A few rows of shelves stood from the wall on the left side, one came toward the door from the back wall, and another lined the wall to the right. The interior was dark except a bare bulb hanging from the ceiling above the door on the rear wall.
 
A smile crept across her face as she remembered being a child and roaming the aisles of the library near the house where she grew up. She loved hiding from her mother, then jumping out from behind a stack of books, scaring a scream from her.
 
Continuing her journey, she stopped at the next corner. Where she stood seemed to have been a gas station, but it was now boarded up and painted white. Across the rutted street, a dozen abandoned cars sat to the side of a two-story brick building. On its side near the top painted on the gray brick wall was ‘the Different Place.’ She wondered what it had been as she walked closer to it.
 
Two long narrow windows flanked the door to ‘the Different Place.’ Weathered, brown paper covered the windows and doors. Leaning back, she looked to the windows, sensing someone spying on her.
 
The blinds swayed as the watcher hid from her searching the façade, but at least the movement confirmed someone did live in this town. She glanced at the post office—she was sure it was the newest building in town—then at the building near it with peeling letters on the window now reading ‘L W’ and ‘ EAL ESTA E.’
 
On the same side of the street as ‘the Different Place’ was a small house pushed back near the alley, and another larger home with a well-kept yard with trees and a chain-link fence surrounding the property. The street she stood on extended to the south and out of sight in the dry, hilly plains.
 
Back at the highway, she continued her voyage west. A dog turned its head toward her, wiggling its nub of a tail and shaking its entire body. Cartoon voices and sounds wafted through the cracked window of the trailer house the dog was supposed to be guarding. A car missing its muffler stopped in front of the convenience store as she stepped from the shadow of the building.
 
Seeing two gas stations across the street from the one she stood in front of, she wondered aloud, “How many gas stations does this town need?”
 
A young woman glanced at Jen suspiciously as she exited the car, her long, straight brown hair hung loosely around her face.
 
Jen returned her gaze, holding eye contact for longer than the other woman wanted. Hurriedly, she went inside. Jen followed, but not to upset the woman. She yearned to be around others. Though she’d been at the Shanley for a mere two nights, it felt as though she had become isolated. The woman from the car turned and stopped talking with the woman behind the counter as Jen entered.
 
“Hi,” Jen said with a genuine smile.
 
The first woman she had seen stared at her suspiciously with hazel eyes, but the woman behind the counter returned her smile, and said, “Good morning, honey. How are you this morning?”
 
“I’m ok.”
 
“You just passing through?” the woman continued, brushing a strand of faded red-colored hair with two inches of dark growth pushing from her scalp from her mouth.  Gleaming dark-brown eyes fringed with shallow crow’s feet added welcome to her smile, making Jen feel as though she were a member of her family. Her age tried to hide in the brilliant warm hue of her skin but wasn’t entirely successful with the soft indentions circling her mouth. She was maybe an inch taller than Jen and carried a little girth around her waist.
 
“Kinda, I’m staying at the hotel for now.”
 
The first woman gasped with surprise; had she not already been leaning against the counter, she would have stepped back. As it were, she slid sideways against the counter away from Jen.
 
“The Shanley?” the clerk asked, astonished by the young woman’s proclamation.
 
“Yes.” She nodded.
 
“Why?” the first woman asked.
 
“It’s a long story.” Jen paused, looking at the strange expressions on the women’s faces. “I’m here with Tyler.”
 
“Tyler Harris?” the woman behind the counter said, relaxing from the owl impression.
 
“The one and—”
 
“Eric said he thought he saw him yesterday,” the first woman interjected before Jen had time to say more. “But when he flipped-a-bitch to go back, couldn’t find him.”
 
“He’s been exploring his old haunts,” Jen added, her tone filling with anger again, and tears readied themselves. “And he’s left me at—”
 
“Oh, honey,” the woman behind the counter said, coming around the side. “I’d be upset staying there, too.” She glanced at the other woman. “We used to live there a long time ago. Carrie, here, is my second to youngest. So we know how you feel.”
 
“It’s not so bad,” Jen replied. “It’s strange now with Carol gone.”
 
“Carol left?” Carrie said. “I didn’t think it was possible.”
 
“I’m Connie, by the way,” the older woman said.
 
“Jen,” she replied, glancing at the two women, finding the striking family resemblance. “I was beginning to think Tyler and I were the only ones in the whole town.”
 
“Pretty close,” Carrie said sharply. “There aren’t many people left; nothing keeping them here.”
 
Connie gave Carrie a harsh look.
 
“What?” Jen asked.
 
“Nothing,” Connie answered. “Carrie thinks she’s stuck here forever, but she can leave anytime she wants, just like Candi.”
 
The bell above the door clanged, and the three women stopped their conversation, looking toward the door. Tyler’s smile stretched across his face as he entered. Rushing forward, he took Jen in his arms, lifted her an inch off the floor, and kissed her firmly on the mouth.
 
“I’m glad you’re out looking around!” he exclaimed. “Isn’t it a great town? And you’ve met two of my favorite people. Connie is my second mom.” Letting go of Jen, he draped his arms around Connie. “And grumpy-butt Carrie by extension is my sister.”
 
“Jerk.” Carrie sneered.
 
“I didn’t know you were coming to town,” Connie started before the bickering between the two started. “Eric said he thought he saw you yesterday.”
 
“It’s an unexpected trip.” He winked at Jen. “It was spur of the moment.”
 
“I see,” the older woman said, shifting her sights on Carrie, who shook her head, tears sticking in her lashes. Connie forced her mouth to turn into a smile, and continued, “You two should come out to the trailer for dinner some night. Candi’s the only one who doesn’t live here anymore, but the rest of them do. Everyone will insist on seeing.”
 
“I’d love to,” Jen said first. Tyler beamed at her.
 
“How about tonight?” Connie said.
 
After accepting the invitation, Jen and Tyler left the women in the convenience store with unease.
 
“Mom?” Carrie said, putting her arm around the other woman. “What’s he doing?”
 
“I wish I knew.” She squeezed her daughter tightly.
 




Chapter Twelve
For our exhortation was not of deceit, nor of uncleanness, nor in guile. 

 
1 Thessalonians 2:3, KJV

 
Belphegor sat on the sofa in the lobby. Jen and Tyler continued down the street, without seeing him inside. His gaze followed them until they were out of sight, then focused on the wall opposite him as though he were able to see through it.
 
Their muffled voices found their way to him as they opened the kitchen door—for whatever reason they chose not to enter through the lobby. He didn’t move from his position. He never had the wherewithal to chase a human. Eventually they came to him, or those under his employ brought them if it were more urgent. He had nothing but patience and time. It wasn’t as though he had anything else to do.
 
A smile came to his mouth as footsteps approached. Tyler opened the door, and almost shouted his excitement seeing the man sitting casually in the lobby. Unlike their encounter a few nights before, his penis didn’t respond to his proximity. The door to the suite swung partially shut as Tyler approached.
 
“Hello, Tyler,” Belphegor said, the blue glow adding to Tyler’s glee. “I see you’re in good spirits. How are you liking your reunion with Shoshoni?”
 
“It’s great!” Tyler exclaimed. “I didn’t think I’d be this happy to see this place.” He glanced out the window. “I am surprised how run down it is, though.”
 
“Yes, it is a pity,” the man in the brilliant blue suit replied. He took hold of Tyler’s hand, gently squeezing, then released it. “I don’t think anyone cares any longer. They wish it gone.” His concentration flicked to the door, hearing the faint groan of the floorboards.
 
Tyler didn’t notice the short time he wasn’t in Belphegor’s beam, and said, “It sucks, Shoshoni is a great town.”
 
“Well, Tyler, I think it’s time we changed the decline,” he said, standing. He placed his hands on Tyler’s shoulders, looking down at the young man with the look of an adoring parent. “And why you are here. I am giving you and Cody the section of the block where the Shanley stands to where First Street begins.”
 
“I don’t understand,” Tyler said, staring at Belphegor in the hotel lobby. “You’re giving me what?”
 
“The Shanley,” he replied. “And the rest of the block. Understand, it is your brother’s as well.”
 
“But why would I…we want it?”
 
“So you can rebuild it to its original splendor.” He paused, his smile broadening. “Once it’s started, the town will follow suit. All you have to do is say yes.”
 
“Oh, wait, Mr. Bel,” Tyler said with a quavering voice. “We don’t have any money. I lost it all on a bad investment.”
 
Belphegor laughed a short laugh. “I am quite aware of your folly, but you misunderstand me. The cost of labor and materials is of no concern. Everything will be paid in full. You will need to oversee it; make sure everything is done to your liking.”
 
“Oh!” Tyler beamed. “I need to call Cody.”
 
“Don’t worry about. I have a feeling he’ll be calling soon.” He turned from Tyler, making his way to the stairs. “You have a lot coming your way,” he continued before starting up. “Are you sure you can handle it?”
 
“Yes, of course.”
 
“And what about Jen? Is she up for the task?”
 
“Why not ask her?” Jen said, coming out of the manager’s apartment. Belphegor smirked at her not so sudden appearance. His work on her had faded, and her anger for the situation came through in her tone. “I have a choice in this. I’m not married to Tyler. He doesn’t decide for me.”
 
“Jen,” Tyler said as his hands pushed in the air toward the floor. “He’s offering us a lot.”
 
“Yeah, you and your brother. What is he offering me? I didn’t ask to come here.” She paused, tears welling, and choking sobs distorted her voice as she continued, “If someone had just asked me.”
 
“My error completely.” Belphegor’s face brightened. “And I apologize. My dearest Jen, will you stay on with us? I don’t think this is something you will want to miss.”
 
He was always surprised by how humans agreed to do his bidding if asked nicely. From the blush flashing her cheeks as she rubbed away the tears, to the pleasure beaming on her face, he knew she was no different.
 
After a few moments of feigned deliberation with herself, she said, “Thank you. I am glad to stay.” Tyler hooted and hugged her as she continued, “I’m worried about my mom, though. I’ve never been away for so long, and I can’t get the phone to work.”
 
“Oh, my,” Belphegor said, his brows lifting in surprise. “I thought Carol had fixed the phone. I know she normally made calls from Alice’s house, but she said she’d have it taken care of before she left.” He glanced at the door near the entrance to the manager’s suite. “Bill?” The door cracked open. “Please have the phones fixed today with whatever technology these two want.”
 
Tyler glanced at the door quizzically, unaware there was anyone in the room beyond the door.
 
“Yes, sir,” Bill replied, his toothless mouth slurring the s’s together.
 
“Well then,” Belphegor said as the door closed. “Anything else?”
 
Jen and Tyler shook their heads. Without another word, Belphegor silently ascended the stairs.
 
“Wait!” Jen said, louder than she expected.
 
“Yes?” Belphegor inquired in a perturbed tone.
 
“Is there somewhere I can get some current clothes?” she asked. Belphegor wanted to scream. Her trivial matter was taking away from his time watching out the window.
 
“Of course,” he replied. “Bill arrange for a car for them as well. They can drive to Riverton, or maybe Casper, to find what they want.”
 
“Yup, yup,” the man said behind the closed door.
 
“I will see you two later then.” He continued up the stairs, not allowing another interruption.
 
Jen and Tyler stood in silence for a long moment. A shiny, blue car pulled up to the curb outside the window.
 
The man driving jumped out. Looking through the hotel window, he nodded and waved, then walked across the street, disappearing into the garage on the other side.
 
“That was quick,” Jen muttered, glancing at Tyler, then back out the window.
 
“Thanks, Bill,” Tyler said in a whooping voice. An undecipherable grunt was his reply behind the door.
 
The door to the room opened, they turned around, finding Bill. Sweat glistened on his waxy forehead. He mopped it dry with a stained handkerchief he pulled from his rear pocket. He stared at them with wonder without speaking, then turned his attention to the stairs.
 
“You sure you want to do this?” he asked in a hissing whisper, focusing on them again. “You don’t want to get stuck here. Once you agree, you can’t get out of it.”
 
“What?” Tyler started in his normal volume, but seeing Bill’s anxiety and his finger go to his lips, lowered his voice again, “What are you talking about?”
 
“Making a deal with him isn’t to be taken lightly, is all I’m sayin’.”
 
“Who is he?” Jen interjected. “Are we in danger?”
 
“There’s always danger.” Bill swallowed hard, then changed the subject as his brow twitched. “You want a regular phone, or one of them newfangled cellphones?”
 
“Cellphones, please,” Tyler answered, not wanting Jen to question anything else. “I have mine,” he said, pulling it from his pocket. “But it stopped working.” He handed it to Bill, who had no intention of touching it. “Having my same number is a good idea if you can pull it off. No one can get ahold of me.”
 
“I’m sure it died.” Bill chuckled. “You want one like it?”
 
“Yeah!” Tyler’s voice echoed with bliss.
 
“And you miss? Same number, same phone?”
 
“Yes, but you don’t know my number, or what kind of phone I had.” She glanced at Tyler who had a blank expression on his face as he tried to get his phone to respond. “Do you even know my name?”
 
“Jen Stevens, six, one, seven, five, five, five, one, three, one, three.” He rattled off the information.
 
“How?” Jen glanced at Tyler incredulously.
 
“I’ll have them to you by lunchtime.” He glanced again at the stairs. “Why don’t yous kids head over to Riverton; get some clothes.” He stepped back into his room and closed the door.
 
“But I don’t have any money,” she said to the door, then glared at Tyler. “How are we supposed to buy clothes?”
 
Tyler laughed, hugging her. “You worry too much.” He pulled away, showing her a wad of money he had taken from his pocket. “It’s all taken care of.” He grabbed her hand, heading toward the glass door.
 
“I can’t believe how dirty and dry it is here,” Jen said, watching the parched yards and shabby houses as they passed through town on the highway headed west. “This town needs a good drink of water and a thorough washing.”
 
He grinned as he passed the motel at the far edge of town, and accelerated.
 
“She’s going to be demanding,” Belphegor said, watching the blue car make its way out of town. “But she’s right, so let it rain.”
 




Chapter Thirteen
And they did all eat, and were filled. 

 
Mark 6:42, KJV

 
By the time they had returned to the hotel, the rain had let up, but the dark clouds remained, churning in the sky. Both had been silent since leaving Riverton. Although the shopping choices weren’t what she was used to, she had managed to find several outfits meeting her approval.
 
Jen glanced at the windows overlooking Main Street as the car slowed to park along the curb. A dark silhouette stood without moving in the window on the second floor. Wondering if it were all their host did all day, she faced Tyler as he stopped the car.
 
“Does he stand at the window all day?” she asked, finding her voice.
 
Tyler shrugged, it wasn’t something he’d considered. He was sure Mr. Bel did more, though nowhere in his memory did he find proof showing him otherwise.
 
“It’s just strange—”
 
“Please don’t criticize him,” he interrupted. “Not after what he’s doing for us.”
 
“I’m not.” Aggravation sharpening her voice. “I’m curious about him.”
 
Tyler winked at her as he closed the trunk lid with the shopping bags gripped in his hands. Curiosity about the man on the second floor filled him, giving little else to take his thoughts. Though he wasn’t gay and had never been interested in experimenting, he had an attraction to the man, but he didn’t know why; at least his body didn’t betray the secret as it had when they had arrived. He wanted to know Mr. Bel in ways only lying with him in bed taught.
 
She held the glass door open for him to enter the lobby, and the one step up then followed to the apartment door. Again, silence found them. It seemed more prevalent when they were inside the hotel, as though they were waiting for something.
 
A shiver ran across her as she entered the apartment. Wasn’t it strange they hadn’t shut the door before they left? It wasn’t as though she owned anything inside, but she still wanted the small amount of separation and privacy a closed-door provided. Then again, who was going to come in while they weren’t there? There weren’t exactly crowds breaking down the door. A smirk crossed her face, which Tyler saw while turning from the bed where he’d put the bags.
 
He pulled his shirt over his head and let it drop to the floor. Unfastening his belt, he looked up at her with a boyish gleam in his eye and naughty smile.
 
Revulsion washing over her, Jen wrinkled her nose and walked by him to the bathroom. She wasn’t sure why the feeling came on so suddenly, but her interest in him had evaporated. Maybe it had to do with the circumstances of being in Shoshoni, and she wasn’t sure. Something had turned her off to Tyler’s coy overtures.
 
“We don’t have time,” she said, hoping the disgust she felt didn’t come out in her voice, entering the bathroom. “We have to get out to Connie’s in a half-hour.”
 
“Oh, come on,” he groaned, grinning. “Just a quickie.”
 
She shut the door, fighting the bile burning her throat from erupting from her.
 
She took in the drab scenery as they headed out of town. The brown grass laid down along the highway while spikes of green forced their way through the newly moist soil.
 
The sagebrush glistened with the moisture it seemed not to have had in several years. She still didn’t understand why anyone wanted to live here. It wasn’t as though there was a booming industry near. She had heard Tyler talking about oilfields somewhere close by. Wherever Lysite was located, the oil there had done little for Shoshoni’s stature.
 
They turned off the highway onto a dirt road less than a mile outside town, and followed it for less than a minute before he stopped. She looked at him, wondering why he’d stopped at a junkyard when dogs started barking and rushing the car. Tyler laughed and muttered something.
 
“We’re here!” He opened the door to the dogs swarming toward him, tails wagging, sniffing, and trying to get closer to him for a thousand licks. “They’re friendly.” He glanced back at Jen. She stared at the mobile home with a falling brown skirt, then to the scattered rundown cars amid the tall dead weeds.
 
“They live in a trailer?”
 
“It’s not a trailer. It’s a double-wide.” He pronounced with a thick drawl, his smile widening. “Come on. Don’t judge a book by its cover. It’s much different inside.”
 
As though in a daze, she reached for the door-handle, never looking away from the double-wide. The dogs jumped and whined, sniffing at them as they made their way to the small porch at the front door. The door opened before they reached the top of the stairs, Carrie glared at them, but it didn’t dim his smile.
 
“You should’ve honked. I’d have come out to keep them away.”
 
“No problem at all.” He guffawed.
 
“Back!” she yelled, causing Jen to jump. “Get in before they make it up the stairs.”
 
Jen and Tyler scurried inside.
 
Whomp! Carrie slammed the door.
 
“Fuckin’ dogs,” she grumbled. “Mom is in the living room. No one else is here yet.”
 
Tyler had not lied when he said it was nicer on the inside. Jen took in the beautiful dining table elegantly set, though with old dime-store dishes and utensils.
 
Fresh flowers sprung from a diamondcut crystal vase in the center. Mahogany chairs, matching the table, circled its large circumference. A china hutch filled with knickknacks drew her attention. Each item matched what was in the similar cabinet at the hotel. Tyler’s hand took hers, removing her curiosity from the items, and he led her into the living room.
 
A long, beige sofa ran from one end of the room to the other under the row of windows facing the early spring landscape. Rain attacked the windows with gentle splats. On either side of the sofa, two-tiered side tables held glass lamps glowing from the base and from under the shade.
 
“Sweeties,” the woman said, pressing a button on the remote and placing it on the long, narrow table in front of the sofa. “You made it.” She stood, opening her arms.
 
Neither Jen nor Tyler misunderstood her desire for them to hug her. Jen took the cue instantly, rushing into her arms.
 
The grip was stronger than she expected, but she took it without complaint. Safety was the way she thought of the encircling arms around her if asked. Feeling the woman’s arms loosen made her want to cry, not wanting to lose the security of those arms around her. But to her discontent, the arms fell away and again she was alone, still yearning for the embrace. She watched with envy as Tyler received his welcome.
 
Connie motioned for them to sit as she took her seat in the center of the sofa. Jen sat as close to her as was possible without sitting on her lap; the woman didn’t seem to mind. Comfort seemed to transfer to Jen just by being near her as they chatted idly about what Tyler had been doing and how Jen had come into the picture; they blushed, giving no explanation other than they met at work.
 
Carrie joined them, flopping in a chair near the open doorway with a scowl. From the corner of her eye, Jen saw Connie stick her tongue out at her daughter, who returned the gesture.
 
Tyler laughed. “I thought age would’ve sweetened you up, even a little,” he said.
 
“Fuck off,” Carrie replied. “I thought you’d be less of an asshole by now.”
 
Jen chuckled. “You know him pretty well.” Connie was happy watching the interaction. The crow’s feet deepened, adding to her beauty. “Do you need any help with dinner?” she asked, regretting it because if she said ‘yes’ leaving Connie’s side was in her future, and the thought broke her heart.
 
“Sure?” she replied, glancing at her mother, the reluctance obvious in her voice. Connie nodded a small, almost unnoticeable nod. “You can smash the potatoes.”
 
Jen followed her from the room. As she passed the china cabinet, she observed each item.
 
As though reading her mind, Carrie said blandly, “Everything’s the same.” She watched the woman from the opposite side on the peninsula counter. “I don’t know why. When we lived in the hotel, it was only the one there.”
 
“They’re beautiful.” She complimented happily, turning her back on the menagerie.
 
“A long time ago when we were kids, Tyler and his brother, Cody, stayed there with us for a while. Tyler broke the bluebird, and I got blamed.”
 
“Oh, I’m sorry. Tyler can be a jerk sometimes.” She tried to sound sympathetic about something which had happened decades ago, seeing it was apparent the woman still was enraged by the happening.
 
Carrie didn’t respond. She stared with determination into the pot of gravy, stirring in a slow circle.
 
“Where’s a bowl?”
 
“What?” Carrie came out of her stupor.
 
“A bowl for the potatoes.”
 
“Oh, down there.” She pointed at the edge of the counter near Jen.
 
The cabinet was filled with an assortment of bowls stacked on each other. She opted for the large stainless steel one and took it around the counter near the sink. Carrie watched her pour the steaming potatoes into the colander then into the bowl.
 
“You can stay here,” she said softly, and without the edge in her voice. “Mom won’t care.”
 
“What?”
 
Yelling from outside kept Carrie from explaining herself. Seconds passed with the women staring at the front door, then it opened. A man, two women, and three children rushed inside and slammed the door again with the same whomp! The children rushed into the living room, screaming for grandma. The man’s gaze burned through Jen. The family resemblance told her they were Carrie’s brother and sisters.
 
The oldest woman departed the group with a green-plastic, covered bowl to the kitchen. Her attention darted to Jen, then to Carrie with a faint smile. She reached out, stroking Carrie’s hair pouring over her shoulder.
 
Her smile brightened, returning her attention to Jen, and said, “I’m Caley. You must be Jen.”
 
“Yes, I am.” She poured milk into the bowl of potatoes, then reached for the butter. She glanced to the door where the man, she assumed was Eric, and the other woman stood.
 
“Don’t be rude,” Carrie glowered. “Get in here and meet Jen.” They came toward the counter, forcing smiles. “Eric and Carli.”
 
“Good to meet you.” Jen’s smile began to fade. She cleared her throat and turned looking for the mixer or masher, anything to hold to keep her hands from twitching. Her heart raced in her chest for no reason, and her temperature rose. “I,” was all she that came out of her mouth as her knees buckled.
 
“Oh!” Caley said, squeezing past Carrie. She caught Jen before she fell to the floor, holding her steady. “You’re ok, I gotcha,” Caley whispered in her ear.
 
“Fuck!” Eric slapped the counter. “How long…” he paused, seeing Carrie shake her head. “Get her in a chair.” He dragged one toward them.
 
“What happened?” Tyler demanded from the living-room entrance.
 
“I think I got overheated by the potatoes.” Jen raised the corners of her mouth feebly. “I’m fine.” Carli had somehow made it to the sink and filled a glass of water, which she now shoved toward her. The sisters standing around her in the kitchen exchanged wide-eyed glances. “What’s wrong?”
 
“You’re a guest,” Carli said, turning to glare at her sister. “You shouldn’t have been helping.”
 
“Well I couldn’t wait for your ass to get here, and she offered,” Carrie defended.
 
“I don’t mind.”
 
The abrupt change in demeanor hid the troubling thoughts running in their minds; nightmarish memories never to be purged. They relaxed their fight stances, knowing their mother approached. She didn’t say anything as she entered. Her grandchildren in tow laughed and skipped around her. Connie’s face was as bright as ever. The faded coloring of her face remained the pale reddish-brown it always was. But her hard expression told them—as though lightning sparked behind the dark surface—this was not the time for any sort of disagreement.
 
“How’s supper coming along? The kids are starved,” Connie said nervously, eyeing Jen returning the chair to the table.
 
“A few more minutes,” Carrie replied in a soft, meek tone. “Just need to finish the potatoes.”
 
“Come on, kids,” Connie said, meaning more than the grandchildren, looking each in the eye. “Grab your plates while she’s finishing up.” She leaned down to one of her grandchildren, and said in a breathy voice, “Hurry before the Hiintcabiit gets you.”
 
During the meal, they discussed what Tyler had been doing with his life. Then Eric told them about Jade Helm 15 and the dangers it foretold for the United States. Jen noticed his siblings shake their heads when he began talking—obviously, they had heard it before. The tale sounded paranoid to Jen, but she did not comment on his beliefs.
 
Since it was raining, the grandchildren couldn’t run amok outside, so they scurried back into the living room to watch cartoons. Tyler and Caley reminisced about growing up in the small town, and all the mischief they found for themselves. Eric interjected with his insight of what had happened, and proclaimed knowing more since he was older than them. Neither disagreed.
 
Silence hushed the room, allowing the garish voices and sounds from the television in the other room to swirl around them. It wasn’t awkward when they became silent simultaneously; to Jen, it was natural and whole after sharing their lives in the short time.
 
“This has been nice.” Jen broke the silence. “It was so wonderful to meet you.”
 
Eric blushed, and she sensed he had grown infatuated with her after a few beers by the way he looked at her with his shit-eating-grin, and keeping eye contact with her. The biggest giveaway was the wink he’d given her moments before silence took the table.
 
“There’s something you should know,” Carrie said. Everyone’s attention was drawn to her. Throughout the evening, Jen had seen the grouchy façade the woman wore begin to chip away, and had seen her smile several times.
 
But now her face was rigid. The peaks of her brow seemed hard and immovable. Her mouth was tight and narrow. And her eyes, at first Jen thought it was a trick of the light the way her pupil and iris seemed to have melded together, but glancing at the others around the table, no one else had the same darkness. Carrie’s head turned stiffly toward Tyler, and she continued, “He’s only using you. You aren’t the one he wants. Don’t let him come. He can’t come.”
 
Silence again. This time it was painful to sit there with no sounds, (even the television in the other room was quiet) waiting for someone to be the first to speak. Jen’s attention flicked toward Caley who had turned her head and puckered her lips tightly together.
 
Carli stared at some point of interest in the kitchen, holding her breath. Eric had found a similar spot on his plate while his breaths were quickened as though he were going to hyperventilate.
 
Connie, however, watched her daughter with a beaming smile proudly stretched across her face. Then Jen’s studied Tyler. Shock had opened his mouth, giving him a terrorized expression.
 
“You shouldn’t be here,” Carrie began again, her head now turned to Jen. She said nothing else but didn’t take her gaze from the woman. Carrie blinked, returning the rich brown color. “What?” Her gruff tone returning. “Shit! It happened again.” She tore herself from the table, and disappeared down the hall, followed by the slamming of the door.
 
“Thanks for dinner,” Tyler said, standing from the table. “We should be getting back. I have a busy day tomorrow.”
 
“Of course, sweetie,” Connie said, watching Jen stand next to him. “Anytime you wanna come out, don’t hesitate. You’re always welcome.”
 
When they reached the highway, Jen asked, “What just happened?”
 
He forced a chuckle sounding like rocks in a blender, then said, “Carrie has seizures, and she says weird things during them.”
 
“What happened in there was more than a seizure,” she retorted. “I’ve seen them. She was completely still, they—”
 
“I know. They freaked me out when I was a kid. I forgot what they were like.” He took his right hand from the wheel to squeeze her knee. “Don’t worry. They don’t mean anything.”
 




Chapter Fourteen
When thou buildest a new house, then thou shalt make a battlement for thy roof, that thou bring not blood upon thine house, if any man fall from thence. 

 
Deuteronomy 22:8, KJV

 
Cody sat up in bed, feeling rested (more rested than he had in months). Listening for any sound, he stood, staring down the hall to the living room. The apartment was quiet; too quiet after what he’d been experiencing. No thumps or laughter found his ears. No strange shadows skirted away down the hall away from his inquisition.
“Just stress from work,” he said, making his way across the bedroom. “Now I can relax.” He expected Hector to negate his statement, but nothing. Shaking his head with a wry smile, he continued talking to the room, “None of it was real.” He stared into the bathroom mirror. “Just a weird dream.” But his explanation didn’t cover what he found when he entered the kitchen—the trashcan filled with shards of broken dishes, and the demolished coffee machine sitting on the floor next to it. “Fuck,” was the only word his mind wanted to push off his tongue.
Back in the living room, he found his phone charging next to a stack of books on the table. He scrolled through the contact list, finding the only person seeming appropriate to call. The phone rang insistently, making Cody think he was going to reach voicemail when the bubbling, happy voice answered.
“Cody!” the voice exclaimed. “You’ll never guess where I am.”
Cody thought of all the times Tyler had been in trouble, and how he had acted like it was no big deal as he explained his side. Anger for his brother’s bubbly tone and the reason he called him filled him with rage and Cody growled into the phone, “Tyler, I don’t fucking care where you are. We need to talk.” Tyler’s laugh angered Cody further. “God, you’re an asshole.”
“Sorry, brother. Things have been crazy the last couple of days. I still can’t believe what’s happened.”
“I’m sure they have. They have been for me, too. But I didn’t call to talk about what you’re doing.”
“I know what you want to talk about.” Tyler’s tone sharpened, losing its happy exterior. “It’s the same thing. You never want to let me forget losing the money. Come on dude, you know I thought it was the real deal. I’m just as pissed as you are the deal didn’t pan out.” Again his tone changed, now becoming reverent, and sincere. “I’m sorry.”
A minute passed with silence between them. Cody heard the regret in his brother’s voice. A tear threatened to bulge from his eye. “I know you are, but what am I.” He laughed into the phone.
“We good then?” Tyler asked, joviality returning to his voice. He stepped outside the hotel, rain splattered against the awning.
“Yeah, we’re good.”
“Great!”
“What’s all the noise?”
“Rain. It started raining hard yesterday and hasn’t let up since. You aren’t going to believe what’s happened.” He paused for a few seconds as though he were expecting Cody to reply, but even if he were going to respond, Tyler didn’t give him the chance. “I was given the Shanley Hotel,” he continued excitedly. “Not just the Shanley the whole block. And all I have to do is restore—”
“Hold on. What? Where’s the money coming from, because you kinda lost ours.”
“The best part, Cody, is all expenses are paid. All I have to do is get it done. I have a thousand guys here and more coming in a few days.” His voice muffled. Is he talking to someone else? Cody wondered, then he was back. “Sorry, I’m getting things squared away.”
“I don’t understand any of this. Why bother? Isn’t Shoshoni a ghost town?”
“There are people here still. Everyone is excited.”
“Ok? I still don’t understand who gave you this.”
“I can’t explain over the phone.” He paused again. This time there wasn’t a muffled conversation. “This isn’t just mine. It’s yours, too. I’m sorry. I know I should’ve talked to you before I agreed.”
“Are you saying you’ve included me in this? Jesus, Tyler. This is what I’m talking about. You always do this shit.”
“At least come home, and see. If you don’t want to be part of rebuilding the block, we’ll walk away.”
Silence.
“Cody?”
Silence.
“Cody, I swear. You won’t have to pay a dime. Not for a place to live. Not for food. Nothing. Everything is taken care of.”
“By whom?”
This time it was Tyler’s turn to be quiet.
“Tyler? Who’s paying for this? And why?”
“Just get here, man. You’ll understand once you’re here.”
“Fine.”
“Awesome, brother,” Tyler hooted. “When can you get here?”
“I’ll have to make arrangements at work, but next week should be ok.”
“Awesome, see you then.”
The phone connection ended.
“What have you gotten us into this time?” Cody asked, placing the phone back by the books. The whole prospect of owning a hotel, much less the Shanley, made him anxious. “Fuck,” he muttered, walking to the kitchen to retrieve the broken dishes in the trash can
As he passed his neighbor’s door on his way to the garbage chute, he felt her eye on him, peeping out the glass and brass hole. Abruptly he turned his attention to the door, smiling. The darkness from the peephole vanished, giving way for light to filter through the tiny lens. He continued to his destination.
The elevator shook and whined during its descent to the parking garage. His soft steps barely made a sound on the gritty concrete floor. Another set of steps matched his, clacking loudly on the floor. Now what? He wondered without looking around or behind him to see who followed him. It’s no one. He tried to convince himself as his trembling hands fumbled with the key fob to remotely unlock the car door.
Beep-beep echoed in the otherwise quiet garage, which was peculiar in its own right. The garage always had people coming and going. Reaching the car, he flung open the door and jumped into the driver’s seat. Before he was able to shut the door, he saw her. The revenant who had fixed his car stood no more than thirteen feet away. Was she also responsible for the breakdown?
“Shit, shit, shit!” he exclaimed, trying to start the car. No matter how many times he bullied the key in the ignition, it didn’t turn over.
Her face bulged and cajoled beneath the surface of her skin. The dark orbs in her eye sockets gleamed with a twisted smile stretching her mouth. She took no steps closer to him—she was close enough for her gaze to burn into him—No words came from her mouth. They weren’t necessary. Cody knew instantly what her intentions were. She wanted free from her earthly binds. She wanted to be free of the One who caused her torment from rest. Though the likelihood of where she was destined to go was less tumultuous to her soul, didn’t matter. She wanted freedom.
I don’t know how to free you. Cody said without realizing his mouth never uttered a word. Fuck. Where is Hector?
She’s not in this space with us, and can’t get in. The woman replied. Her face stopped contorting, revealing beauty he never dreamed possible from the creature. The hair which had been ragged was now smooth and sleek. Her lips were full and red on cocoa skin. The dark eyes and malformed body with lumpen breasts remained unchanged. She reached a long-fingered hand toward him, and her brows narrowed, pleading for sympathy.
If I knew how I’d help you, Cody said softly.
Go to him, and ask for my release, she replied, lowering her hand. You owe me.
“Who?” Cody asked as the music began playing in his car. Frantically, he flung his head around, looking for the revenant. A woman stomped toward his car, but it wasn’t her, she had disappeared. “Maybe, I do need to see a priest.” He covered his mouth and nose with his hand. “Yes, Father, a demonized ghost is after me so I can release her.” Snorting, he shook his head. “Yeah, like anyone will believe me. I hardly believe it myself.”
For lack of knowing what else to do, he drove around the city, replaying the craziness which had happened to him. His mind didn’t produce answers to the many questions arising. Nothing made sense, least of all the Angel. She’d been with him less than two days, but now Hector stayed from his sight, not even offering moral support.




Chapter Fifteen
And he causeth all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and bond, to receive a mark in their right hand, or in their foreheads. 

 
Revelation 13:16, KJV

 
Tiring from his tour of the city, he returned home and tried to put more things back in order. He contemplated calling Tyler again to try to pull more answers from him, but decided against it, knowing if his brother didn’t want to go into details about something over the phone, information remained concealed. Cody slumped on the couch with a sigh.
 
He had returned the undestroyed items to their place around the room. What wasn’t salvageable sat in a pile near the front door for him to haul to the trash chute. His eyes slid lazily shut. A man stood in the room. It wasn’t a room in his apartment, but it was familiar. The bright-blue suit the man wore was the best Cody had ever seen. The tailoring was immaculate, accentuating his masculinity.
 
His face wasn’t visible from the way the light shone through the window. But, Cody knew him without seeing his face, knowing it was magnificent and awe-inspiring. Neither spoke, nothing needed to be said. They were men spending time in each other’s company, and words had a foulness to spoil the serenity.
 
This man was someone Cody had known since he was a child. He was someone he secretly sought approval.
 
Someone he wanted to walk with as an adult, aspiring to be like him, though he had never actually known him except the magnificent stories told by the town folk. Those stories drove Cody to greatness, so one day the man said, ‘I’m proud of you.’
 
And now, standing in the man’s room, Cody knew everything he had done met his approval. While the man would never say the words aloud, the man was proud however meager the achievement. Cody never wanted to leave his side. He always wanted to be in this moment with him, sipping wine in silence, feeling exalted and significant.
 
The man came closer. His arms stretched wide. Happily, Cody accepted the embrace. Never had he felt so welcome or loved or safe as safe as he had, besides in his mother’s arms. Never had he wanted to do more than make the man proud. This was a moment of magic. Nothing or no one could make him feel small or unworthy again. The man released his arms, taking Cody’s chin as he gazed upon him with love and care. Cody’s greedily accepted the blue light emitting from the man, filling him with euphoria. Everything was perfect. Now he was where he needed to be.
 
The man pulled away, causing Cody to shiver from the loss of sensation the man gave. He wanted to rush forward and be held again like a child. He wanted to feel the comfort again, and never lose it, but he held himself back not wanting to be childish.
 
The man spoke, breaking the silence as he returned to the window. Instantly, Cody felt separation from the man as he strained to understand the words he spoke. Nothing he said made sense to his ears. The words were foreign. Then, when the man finished speaking, Cody’s mind scrambled, decoding the words his ears failed to know, and relief followed by happiness covered his face.
 
Ringing broke the spell of the room, and a swirling mist made the images of the man and room fade. Again the ringing came, the sound closer than it had been. Another surge of the sound made everything he had seen and felt disappear. Jumping at the beckoning of the doorbell, he checked he was dressed, and called out, “Hold your horses!”
 
He flung open the door. The neighbor lady glared at him, scrunching her face in the most ferocious scowl. Cody looked down at himself, checking again to be sure he was dressed. Satisfied he was, he looked back at her pinched face.
 
“Good morn—”
 
“Don’t good morning me, Cody!” she shouted. “If you think it’s some kind of joke, I assure you, it’s not funny.”
 
“I don’t understand.”
 
She didn’t respond but pointed down the hall toward her door. Cody leaned out, glancing at her for a second, then in the direction, her arthritic finger pointed. In front of her door sat the trashed items from his apartment. He shifted his gaze back inside his apartment to the spot near the door where he’d put the junk. They weren’t there.
 
“Uh, sorry,” he stammered. “I don’t remember taking the trash out last night.”
 
“Well, you did!”
 
“I’ll take care of it now.”
 
“You had better.” She looked at him, softening her stare. “Are you injured?”
 
“What? No. Why?”
 
“The bandage on your arm.”
 
“What!?” he asked, looking at the strip of surgical gauze taped on the outside of his arm, starting from his elbow and ending at his wrist. “I…” He glanced back at her. “I don’t know what it is.”
 
“Are you drugs, Cody?”
 
“What? No!”
 
“You’ve been acting strange lately.”
 
“I know. Stress from work.” He started down the hall. “I’ll clean this up now.”
 
Crouching, he scooped up most of the items. Where pieces of broken shelving touched the bandaged area, he felt mild stinging. He grimaced, hauling the things to the trash chute, then scurrying back to retrieve the remaining items.
 
“Sorry again,” he said, slipping back inside his apartment.
 
He closed the door before she said anything else. Leaning against the door, he examined the gauze. Sporadically, dampness bled through the weft. Cody picked at the tape near his wrist, pulling the dressing away from his skin. He was amazed at what he found beneath the bandage.
 
“What the fuck?” he said, pulling the gauze free of his arm.
 
The numbers were shiny from the balm covering the thirty-one digits. More confusion flooded his mind as he traced his steps of the previous day, including the encounter with the revenant. He didn’t remember going to a tattoo shop and asked for this to be embedded in his skin.
 
“I’m fucking somnambulistic, no matter what Hector says.”
 
He stared at the reflection of his arm above the bathroom sink. The black, perfectly printed numbers were the same starting at his wrist as they were at his elbow, framing the red numbers in the center, with the complete sequence of ‘1000000000000066600000000000001’.
 
“It’s Belphegor’s Prime. Why do you have it on your arm?” Hector asked, stepping into the bathroom.
 
“Good question,” Cody replied, less surprised to see her than having the number on his arm.
 
“You know what it is don’t you?”
 
“I know what 666 is, the Mark of the Beast.” He turned from the mirror to face her. “I thought it was supposed to be on the forehead.”
 
“Gross.” She wrinkled her nose. “Why don’t you know how it came to be tattooed on your arm?”
 
“I didn’t know it was there. Rosemary noticed the bandage.”
 
“Come on, don’t be silly. Things like tattoos don’t just appear.”
 
“I think I sleepwalked. This and putting trash in front of Rosemary’s apartment are two of the things I did last night. The last thing I remember is falling asleep on the couch, then…” He glanced into the bedroom.
 
“What?”
 
“I woke in bed fully dressed.”
 
“Did you dream?”
 
“I don’t remember. I remember feeling warm and loved. Then the doorbell.” He glared at Hector. “Wait a second. You’re supposed to be my Guardian Angel. Where were you? Did you see any of this?”
 
“Of course, I was here with you. I never leave your side.”
 
“Then how do you explain me getting this?” he asked, raising his arm.
 
“You got up and went to bed. I stared out the window.”
 
She lowered her head as though she were bowing to him. Trying to keep her attention from Cody, she left the bathroom, making her way to the living room. At the edge of the sofa, she stopped, somehow bringing the likeness of the man who had stood over Cody into the room.
 
“Oh fuck,” Cody shouted, freezing in the hallway. “What’re you doing here?”
 
“I thought he was familiar.” She tapped her lips, allowing the illusion of Mark to fade. “It doesn’t make sense.”
 
“You’re telling me.”  He approached the sofa, staring nervously at the spot his old high school rival had disappeared. “Why was he here?”
 
“I’m not sure. He was here the night before I guided you out of town.” She loudly gulped as though air had to be forced into her lungs. “He’s working for…” The word was bitter on her tongue and she refused to repeat it. “You’re too boring.” Glancing at him, she winked and chuckled. “I don’t understand why he’d go through all this trouble for you.”
 
“Who?”
 
She peered again at the ink on his arm. Hugging herself, she quivered. Cody plopped on the sofa with a groan.
 
Running his fingers lightly over the surface of his tattooed skin, caused a slight, tingling burn. The height and shape of the digits were perfectly drawn; each zero identical to the next. The font reminded him of what was on a dollar bill. He smirked, thinking it ironic the first tattoo he got was the Mark of the Beast. It occurred to him Hector should’ve known from the beginning.
 
“Wait a second,” he said, twisting around to face her. “Mark still lives in Shoshoni, last I heard anyway. Does this mean, what’d you call it?” He stared at the tattoo then back to her. “Bel—”
 
“Don’t say it.” She sighed.
 
“Does he live there, too?”
 
She ran her fingers through the short hair above his ears with a pursed mouth. The sensation made his pulse quicken, and his cock to awaken. Feeling the persuasion of her touch, he relaxed allowing a fire to ignite, then his awareness that the seduction was meant to distract him from what was happening, he pulled away from her touch.
 
“What are you doing?” he asked, standing. “Are you trying to distract me?”
 
“I thought I’d give it a try.” She laughed.
 
“I thought you weren’t a Fallen Angel.”
 
“Hey! Be nice.” She glared at him. “Take it back.”
 
“Sorry, but aren’t you trying to seduce me. Isn’t it what they do?”
 
“It’s for your own good,” she defended. “You can’t go home. Call Tyler. Tell him you don’t want any part of it.” He stared at her. She sensed his curiosity was aroused as his manhood had been a moment before. “Cody, tell me you’re not going there.”
 
“I don’t know,” he sat again, sinking into the cushions of the sofa. “I need to think about it.”
 
“What is there to think about? A Fallen Angel wants you, which isn’t good no matter how much you think about it.”
 
He tapped the red sixes on his arm. The furrow on his brow relaxed as he said, “I don’t think I have a choice.”
 
“Of course, you do. God made you to always have a choice.”
 
“If he’s gone through all this trouble already, what’s to say he won’t make it worse?” He leaned his head against the sofa without removing his focus from her. “Tyler didn’t sound like he was in any trouble when I talked with him. He sounded excited.” A seductive grin formed on his mouth. “Besides, I’ll have you with me.”
 




Chapter Sixteen
For the time past of our life may suffice us to have wrought the will of the Gentiles, when we walked in lasciviousness, lusts, excess of wine, revellings, banquetings, and abominable idolatries. 

 
1 Peter 4:3, KJV

 
Jen was still not sure why she agreed to stay. Shoshoni wasn’t her home, and she had no ties to it, besides, Tyler, but something in the way Mr. Bel had looked at her made her want to stay if she only knew what it was. And the strangeness with Carrie after dinner made her question her decision more. The fine hairs on her arms rose as her body quivered, thinking of the woman’s display. It wasn’t as though there was anything for her to do as the new hotel manager. No guests came to the Shanley. No one came to Shoshoni, except the laborers Tyler had hired. But they were gone before the sun made its final descent behind the horizon. 
She didn’t blame them. After sunset, the hotel felt odd as though it were a strange dream. Voices echoed from the lobby, but when she went to look, no guests were waiting to be checked in.
Her second night at the Shanley, she had stood behind the desk, listening, only hearing the sounds from behind Bill’s door, which had to be from a TV, but she wasn’t convinced.
The explanation didn’t tell her why the air had felt electric, stinging her skin. The creaking of the floors above and the thuds and pops from she didn’t know where she attributed to the cooling of the building.
In the following days and nights, she hadn’t become accustomed to the sounds and the shadows she found no reason for their being and did her best to put them out of her mind. During the day, she was more-or-less alone in the hotel, except Bill who never left his room, she gagged at the thought of the rankness inside, and Tyler when he came in to have lunch.
The rain had taken a little break since the evening they had spent with Connie and her family, keeping Jen from going outside to explore and leaving her bored and listless in the apartment. TV service had been installed, and a new TV delivered, but nothing she selected kept her interest for more than a few seconds. Her attention kept wandering through the apartment door to the lobby. Turning off the TV, she dropped the remote control on the sofa, deciding it was time to discover what the second floor had to offer.
The rooms had been decorated similarly; each had the same drab bed and window coverings, scratched wooden floors, a radiator, and wooden chair. The dressers and nightstands, while matched in the rooms, were different in each. Wrinkling her nose, she decided new bedding was needed, and from what she remembered from the bed she shared with Tyler their first night here, new mattresses, too; Tyler had said guests were coming, and she didn’t want them sleeping on anything as old and musty.
The rooms over the apartment had a single window over the radiator, except the two over the kitchen, they had two; one facing east and the other facing either north or south. At the other end of the hall, nearest Mr. Bell, not all of the rooms had windows. The pair facing north had windows, but the three opposite had none as they shared a wall with the adjacent building, and were claustrophobic with the absence of outside light filling their aged interiors. Additionally, rooms three and five had a connecting door.
A chill in the air enshrouded her as she crossed into the adjacent room. This room was noticeably colder than any other room in the hotel. Rubbing her arms to ward of the chill, she assessed the meager furnishing in the room. A shiver shook her, and her teeth chattered to the cold. The frosty touch of the floor stung her bare feet. Something brushed across her shoulder, and she screamed, turning her head around, surveying the room. Nothing was there. As she moved back to the door, a cold grip took hold of her arm.
She spun around, expecting to find Tyler with a smirk on his face and an erection causing the front of his jeans to bulge, but he wasn’t there. The invisible force’s grip released her arm. A gentle touch caressed her cheek, moving softly along her jaw, down her neck, and stopping before the cleft of her breast. Her nipples reacted to the sensation, and she heard herself gasp. A shadow moved toward the bed, its transparent form male. She shifted to the open door. No one stood at the doorway or inside the room, and the door to the hallway was closed.
“My imagination is getting to me,” she said with a laugh, returning her gaze to the bed.
The shadow had become translucent, showing her a well-formed man. Though she saw through him, she was intrigued at the spectacle her mind told her wasn’t real. A wry smile pulled up his mouth, and the pale, rosy skin of his face was no longer see-through. The blue of his eyes matched the paleness of his skin. Removing his cowboy hat, revealed dark, wavy hair with the sides and back shorn close to his head. Jen gleamed with excitement.
His ghostly hands reached to the round stone bolo-tie to loosen its grip around his neck. The tie dropping to the floor didn’t make a sound, but she didn’t notice the absence as she watched his fingers unbuttoning his shirt.
Once he finished the bottom button, he pulled the shirt loose from pants, then dropped it from his shoulders. The pigment of his alabaster flesh brightened and solidified. He was thin, but not skeletal, with tight, flexing muscles. A trail of dark hair ran from his navel into the confines of his jeans. The pale shirt fell to the floor silently. He extended his hand to her, while the other motioned for her to join him.
She took one step toward him. He was happy to see her face brighten to the idea of him. He released the belt buckle, then finessed the buttons of his jeans free, allowing them to fall to the floor. As they slid down his legs to cover his transparent boots, his skin exploded with color and detail, matching his torso. His member stood erect, then bounced with the flexing of his muscles.
Without thought, she pulled her shirt over her head, then reached behind her back, releasing the clasp of her bra. Her full breasts perked to the coolness of the room. A sigh escaped her mouth telling the apparition before her of the pleasure she already felt although they had not yet touched. Sliding her fingers between the waistband of her shorts and her hip, stoked the fire burning her within further. The shorts slid down her muscular thighs, pooling around her ankles. She stepped out of them and closer to him.
He watched with anticipation, willing her to hurry her task and join him. With a quick flick of his hand, he pulled the quilt from the top of the bed, then sat, legs spread wide with a twinkle in his eye she had dreamt about seeing. The few inhibitions she had, fell away, and she took the final step to stand between his thighs. The coolness of his touch erupted pleasure in her every nerve. He kissed her breasts, fixing his sights on her. With his arms wrapped around her waist, he pulled her on him as he laid back. His deep kisses were warmed by the kisses she returned to his mouth.
Her hands found their way around his neck. One moved up the back of his head to the crown, then back down, continuing its exploration. In a swift movement, he rolled them over. Instinctively, her legs spread open as she gazed back at him. He knelt between her thighs, massaging and watching her reaction to every touch. Reaching across her body, she grazed the head of his cock with her finger. He moved closer, allowing her to take in her hand what was destined to fill her.
As she gently stroked him, he leaned his head back with a moan, then gradually brought his favor back to her. The sigh from her parted mouth told him she was ready for him. He leaned down kissing her wet mouth as he slid into her. Her arms encircled his neck, pressing his mouth tighter to her.
His movements were smooth; never had a man brought her so much pleasure. Their mouths separated as their ragged breaths deepened. Each moan was echoed by the other. Each thrust reciprocated. She felt the power of her body quicken as her back arched, pressing her breasts into him. Their screams of ecstasy echoed through the room as they climaxed together.
His gyrations slowed, and his mouth returned to her. No longer able to continue the motions, he slid from her to lay on his side. Her lips parted as she ran her hand across his arm, to his hip, then to the flesh which had given her pleasure.
She relaxed, drifting away into a light slumber. A swirl of cold air tingled her body, bringing her back to the world, and finding him no longer next to her. He lingered near the door, smiling, then stepped through the closed door.
In a hurry to catch him, she pulled on her clothes, hopping to the door, opening it in time to see him take the first step down to the lobby. Her feet softly padded as she trotted toward him. She hadn’t caught his name.  She had promised herself a long time ago to always know his name. By the time she reached the stairs, he had put one foot on the landing.
A muffled bang startled her; the sound seemed to have come from several miles away. Her head turned toward the sitting area. A woman in a red dress (who she recognized as Dorothy from the bathtub) stood near the chairs. Tears caused black streaks to roll down her cheeks. The gun slid from her relaxed hand, softly clattering on the hardwood floor. Her scrutiny didn’t move from the stairway.
“Dorothy, what have you done?” Jen screamed, staring at the cowboy crumpled on the landing.
“She can’t hear you during this part,” the little blonde girl said, standing next to Jen. She took hold of her hand. “Only when she’s done.”
Abruptly, Jen turned her attention to the little girl, saying between panicked breaths, “I don’t understand.”
The girl let go of Jen’s hand and moved to her other side to watch Dorothy. Jen reclaimed the girl’s hand, joining her attention to the woman in red. Moving a half pace from the stairs, she watched the woman with bizarre interest. An aftershock sniffle found its way from her as her fear faded, and she looked on as though she viewed a movie with nothing able to harm her.
The gun Dorothy had dropped on the floor wobbled for a moment at her feet. Jen realized the clatter it made was muffled, like the sound of the shot; it should’ve been more intense, and brighter.
The faint smell of gunpowder lingered in the air, but not as strong as it should have been for a gun that had fired so recently.
The woman in red doubled over in anguish. Her arm reached out to the chair back, keeping herself from falling to the floor. A forlorn moan came from her parted lips. Forcing composure, she staggered, breathing heavily with sobs. She found the bathroom between thick tears and disappeared through the door.
Jen’s brow creased, hearing the bathtub being filled, and glanced at Becki, who beamed happily up at her. In a few steps, she made her way to the closed bathroom door. She tried the knob, expecting it to be locked, but it wasn’t. Her hand pushed the door open a crack, giving her a slight view of the wall and edge of the tub.
Dorothy’s sobs were quieted by the heavy flow of water filling the tub. Jen pushed the door open more. On the floor, the hem of the red dress teased her vision. Again, she moved the door, stretching her arm to its limit. More of the dress on the floor and half the tub with the curtain on the outside pulled closed was now in her line of vision.
The faucet knobs squeaked as the water flow lightened then stopped. Dorothy huffed in breaths, but Jen didn’t move. Becki looked on with a smirk. A soft splash from the tub was followed by silence. Jen heard her heart throbbing in her skull. A drip from the faucet broke the silence. Becki returned Jen’s glance, then back to the shrouded tub.
Pushing her courage forth, Jen stepped into the bathroom. Carefully, she stepped around the dress. Her hand reached for the midpoint of the curtain, feeling its silkiness in her grip. Taking a deep breath, she pulled the curtain open. Dorothy’s face bobbed below the surface of the crimson-tinted water. Tiny bubbles escaped her nose and parted lips. Unblinking, she stared at the ceiling as though concentrating on a particular blemish in the paint of the crown molding.
“Now I know how she died,” Jen said in a bland tone, losing interest in the woman with slashed wrists lying in a tub of bloody water.
As she turned to leave, Becki’s grip tightened on her hand, and the girl whispered, “You’ll miss the best part.”
Jen glanced back at Dorothy’s lifeless body in the tub, wondering how this scene could get any better. A few moments passed, and she began feeling uncomfortable staring at the woman. Then as she resolved to leave again, a gurgle echoed in the confines of the tub. Her brow raised, understanding what Becki considered the best part.
A few bubbles came from between the woman’s legs, exploding at the surface, followed by another bout of deep gurgles. Exactly three seconds passed before the corpse lying in the tub rapidly expelled air from its anus and mouth and nose, causing the water to churn. Becki broke into laughter, as Jen gaped, speechless. The water quieted, but Becki did not. The girl stumbled out of the bathroom, leaving Jen to stare at Dorothy.
Dorothy slid up the edge of the tub, looking back at Jen with white eyes, and said, “Shows over.” She reached up, the gash on her wrist fluttering, and pulled the curtain closed. “Stay away from Wayne. He’ll only bring you trouble.”
Jen blinked at the warning, realizing Wayne was the cowboy. She smirked.
“What’re you doing?” Tyler asked behind her.
She jumped with a squeak, turning toward him with blushing cheeks. “Becki and I were talking about things I want to be done in the rooms.”
“Who?”
“Becki,” she replied, glancing around the sitting area for the girl. “You know the little the girl who likes to play up here.” He stared at her with a grin. “She was just here, Tyler.”
“Whatever you say.” He put his hands up in surrender.
Shaking her head, she stormed past him, glancing longingly at the partially open door of room three. Her skin pocked, remembering the passion she’d shared with the cowboy; Wayne.
Mr. Bel’s door closed with a soft click. She stared down the hallway, wondering whether he had been spying on her escapade, though she didn’t care if he had.
Jen made her way down the stairs, pausing on the landing. Near the top along the beaded inner border of the wood paneling, an aged hole camouflaged itself in the grain. She found it strange she hadn’t noticed the hole before. Maybe she’d seen it but didn’t care until now because of its meaning. A surge of sadness washed through her.
“What’s happening to me?” she whispered, continuing down the stairs with Tyler in tow; he watched her with concern.
“Are you all right?” he asked, closing the small gap between them in the descent. “You seem…” he paused, wondering exactly how she seemed. “I don’t know…different.”
“You think?” she snapped at him. “I’ve been whisked away to this place and left alone for most of the day while you run around town getting people to help you restore the damned block. It doesn’t seem fair.”
He stopped, not wanting to be in striking distance. “You can go out anytime you want. You’re not a prisoner. It’s not like we have guests filling the rooms.”
“My sentence starts when we have guests? How nice!” Her face reddened brighter than he’d seen it before.
“No. Jen. I didn’t mean…Come on.” He tried to use his charming smile to reverse her mood.
She used to love his smile and would do anything for it. At the office, she’d see it and was filled with yearning, making her insides melt. Now it was nothing more than a taunt, a tease. She hated it. She hated him. Her head began to pound. The world around her swayed, as her body felt as though she stood near the boiler. The rush of blood in her ears drowned out his words. A gray veil approached, engulfing Tyler. It came closer, then swallowed her.
She floated happily in the mist. Nothing mattered here. She didn’t have to do anything. Nothing was expected of her, except to float. A familiar voice drifted toward her, but its words made no sense. She turned away, not caring what it said. A hand stroked her arm. The touch was cool and gentle.
Consciousness returned, and she said, “Wayne?”




Chapter Seventeen
They are upright as the palm tree, but speak not: they must needs be borne, because they cannot go. Be not afraid of them; for they cannot do evil, neither also is it in them to do good. 

 
Jeremiah 10:5, KJV

 
No disturbances plagued Cody in the next few days; no out of place sounds, no strange shadows drifting away from his bedroom door, and most importantly, no revenant asking for his help. But still, Cody was unsure what to do. He had secured the time off with his boss and sent Tyler a text telling him he was soon on the way.
Everything Hector had said rang in his mind. Having a high ranking Fallen Angel displaying interest in him was not good. The idea of Hell not being some land below the crust of the earth made him anxious. He glanced suspiciously at people wearing sunglasses, wondering whether they were demons hiding the glow emitting from their hidden orbs.
The magnitude of trouble he and Tyler were in was disheartening. But what was he able to do? Somehow Tyler had become mixed up in this. Did he have demonic activity in his house, too? Cody wondered. Probably not. Mr. Bel surely knew how gullible Tyler was. If someone told him there was promise for him, he, for whatever reason, never questioned what they possibly wanted in return.
It blew his mind that this entity had always been in Shoshoni, mostly he had heard people mention his name, except his parents who didn’t speak of him, at least not in Tyler’s and his presence.
He remembered seeing someone, watching from the upper window of the Shanley, obscured by the reflection of the sky, but never his face. Now, this Fallen Angel wanted them to restore the block, and it made no sense. Why go through the trouble of trying to possess him? Why not just ask?
Apparently, he still had much to learn about how demons thought or were the theatrics Mark’s doing? He had no way of knowing. The fact remained, leaving his brother there under the control of the Fallen Angel wasn’t something he was willing to do. He needed to somehow rescue him from the trouble he didn’t know he was in. 
Cody wished the Warrens could help him; he had found in his research Mr. Warren had died several years before, and Mrs. was too old to help with something of this caliber on her own and found no one else who seemed reliable, or nearby. The only tools easily found, were Rosary beads, crucifixes, and holy water. He wasn’t sure they were worth anything more than to make him feel better.
As he approached the Catholic store, his arm began to tingle, then as he crossed the threshold, the tattoo hidden beneath a long-sleeve shirt began to burn. The pain was agonizing, forcing him back to the street.
The Nun behind the counter watched him pace in front of the store, rubbing his arm. He forced himself back inside, wincing as he walked, every step brought the pain in his arm to excruciating levels. The agony became intolerable, doubling him over. He cradled his arm against his chest, as his vision blurred. In his misery, he didn’t hear her approach.
“You’re quite a mess,” she said reverently. Offering her hand, she continued, “Take my hand, I’ll help you to the door.”
Cody grasped her hand. Unexpectedly, the touch of her warm hand caused the pain in his arm to subside. He looked into her kindness as his color returned to normal.
“Thank you.” Glancing around the store, he said, “I need to get a few things.”
“You’re going to need more than a few crosses for what lies ahead.” Her voice was stronger than previously. “Have you spoken with anyone?”
“Sorry?” He said, flashing surprise.
“I can see from the state you’re in, you’re on a dangerous road,” she said, leading him closer to the door. “I’ll call Father Luke. You wait outside.”
“I can’t…I don’t have time.” Tears pulsed, ready to flow. “I just need a Rosary.”
“It won’t help.” She paused, assessing him as they continued to the exit. “You don’t even know the prayer. You can’t do this alone.”
“Have you been speaking with Hector?” Cody said with a chuckle.
“Sorry, I don’t know a Hector,” she replied. “Please, wait for Father Luke. He knows what to do in situations like yours.”
“What do you know of my situation?” He stared at her as she pulled the door open.
Hector stood on the sidewalk outside, arms crossed in front of her chest. Cody stumbled out, and his arm began to tingle again.
“Were you responsible for what she said?” he demanded.
“Not directly.” She smirked.
“What do you mean, not directly?”
“I told her Watcher, who then relayed it to her. At least she listens.” Cody started away from her toward his car. “You should wait for Father Luke.”
He shook his head but didn’t stop until he reached his car.
“I can’t believe you’re going,” Hector said with a quivering voice from the seat next to him. “If you go anywhere, you should go the opposite direction.”
“I have to go. I promised Tyler. He needs my help, and I can’t leave him there.” He started the car. “Besides, you said we should get together.”
“Not in these circumstances. You can’t do this. I’m telling you, this is a horrible idea.”
“Don’t you think I know how bad of an idea it is?” he continued with a flippant tone. “But I can’t leave him there. Where’s his Watcher? Why isn’t she intervening?”
“Probably wasn’t instructed to.” Hector shrugged.
“Can’t you get a message to him then?”
“He knows, but it’s not how we do things. We guide and watch over you. We help you make the right decision.”
Cody laughed. “Good one. Where were you all those other times?”
“Oh, believe me, Cody, I was there, whispering in your ear. But in the end, you made your own choices.”
“Just like now,” he said sharply. “I am choosing to go see my brother, and hopefully, get him out of this mess.”
As he pulled away from the curb, she vanished. Cody drove for many hours without seeing her in the car. He knew she was there; it was her job, to be with him always. Parts of the Angel Hierarchy confused him, like how were messages sent? Was there another Angel who flew back and forth between Heaven, or did they use telepathy?
“Yes,” Hector said, sitting next to him. “We don’t physically need to be in the presence of Archangels and above to know our orders or for them to know what is happening. They see everything. The real important stuff is passed up to the Cherubim, then to God.”
“I see.” He tapped his thumbs on the steering wheel. “Then they know.” She nodded her head. “And they don’t see this as a problem?”
“If you’d turn around and go home, there won’t be a problem.”
He shook his head, glaring at the highway looming in front of him.




Chapter Eighteen
When they were past the first and the second ward, they came unto the iron gate that leadeth unto the city; which opened to them of his own accord: and they went out, and passed on through one street; and forthwith the angel departed from him. 

 
Acts 12:10, KJV

 
As he crossed the border into Wyoming, the rain began. It wasn’t heavy, but a nice drizzle that greened everything instantly. He’d never seen the land as vibrant. The typical bland had been replaced. Everything he saw, though he’d seen the landscape more than once, seemed new. Tyler had told him the night before it’d been raining steadily for a few days; periodically it stopped for a few hours allowing the much-needed moisture to soak into the ground, then start again.
Shoshoni was around five hours away, and he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it. While he didn’t harbor any ill will for the town or its residents, he had not had the slightest desire to return there after his parents died a little less than five years ago. What was the point? The times he had been there were to see them.
Looking at aerial pictures from a maps program, he was a little disgusted on what he saw. The lawns were brown. At first, he had assumed the photos had been taken in the winter until he had seen the green trees.
He felt his dad’s disappointment at the state of the yard he had tended to the point of obsession. The rest of the town was just as bad. He guided his mouse through the streets, seeing the death of his memories. Maybe this was why Tyler agreed to take this on, but what were the benefits of it?
Tyler had remained evasive, maybe he didn’t know, but Cody was sure they would know soon enough.
Ahead, amber warning lights flashed, slowing him. The arrows of the sign flashed, pointing him to the right. At low speed, he drove onto the bumpy detour approximately one-thousand feet.
A man in a green oilcloth parka waved for him to stop. His plastic-covered, black cowboy hat with a Sheriff Badge pinned in the front center repelled the rain as he approached the car. Silver-rimmed, dark sunglasses concealed his eyes. Reluctantly, Cody rolled the window partway down, allowing rain to splatter his face.
“The road is washed out,” the deputy said. His face had a waxy texture. “Where ya headed?”
“Shoshoni.” Cody squinted up at the officer. “Is there a different way from here?”
“Unless you want to go back down to Laramie, then up from there.”
Headlights from a semi-truck blazed by on I-25 headed south. The officer grunted and bared his teeth. Yellow pustules formed on his cheeks, popping, then melting the skin. Cody slammed the car in reverse. Looking over his shoulder, he backed the car the short distance back to the highway. The flashing sign no longer flashed its yellow arrows. Without pause, he shifted the car and sped away.
“I’m coming. You don’t need to send more of your henchmen.”
During times like this, he wished Hector would appear, for nothing else but comfort. He turned up the music hoping to calm his nerves, and it did to a point.
He didn’t understand what was happening. The chances he’d learn the answers the minute he arrived in Shoshoni were slim. After consideration, he was sure the reason Tyler hadn’t given him any information was that he didn’t’ have any to give. He was doing what he was manipulated into doing by the Fallen Angel. He felt sorry for his brother, knowing how easy it was to for anyone to scam him. Cody wished after all the failed schemes, Tyler had learned a little more restraint, but it wasn’t in his DNA.
Cody decided when he reached Wheatland that he’d stop and stretch his legs. No one at the gas station paid him any attention as he walked to the back of the store to the restroom.
The acrid reek of urine caught him off guard as he stepped inside. Though the room was clean, the continual missing the urinal by thousands of road-worn truckers had taken its toll and was beyond covering; the only thing to do was tear the building down and start again.
He quickly washed his hands and hurried out of the restroom to the fresher air of the gas station. Glancing at dust-covered items on the shelves, he shook his head and returned outside. He stood under the awning watching the gray clouds swirl with the wispy white ones. The air here was clean, even standing so close the gas pumps.
The bell on the door clanged, Cody glanced at the man leaving the gas station. His long, graying beard was stained with coffee along the lower lip—or was it chewing tobacco? A quicksilver gaze darted toward him, but the man did no more in acknowledgment. Cody nodded at him with a thin smile, remembering how outsiders in small towns made the locals nervous.
“Nuthin’ to smile about, youngin’,” the man said in a raspy voice as he walked to the rusting green pickup truck on the other side of the pumps. “Ya should be goin’ the other way, not where you’re goin’.”
“Thanks for the advice, Hector.”
The man stopped but did not turn. “My name ain’t Hector. But you should listen to ‘im if he’s tellin’ ya to go the other way.” He returned to his truck, and it rumbled to life.
Cody stared at him as he circled the pumps toward him. He slowed, turning his icy glare toward Cody. Cody expected the man to stop, but he didn’t. The moisture from the rain kept the dry ground from covering him as the truck tires peeled-out.
“I have to go,” he said. A slender, older woman looked at him with a scrunched brow, then shook her head. Once he sat in the confines of his car, he continued, “I have to get him out of whatever he’s gotten himself into.”
Again, he hoped for Hector to materialize, but she didn’t. He didn’t blame her. She had done her job warning him, and he hadn’t taken her advice. He was headed to Shoshoni, and whatever waited for him there. The rain started coming down harder when he returned to the highway, slowing his pace to a crawl.
Ahead, another detour sign flashed; he was leery after his last experience. A car passed him, slamming on its brakes, cutting him off. He slowed more to give the car room. It swerved into the detour route, braking again. Soon its taillights were no longer visible in the deluge. He maneuvered carefully down the detour, which was an exit to the road leading off somewhere in the prairie. The rain had slowed the other car’s pace considerably, allowing him to see it racing up the other side of the detour.
At the bottom of the ramp, he stopped at the intersection, though, more than likely, it had been safe for him to continue through without stopping. He moved across the intersection. Near the fence, a scarecrow’s dark tattered coat flailed in the wind. Six fence posts down, another scarecrow with the same frayed black coat and white bowling-pin shaped head stood.
Movement in the side mirror caught his attention. He swung his head to look out the back passenger window. The first scarecrow had moved from its post near the fence, rushing toward the car. The second turned its white face toward him. Black eyes pierced the air thick with rain, and its dagger-toothed mouth gaped.
Cody’s foot slipped from the gas pedal; the car coasted to a stop.
Before his foot regained contact with the pedal, the first scarecrow had reached the car and had somehow pulled the passenger door open. Cody shrieked and pushed himself against the door. The creature was in the car. Its coat whipping around the interior. It flicked toward him, snapping at his arms and face. His fingers tried to pry the door latch, but they slipped off without moving it.
The other scarecrow had approached the car, but Cody didn’t see it as he slapped at the whipping tendrils of the coat. A gnarled boney hand pushed from the dark confines of the coat, pointing at him. Again he tried to release the door latch as the hand came closer, but there was no movement.
“What do you want?” Cody screamed. “Leave me alone.”
The creature squealed, its white head tilted back. The teeth in its maw extended in rows of yellowed, reeking blades. The other creature scratched at the window, frantically trying to gain access to the car. Cody jumped, learning of its presence from the sound of its claws on the glass. His head twisted toward it. The window reflected his horror.
“Groway,” the one in the car said in a deep, growling voice.
What did it say? Cody’s bladder released (though he had relieved himself minutes before in the vile gas station restroom, his pants became soaked). A growl, only a beast could make, erupted in the car. The scarecrow swirled and fluttered in the passenger seat, reducing to an old, black trash bag and a plastic milk jug, then was sucked out of the car. He gasped for breath. His stare was so wide it hurt as he watched the other blow away, catching in the barbed-wire fence.
“Primitive,” Hector said, leaning out to pull the door closed. “But the question is, did it work?”
Cody heard himself scream; he didn’t like the shrillness of it and winced. Staring at her, he didn’t say a word as he got his breathing under control. He didn’t remember a time in his life he’d been as frightened.
Taking a moment to find his voice, he said, “Thanks, I thought they were going to kill me.”
She laughed. “I didn’t do anything that was all you, buddy.” He stared at her, his mouth once more in an O shape. “You didn’t answer my question.”
“I made the noise?” Anger rose in him.
“Yup.” Her face glowed with elation when she noticed his wet crotch. “Looks you had an oopsie.”
“What?” Her observation trailed to the wet front of his pants, and he followed. “Dammit. This is such a good place to change my pants.” He scowled. “Wait! You didn’t make those scarecrow things go away?”
“Nope,” she said again, extinguishing the green beams behind her eyelids. “Those were some good-ole-fashioned-lower-level-demons. And they don’t want you going to Shoshoni either, which should tell you something about what you’re planning—”
“Hold on. Those were demons?”
She nodded with a smirk. Cody stared through the windshield at the black trash bags caught in the fence. The clouds had parted, showing a sliver of blue sky. He shook his head, opening the car door then realized the car was still in gear and put it in park.
“Of all the stupid things I’ve gotten myself in, this has to be the cherry on the cake,” he muttered pawing through his suitcase for a dry pair of jeans.
“Icing,” she called out from inside the care.
Without caring if another motorist came by, he removed his shoes, then pants and underwear. The fresh air caused gooseflesh to rise on his bare ass. He jumped into dry pants and slipped his shoes back on. “Dammit, Tyler!” He slammed the trunk closed. “Good-ole-fashioned-lower-level-demons don’t want me to go to Shoshoni. I have half a mind—”
“Yeah, you’re going back.” Hector cheered as he closed the door.
“Nope.” He glared through the windshield and moved the car forward. “We’re going to get Tyler, then getting the fuck out of there.”




Chapter Nineteen
Whose mouths must be stopped, who subvert whole houses, teaching things which they ought not, for filthy lucre's sake. 

 
Titus 1:11, KJV

 
Tyler anxiously circled the lobby, waiting for Cody to arrive. He also needed to speak with Mr. Bel about the woman who claimed ownership of the store next to the hotel. She had stayed firm in her belief there was no need to fix her building, but hadn’t so much as opened the doors in more than thirteen years. Nothing he said convinced her to allow him to update it or even the apartment on the second floor. Mr. Bel had agreed to speak with her over a half-hour ago but had still not joined them.
The toilet flushed in the woman’s bathroom, and she returned to the lobby. She sat on one of the worn chairs, and her fingers commenced fidgeting in her lap. They shared a glance now and then but didn’t speak. Any sound, inside or out, caused her jump, and then her breaths became heavy. Tyler didn’t help soothe her nerves with his pacing.
“Is he coming down?” She demanded. “I don’t have time to sit around waiting for him. Lord knows…” She flinched as though she expected to be slapped for saying the word. “I have other things to do.”
He assessed Mrs. Johnston, wondering what she had to do that was more important than speaking with Mr. Bel. Her bright-pink fleece jacket was covered with cat hair, as were her gray sweatpants. Maybe, she had to pet one of her cats. He smirked.
“You aren’t too old to take over my knee, you know,” she said, staring gravely at him. “I’ve whipped your ass before, and I’ll be happy to do it again.”
“What?”
He remembered the time he and some neighborhood boys had torn up her flowerbed along the street with their bikes. She had gotten into her car and chased them. Unfortunately, he was the only one she had caught as he had stupidly gone home.
Before he reached the front door, she was on him; her spindly legs were faster than expected. She had grabbed his arm, spun him around, and began swatting his butt. His mother had heard him call out, and came to the door. She didn’t intervene. When Mrs. Johnston had finished teaching him a lesson, she nodded with a grunt at his mom and said hello, then left as though nothing had happened.
“I think you're disrespectful by keeping me here.” She stood. “Mr. Bell isn’t here. If he were, he wouldn’t so rudely keep me waiting.”
Tyler’s face turned white as Mr. Bel came into view from the angled opening of the stairway.
Mr. Bel’s face lit up radiantly, then said, “Guinevere, how wonderful it is to see you.” She froze near the front door. “How long has it been?”
“Not long enough.” She turned, glaring at him. “What is this nonsense about restoring the block?”
Bill laughed from behind the door to his room. Her glare moved to the sound, then returned to Mr. Bel. Jen heard the woman’s raised voice and stood at the apartment door. She and Tyler shared awe in the way this woman spoke to Mr. Bel.
“I assure you it isn’t nonsense.” He motioned to the chairs and sofa in the lobby. “Please sit. Let’s discuss what we’re doing.”
She grunted but returned to the chair. She saw Jen, and the snarl on her face intensified. Not wanting to be in the wake of this woman’s wrath, she closed the apartment door.
Tyler stood his ground near the window watching the two rivals? Which seemed right as they appeared to be preparing for battle. Mr. Bel remained as calm as ever, and his serene face didn’t crease. Mrs. Johnston seethed, wrinkles collapsing around her eyes and mouth, making her look as though she were melting.
“I don’t like it,” she snapped. “My building doesn’t need fixing up.”
He looked at her with a closed-mouthed smile, waiting to see whether she had anything else to add. This wasn’t the first time she had caused a commotion. In 1981 when the restaurant and store at the other end of the building had caught fire, she had been instrumental in not allowing it to be rebuilt then. As he recalled, she had the fire commissioner in her pocket and didn’t want any of it reopened because it was taking away from her business. Then she learned in a few short months, without Sam’s store there was no business for her.
“How will it look if your building isn’t restored?” he asked simply. “The buildings are all connected, and yours remains in disrepair.” He paused a moment, seeing her face relax, half expecting her to interject, but she didn’t. “To make things easier, I agree to buy the building from you at any price you name. I know the sentimentality it holds for you.”
Tyler thought he saw a smile began to form on her mouth, but in a blink it was gone. She tapped her finger on her knee, then tried to brush cat hair from the same spot.
“I don’t want your money. I don’t want to be in debt to in any way.”
“No debt to me, unless, you wanted to be.” He grinned.
“You’re a vile thing,” she snarled. “I want nothing from you.” Her face scrunched together again, but not in anger, in thought. “Take it! Just leave me alone.” Tyler’s mouth dropped open. “It’s what you’ve wanted all these years.” She dug in her pocket, retrieving a key ring. Her old fingers twisted three keys from the ring. “With him doing your bidding, I won’t be able to stop you. Just leave me the he…” She abruptly stopped what she was going to say, then without missing a beat, said, “Leave me alone.”
Dropping the keys on the floor, she jumped up and scurried to the door. Her hand gripped the bar, and she froze. She shook. Tyler wondered whether she was crying. He glanced at Mr. Bel who had bent to pick the keys from the floor.
“I’ll come by when it’s convenient for me to remove my belongings.” Her voice was as strong as it had been, no sign of tears. “Then we are through Belphegor.”
Tyler twitched, then floated downward, he saw Mr. Bel smile, staring at the keys in his hands. Tyler landed on the cold floor. When he sat up, he had no idea how long he’d been there. Mrs. Johnston and Mr. Bel weren’t attending to him. He rubbed the side of his head. A car slowing on the highway outside the window caught his attention. He whooped with excitement. Jen peeked out the door into the lobby, seeing him sprawled out on the tile. She rushed from the apartment to help him.
“What happened? Where is he and the old woman?”
“I’ll explain later,” he said, swaying on his feet. He shook his head, clearing the cobwebs, the continued. “Cody’s here.”
Jen had thought, no, fantasized about this moment from the minute Tyler had told her Cody was joining them. She had become infatuated with Tyler’s brother, though she’d never met him. Tyler had one picture of him, and it was from several years ago. She pictured him now as her knight-in-shining-armor come to rescue her. She imagined him pleasuring her, while she fingered herself in Dorothy’s bathtub. Today was the day of their meeting, and her fantasies were to be fulfilled.




Chapter Twenty
And I gave my heart to seek and search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven: this sore travail hath God given to the sons of man to be exercised therewith. 

 
Ecclesiastes 1:13, KJV

 
Cody was just as shocked as he had been when he looked at the pictures of Shoshoni online. He was surprised by the disrepair. The boarded-up windows on the majority of buildings were discomforting and daunting. What were they supposed to do with this mess? It was sad. His childhood memories didn’t overpower what he saw. At least the rain from the last few weeks had caused the weeds to grow.
 
He slowed, coming closer to the Shanley Hotel. It stood like a redbrick monolith. The hotel’s appearance wasn’t as bleak as he had expected; the window frames on the second floor had been painted, the awning over the front door replaced, giving it the look he had remembered growing up. He turned onto Main Street and parked in the first spot on the corner facing what had been the Geyser Drug (world famous for its malts and shakes). When he was a child it had been a greenish tint, and now it was a horrible mauve. The beautiful oval window was boarded up. The front window and door were covered with old newspapers.
 
A small dog yipped at him, then disappeared under a car in front of the bar down the street. He felt little relief seeing the old rail-tie façade was unchanged. The name had changed from what was once the Buckboard Saloon.
 
He stared up at the front of the Shanley. On the crest at its top the white stone letters had been cleaned and reattached with the year separated by the name; 19 SHANLEY 08.
 
“You’re here,” Tyler yelled, running toward him.
 
Before he answered, his brother’s arms squeezed him tightly around the chest. Cody didn’t remember ever receiving a hug from him. He returned the embrace, trying to outdo the vise grip of his brother. Tyler began laughing, then released him.
 
“What do you think?” Tyler continued, turning Cody to face the buildings.
 
Cody wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say, so he looked along the street to the end of the block where the last three buildings had blue tarps draped over the tops. “Oh, it looks like you’ve started already. I didn’t expect—”
 
“Ah, man, I started as soon as…” He paused, then started again in a different direction. “Come on. I’ll show what we’ve done so far besides cleaning up the face of the hotel.”
 
Tyler walked across the street, leaving Cody next to his car. Obvious it was expected he follow, Cody glanced both ways, then crossed the street.
 
Once he was walking beside Tyler, he said, “I know who’s behind this.”
 
Tyler stopped, turning and tilting his head back to look eye to eye with Cody. The peeling face of Chief Cameahwait watched without saying a word on the wall behind them. A smile broke Tyler’s face, and he started laughing.
 
“Isn’t it crazy? I didn’t know he still lived here. I thought he left ages ago.”
 
“You know who…what he is, don’t you, Tyler? A Fallen Angel. A Demon.”
 
Tyler laughed harder. What Cody had said made no sense; those things weren’t real. His face flushed. Cody stared at him with concern. How was it possible he had no idea about Belphegor? And here he was laughing when he should be crying.
 
“What are you talking about?” Tyler asked through laughter. “Whoever told you those stories needs their head examined. And you, too, for believing it.”
 
“Tyler, it’s the truth.” He raised his voice. “We need to get the fuck out of here before you make any more deals with him.”
 
“I’m not going anywhere. I’m restoring the block, just as I said on the phone, for Mr. Bel.”
 
“You call him Mr. Bel? This is worse than Hector said. He’s got you already.”
 
“Nobody’s got me. I can do whatever I want. Whoever this Hector is, you need to stop listening to him.” He rubbed his head looking down the street. “At least come look at what I’ve done already. Then you can meet Mr. Bel later at dinner.” He started away from Cody, and said, “You might want to reign in the cuss words. He doesn’t like it.”
 
Reluctantly, Cody followed him. Tyler stood in front of the last building, waiting for him, looking up at the tarp slinking over the side. When he was steps away, Tyler opened the door and went inside. The lone railcar caught Cody’s attention.
 
The rusty exterior wasn’t covered by graffiti, while in the city a multitude of spray-painted tags and grotesquely drawn images were sure to find their place on its walls. He was amazed he was entertaining Tyler by going inside, but he did and was amazed.
 
The walls and ceiling were painted dark gray with white and red stripes darting around the circumference of the room. Diamond shaped mirrors were inlaid in the walls. He remembered seeing the inside of the restaurant once; he was maybe fifteen, and it had been several years after the fire. Someone had left the door open, and one day after school he’d taken the opportunity to check out The Top Hat. Back then, it had a musty smell and weeds had taken up house in the corners. Now all that was missing were the patrons.
 
The mirrored ball twisted on the ceiling near the back wall above a black-and-white tiled dance floor. Three, sparkling, red benches lined the wall on the left. On the right, the bar reached from the front to a pair of white, swinging doors with a diamond shaped window; each led to the kitchen, one for access behind the bar, the other to the restaurant. In the center, four tables with chairs matching the coverings of the booths. The space wasn’t large, but it was elegant in its retro style.
 
“Great, huh?”
 
“I can’t believe it. You did this in a week?”
 
“It wasn’t bad in here, mostly cleanup and getting new appliances, we installed this morning,” he said, leaning against the oak bar. “We resurfaced the roof in a few days. The guys removed everything, painted the walls, and polished the floor.
 
The benches needed cleaning pretty good and a few repairs but nothing major. Once the roof is cured, the tarp will come off, and I’ll have the exterior repainted.”
 
The circles of light coming from the disco ball floated around the room.
 
“Did you know,” Tyler continued as Cody beheld the revival his brother had pulled off, “this used to be one of the gambling dens back in the day?”
 
“What? When we were kids?”
 
“No, way before.” His face burst with satisfaction seeing his brother’s reaction to the place. “Oh, and did you know this block burned before, too.”
 
Cody shook his head, still amazed at the restoration.
 
“We should have State approval to reopen in a month or so after the inspections are done.” He nodded to the door near the stage. “You want to see the kitchen? Cody shook his head. “The fire of our time hit the next two buildings the worst. Good thing it’s a brick building, and no basement. Ready to see the theater? It’s gonna take a while because the fire was the worst in there.”
 
“Theater? I don’t remember a theater here.”
 
“Come on, you know.” He led Cody back outside. “When we were kids, and Mom took us to the store. It was the women’s department. We’d hide behind the racks, and Mom got frantic looking for us. Then we’d race down the ramp to the stage.”
 
“Oh, shit, yeah, I remember.” Tyler glared at him. “Sorry. I can’t believe you quit cussing. You used to be every other word.”
 
They passed the building closest to the theater. The faded smell of charred wood flowed through the open door leading to the stairs going up. Tattered carpet covered them. Cody reached up on his toes to peer through the broken window running between the doors. Pale light filtered in from the back.  The interior was charred from floor to ceiling. Mounds of objects melted together were scattered on the floor and along the walls.
 
“This section took much of heat,” Tyler said, unlocking the door in the next building.
 
Finished with his meager inspection, Cody joined his brother. The windows on either side of the door were boarded up, but how Cody had always known them. When Sam had added the space, he closed off the ticket windows and the entrance as he’d done with the other buildings he had accumulated on the block for his enormous store.
 
“They won’t start the electrical work until the burned wood is taken out.” Tyler handed him a yellow hardhat and flashlight as they entered. They walked a few feet in when he stopped; Cody stopped next to him. “The worst part is the southeast corner.” He pointed with his flashlight. The darkness swallowed the beam never allowing it to reach the corner he referred.
 
“There’s a basement under this part?” Cody stared into the black abyss. The lights of the torches didn’t reach the bottom or the back of the theater. “I don’t remember one there. Just below the main store.”
 
“It runs from the hotel to the next building. But no connection between from what I can tell.” Tyler’s smile gleamed in the meager light from the torches. As though in slow motion, he moved his beam from side to side, then up to the ceiling. “There’s not much to see yet. But wait until it’s done.”
 
“Why does he want it restored?” Cody asked, scanning the darkness.
 
Tyler shrugged—still the lack of answers—then started back to the front door, leaving Cody at the edge of the pit.
 
Cody’s skin began to prickle. Moving the beam from side-to-side, he was sure he had seen something escaping the light. But how? The floor was gone. It wasn’t possible anything was there. Coolness danced around him, making him shiver.
 
“What?” he asked, turning to the right expecting to find Tyler standing next to him again, but he only saw more darkness. Icy fingers tapped at the bare skin of his arms, neck, and face. He tried, unsuccessfully, to step back.
 
Something held him to the spot. He tried to call Tyler. His throat refused to shape any sound. The cold hands gripped him around the arms and legs, pulling him toward the darkness. Struggling was of no use, any movement he commanded of his body was ignored.
 
The unseen hands pulled him closer and closer to the edge of the chasm without a way to save himself from falling. His body strained as he fought the power of void as it pulled at him with icy fingers. He panted, receiving shallow amounts of air in his deflated lungs. Warmth at his back gave him hope of not ending up a broken mass of flesh and bone on the floor far below. An arm like a hook wrapped around his waist and pulled him away from the edge.
 
“Steady there, buddy.” Tyler’s voice said through the grit of the darkness. “Don’t need you hurting yourself your first day back.”
 
Cody rapidly blinked as Tyler dragged him through the doors. The hardhat slipped from his head, and he dropped the flashlight. All he wanted now was to suck in the clean Wyoming air, sit on the cold, firm sidewalk, and never return inside the theater again.
 
“It happened to me the first time I went in there.” Tyler grinned down at him. “Sorry, I should’ve warned you.” Cody’s face still pale, glared up at him. “Something about the darkness makes the mind want to see where it ends.”
 
Cody knew the cause was more than Tyler’s simple explanation. After his experiences over the last three months, he knew something more substantial was playing in there, and it had nothing to do with his mind wanting to explore.
 
Soul storage came to mind and was more than likely placed there by Hector. The term was basic for what he had felt. It was as though a thousand souls hungered for a taste of him; all wanting to devour him, be in him, to take control of him.
 
They wanted to feel again what it was like to be alive. Deep sorrow also had present; sadness ached through his every fiber from each touch of the unseen hands. The place was horrid, and he wished the theater was beyond repair, so demolishment was the only thing in its future, forcing the dark spirits lurking in its bowels to leave.
 
Tyler extended his hand to Cody, helping him to his feet. Cody watched him close the door on the gloom, wishing it was never opened again. What need did Shoshoni have with a theater anyway? Sam had converted it to the women’s clothing department for a reason.
 
Cody followed a pace behind his brother down the sidewalk. The closer they came to the corner, dread filled him. He wished he’d not come home, but it was too late now, he was here. And based on what he’d seen with his brother, it looked like a daunting task trying to convince him to leave.
 
Before they reached the final section of the stacked buildings, Cody stopped, staring up at the corner window. He was sure he saw someone standing there, watching them. Tyler followed his gaze with a smile and chuckled.
 
“Is someone watching us?”
 
“Don’t worry brother. You’ll meet him at dinner.” Cody was still surprised with the new brightness in Tyler; his persona oozed joy. “Grab your stuff. I bet you want to get cleaned up and rest before dinner.”
 
Cody glanced at his watch; 3:00 P.M. and there weren’t any workers on a Friday afternoon. Maybe, Tyler had sent them home early as a bonus for completing the Top Hat in hardly any time. The clouds broke apart, displaying cracks of blue in their gray covering.
 
As Cody opened the trunk, Tyler yelled, “You should move your car to this side of the street. Don’t want to upset any neighbors.”
 
Cody glanced across the street at his brother, leaning against the stop sign. He kept himself from looking up at the window above. His stomach churned as he backed out of the parking space. Acid bubbled into his throat as he made a U-turn in the street and came to the corner. His instincts screamed for him to get back on the highway and drive to safety, but he ignored them, as he had ignored Hector. He pulled into the space directly below the window.
 
“What the fuck am I doing?” he mumbled as he followed Tyler to the hotel entrance.
 




Chapter Twenty-One
And David said to Abigail, Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, which sent thee this day to meet me. 

 
1 Samuel 25:32, KJV

 
For lack of anything else to do, Jen waited in the lobby. Not wanting to look as though she were too eager to meet Cody, she decided to clean; she was tired of looking at the fly corpses and outdated magazines. When Cody and Tyler hadn’t come into view from the window, she moved to the desk, throwing anything away not relevant to this millennium.
The rumble of a truck caused her to jump as she wiped off the smudges on the glass lid of the soda machine. She glared out the window.
Neither bathroom needed much, mostly removing the dried spiders with brittle legs folded inward from behind the toilets. She stared into the laundromat. A few townspeople used it, but never on Saturday, which she thought was strange; the town didn’t have a Jewish influence. She returned across the tiled floor, wishing the lobby door to open, but it didn’t.
A shadow stretched across the landing from the second floor, then disappeared — more than likely Becki playing. Strangest girl, Jen had ever met, somehow managing to sneak in without her noticing.
She glanced at the clock over the key hooks—it wasn’t even three yet, why wasn’t she in school? If her parents didn’t care she played hooky, why should she?
Running the cloth along the front of the newel post, she thought she heard Tyler. Her stomach rumbled, feeling like a teenager waiting for her Prom date to knock.
Seconds passed. The bell on the door clattered. She tossed the cloth into the dumbwaiter and pulled the sliding door down. Casually, she turned from the dumbwaiter to the door. Tyler, followed by Cody, entered the lobby.
Her cheeks warmed. Cody met her expectations. He was tall, fit, and handsome. Tyler caught her eyeing his brother and shook his head, having seen women swoon over him before. It didn’t bother him anymore.
Growing up, he’d been jealous of the way Cody had always drawn every girl to him just by being present. Cody always had appreciated the attention but never was interested in what was offered. He was curious to see how he reacted to Jen, who at the mention of Cody’s name became wet.
“Cody, this is Jen,” Tyler smirked. “Jen, Cody.”
“Hello.” Her voice quivered.
“Good to meet you.” Cody glanced at Tyler with a brow raised in question.
“She moved here with me,” Tyler clarified. “I thought I told you about her.”
“Nope.”
“Tyler has told me everything about you,” Jen said breathily, taking his hand he’d offered.
“Seems like you still have it,” Tyler said flatly. He didn’t care if his girlfriend threw herself at Cody, he was willing to share if Cody were convinced to stay and see the vision through, but he knew his brother wasn’t interested.
Cody blushed. “I guess I do.” He pulled his hand from her.
“Yes, you do,” she gushed. Her free hand found its way up his arm to his shoulder, feeling the strength beneath his shirt. She moaned, lowering her eyelids to half-open. Her hand then made its way down his chest. “Oh, very nice.”
Her mind raced with the question of why she was acting this way. She never threw herself at men. Even with Tyler, she had waited until he dared to go for it.
Since her encounter with Wayne, her sexual demands fought to be the forefront of her mind. Except for Tyler, who, after their arrival, had become less and less attractive to her. Most of the time, she ignored his advances. But when there was no other way to avoid it, she allowed him to have his way while she pasted Wayne’s or Cody’s face on his; while he was a wonderful lover, taking her to paradise every time, she had lost interest.
Cody was too stunned to move or say anything, wondering whether she was always this forward. Tyler didn’t seem surprised or to care about her fondling him.
No longer able to take what he was seeing, Tyler turned away and entered the manager’s suite. Cody broke free from her before he thought she’d begin to undress him. She stood in the lobby watching him leave.
Tyler returned to the living room after giving Cody the choice of the two empty rooms (he chose the one at the end). Jen had a strange expression on her face; staring into nowhere, she faced the dining room. Her jaw was slack, and a dribble of saliva slid from the corner of her mouth.
Saying her name brought her out of her stupor. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. A grin caught her mouth, and she laughed, something he hadn’t heard her do since arriving in Shoshoni; maybe a forced chuckle, but nothing heartfelt like this.
The sound was contagious, and he joined her, all the while wishing he knew the joke, but what did it matter, they were enjoying themselves…finally…together. Cody stopped in the dining room, watching them laugh.
“Hector?” he whispered. She appeared with a large smile on her face, pleased with what she saw. “Looks familiar. You responsible?”
“No.” She shook her head, and laughed, too, hoping to ensnare Cody. “Not directly. I suggested it to her Watcher. She’s got something in her, and laughing should shake it loose. Won’t hurt him either.” Cody’s brow furrowed. “Oh come on! You know laughter is the best medicine.” He looked at her with a bored expression. “It’s supposed to be contagious, too. So why aren’t you laughing?”
“I don’t see how any of this is funny.” He glanced at the ceiling. “This whole place leaves my stomach sour.”
“I told you so.” She threw back her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Sure you don’t want to join in?”
He shook his head. A simple nod from Hector was all they needed to stop. Apparently, she had communicated with their Watchers with the gesture, who ended the frenzy. Laughter was a straightforward thing. It cleansed. It uplifted.
Jen flushed, seeing Cody in the dining room. Her embarrassment for the way she acted when they were introduced overpowered her—she hadn’t any idea why she had acted so inappropriately.
Her fingers began to pick at each other as she took a deep breath. To stop them, she forced a hand to rub the small of Tyler’s back. The electricity exploding at her fingers felt good; she didn’t want to stop. He grinned, relieved she was once again doing something normal.
“We’ve got time before dinner,” Jen said, breaking the silence. “I bet you two want to catch up.” Before they were able to agree or disagree, she continued, “I’ll go down to the restaurant and make sure everything will be ready before sundown.”
“Interesting,” Hector said. Tyler and Jen didn’t hear or see her.
Cody glanced at her, then back to Jen and Tyler. They were just at the restaurant, and no one had been there preparing food as no sounds had carried from the kitchen into the dining room. Before her face reddened more, she was out the door.
She shook her hands as she hurried to the corner. Of all the embarrassing things to have done, but throwing herself at Cody was not like her. She hadn’t known him for more than two seconds. What had come over her? She didn’t understand the way she’d acted that way.
Stopping at the boarded-up entrance to the store, she watched a car parking in front of the bar across the street. The man who got out of the car paid her no attention and slunk into its confines. For a moment, she heard the twang of a song bounce from the open door, and then it was cut off when it closed again.
The slight distraction didn’t clear the questions from her mind. She didn’t like the way she’d acted; it wasn’t like her at all. Then the fact she wasn’t in the slightest bothered by the ghosts materializing on the second floor of the hotel made her question her sanity. First Dorothy gushing blood from her wrists—she did enjoy the conversations with her. It felt good to have someone to talk with—then Wayne. How was it possible she’d had sex with a ghost? She leaned her head back, wanting to scream, but didn’t. Who knew what a sign of distress might bring?
She snuck toward the end of the block. As she passed the theater, she shivered—no longer was the feeling uncommon to her. Staring across the dirt street at the end of the block, she took in the scenery. The faded colors of the prairie were brightening. Grass near the railroad tracks outlined the rusted iron and gave life to the rotted ties. Spring was on its way.
Realizing she’d forgotten the keys to…what did Tyler call the place? The Top Hat? She remembered when he had first told her about it the name reminded her of old black-and-white movies with people dancing and singing. Then he’d gone into the disjointed history lesson about the family who owned it and other restaurants in the State. 
Rather than returning to the hotel for the keys, she wandered to the back of the restaurant. The weeds and garbage had been cleaned up nicely, and the freshly grated ground was flat and even. A single car sat behind the building with its trunk open. She saw no one near it and turned to the backdoor standing open. The clank of dishes came from the opening. She stood on the threshold.
“Hello?” She leaned in, not wanting to startle anyone.
“Howdy!” a kind looking man with a dark-blond, thick handlebar mustache replied. His golden eyes gleamed. The black T-shirt showed off the intricate, and brightly colored tattoos covering his left arm to the wrist, but hid whatever hung from two leather strings and a silver chain.
The muscles of his biceps flexed as he put the knife on the counter. His hair, lighter than his mustache, was combed up and back. “You must be Jen.”
“I am.” The feelings she’d shaken in the living room began to flow through her again. “I’m checking on dinner.”
“Sorry, I’m late.” Happiness exuded from his upturned mouth, showing off his white teeth, making her pulse race. “I had a bit of car trouble. But don’t worry, it’ll all be ready before the sun hits the horizon.” She stared at him. His smile faded. “You ok?”
“Oh, yes.” She looked away from him to the stainless-steel counter behind him, and the four steaks he had been trimming. “I’ve never seen a mustache like yours before.” Heat burned her cheeks.
He guffawed, putting her at ease. “I got the idea,” he said with a thicker drawl. “When I saw a picture of my grandpappy.” Then he laughed harder.
She forced herself to look at him again and seeing his honest merriment, joined. As they settled, she felt in control of herself. The sexual urges to take this man where he stood had evaporated. She still found him attractive, and she loved a man who knew his way around a kitchen, and so well built, and charming.
She lowered her gaze for fear the lustful thoughts began running rampant in her mind again returned. She found the swirl of colors on his left arm.
At first, she didn’t see any sense of what was hidden in the patterns, and then as Jen studied the details closer from the doorway, she found a yellow sun inside an equilateral triangle with a black Greek cross below its lower arm.
The top point repelled three blue tear-drops, while the bottom corners held red stars at bay. Farther up his lower arm a pink heart was impaled by three crosses surrounded by green and blue paisley in yin-yang formations flowing like water up his bicep.
He watched her study the sigils on his arm, hoping one stirred whatever lurked inside her, and helped her break free of its grip. But, though she was curious, they didn’t widen in recollection or acknowledgment of knowing what was printed on him; the thing inside her didn’t even loosen its grip.
“I’ll let Tyler know,” she continued. “Thanks for not thinking me a bitch over your mustache…” She looked him in the eye, realizing she hadn’t gotten his name, but she wasn’t about to ask now that she’d made a fool of herself.
As she turned to leave, he said, “I’m Eli, by the way.” She glanced back at him. He winked. “Thanks for the laugh. I needed a good one today.”
“Anytime.” She vanished around the corner before he said more.
“Keep laughing, little lady.” He stared through the doorway. “It’s the only thing going to keep you free.”




Chapter Twenty-Two
Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world. 

 
1 John 4:1, KJV

 
Dusk spread its fingers across town as the trio made their way through the alley. Tyler, whose knowledge of the block had become measurable in the last two weeks, told them his plans for the rest of the block. He gloated about obtaining the building attached to the Shanley; though Jen knew he had little to do with the negotiations, she didn’t contradict him.
 
Cody vaguely remembered seeing Mrs. Johnston driving her long, Sedan into the driveway—he’d forgotten there was a garage in the basement. The fence separating the yards for the apartments from the alley was gone. The lush cottonwood which had stood in the center of the courtyard had been cut apart, leaving its trunk in the heap of old appliances filling the yard. The tree had been the only nice thing nice in these yards.
 
Twilight intensified the undulating shadows in the cavernous open backside of the theater; the burned wood and charred, rusted iron-staircase had been removed, giving the rancorous entities access to the world. A rough breeze billowed the blue tarp along the edge of the roof. Abhorrence attacked him, and without realizing it, he ran the rest of the way down the alley to be away from the malevolence looming from the open wall.
 
“Ha!” he yelled, skidding to a stop, to cover up his fear. “I beat you.”
 
“Didn’t know we were racing. Otherwise, I would’ve whooped you!” Tyler looked from Jen to Cody; his face was the color of orange cream in the setting sun’s light. “Who’s hungry? Eli is the best chef in the State.” Jen blushed hearing his name and turned her face away to find a pair of rabbits rutting, making her blush more.
 
“I so am!” Cody exclaimed, eyeing the alley, then in a quieter voice he said, “I thought he was coming.”
 
“He said he’d meet us there.” Tyler grimaced. “He wants to make a grand entrance or something.”
 
I’m sure he does. Cody thought. “Are we going through the back door?”
 
“No, dufus, we’ll use the front.” He dangled the keys in front of his face.
 
The orange sunlight filtering through the strip of glass blocks, high in the center of the wall, made the room glow. The center booth was set for dinner. Tyler frowned, stomping toward the back of the restaurant; he had requested the center table, and it aggravated him it wasn’t done; everything had to be perfect from Mr. Bel.
 
Eli heard them enter, and waited at the entrance to the kitchen with a sheet of paper in his hand. The slight movement of his mouth moving into a cheerful shape, caused his handlebar mustache to bounce.
 
“I thought you’d be upset,” he said, handing the paper to Tyler, who snatched it from his hand. His upper lip curled, then relaxed when Eli continued, “Mr. Bel requested the change.”
 
Tyler’s lips twitched as he read the note:
 
Eli,
 
For tonight, please set the center booth. I want our dinner to be cozy. Most appreciated.
 
B
 
Tyler handed the note back to him. “He’s right. It does make it cozy.” Looking up at the chef, he wondered whether he always had the sparkle in his eye, finding it annoying. “I hope you’re done cooking. The sun will be done in a few minutes.”
 
“Yup, I finished a bit ago.”
 
“Are you going to be serving by alone?”
 
“As requested.”
 
“Good.” Tyler turned back to his dinner companions, his voice again jovial as he said to them, “Come on sit and have some wine.”
 
Eli watched them slide into the booth, wishing to be anywhere but here. He’d taken many jobs in his time. Tonight was the only time he had wanted to quit before the first service had started.
 
A shy grin moved across Jen’s mouth, seeing him. Poor girl didn’t have any idea what was happening. Nor did she have any idea of what was to come. Then again, none of them did, including himself. He had to ride it out like the rest of the town, hoping for the mundane to continue in their lives.
 
Cody returning home meant Belphegor planned something. He remembered Cody growing up and was happy to see him again. Tyler’s head turned toward where he saw Jen looking; the empty entrance to the kitchen.
 
The glowing light from the front wall faded as they sipped wine. Cody’s stomach was tied in knots with anticipation of the fourth dinner companion.
 
He glanced at his watch. The sun had set, maybe the Fallen Angel wasn’t coming after all, and they could relax. The dining room darkened, replacing the glow with pale pools of light beaming on the tables from the ceiling mixed with strange floating disks from the disco ball. Their discussion ended, as though on cue, allowing the soft music to have control of the room.
 
The hair on the back of Cody’s neck rose, warning him of impending danger. Cody wanted to scream, but he held the impulse at bay. His pulse quickened. The color of Jen’s face disappeared, leaving her pasty. Tyler giggled, he was the only one enjoying the bombardment of electricity surging on the surface of his skin. In unison, they inhaled. The door opened, which only Tyler had a clear view.
 
Blue light filled the room. Cody knew without looking behind him the entity entering the restaurant caused the illumination. He’d become accustomed to the beams of green from Hector and was no longer unnerved by it. Now, he wanted her to show herself without the human costume to break a crack in his psyche, blinding him so he wouldn’t have to view the demon’s attributes. No longer able to hold back the desire, Cody twisted in the booth to see over the top of its back.
 
He had stopped a step away from the door, allowing it to close, looking to each of them. Jen pushed farther into the corner of the booth, trying to hide from his gaze. Tyler restrained himself from jumping up to greet him and wrap his arms around the man. It didn’t matter how many times he’d met with him, the feeling never changed.
 
Cody was surprised by the man’s appearance, as he’d pictured a weather-torn creature with dark eyes, sallow skin, gnarled hands, and hunched back carrying the weight of his torments.
 
But he was the man of his dream. The one who had taken him in his arms and had given him the world, the night he had received the tattoo. He hadn’t paid attention to the dream, thinking it a fantasy. But here the man stood. The ink in his flesh tingled, not uncomfortably, but the way a lover’s fingers slid across the back of a hand to weave with the other’s fingers.
 
Tyler popped from the booth. Cody followed, but with less exuberance. He approached, his feet making no sound on the floor. The brilliant blue beams washed over Tyler, then stayed on Cody, pooling around him. Cody felt comfort and acceptance in the attention. He wanted to make him proud. Give him everything he asked. His mind flashed again to the dream.
 
“Belphegor.” Cody extended his hand to him. “We meet at last.”
 
Tyler groaned and shuddered. Cody didn’t pay attention to him; he couldn’t take his gaze from the magnificent man standing in front of him. He wanted to know this man and knew all the men he’d known before and met in the future had no way to compare to his splendor. There was a tenderness in the way he looked at Cody.
 
“You aren’t bewildered by my full name,” the Fallen Angel said, taking Cody’s hand, sending a heavenly sensation through him. “I think it is the best news I’ve received in millennia.” He puckishly glanced at Tyler and Jen. Tyler had finished his orgasm. “Go clean up,” he said to Tyler, who turned on his heel, disappearing through the door to the left of the dancefloor, which Cody hadn’t noticed before. Jen cowered in the corner, and he asked her, “Are you feeling well?”
 
She sat up, glancing around the room as though she didn’t know where she was. Gaining composure, she brightened with a bubbly grin, and she said, “I dropped my napkin on the floor.” She dangled it above her plate.
 
“Let go of his hand, Cody,” Hector said, standing at his side.
 
“Aren’t you a sight,” Belphegor said to her, still gripping Cody’s hand. “I thought you’d be more…” He shook his head. “Oh well, it doesn’t matter how you appear. It’s for his benefit after all.” She stared defiantly at him. “You do know you’re outmatched, don’t you?”
 
“Come on, Cody. Let’s go.” She ignored Belphegor, trying to break Cody free.
 
“He has no idea you’re here. So why don’t you go away?” She glared at him. He laughed at her furrowed brow and narrowed lips. “Tonight, we dine.”
 
“Leave them alone.”
 
“Or what? What will you and the others do?” He motioned around the room, brightness erupting in the room. His mouth relaxed with neither frown nor smile as he paused, giving the impression he expected an answer, which she had no intention of giving, he continued, “The age-old-question. Oh, I know. How many angels can dance on the head of a needle?” He smirked. “Yes, I see the thousands of you around, always, everywhere. Why? I wonder, does one soul need so many?” His smile faded into a sad frown. “Too bad Watchers don’t have any real power. We could have such a magnificent battle.”
 
Tyler returned from the bathroom, smelling of soap, and said gregariously, “What’d I miss?”
 
“Nothing,” Cody said, releasing Belphegor’s hand. “Just waiting on you.”
 
Tyler started to sit where he had before next to Jen, but Belphegor stopped him, saying, “Why don’t you sit next to me so you can ogle your lovely girlfriend?”
 
“Really!?” Tyler shouted. Without giving him time to change his mind, he slid in the booth where Cody had been sitting.
 
He then motioned for Cody to sit next to Jen as he lowered himself next to Tyler who squealed with excitement, being allowed to sit so close. Cody glanced at his brother’s pleased smile.
 
“I’m delighted,” Belphegor began once they were settled. His gaze returned to Jen for only a moment. Her crooked smirk and half-closed, glassy eyes made her look intoxicated. He turned his head to Tyler, who looked like a lovesick schoolgirl. He was intrigued with the way Cody was unaffected by his presence, one of the ways he was special. “Ecstatic, in fact, since you have no trouble using my name. Others.” His finger waggled between Tyler and Jen. “Don’t have the same strength of character.”
 
“Maybe, it’s because I can see through your bullshi…” Cody paused, remembering he didn’t like cuss words and wanted to be respectful. Why he cared, Cody wasn’t sure. “The thing I don’t understand, is why us?” He glanced at Tyler.
 
“All in due time.” Coyness filling his tone and expression, but saw Cody wasn’t impressed; the scowl still embraced his face. He had been elated when they had shaken hands, but the afterglow had diminished, unlike others who kept it for days. But he knew what he needed to do. “Tonight, we eat and get to know each other. Tomorrow, we’ll discuss the particulars.”
 
Eli entered, carrying a tray with salads. The ink in his arm tingled beneath the white, chef’s coat, and the talisman pressed against his chest warmed in Belphegor’s presence. He maintained a face with no expression, especially when he looked at Jen. Her fixed stare never moved from the man in the blue suit. She hadn’t noticed he had leaned over the table, placing a plate in front of her.
 
Growing up on a ranch thirteen miles to the west, he had come to town to attend school. His father wanted no part of Shoshoni; he said it was a vile place, holding people against their will.
 
As a child, Eli didn’t know what he meant, and when he questioned him, no further details were given. As he grew older, he had observed the teachers, his classmates, and people he had encountered in town, but saw nothing wrong. To him everything was normal, but still, his father didn’t want to come into town, though he did, begrudgingly, to watch him play football.
 
Before he died, he had shared everything he had known with Eli. He shook his head, wishing what his father had told him had been a fairytale, and returned to the kitchen with bile pushing its way from his stomach.
 
Once the salad had been devoured, except by Belphegor who had picked at the medley of greens and chopped vegetables, Eli returned to retrieve the plates. Jen glanced at him, but her eyes didn’t focus. He made a quick smile, causing his mustache to bounce; he hoped she saw. As he reached for the plate in front of Belphegor, he made the movement again. Instantly, her expression cleared, and she giggled. The Fallen Angel glared at her. It seemed that his expression caught her as funny, too, as she giggled.
 
Tyler looked at her, a smirk cracking his love-struck expression, and then he broke into laughter. Delight filled Cody seeing his brother being a goof. Hector had to have behind the outburst, and he was glad for her interference as the tension was becoming unbearable. Belphegor’s hand wrapped around Eli’s wrist as he lifted the plate, pulling it back toward the table. His glare shot cold light at the chef.
 
“You will have no interaction with my guests,” he hissed at Eli. “Understood?”
 
“Yessir.” He snarled at him.
 
The grip on his wrist released, and Eli escaped to the kitchen with the plates. The high spirits of his guests made him uncomfortable. His control over them waned. He stood from his seat and wandered to the small dance floor. The mirror ball froze, the light music ended as did their laughter.
 
Tyler gawked at Cody and pulled the corners of his mouth down in a grotesque frown. Unease surrounded them as Belphegor stood there. Eli peered into the dining room, ready to serve the main course of rustic steaks, potato au gratin, and asparagus stocks, seeing his prank to make Jen laugh had gone sour.
 
Belphegor glared in his direction. This man was a nuisance as his father had been. But he could wait until morning. Tyler and Jen were easy enough to ensnare again. And Cody, there was no need, the link was already there. His smile returned, and he strolled back to the booth, joining the trio. A quick, flick of his finger to Jen returned her glazed condition. Then to Tyler and the enraptured smile came back to him.
 
“Why do you have to resort to cheap parlor tricks?” Cody asked after the man had sat again. “Tyler will do what you want. And Jen seems the same.”
 
He sipped his wine as though he hadn’t heard Cody, then laughed in his throat, before saying, “Old habits. I’m not used to people doing without a nudge.” He drank more wine. “What about you?”
 
“I don’t know why I’m here, except to get them out.”
 
“Your Watcher has put some horrid things in your head about me. And the research you did.” Eli approached with dinner. No one at the table paid him attention as he laid the plates before them, then slink off to the kitchen. “Tomorrow, you will understand. Like I said before, tonight is about getting to know each other. Let’s not let anything impede our first supper.”
 
Cody didn’t understand why Belphegor kept putting him off. He wanted to know why he was there. The reason for the tattoo on his arm. The haunting, the failed possession attempt. All of it. Did the Fallen Angel think that discussing it tomorrow made any difference?
 




Chapter Twenty-Three
And thou shalt have a paddle upon thy weapon; and it shall be, when thou wilt ease thyself abroad, thou shalt dig therewith, and shalt turn back and cover that which cometh from thee. 

 
Deuteronomy 23:13, KJV

 
Before they’d finished eating, Belphegor laid his napkin over the uneaten food on his plate, and with a meek smile, said, “This has been a wonderful gathering.” He didn’t take his focus from Cody. “I hate to cut it short. However, I have other engagements. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”
Tyler furrowed his brow as the man stood. Without allowing any protests he knew were about to spout from Tyler, he turned, leaving them in silence. The door swung closed behind him and the night.
Once again, melodies broke free from the speakers, and the mirror ball spun on its axis. Their mood changed to what it had been before the man in the blue suit laid his hand on the door; lively, and energetic. Eli sighed with relief in the kitchen.
“Isn’t he great!?” Tyler blurted.
“Yeah, sure,” Cody said coolly. “Just great.”
They invited Eli to join them after he finished cleaning. He declined, not wanting to intrude on their reunion, however much he wanted to stay to get to know Cody better, he had other things demanding his attention.
Tyler promised to lock the front door when they left, and Eli disappeared into the kitchen. He briskly sloughed the food into the bin, rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher. Glancing around the small kitchen, he made sure everything was in place, and no burners still burned, but secretly wished for the block would burn to the ground.
The door locked behind him as he stepped out into the chilly, spring night. Tendrils of steam rose from him like an octopus. Leaving his car, he walked around to the front of the building, scanning the gloomy street; the streetlight at the end of the block didn’t provide much light where he stood, and the parking lot light didn’t protrude past the side of the building. His boots clomped across the street to the safety of the broken sidewalk edging into the empty lot.
Music twanged from the bar, inviting him to a night of fun with the woman he heard laughing. Eli wasn’t sure what he intended to accomplish, but he had the feeling the night wasn’t going to offer him a good time.
Unlike his typical planning, tonight he played it by ear and hoped he hadn’t missed the opportunity to learn about the demon’s adventures, and possibly the rituals in his honor.
A demon living in the town where he went to school was still a hard pill to swallow. People worshipping him made no sense to him at all. He wasn’t the creator. Why worship a lower-grade being? He rubbed his wrist (the ache had dispersed where Belphegor had grabbed him), standing on the corner opposite the hotel. The window nearest the corner reflected the cold light from the streetlight, giving him no indication anyone stood sentinel. The roar of an engine turned his head toward the car approaching him. It sped by, and out of town.
Eli hoped he had gone to the right place; it seemed the most logical location. Crossing the deserted highway, he headed north toward City Park, his boots crunching the gravel of the unpaved street.
One summer, his father had conceded into coming to town for the annual auction and barbeque feast. Eli ran off to play with his friends from school in the small park; half was grass covered with lovely trees and picnic tables, the other half was dirt where the large, public grill sat near the swings.
Along the honeysuckle hedge across from the entrance, a light beamed over the public restrooms. Across from the east gate, the strange house lurked. His friend said it was a church, but Eli had never seen a church like this.
The building was two stories—two square windows on each level stared at him—with light-pink paint tinged gray. A dark-brown door sat between the lower two windows. His mind screamed to hide when he climbed the cottonwood and faced it dead on.
Seeing it unsettled him, though he didn’t know why. Now as he pushed himself against the skeletal remains of the honeysuckle hedge, the strange building forebode something sinister. All but one of its four windows were boarded closed, hiding the evil thriving inside, leaving the top left window exposed to the world; its pitted surface was dark, barely reflecting the light stretching across the park.
The cold air stung his nose and ears. He rubbed his hands to force the chill away for a moment. A cat screaming blocks away, broke the silence of the night, trying to steal his attention. His scrutiny darted toward the cat’s cry, then back to the dark, unhidden window.
He glanced at his watch, wondering how long he’d been standing there—2:57 AM. A light flickering in the far-off space behind the glass caught his eye, then faded from view. Moments later, a second flame followed it, then another—five in all.
Deciding to get closer, he rushed across the street to the side of the building. Carefully, he took the worn path along the side to the back. Muffled voices spoke in unison, but he didn’t understand the words.
He froze at the corner of the building, half-believing what he saw. Four people wearing dark, sack looking garments stood in a semicircle, facing east. The small candle flames bobbed in the breeze. Their chant continued in a language he hadn’t heard since the eighth grade; Latin.
The acolytes in the center moved one step to the right—Eli scanned the yard for Belphegor wondering where he lurked; he shivered, and looked over his shoulder, hoping he wasn’t near him.
A young woman wearing a dark robe came from the building and walked deliberately through the opening. When she had passed, the acolytes returned to their place in the semicircle, closing the gap. Eli wished he remembered more from Latin class, so he had an idea of what they were saying, but he wasn’t Catholic or a Mason giving no reason to retain it.
The chanting stopped, and the acolytes bent in unison, allowing him to see her for a moment. She sat tall and proud, naked on a tree stump, the robe she wore spread on the ground beneath her feet. The pink of her erect nipples blazed in the centers of alabaster breasts.
Before Eli learned more about her, the center acolyte stood, leaving his candle to stand sentry in his place. He stepped forward, knelt before her, and raised a quart jar over his bowed head. She took the offering from him with a nod. The acolyte backed into his former position, bowing with the others
She stood, saying in a deep voice “Lord of Licentiousness. We offer you this gift, the creation of our bodies. A token of the debt owed to you, the misjudged. You know our minds and our souls. We wish for you to keep them close to you. We praise and honor you.”
Turning to face east with the others, she brought the jar to her mouth, kissed it, then placed it on the stump. She knelt before the wooden altar, hands held at sharp angles toward the sky.
Laying across her robe, she faced the sky. Now speaking in Latin, she raised her arms at her sides. The acolytes straightened, and in a single movement unzipped the fronts of their tunics, allowing them to fall to the ground in pools around their feet. Their pallid skin blazed as hers.
They moved forward, joining the words she uttered from the ground, stopping with the tips of their toes touching her. Eli’s brow furrowed, wondering what they were doing. The man on the end turned, eyes closed, facing the building. To be sure the man didn’t see him, Eli took a half step back into the gloom along the wall. The man’s cock saluted the sky, and his twisted face gave the impression he held back an orgasm. The other men stroked their cocks, never missing a word in their chant.
The one who had turned around, squatted over the woman. A spurting sound erupted, then he spun back to face east. Excrement trailed down his slim thighs. Eli wrinkled his nose in disgust.
The man began working his manhood as the others continued their manipulations. The remaining acolytes took turns, turning away from the woman on the ground, squatting to release their bowels, then facing her again; feces ran down their bare legs same as the first. When the last had finished his deed, they stroked themselves faster. A groan erupted from them simultaneously, and they quivered, out of breath, heads tilted to the heavens. Eli’s jaw dropped, disbelieving what he had witnessed.
Standing, she turned, facing east with the others. They silently shaped a single file line with her closest to the stump, and the center acolyte closest the building. In rehearsed steps, they walked backward to the house, gazing at the jar. The candles remained flickering on the ground.
Eli’s stomach churned, but not loud enough to draw their attention. He was relieved he couldn’t see her from his angle, but he imagined her covered in the acolytes’ shit. The door clicked shut, and Eli peeked around the corner; the door was solid without a peep-hole. He dashed across the yard, careful not to disturb the candles or step in anything, and took the jar, continuing his run to the alley at the back of the yard.
He turned right, without slowing his pace. Briefly, he glanced side to side when he approached the highway. No cars rumbled in the distance. He continued running in the night until he reached his vehicle parked behind the restaurant. Panting, he leaned against it, staring at the jar. He didn’t know what was inside the jar—the contents were dark with a filmy liquid covering the surface—but he had a good idea. Looking toward the alley with his ears alert for the slightest sound, he unscrewed the lid.
“Are you kidding me!?” he yelled, replacing the lid to keep the vile stench inside. “A jar of shit? Really?”
He carefully put the jar into the Dumpster near the back door of the restaurant. He heard their merriment inside, making his heart lighten knowing they were enjoying themselves. They’d be hurting when they woke in the morning, but they didn’t care, they were having a grand time.
The sun brought awkward peace, it was Saturday, and oddly, nothing was done then. For a moment, he considered joining the small party, though he needed to get home and clear his mind. Finally deciding he wasn’t going to be the best company with the events of the last few hours whirring in his mind, he sat behind the wheel of his car.
His father had warned him to stay as far away as possible; too bad his curiosity got the better of him tonight, he’d seen things, he wished he hadn’t. He jumped into his car and drove away.
Belphegor stood near the open wall of the theater glaring at Eli, arms crossed on his chest. How dare he take his gift? The devoted had left it for him, no one else. The chef was turning out to be a liability, like his father, Ezra—keeping the block closed was the least of his sins against him. He meddled in everything, spouting his knowledge. He had been blessed with insight and had passed everything he knew to his son.
He shook his head. Maybe, he’d read too much into tonight. The man might have stumbled upon the celebration by mistake. His brow furrowed. “No, he hadn’t been there by chance,” he muttered.
Either way, it didn’t matter, Eli was the least of his problems and the easiest to take care of by sending the best chef in the State back to his father’s ranch where he belonged before he tried anything more.
“Oh, Eli, you won’t stop me,” he whispered, approaching the Dumpster. He wrinkled his nose, removing the jar from the debris inside. Brushing it off, he continued, “Your father never did, and you definitely won’t stop me.”
He vanished into the shadows of the theater. The stairs leading to the basement had been removed, but their absence was no obstacle. He stepped on the void without a thought, and as though the stairs remained he took a step at a time until he reached the rubble-strewn floor below.
The blue fire burned through the darkness, illuminating his way. The apparitions stayed a respectful distance from him as he made his way through the maze of rooms and hallways filled with forgotten furniture and clothing. He wished to have access to the tunnel, but Eli’s father had sealed it many years ago; the only time the man had set foot on the property.
It was only a matter of time before Tyler found it, and made sure it stayed open. Reaching his destination (the abandoned coal hold below the sidewalk hugging the northern wall of the hotel), he opened the door. The room was darker than any other in the lower quarters of his domain—the perfect place to store his gifts.
His gaze blazed around the vestibule filled with jars of all sizes stacked to the ceiling. The contents of some had been meager, while others had been filled to the rim; it didn’t matter the quantity, it was the thought which counted.
The gifts had come less frequently in the past decades. Still he was satisfied there were still those who remembered him and wished to please him.
Of course, he returned their adoration with gifts of his own; secrets of opulence. Too bad most failed as they had tried to rush through the steps. The few who had succeeded had reached unfathomable limits, and when they perished, returned to him, waiting to continue their service.
He placed the jar on a stack, which had reached the ceiling, then turned toward the window in his room. After Cody woke tomorrow, he would divulge all to him. Something a few had been privy, and hopefully, the last to know. The others hadn’t been strong enough. But he knew in his heart, Cody was the one.




Chapter Twenty-Four
And cover not their iniquity, and let not their sin be blotted out from before thee: for they have provoked thee to anger before the builders. 

 
Nehemiah 4:5, KJV

 
Tyler sat up. The French doors were slid wide open to the living room, blasting light through his skull. He squeezed his eyelids shut in defense, then wearily opened them to a squint. Jen snored softly next to him.
 
The longer he sat, the more his head throbbed. He wasn’t sure what woke him, but it wasn’t a good time to be awake. Laying back, he heard the floor in the living room squeak near the door leading to the lobby. He wondered whether someone knocking at the door had awoken him.
 
Carefully, not to disturb Jen, he slid out of bed, stumbled through the wad of his clothes on the floor to stop at the threshold. He peered toward the front door. With relief, he saw it was closed. His gaze dropped to the space under the door but saw no shadow on the polished floor. Jen turned in bed. He glanced back at her still asleep.
 
His head began to spin when he turned from the door toward the bathroom. Bracing himself on the wall, he slowly made his way through the dressing room to the bathroom. Knowing he wasn’t going to make aim, he sat on the cold, porcelain seat. From the hallway beyond the closed door came creaking. He forced his head up, glaring at the door.
 
It occurred to him Cody must be up as well, and he said, “One sec, bro, almost done.”
 
No answer came from the other side of the door. He stood from the toilet and took the few steps to the door. Grasping the cold, brass knob, he pulled the door open. No one there and Cody’s door stood open.
 
He snuck down the hall. Cody lay face down on the bed, still clothed, with one foot over the edge of the mattress, but no one else was there. Turning, the light from the kitchen windows attempted to blind him. He forced his way in with a puckered face.
 
The cyan numbers displayed on the microwave told him it was 1:30 PM. He grunted, wishing he hadn’t seen the time.
 
The banging in his head had softened since he woke. Coffee was in order. Forgetting the creaking, he poured the water into the machine, then waited, leaning against the counter without considering returning to the bedroom to dress. The machine gurgled the last of the water through the coffee grounds.
 
Pouring coffee, a giggle from the hallway shook him. The hot liquid splattered on the counter, splashing tiny hot drops on his skin.
 
Almost dropping the pot, he looked over his shoulder at a jubilant girl staring at him. The glass carafe fell from his hand, landing on the counter. The lid popped off and the coffee sloshed over the brim, stinging his hand and abdomen, but not farther down where a burn could be uncomfortable. And it didn’t break.
 
Swinging around, not caring about Cody and Jen still sleeping, he yelled, “What are you doing in here?”
 
Her smile enlarged, stepping into the kitchen. She didn’t look him in the eye but stared at his nakedness. He snatched the towel lying on the counter to cover his genitals. His broad shoulders and biceps quivered with the quick movement.
 
“He must be more impressive when you’re playing.” She looked him in the eye. “He wants you to go upstairs.” She pointed to the ceiling.
 
“What? Why?” He looked to where she pointed.
 
“Dunno. He gave me a note to give you, but I wanted to see the apartment, so I came in. I haven’t been in here forever. The mean old lady never let me come in. You haven’t changed anything.”
 
He stared at her, the shock of her presence disappearing. His heart slowed. The redness on his face and neck faded. His eyebrows raised, and he asked, “Where is it?”
 
She shrugged. “It didn’t say anything else. You shouldn’t keep him waiting.”
 
She turned on her heel and pushed through the swinging door to the dining room. He rubbed his face with the towel, wondering what Mr. Bel wanted to discuss with him on a Saturday.
 
Heart thumping, he bolted toward the swinging door. He still wanted to know how she got into the apartment; he’d seen the deadbolt’s knob had been turned to the locked position. In the few seconds, he had stood in the kitchen, she had already left the apartment, which was strange because he hadn’t heard the front door. He glanced around the dining room, poked his head into the hallway; she wasn’t there.
 
Returning to the kitchen, he took a sip of coffee, shaking his head at what had spilled on the counter. He didn’t bother cleaning it up; he needed to dress for his meeting with Mr. Bel.
 
Quietly, he made his way down the hall, looking to see whether the excitement had disturbed Cody.
 
Dressed in what he’d worn the night before, he went upstairs. Shadows rushed toward him from beneath the door, pooling around his bare feet. He swallowed, then rapped on the door three times. The door swung in. Mr. Bel stood sentry at the window.
 
Tyler entered, and Mr. Bel turned his head when the door had closed. He wasn’t his usual smiles and happy to see him; he seemed upset. Tyler’s skin itched, waiting for the man to tell him why he’d requested to see him.
 
After an extended pause, he spoke. “It seems I’ve made a mistake.”
 
“I don’t—”
 
“Hold on. Let me finish.” His poise was stiff. “I entrusted you with a lot, I know. Maybe too much.”
 
“No, not at all.”
 
He glared at Tyler for the second interruption. “You are doing a marvelous job rehabilitating the buildings, in which you have far exceeded my expectations. And I know in weeks, my theater will be ready.” He motioned for Tyler to sit, who without hesitating sat in the chair closest to the man.
 
“Don’t think I’m not pleased,” Belphegor continued. “What I’m concerned about, is your ability to hire the correct staff.” Tyler’s brow scrunched together, and his head tilted. “The chef was discourteous to you. Which leads me to think, hiring should be left up to me.”
 
“I don’t understand,” Tyler started, hoping it wasn’t an error to speak. Seeing it wasn’t, he continued, “I don’t think Eli was discourteous at all.”
 
“No?” He cocked his brow. “Oh, maybe, I misjudged what I saw.”
 
“What you saw?” Tyler didn’t remember many details from the night before.
 
“Normally, I don’t mind flirtations, but he was disrespectful to you and Jen.”
 
“I’m sorry.” Tyler blushed. “I thought he was completely professional. I don’t know what you mean.”
 
“You didn’t notice the way he was acting toward her? It was vulgar, and I lost my appetite. His actions made me so aggravated I had to leave.” Tyler stared at him. “In order to keep your relationship with Jen, I think you should terminate his employment immediately.”
 
Tyler was at a loss. He didn’t remember Eli looking at any of them for more than a second while he served dinner. Had he drunk so much he hadn’t seen another man making a move on his girlfriend?
 
He wasn’t concerned if it happened, they’d only been together for a short time, and they weren’t in an exclusive relationship. He wasn’t confident losing the best chef in the State was best for rebuilding the town. His mind went to sharing Jen with Eli as he had thought of with Cody.
 
“I’ll speak with him.”
 
Belphegor shook his head. “You’ll speak with him? Are you willing to lose Jen without a fight?”
 
“I don’t think I’ll lose her. But, if it’s not meant to be...” He shrugged.
 
“I see,” Belphegor said, not expecting Tyler’s relaxed view of what he had been told. Forcing the matter ultimately led to questions which he didn’t wish to answer. Telling Tyler about Eli sneaking down the street to watch the Rite dedicated to him wasn’t an option. Nor the theft of his gift. The only thing he could do was keep an eye on Eli to ensure he didn’t stick his nose into his affairs more than he already had. He returned to the window without another word.
 
Tyler began to feel uncomfortable sitting in the room.
 
Maybe, the hangover was causing the way he felt with the way the man had regarded him. He stood, glancing at him, then turned to the door.
 
As he stepped into the hallway, Belphegor said, “Have Cody come up after seven.”
 
He nodded, closing the door.
 
“I don’t think anyone’s told him no before,” the girl said as Tyler reached the sitting area. “And you’re still alive.”
 
“Seriously, were you eavesdropping?” he asked. “Who are you anyway?”
 
“Becki.”
 
Finally, he had met the girl Jen had told him liked to spend time in the hotel.
 
“Do your parents know you’re here?” She shrugged her response. “It’s Saturday. You should be outside playing with your friends?”
 
Tears threatened to fall. “I don’t have any. They’ve all gone away.”
 
She stamped her foot on the floor, then took off running down the stairs.
 
“Ok?”
 
Jen lay tangled in the sheets when he returned to the apartment. He wanted nothing more than to remove his clothes and join her, but heard clattering in the kitchen.
 
Pushing the door open, he growled, “I swear, Becki, you can only come in when we invite you.”
 
“Who’s Becki?” Cody asked, wearing the clothes from the night before. His hair stood haphazardly on his head.
 
“One of your pieces on the side?”
 
“Very funny. She’s this little girl who likes hanging out here.”
 
Cody laughed. “Whatever you say.”
 
“Say what?” Jen asked, entering the kitchen from the hall.
 
“I thought Cody was Becki. She was in here earlier. To give me a summons from Mr. Bel.”
 
“What did he want?” Cody asked, sipping coffee.
 
“He wanted me to fire Eli like I’m going to cut the best chef in town.”
 
“What? Why?” Jen asked. Tyler saw the light blush rising on her cheeks.
 
“He thought Eli was flirting with you too much. He thinks he was discourteous.” The color in Jen’s face rushed out, but Tyler had gone to the counter for his cup of cold coffee and didn’t see. Turning back to her, he asked, “Does he make you feel uncomfortable? Be honest, because if he does, I will get rid of him as Mr. Bel suggested.”
 
"No,” she said, hiding her face in the cupboard. Forcing a smirk as she turned, she continued, “If he was flirting, I didn’t notice.” Then with her best Bette Davis voice said, “I never notice the help unless they spill my martini.”
 
When they’d finished laughing, Tyler told Cody about his summons to appear before Mr. Bel. After taking turns bathing, they sat in the living room watching reruns on TV. As the afternoon faded, Cody’s stomach tied into a knot with the anticipation of his meeting. He’d been surprised Hector hadn’t shown up.
 




Chapter Twenty-Five
But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed. 

 
Galatians 1:8, KJV

 
Angst radiated down the stairs, keeping Cody from making his way up. His intention had never been to discuss anything with Belphegor; the plan was to convince Tyler to leave, but the topic had only come up in passing and hadn’t gone beyond pointing out who Mr. Bel was. His foot resisted moving to the bottom step.
“Don’t,” Hector said, her green light flowing toward him from the landing. Her hands pressed firmly on her round hips. “Turn around, get into the car, and go home.”
“Easy for you to say.” He didn’t move from his stance of one foot on the step and the other on the lobby floor. “Tyler and Jen are—”
“Under his control, duh. And if you go up there, the chances you will follow suit are very high.”
“What do you suggest I do?”
“Anything but go up there. Go downstairs, I hear there are some dumbbells down there. You should get along with.” He cringed at her pun, and his foot retracted from the step. “Oh, how about this? Go back in there, and talk some sense into them. They’re easily influenced. Get them laughing, and then you shouldn’t have any trouble convincing them of anything.”
The closed apartment door begged for his attention, but his curiosity froze him to the bottom of the stairs. Cody wanted to know why the Fallen Angel had taken such an interest in him. It wasn’t as though he had anything to benefit the man.  And what was the point of branding him like cattle? He needed to show it to Tyler.
“Ok, I’ll talk with them first.” He began unbuttoning his long-sleeved shirt.
“Are you going to do a strip-tease for them, too?” She smirked.
“No, I’m going to show them this.” He pulled off the shirt. His nipples tightened in the cool air. The ink embedded in his skin tingled.
They weren’t in the apartment as he expected; the television screen was dark. He called their names to have his words echo through the empty rooms. Out the backdoor, their outlines weren’t among the shadows forming in the fading light of day stretching down the alley.
In the short time Cody had stood in the lobby, Tyler and Jen had driven away, leaving him alone. Exhaling with a loud sigh, he found himself on the corner with head cocked, scanning the front of the darkening hotel.
A cool breeze caressed his bare skin. He wondered whether Tyler and Jen felt an attraction to the man as he did. Since the night he received the tattoo, he was drawn, pulled to this place to be in his presence.
The only place he wanted to be was near him. Though he knew it was part of the manipulation, he was addicted to the idea of the Fallen Angel and wanted more. During dinner, while he wore a distrusting face, the satisfaction he felt being near him gave Cody peace. The last button on his shirt finished, he turned.
“We can talk elsewhere if you don’t feel comfortable being in my room.” The warmth of his voice soothed Cody’s anxiety. “How about the restaurant? Tyler has done such a magnificent job restoring it, seems a waste it won’t be open to the public for a few more weeks.”
“Uh, sure?”
“I understand Hector has filled you in on whom I am.”
“Yes, she has.” He matched Belphegor’s long-legged stride.
“Well, the part they want you to know, I’m sure. I want you to know everything. No question shall go unanswered.” He turned to Cody. “Would it make you more comfortable to have her visible while we have our discussion? I’ll welcome her.”
“Ok?” Cody replied, unsure why he agreed.
Hector walked behind them, glaring her disapproval. This was her role, after all, Gabriel hadn’t given further instructions, beyond ensuring Cody was aware of circumstances, and she’d done her best to convey the message, leaving her to watch.
God gave humans the dilemma of choice, and Cody had made his, with a little intervention from the man he comfortably walked with to the end of the block.
Belphegor held the door for them; Cody was sure Tyler had locked it. Hector refused to sit at the same table as the Fallen Angel and stood near the door without taking her focus from them. Time seemed to stand still as they sat in silence as though Belphegor didn’t know where to start. His beams enshrouded Cody in blue.
“I want you to know I mean you no harm,” he began after weighing his words. “Which I think is the most critical thing for you to understand.” Cody blinked, saying nothing in response. “When the turmoil began, I admit, I waffled. I saw each side. I deliberated. I pondered. I wasted time, making no allegiances. Oh, the Rising Star gave quite the speeches, swaying as many as possible to his side.
“God gave us powers beyond your wildest dreams, except one thing Lucifer desired beyond the limits of belief. He wanted to create like God. He wanted his worlds, his beings in his image. He wanted to be equal to his maker, which when I first heard murmurings of it, I laughed it off.”
Cody glanced at Hector, who nodded her agreement. His mind raced, thinking of all the things he had learned in church when he was a child and didn’t remember hearing the reason for Lucifer’s expulsion, only his desire to claim human souls once he arrived on Earth. Until recently, he hadn’t known the magnitude of the War in the Heavens.
“When He created Earth and human beings, Lucifer raged. We were invited to visit to see what He had created. The perceived gloating angered Lucifer more; he was supposed to be singing God’s prowess but was naysaying him instead.
“At first, God took it. Then as others joined Lucifer, He became enraged. And when Lucifer questioned other laws, the final straw landed on the camel’s back.
“He bequeathed if anyone stood against Him, their fate laid outside of Heaven. Still, the rebels persisted, not believing His warning.
“I watched as the turmoil grew. All the Angels in Heaven were forced to choose a side. I didn’t want to. I wanted to continue inspiring others. Then I was thrown out. Not because I sided with Lucifer’s grand plans, but because I made no choice.
“I pleaded with God to not send me away. He said my lack of decision was my undoing. While I was inspiring and having my soirées, I should have had chosen a side. So here I am in this prison of Earth, not allowed to stay away for long, even when summoned by a desperate soul needing my help.”
“What does any of this have to do with me?” Cody asked, the biggest mystery pleading to be resolved.
Belphegor brightened as he said, “To help me get back into God’s good graces.”
“What?” Hector shrieked. “I think I’ve now heard the dumbest thing ever.”
“She has a point,” Cody agreed. “Why don’t you send a message or whatever it is Angels do for communication?”
“I’ve been cut off from Heaven is why,” Belphegor remarked, his eyes narrowed, and his face reddened. The glasses and flatware on the tables trembled with his frustration. “I need you to help me change His view of me.”
Cody eyed the dining area, hoping a maelstrom of forks and knives didn’t start swirling in the air. Suddenly, the clattering stopped. Silence enveloped the room.
Belphegor lowered his gaze, staring at the table. The red tint on his face faded, giving way to the richness of his golden skin as his eyelids lowered, almost shutting.
Cody had a hard time believing a tear trailed slowly from Belphegor’s right eye, down his cheek, then fell to the cloth covering the table. His heart went out to the humbled Angel. But there had to be more of what he had said. Was it so simple?
Looking to Hector, he saw something he hadn’t expected from her. A tenderness had come to her face. She looked as though she wanted to cry as well. Her attention returned to him, and she shrugged. Finally, she joined them, standing near Cody.
“He’s telling the truth.” Her tone wasn’t sharp any longer. It was quiet and respectful. “But it doesn’t change anything he’s done since being on Earth. He’s done as his fallen brethren and preyed on human souls, starting the day he was excommunicated from Heaven.” She paused, watching Belphegor’s sullen posture. “He still can’t be trusted. He’s the bringer of the end.”
“It’s not the end,” he said, looking as though he were asleep. “It’s a start of something new.” His faux slumber disintegrated, fixed on Cody. “Which is the goal He has had since he sent His son to save the world. Don’t you want to start anew, to be reborn in Him? I don’t want anything different.”
Cody forced his gaze from the man. The room was darker than he had expected with the light pooling on the tables from the ceiling. The way the shadows coagulated together reminded him of the way the darkness undulated around him in the theater and the night in his apartment when they’d come out of his bedroom. Cody’s chair banged to the floor. His hand squeezed the door handle.
Before opening it, Cody said, “I have to go,” then melted into the night.
“Of course,” Belphegor replied to the closing door, then glared at the Angel. “You are quite vexatious for a Watcher.”
She joined Cody running west on First Street’s unpaved surface. “Now do you see?” Hector asked, her thick legs keeping time with his. “You need to get out of here.”




Chapter Twenty-Six
Then would I speak, and not fear him; but it is not so with me. 

 
Job 9:35, KJV

 
Cody ran as though wolves nipped at his heels. His feet scraped the loose gravel, sending stones bouncing away from him in all directions. The crisp night air didn’t stop the sweat escaping his pores. His second night back home was turning out to be more exciting than the first. And the first time he hadn’t been near Main Street.
 
Slowing his pace as he reached the street, which turned into the highway leading to Thermopolis, he noticed rickety buildings leaning together as though they tried to gain warmth from the others in their huddled mass. The old, red building on the corner looked as though a gentle push more was all it needed to send it into collapse.
 
Dogs barked, running with him against fences to their end. He glimpsed silhouettes peeking out bright windows as he passed; surely he wasn’t the first person who they’d seen running for their life.
 
His lungs burned. His legs ached, but he didn’t stop until he reached the baseball field marking the end of town. He held his head back, raging at the sky. The bestial sound roused more dogs, who barked and howled in response.
 
Sitting on the picnic table near the edge of the park, he held his head in his hands. The only sounds were the chirping of the crickets and frogs and his heavy breaths.
 
Had it not been for Tyler coming home (which he still didn’t know the details), he wouldn’t be here to face Belphegor wanting a favor from him.
 
A child’s laughter sent a chill across his spine. Warily he raised his head. A woman with shoulder-length, blond hair, followed by a child of maybe five or six, walked across the yard to the truck parked on the street. When she told the child to hurry, he knew her instantly; Leona.
 
As a teenager, she had all the cheerleader prerequisites; pretty, cheerful, and big boobs. He was intrigued seeing her; he hadn’t kept in touch with anyone, and always assumed she had escaped the desolation.
 
After securing the child in the cab of the pickup, she came around the front, freezing seeing him approach. Seeing her fear, and thinking she was going to scream, he put his hands up and stopped.
 
“Cody,” she screamed, beating him to any words. “What in the heavens are you doing here?”
 
“Long story. What about you?” He came closer, so they didn’t have to yell. “I thought you’d have blown this place long ago.”
 
“Well, Bergen happened.” She nodded to the truck. “And I’ve never regretted staying.”
 
Cody didn’t see the man come out of the house to join them until he was standing next to him. “I’ll be damned if it ain’t Boogla Bah.”
 
He twisted to the side. The tall, slender man in an amber, heavy-denim jacket beamed at him. His raspy voice hid all hints of who he was. A patch covered his left eye, hiding his identity.
 
Had it not been for him saying Boogla Bah, there was no other way for him to know the man was Nathan—the name Boogla Bah had been created in creative writing sophomore year. They had worked in groups to write a short play, then had acted it out. Boogla Bah was the Marsh Prince, who had been played by Cody. From then on, Nathan had called him Boogla Bah. Happy to see another old friend, Cody extended his hand, but Nathan wrapped his strong arms around him.
 
Leona turned her attention to the truck, Nathan understood without her needing to speak. He headed toward the driver’s side of the truck.
 
“I hate to cut this short,” Leona said, moving back to the passenger door. “We have to get to Riverton.” He followed her. The dome light illuminated Bergen, dark straight hair hung around the child’s ears and covered the high forehead in tendrils. Dark eyes sparkled at Leona as she sat.
 
Cody stared at Bergen; the child’s very being was entrancing. While the child appeared somewhat female, he wasn’t sure a label such as male or female was appropriate.
 
“Say hello to Cody, Bergen. He’s a friend from High School. Daddy’s, too.” Nathan’s silver eye zoomed in on Cody at the mention of his name, and his smile was the same as ever; full of teeth and wide.
 
“Hello, Cody, wonderful to meet you,” Bergen said with a melodic voice too sophisticated to come from a child, who leaned to look around Leona. The smile, already gleaming, stretched more. A giggle erupted from the happy mouth. “You’re pretty. Wonderful to meet you, too, Hector.”
 
Cody’s surprise filled his face; how was it possible this child saw his Watcher? Neither Leona nor Nathan seemed fazed by her statement about someone they didn’t see.
 
“Where are you staying? We’ll have to get together,” Leona cheerfully asked through the open window.
 
“The Shanley.”
 
For three beats of Cody’s heart, there was silence, then Nathan said, “You’re shittin’ me.”
 
Leona glared at him. Nathan blushed, and she turned back to Cody. “Why?”
 
“Another part of the long story.” Seeing the unease on Nathan’s face, Cody continued, “You know, don’t you? You know about—”
 
“We can’t talk now,” Nathan interrupted, glancing down at Bergen. “Bergen’s stayin’ the night with grandma, ain’t ya?”
 
“I am. I love staying with Grandmother.”
 
Leona rummaged in her purse, pulling out a ring holding seven keys. As she removed one, she said, “Why don’t you wait inside?  We’ll be back in, what?” she turned to Nathan. “Forty-five minutes?”
 
He nodded as she handed Cody the key. Cody’s expression must’ve been more shocked than he expected, because Nathan said, “You shouldn’t go back tonight. Our house is one of the safest in town.”
 
“Ok?” Cody took the key.
 
“Help yourself to anything in the fridge,” Leona said. “We’ll be back before you know it.”
 
Cody glanced back at the house as the truck drove off.
 
“What a relief,” Hector said. “I wasn’t looking forward to the walk back.”
 
Forty-five minutes turned into an hour, then into three hours as Cody waited for Leona and Nathan to return. He flicked through the television channels; at least they had satellite service, but still, he found nothing remotely interesting to occupy the time.
 
He craned his neck to see the clock between the window and the front door (11:13) as the phone rang. He let it ring, not feeling comfortable answering their phone. To his surprise, they had an answering machine. Bergen’s voice announced no one was available to answer the phone, followed by a beep.
 
“Cody, you there?” Nathan asked. “It’s Nate. Pick up if you’re there.”
 
Cody rushed to the phone. Putting the receiver to his ear, he said, “Hey, Nate. Sure is a long forty-five minutes.”
 
“You’re telling me.” His voice echoed from the receiver and the answering machine. “First the truck failed to start at my mom’s house, then once we were on the road, all four tires went flat. We had to walk back to town.”
 
“That’s not good.”
 
“Nope, nope,” Nate replied as the answering machine beeped. “We’ll get her fixed in the morning. You’re welcome to stay at our house. No need to run off.” Cody heard Leona’s voice but didn’t know what she had said. “Leona says it’s too late for you to be traipsing back tonight.”
 
“I don’t know. It’s kinda strange.”
 
“Don’t worry about it, Boogla Bah. Our house is your house. You can steal anything you want.” He laughed. “Please take the TV, so I can get a new one.”
 
Cody laughed. “Sure, I’ll stay. What time do you think you’ll be back tomorrow?”
 
“I hope, soon after ten. You stayin’ then?”
 
“I am.”
 
Cody wandered down the hall to the first door on the left to the guest room overtaken by storage. After clearing the clutter from the bed, he took off his clothes and laid down, staring at the darkened ceiling. He’d forgotten how dark it was in the land of few street lights.
 
A soft, silver glow burst around the drapes covering the window. Sleep overtook him; running and the late hour had exhausted him. Wind rattled the window like a stranger trying to break into the slumbering house, but it didn’t cause the slightest stir in him.
 
The workers had completed restoring the theater the night before. He had never seen this section of the block so radiant. Shoshone in classic 1920’s lettering was emblazed in red and gold tin letters filled with bright bulbs at the top of the marquee stood over the entrance.
 
During the renovation, Tyler had discovered it in the basement with the seats. Gleaming windows curved to the entrance. In the center of the glass facing the street, round, chrome speaker boxes floated above the hinged cutouts in the glass to pass money and tickets through. Across the street, Cody appreciated the splendor as he waited for Tyler to show him the inside.
 
“It’s delightful,” a sweet voice said at his side. He followed the sound of the voice to Bergen standing next to him. He wasn’t startled by the child’s appearance next to him. It was perfectly natural. Sparrows twittered on the grass behind them, chasing bugs. They focused on the theater, the child continued, “Will it be worth the trouble, I wonder? Of course, it is up to you.”
 
Cody sat next to Bergen on the sidewalk. He took a small hand in his. The numerous questions he had for Bergen filled his mind, but which to ask first? A faint smile creased his face. None of the questions mattered, and the answers, he was sure, would lead to more questions. Though, as with him being here, he was curious.
 
“What are you?” he softly asked.
 
A laugh erupted from the child who made the abruptness of his question all right.
 
“My gender?” Bergen returned with a question, then another. “Or my being?” Cody blushed. “I am both, but neither. I am of Heaven and Earth.”
 
His head turned to the child. “I know Nathan isn’t your…” He paused, thinking of the best way to say what was on his mind. “He didn’t create you with his seed. Did God?”
 
The dark, sparkling eyes met his. “Nathan is a wonderful man, and kind. He is much like Joseph in the way he took my mother in without hesitation.” The sparrows took flight, grabbing the child’s attention for a moment as they soared away.
 
“You are correct. He isn’t my father. And no, I’m not so lucky. He had only one Earthly child.” Knowing the next question from Cody, Bergen continued, “Not him either.” The enchanting gaze broke with his, tracing an invisible line to the window farthest away. “To be honest, I don’t know who provided the light to my mother’s egg. You know what it was like when you were young, not as careful as you should be.” He nodded, fascinated with the wisdom coming from someone so young. “My mother was the same, but the one she was with wasn’t alone in his body.
 
“We’re not here to mull over my conception.” Bergen’s gaze went back to the theater. “Remember, you always have a choice. Even with what was planted in you when you were a child. Do you remember when it happened?”
 
“I don’t understand what you mean.”
 
“Maybe, in a dream,” Bergen elaborated. “He likes playing with children, showing them things they should never see.”
 
His tone went flat as he said, “Maybe, the nightmares I had as a kid?” His mind flashed with the moving faces in the closet causing him to race out of the bedroom into Connie’s arms until he was brave enough to lay his head back down next to Candi. Then to the bucking bed hovering over the pit, trying to dislodge his grip, so he fell into the abyss. On to the darkness trying to penetrate him in the basement near the boiler.
 
“Maybe all,” Bergan said. “There’s others you didn’t experience here. Those were in your bed. Do any come forward?” Cody concentrated on the terrors he had as a kid, but nothing else came to the surface. “I could bring Saul?”
 
“Who?”
 
“The Dreamwalker.” Hearing his title, Cody knew who he was. A friend had recommended Saul Vogel’s autobiography, so he had read it; he still wasn’t sure whether he believed what the man had claimed. “A man you’d find most attractive,” Bergen smirked. “Too bad he’s already taken.” Again the child had surprised him. “God loves you no less because you aren’t interested in women.” And another surprise, a frown formed on the angelic face. “Those are man’s insecurities the History is tainted with. He had nothing to do with their creation.” The frown disappeared. “He set only ten laws for mankind and man always wants to forget them or amend them to suit their needs.”
 
Bergen leaned her head against Cody’s arm, as though sitting on the sidewalk was the most comfortable thing in the world. They were equals, facing the unknown. The child stood, looking down at him — a smile illuminated the striking face.
 
“Do you know what you’re going to do? I know what my parents are going to tell you; the same as what Hector has been telling you. But it’s your decision.”
 
“I don’t.” He turned his head to the Shoshone, then back, but Bergen had walked to the corner of Main and First. He rose to his feet, calling, “Bergen, wait.” At the corner, he turned west, but the child was nowhere. He called out again, and again.
 
A car horn blared, he turned, but no car was in the street. The sound erupted again. Cody sat up. The light from around the drapes shot across the ceiling. The horn screamed its noise again, as he stumbled through the items on the floor to reach the window. Leona, Nathan, and Bergen had returned. But why did they announce it by sounding the horn?
 
He stumbled back through the chaos on the floor, then wrestled on his clothes. The clock near the door announced it was 10:13; Nathan’s timing was impeccable.
 
The doorknob froze to his hand as he took in the unbelievable sight outside the door. A tangle of tumbleweeds piled against the closed storm-door. A sparrow fluttered its broken wing, trying to free itself from the mass. Through the thick weeds, Bergen laughed as Leona and Nathan murmured; too quiet for Cody to understand their words.
 
“Is there another way out?” Cody called, but the glass muffled his voice from reaching through to them. He fidgeted with the latches to the top window, allowing it to slide down. He hoped the screen was sturdy enough to hold back the barbed fingers of the tumbleweeds. He yelled again.
 
“Through the sunroom off the Master bedroom,” Nathan replied, a tinge of laughter in his voice.
 
Cody found his way through the house to the sunroom. Three chairs faced west, placed to watch the sunset. A few tumbleweeds rolled around the backyard. One falling from the roof caught his attention. Tilting his head back, he was shocked to find the slope of the roof covered with them. He stepped back, in case a gust of wind caused them to come tumbling down. The side of the house had drifts of the bulbous, dried weed halfway to the windows, but the marvel at the front put their spectacle to shame.
 
“Told you, Boogla Bah, our house was one of the safest in town,” Nathan said, laughing as Cody joined them.
 
The cover was so thick, had Cody not just emerged from the house, he might not have known there was one there at all. The tumbleweeds covered most of it, angling under the bedroom window where Cody had slept. The covering on the roof was at least three feet high. He shook his head in astonishment.
 
“Did someone pull a prank on you last night?” Cody asked sheepishly.
 
Cody found happiness in the child’s gaze, as Bergen said, “He was looking for you. I’m sure if we drove to the other corners of town, we’d find something similar.”
 
“These houses are like cornerstones of a building,” Leona added, taking Bergen’s hand. “They mark the edge of the foundation and are the strongest points, almost impenetrable.”
 
“When I thought I knew everything about Shoshoni,” Cody said. “I’ll help you clean it up so you can get inside.”
 
“No need. Not the first time it’s happened.” Nathan went around to the back of the truck. He returned, gripping a leaf rake with a metal ring at the end of its handle, and a thin gauge rope in the other hand. Quickly, his fingers tied a knot around the ring, and then he handed the rake to Cody. “You said you wanted to help.” His silver eye gleamed with delight.
 
Cody took the rake, watching Nathan lean in front of the truck to tie the other end to the grill. With a wry smile, he reclaimed the rake, turning it, so the round end of the handle pointed to the ground. He gripped it around the neck below the clawed head, his arm retracted, then launched forward, releasing the rake into the air. He nodded with appreciation when it landed near the top of the tumbleweed pile.
 
“Get into the street.” He nodded toward the street running north and south, as he sat behind the wheel of the truck. When they were out of the way, he shouted, “Watch this, Boogla Bah!”
 
At a slow pace, the truck backed toward the park. The rake slid, then found a grip in the weeds. As the truck moved backward, the shell of weeds pulled away from the house. The truck turned, now moving east, the tangle of weeds in tow. It stopped, and the wall trembled in the street. Nathan untied the rope from the truck, and said, “I’ll run to Jake’s for his chipper.”
 
Bergen skipped through the scratched yard to the door,
 
Leona followed, glancing back at the men. Cody watched them enter the house as though nothing unusual had happened. Now was not the time for a visit.
 
He crossed the short distance to the truck. “Can you give me a ride to the hotel?”
 
Nathan frowned. “You sure, Cody?” He called him Cody when something was serious.
 
Cody nodded.
 
“You don’t want to talk about it first?”
 
“No offense, but I think I’ve heard everything I need to hear from this point of view.”
 
His friend’s brow raised, grinning. “Yup, I bet you have. All right. Get in.”
 
Nathan refused to drive near the hotel. He circled the destination around City Park, stopping at the corner of Third and Main.
 
“Thanks for the ride. See you later.”
 
Nathan nodded. “I hope so, Boogla Bah, I hope so.” He turned around in the street, and the truck thundered away.
 




Chapter Twenty-Seven
For I have kept the ways of the LORD, and have not wickedly departed from my God. 

 
2 Samuel 22:22, KJV

 
“I don’t know where he went,” Tyler said, seeing the edges of Mr. Bel’s brows twitch. “I thought he was with you.”
 
“No, something upset him last night, and he left me at the restaurant.” Mr. Bel glanced at Tyler’s bare feet, thinking of the whimpers escaping the man standing before him as green canes slapped against their smooth surfaces. “I hope nothing has happened to him.”
 
“What could happen? The town isn’t big enough for him to get into much trouble.”
 
“I thought you understood that there are people in this town who oppose me. They will stop at nothing to keep me from continuing.”
 
“I’ll go look for him. Did you see which way he—”
 
“No need to put together a search party,” Cody said, pushing open the door. “I’m here.”
 
Relief washed over Belphegor. The twitches quivering his brow ended, and his favorite smile spread across his mouth. The blue of his gaze brightened from deep indigo to cerulean. He felt like a frantic parent who had a teenager steal away into the night. But he had returned.
 
Wherever he had been, didn’t matter. Who he had been with mattered less. Anticipation grew in him.
 
“I don’t know what you want from us.” Had Cody been an Angel, the fire erupting from him may have burned through Belphegor. “You need to hurry up and explain it, or I’m taking Tyler and Jen out of here.”
 
“Cody, tone it down, man,” Tyler whispered. “He’s giving us a great opportunity.”
 
“I know, Tyler. Such a wonderful opportunity, but what’s the point? No one wants to be here; least of all, me.” He paused, to remove his shirt. When it was off, he continued, holding up his arm in front of his chest, “I forgot to show you this.” The ink of the tattoo stood out from the lightness of his skin, the red coloring of ‘666’ glowed on his arm. “Don’t worry. It wasn’t my idea. It was his.” He again glared at Belphegor.
 
“I don’t understand what this about.” Tyler looked to Mr. Bel for denial. A shadow leaped against him, then he said, “But, I should leave you two. You need to work this out.”
 
Tyler started toward the door, but Cody didn’t move. “No, Tyler, you should stay. This involves you, too. You need to know everything.”
 
“This doesn’t concern him,” Belphegor said, somehow at the window pouring wine into the crystal goblet. He drank. “Well maybe, he can stay. I know you don’t feel comfortable alone with me. Are you afraid I…you will ravish me if we’re alone?” No response. “Please sit. It’ll take more than a minute to tell you everything.”
 
Reluctantly, Cody moved into the room. Tyler bounced onto the chair nearest Belphegor. Hector stood at the threshold outside the room in the hallway, Cody motioned for her to come inside, but she shook her head.
 
“Sorry.” The Fallen Angel smirked. “I have boundaries your Watcher cannot cross. We can leave the door open so she can listen.” Staying near the window, he continued, “As I told you last night, I want to go home. Being Earthbound, as interesting as it’s been, is not where I ever wished to be permanently.” A sad frown came to him. “And since He won’t listen to me, I want you to tell Him I repent.”
 
“Ok?” Cody replied. Tyler was stiff and posed like a mannequin, not aware of anything happening around him. Cody looked to the ceiling, and said, “God, Belphegor is sorry for all the nasty things he’s done and wants to return into your loving arms.” His attention returned to the Fallen Angel. “How long does it take for him to get messages? I always wondered as a kid, when I prayed and prayed for something, and nothing happened.”
 
“Don’t be blasphemous, child,” Belphegor growled, standing over Cody; his features no longer so beautiful. “I will not tolerate you speaking of God in such a way.”
 
Cody stood, making Belphegor step back. Less than an inch of space remained between them. The warmth of their breaths mingled; Cody tasted the wine the man had drunk, the Fallen Angel breathed the sourness of the other’s mouth.
 
Their stares locked; the beams from Belphegor’s radiated into Cody, filling him with fear, but he wasn’t going to back away. He yearned for the closeness—no matter the danger it entailed—and refrained from doing the one thing he desired to do; kiss him. His flaccid cock filled with blood as his heart throbbed faster and faster.
 
“A reason I chose you so many years ago is I knew your fierceness didn’t allow you to stand down, and quiver at my feet even if it’s what you should do. You see things, few can see. Your knowledge is beyond any Pope.”
 
“Flattery is an interesting approach.” Cody wanted to hide his face, to back away, but his body refused his requests; he was ensnared by the man who wanted his help. “I don’t remember much from church.”
 
“You know more than you give yourself credit.” Something pressed against Cody’s crotch; at first, he thought it was Belphegor’s hand, then realized, he also had an erection. “I have inspired many to create and build things for humankind’s betterment. I give them liberty to celebrate, to make love.
 
“For you, I have done the same. But you’ve locked everything I gave you away in the stronghold of your mind with your other secrets. You want to keep who you are a secret when it is beautiful in the eyes of God. He created you to love who your heart tells you, but you, like so many, get stuck on the verse where Moses proclaims if any man who lays with a man as with a woman shall be put to death. Is Moses God?”
 
“No, God told him.”
 
Belphegor chuckled. “Not at all. Didn’t Bergen tell you about man’s insecurities” Cody’s bewilderment grew; how had he known his dream if he hadn’t found him? “Let’s postpone this standoff,” the Fallen Angel requested. We’ll wear ourselves out before we’ve begun if we keep this up.” Without waiting for Cody to agree, he took a single step back, then glanced to Tyler, who hadn’t changed his position.
 
“Please sit. Relax.” He did as requested, and Belphegor returned to the window. “Wine?” He offered. Cody shook his head in response. “I haven’t poisoned it or laced it with one of those drugs that people seem so fond of these days.” Again Cody shook his head, so Belphegor sipped alone, then continued, “Man creates an abundance of laws, and half aren’t followed. It amazes me how many amendments are built to cover someone’s tracks.
 
“I prefer God’s Laws. They are simple and to the point;
 
He’s the only God, don’t worship idols, don’t take His name in vain, remember the Sabbath, honor your parents, don’t kill, don’t cheat on your spouse, no taking things which don’t belong to you, always tell the truth and don’t covet what others may have.
 
“What else is needed?” He sipped his wine.
 
Hearing the Ten Commandments so plainly put, Cody contemplated each as Belphegor watched him. After three minutes, Cody said, “So you claim you aren’t after what Lucifer wanted. I can check off the first two. But people worship you. They do rituals in your honor.”
 
“I don’t condone them worshipping me. People chose to do so.”
 
Cody looked away from him, continuing, “Tyler told me not to cuss when I arrived; you’re good on number three. Oh, wow, you keep the Sabbath, catching me by surprise, since you had the demons infiltrate my apartment, which began on a Friday night.” Not giving Belphegor time to retort, he went on, “Honor your parents, which, I guess, for you is God.
 
Killing; I don’t know where exactly you stand there. But I’m sure if it’s done, you don’t personally do it. You leave it up to your Legions.
 
“Don’t cheat on your spouse. This is a beguiling one since you’re single and the father of orgies. You inspire sexual acts.” Belphegor opened his mouth. “I know, I know you inspire invention, too. Moving on. How, exactly, did you manage to get Mrs. Johnston’s building? Tyler’s explanation was fuzzy.”
 
“I offered her money, and she chose not to take it.”
 
“I wonder why.” Cody sighed. “Almost done. Don’t lie. Well,” he glanced at Hector, “she’s confirmed your story so far, but bending the truth to suit you, not sure if you get a pass. And the last Commandment, covet, which leads me back to Mrs. Johnston’s building. You really, really wanted it.”
 
“Guinevere wasn’t going to do anything with it, but let it be a blight in the reborn Main Street.” Belphegor remained cheerful against Cody’s icy glare. “I don’t recall your parents being naturalists.”
 
“What? Leave them out of it.”
 
“I don’t mean any disrespect to them. It’s curious Tyler and you seem more comfortable without clothes.” Cody blushed, realizing he hadn’t put his shirt back on but left it lying on the floor. “I’m not complaining or judging; you have magnificently built bodies. I wonder where it came from.”
 
“For someone who wants my help, flippant shouldn’t be your course of action.”
 
“I’m sorry, Cody. I thought we were bantering like roosters. You’re right; we should stay on track.” He put his goblet on the dresser, then sat on the edge of the bed, facing Cody. “Now, as I was saying, I prefer to follow God’s laws, not man’s. Humans do so much damage with all the laws put in place, then blame others when you get caught.
 
“Man’s laws are created to cover up your shame. I’ve never understood shame. It seems so vacuous to me. My kind wasn’t created with it in us, and neither was yours.”
 
Putting on a broad smile, he continued, “You see when Adam and Eve were escorted out of the divine garden, their eyes were opened to the truths about what was in a world they had no idea existed.
 
“The garden was the only place they had ever known, and then they had joined the ranks of the sinful creatures similar to them in many ways. The ones they joined weren’t as pulchritudinous. Correction, not all were hideously malformed. In fact, a small percentage of the population was unsightly.” Cody’s brow furrowed with confusion. Belphegor brightened. “You won’t find it in the Holy Book, but it’s true.”
 
“Who were they?” Cody asked.
 
“They were the beings God hoped Adam, Eve and their beautiful offspring never had the chance to meet. He wanted to keep his mistakes a secret from them.” He glanced at Hector standing helplessly in the hall, then continued his history lesson, “Some were actually more glorious than Adam and Eve. But they had traits God didn’t like. He wanted perfection, and they were far from it. They took pleasure as they saw fit, coupling with Angels though it was forbidden, creating the great Nephilim.” Glee brightened his face. “They were magnificent. Their destruction was horrible.”
 
Cody stared at Belphegor, not knowing what he should take from this strange speech, and had no choice but to take him on his word. Hector acted as though she didn't hear the soundtrack, only watching a silent movie without narrative cards, leaving no one to contradict or agree with the Fallen Angel. So much information flooded his brain that he needed to review it later.
 
“I’m sorry, I went off topic.” He chuckled. “Adam made it law for humans to cover themselves, hiding their glorious bodies from each other, which, as I mentioned before, you and Tyler are comfortable without clothing.”
 
Belphegor paused, Cody watched him as he returned to the window to fill his glass from the never empty carafe. He wasn’t sure whether this was the end of their discussion as the silence between them thickened. So many questions were yet to be asked, while others formed from this brief conversation. He still didn’t know how Belphegor expected him to help him return to Heaven.
 
“Don’t worry Cody. We will settle all the confusion swirling inside you. We have ample time for everything to be revealed. But, first, I want you to know I will never tell you an untruth. I have no reason. God gave you free-will, and I will never thwart any of your gifts.”
 
“How about exploiting them?” He nodded to Tyler.
 
“I will ask you to use your strengths. To do what you’re good at doing. Which I’m sure you see as exploitation.”
 
“And exactly what is it you expect me to do?”
 
Staring at the bustle of work being performed on the buildings lining Main Street, Belphegor seemed not to have heard the question. The wine swirled in the crystal glass with the slightest flicks of his wrist. Belphegor put it on the window ledge, turning back toward the room. As he returned to sit on the bed, the hue of his eyes deepened, staring at Cody.
 
“I want you to spread the message of God’s love around the world. I want everyone to know they are not alone in this life. I want—”
 
“To bring the Apocalypse,” Cody finished.
 
The Fallen Angel leaned back, sighing. Cody stood from the chair, anticipating what this demon planned for him now since he hadn’t spoken favorably of his plans.
 
“Cody,” Belphegor whispered. “Those are horrors written to scare people into bowing. I know you know this to be true.” Cody moved to the window. “Have you seen peace in the world in your lifetime?” Cody shook his head. “I don’t want an account of my misery to be told to the world.” Cody returned his gaze to him. Moisture accumulated at the base of his lashes, threatening to drop. Almost there. Belphegor thought, continuing, “I don’t want anyone worshipping me. I want the nastiness to stop, not for me, but for you. Do you understand?”
 
“I understand,” Cody said softly, wanting to put his arms around Belphegor.
 
“I chose you because you have a purity about you. Something the people of the world will feel as well.” He joined Cody at the window, placing his hand on his bare shoulder. “I think you’ll agree on how nice life will be when you don’t have to worry about what terrorists are doing in the town you live? They’ve already been in your backyard, and they will again. It’s only a matter of time before it gets worse.”
 
“People have been saying stuff like this for years, and nothing has—”
 
“You’re right, Cody,” he interrupted. “Nothing quite as big as the last Great War has happened. Trust me when I say this. It’s brewing.” He turned away from the window, and his smile gleamed. Hector’s mouth opened in a silent scream. “Think hard and long on this, Cody. In the end, you decide what happens.” They turned, facing each other. Knowing he didn’t have to say more to convince Cody, he finished by saying, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have things to attend to.”
 
Cody glanced around the room as though he were looking for what had pulled Belphegor’s attention away from him. Cody jabbed Tyler in the arm; he beamed up at his brother. At the door, he paused, silently pleading the Fallen Angel to say something else, anything else, but he didn’t. Without a word, he joined Hector, sorrow pouring from her, and Tyler, quietly closing the door on Belphegor’s satisfaction.
 




Chapter Twenty-Eight
The blueness of a wound cleanseth away evil: so do stripes the inward parts of the belly. 

 
Proverbs 20:30, KJV

 
“Isn’t it great!?” Tyler exclaimed, going down the stairs. At the landing, he stopped, noticing Cody didn’t follow. He looked up to the floor above. “You coming?” His smile hadn’t faded, but he hadn’t heard everything Belphegor had told Cody.
 
“No. I think I’ll take a bath.”
 
Tyler raised his eyebrows, not expecting the response. “Sure, you look like you’ve had a long day, and you don’t smell so good since you didn’t come home last night.” He pushed his lips out, lowering his eyelids. “You gonna tell me who you hooked up with last night?”
 
“It wasn’t anything like you think.” He blushed.
 
“Sure, sure.” Tyler chuckled. “Just ignore Dorothy, she’ll go away when you fill the tub.”
 
“Who? What?”
 
Tyler shrugged, then hopped down to the lobby.
 
Peeking in the bathroom, he saw it was empty, and entered, flicking on the light. He reached behind the curtain, turning the knobs to fill the tub, then putting his fingers under the faucet to make sure it was the right temperature before pulling up the stopper lever. Unbuttoning his pants, sliding them to the floor, he considered closing the door, but thought it unnecessary; there certainly weren’t any guests.
 
The hot water soothed the fatigue from the previous thirteen hours. Sliding under the surface, and holding his breath, he allowed his mind to pause and not think of anything.
 
His hair swayed around his head in the gentle flow of the water. Tiny bubbles drifted from his skin. Soft thuds echoed through the tub, disturbing the serenity of the smooth surface of the water. His eyes popped open, expecting Tyler to be standing over him in a feeble attempt to scare him. He flung himself up, screaming, water splashing the walls and floor. Jen chuckled in the living room below, thinking he’d met Dorothy, while the girl was pleased with his reaction.
 
“What are you doing in here, Dorothy? Can’t you see I’m taking a bath?”
 
She nodded, saying, “I’m not Dorothy. She won’t be back until you’re done.” Her smile bore teeth. “You must be Cody. I’ve heard them talking about you. Are you going to do it?”
 
“Do what?”
 
“What he wants?”
 
“How do you know about our conversation? Who are you anyway?”
 
“Becki.” She giggled. “I heard them.”
 
“Tyler and Jen? I thought he was comatose.”
 
“Nope, not them.”
 
“I don’t have time for riddles, Becki.” He growled. “Who are you talking about?
 
“You’re mean!”
 
She stepped away from the tub, turning and running from the room. Her long, blond hair whipped around her head.
 
All he wanted to do was relax. He knew the path he’d chosen was going to be long and hard. But for now, why wasn’t he allowed to have one minute to catch his breath?
 
His mind wandered to things he had wanted to be when he grew up. The first he remembered was proclaiming to his mom that he wanted to be a Pastor, later a Rock Star, followed by many others, which never stuck until he found Marketing in College. Becoming a Preacher hadn’t grazed his mind since he had lost interest in the idea when he was ten. Now, he’d come full circle, and he loved the idea.
 
The water cooled, and his fingers and toes puckered from being submerged too long. He pulled a towel from the rack on the wall, then dropped it to the floor after drying. Starting to put his pants on, he said, “Fuck it,” not caring whether Belphegor shuddered at the utterance. “I’m a ‘naturalist’ after all. And who’s going to see me?”
 
He wadded his clothes, leaving the tub to drain alone in the dark bathroom. Stopping abruptly, his vision locked on the doors down the hall, thinking he should tell Mr. Bel he agreed to do as he had asked.
 
He shook his head, sure the man already knew, and went downstairs. The bath was what he had needed. He hadn’t felt relaxed in many weeks. The serenity waned as he stood outside the apartment. His heart began to race, and his hand trembled, reaching for the knob.
 
Tyler and Jen sat on the couch, staring at the fluttering screen. Their attention immediately went to him. Jen blushed but was impressed with his muscular build and manhood. Tyler laughed, happy to see he wasn’t the only one in the family comfortable in the nude.
 
The longer he waited at the door without clothes, the more awkward he felt. Moving into the room, he placed himself between them and the TV, his mind finding words for him to speak.
 
“I come to you naked as a symbol of no secrets, showing you, I have nothing to hide, even this ugly tattoo.” He held up his arm; Jen didn’t see the tattoo as her gaze stuck on more important parts of his anatomy.  “I’ve hidden something from you, Tyler. You need to know, so we can move forward without having to keep anything from each other. We are at the core of something great marking the future of the world. Without me telling you this, we cannot be a strong unit.” He swallowed a lump of saliva. “I’m gay.”
 
“Shut up!” Tyler said boisterously. “I have a gay brother. No way!”
 
Cody’s skin turned pink. “You knew?”
 
“Yeah, you told me when you were drunk the night we buried Mom and Dad. But you never brought it up again, so I didn’t, either. I figured you’d tell me again when you were ready and sober. I guess it’s now.”
 
Tyler jumped from the couch, hugging Cody, who wiggled from his embrace. “A little weird.” He looked at Jen’s beet-red face. “I told you the other night, don’t be embarrassed about what happened.”
 
She forced a smile, wishing Tyler had given her the detail. “Oh, it’s not that,” she lied. “It’s the two of you. Do you need to get a room? I have ten empty upstairs, and I don’t know how many downstairs.”
 
“Seven,” Tyler answered. “Haven’t you been down there?”
 
“No,” she moaned. “Bill said it was creepy.”
 
“Can’t be any worse than the way the theater is now.” Cody laughed. “Speaking of; you have workers down there. Why aren’t you down there?”
 
“The morning kinda got away from me.” Tyler’s turn to blush. “I figured they know what they’re doing. I can take the day off.”
 
“I don’t think Mr. Bel will agree.” Cody didn’t realize he hadn’t said Belphegor.
 
“You’re right.” He leaned down to kiss Jen. “I should check on things.”
 
“I’ll come with you.” He headed to his room. “But clothes aren’t optional.”
 
Jen glanced at Tyler, batting her lashes. “Does this mean we don’t have to wear clothes in the apartment?” She asked in jest.
 
“No, thank God.” He laughed, retrieving his shoes from the bedroom. “And I think from his speech that he’s taking the job Mr. Bel offered him.”
 
“You are correct,” Cody said, returning, wearing jeans and brown suede vest with no shirt beneath.
 
“Job?” Jen asked. “Managing the Five-and-Dime or selling tickets to local stage shows?”
 
“Actually.” Cody beamed. “I’m the main attraction.”
 
Her amazement grew, and her mouth popped open. At first, she wasn’t sure if he was joking (she hadn’t known him long enough to have his sense of humor pegged), but the gleam in his eye and the satisfied smile told her it was no joke. “I didn’t know you’re an actor.”
 
“I’m not. I will be spreading the Word of God to the world.”
 
Her head tilted to the side as she studied the brothers. This place never ceased to amaze her. Ghosts roamed the halls. A strange old man lived in the room on the other side of the wall from her bedroom. A little girl liked to hang out in the hotel. And a wealthy man, who somehow always seemed to get his way, lived in the rooms overlooking Main Street. Cody and Tyler left her amazed in the apartment. For a moment Hector stayed near Jen, shaking her head.
 
Tyler didn’t know what time the crew had arrived, but they had been fast at work all day. When they came to inspect their progress, he was impressed. All the damaged floor beams had been replaced, and the subfloor was being laid into place. The seats, which had been stored in the basement, were lined up starting at the open back of the theater to the alley. The old upholstery had been bagged, filling the Dumpster. In the morning, repainting them had been scheduled, followed by new, red velvet to cover the seats once they were cured.
 
Eli nodded to them from the back door of the restaurant as they passed, returning to the front of the theater. “Looks as though the show is going on after all.”
 
“It is,” Tyler said. He winked at Eli, then said to Cody, “Go on back, I need a word with Eli.” Cody shrugged, wondering whether his brother was trying to hook him up with the chef, who he did not think was gay. When Cody was around the corner, Tyler continued, “I promised Mr. Bel I’d talk with you about Friday night.”
 
“Something wrong with the food?”
 
“No, it was amazing. He was afraid you were flirting too hard with Jen, trying to move in on my territory sort of thing.”
 
“Oh?” The tufts of his mustache bounced into a grin. “I’m sorry, man, she seemed bored.”
 
“No apologies needed.” He looked side to side, then back at Eli. “We aren’t exclusive.”
 
“Uh?”
 
“We’ve only been dating a few months, but we’ve been friends for a long time. I won’t be angry if anything happens. The hotel isn’t booked or anything, and she hangs out there all day, so I’d totally understand.”
 
He extended his hand to Eli, who took his hand and shook, then released it.  Tyler turned on his heel, leaving Eli shaking his head.
 
“Damned fool,” Eli muttered. “Has no idea the trouble he’s in, and all he does is offer his girlfriend to me.” He shook his head. “Doesn’t even know he’s owned.”
 




Chapter Twenty-Nine
But draw near hither, ye sons of the sorceress, the seed of the adulterer and the whore. 

 
Isaiah 57:3, KJV

 
Time flowed at a quick pace. Neither Tyler nor Cody noticed they hadn’t seen Connie and her family or Nathan, Leona, and Bergen. They were occupied with moving forward with Mr. Bel’s desire to restore the town and tell the world of God’s love. T
 
he progress of the restoration project was further than Tyler had expected in three months. The building between the Top Hat and the theater was complete; now the question of what to do with it. He wasn’t sure what it had been before Sam had taken it over. The front was similar to the Top Hat with the strip of glass block windows high in the wall. The apartments above the storefronts and theater were returned to what they had been when they were first built. The fire had damaged these the worst, but they had succeeded in passing all building inspections from the County.
 
At first, only people from nearby farms and towns knew about the changes being made in Shoshoni; as Belphegor had predicted, the cleanup had become contagious, the west side was painted, boards removed from windows, and the malt shop on the corner reopened.
 
A small park was put together across the street in the empty land between two old buildings. Tyler was happy to see people taking an interest in making the town nice again. The residents of Shoshoni also started cleaning their yards of trash and weeds.
 
As word travel about the restoration of Main Street, more people came to see the transformation; national broadcast news channels did special interest pieces. Each night the Top Hat was full; Tyler was relieved he had been able to find a staff before they had started flooding the streets to see the changes. At the same time, Jen no longer moped around filled with boredom. Many people stayed the night, filling the rooms upstairs. The motels on the west end of town were thankful to take the overflow traffic.
 
Cody studied the Holy Bible; reading it cover to cover and learning everything he found. Studying didn’t take control of his time. When he wasn’t sitting in the park reading, and waiting for the Shoshone Theatre to be operational, he talked with Mr. Bel about the things he’d learned.
 
In a few more days, completion of the theater was expected. Hardwood floors had been installed with red and gold carpet running down the aisle. Above the center aisle, three bronze chandeliers illuminated the path. Matching scones lighted the carved-velour-papered walls, three on each side. The size of the room was smaller than he remembered as a child; as did much of the store and other buildings on the block.
 
The tiny orchestra pit at the end of the aisle glowed with white light. Along the edge of the stage, three half-dome, brass lights with clover-shaped, cutouts blazed warm light onto the red-velvet curtain fringed with gold piping. When open, the curtains framed the narrow stage. All the lights in the small catwalk had been adjusted to brighten whoever stood there. Cody was pleased with the work; the majesty of the small theater was astounding compared to the first time he had seen it.  When the sound and video equipment had been installed, his work began.
 
“Figured I’d find you in here,” Tyler said. From the plush seat, Cody looked up at him glowing with enthusiasm.
 
“You were right. There was a bricked over door backstage leading next door. We can put the Green Room over there.”
 
“Good to hear.” Cody returned his attention to the stage. “Definitely better than having to climb the spiral staircase.”
 
“You nervous?”
 
“Only the biggest understatement ever.” Cody stood. “I don’t have the faintest idea of what I’m going to say.”
 
They left the theater, stopping in the small lobby. The same carpet running down the aisle lay on the floor. The walls had been painted crisp white. The same red velvet as the stage curtain covered the windows of the box offices. The single, swinging door, leading into the theater, was padded with the fabric of the upholstery. A simple brass and crystal chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling. Wires dangled from the walls, waiting for sconces and speakers to be installed.
 
“What was this building?” Cody asked when they were outside.
 
“Not sure,” Tyler answered. “Do you remember the woman who stayed in the apartment above it, though?”
 
“Vaguely, why?”
 
“Her grandmother owned the dress shop on the other side of the store entrance. She came here from Paris with her husband in the early 1900s.”
 
“Huh.” Cody gazed to the top of the building to the right of the theater. “Why didn’t she have the apartment over the dress shop? And how do you know all this?”
 
He shrugged, wondering why Cody didn’t, and said, “Oh man, I almost forgot.” He trotted toward the mercantile entrance. “You have to see this.”
 
Cody had never seen the store empty, only filled floor-to-ceiling with everything imaginable—He loved coming here as a kid with his dad, walking the rows of shelves looking at all types of things. Most of them he knew, screws, ropes, wires, a plethora of hardware, a few he did not; sometimes his dad didn’t even know and answered with a shrug when asked.
 
Putting tin duct elbows on his arms with his brother as they acted like knights in shining armor with broomsticks for swords. They pretended to cast unthreaded fishing poles, hoping for a whopper.
 
Another fun-filled activity was pointing pellet guns at targets hanging from the ceiling before Dad told them to leave stuff alone—now, he saw to the back of the barren store. Not even the giant plaid shirt hung from the ceiling of the men’s department. All the toys were gone from the kid’s corner, and none of the Jim-jigs which had been displayed on the shelves around the opening Tyler passed through.
 
This section of the store was as bare as the first. Where china plates and cat clocks with eyes roaming from side to side in time with wagging tails had hung were empty, pale-green walls.
 
The area near the window, where life-sized, robotic Santa stood with Lava Lamps, had been cleared of all merchandise. The rows of buttons, sewing patterns, and fabric were gone. A pungent smell filled the room, not of must or mold, but of an abundance of perfume and incense which had permeated the walls and floor, echoing the store's glory days. Across from him, the doorway to the next section had been framed and ready for Sheetrock to give the former dress shop its privacy back.
 
Tyler stood at the top of the stairs under the angled ceiling hiding the stairway up, watching Cody remember what had been in the room. His smile wasn’t exactly happy but not fake or forced. The nostalgia of the place gave him mixed emotions. His search of the room found nothing to be happy about, all the exciting things which had been on display were gone. Tyler cleared his throat, breaking Cody’s trance.
 
“There’s nothing in here. What did you want me to see?”
 
“It’s down there.” Tyler flipped the switch.
 
Cody watched his brother descend the well-lit stairs, but he didn’t move from the top. His mind raced, looking for a memory of going into the basement, but found none. He remembered going upstairs with his dad and brother once—he thought it strange at the time they had to go outside to enter the upstairs of the store, not knowing it had been someone’s home before it had been taken over by furniture for sale—but never down.
 
“Uh-oh, Cody’s a scaredy-cat.”
 
“Am not.” But he didn’t move.
 
“Then why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost. You’re even paler than one.” He guffawed.
 
Cody snarled at his brother and forced his legs to move. The basement wasn’t as bright as the stairway had been. Shadows clung above the fluorescent light fixtures dangling on small chains from the ceiling, and at the edges and corners of the boxes and shelves filling the space.
 
Tyler opened a box, pulling out other boxes. Taking off the lid, he revealed a pair of cowboy boots. He grinned as though he’d found buried treasure. He went to another box, taking out leather purses and wallets.
 
“There’s stuff in all the boxes. Vintage western wear! Take a look. I can’t see myself wearing most of it, but someone will. We can sell it once the store opens.”
 
Cody wandered the aisle, peeking into boxes. “I thought you said that the place was empty.”
 
“Upstairs was. Most of the shelves and display cases are gone, too.”
 
“Kinda strange Sam’s family didn’t take this stuff.” He continued farther into the stacks. Every box he examined had treasures of their own. “This one’s full of belts.”
 
“You promised,” a whisper hissed.
 
“Yeah, and what did I promise, Tyler?” He answered, looking at the intricate carvings of flowers on one of the belts. No answer came. He shook his head, sliding the box back on the shelf.
 
The boxes toward the ceiling were thick with dust and cobwebs. At the end of the stack, he looked over his shoulder. Tyler was no longer in the aisle. He’d probably moved to another to see what spoils were there. A fluorescent tube above him flickered and buzzed.
 
“You haven’t discussed my release.” The voice came again.
 
Heartbeats picked up speed in his chest. A shiver rolled across him. Cody backed into the aisle, scanning the back wall. A single closed door stood in the center of the wall. A cathode of light reflected from the polished brass knob to his eye.
 
An undulating shadow covering the intersection of two walls and ceiling loosened itself from its roost and moved down the wall toward the door, which swung inward at its touch. Cold gloom peered out the door. He scanned the impenetrable darkness.
 
A flash, like someone flicking a cigarette lighter into life at night, parted the void. A familiar lumpen body and twisting face emerged glaring at Cody.
 
The dirty, maroon dress kept the molten flesh from spilling to the floor. Cody’s mouth went dry. A long, ragged index finger motioned for him to join her, and his feet involuntarily obeyed, moving him to the door. His mouth flew open for air to escape, not the scream he had summoned. His hands flailed, wanting to grab anything to keep him from entering the black room.
 
A cold breeze blew, wafting the repugnant odor of rotting flesh. His stomach heaved bile into his mouth, burning his tongue.
 
At the wrong moment, Cody realized who he was supposed to ask for her release. His fingers tried to dig into the walls around the door but slipped free with every attempt as though the walls were made of smooth steel covered in grease.
 
Her invisible grip pulled him closer. She spread her arms, welcoming him. When they were toe-to-toe, she wrapped around him. Ice sank into him; the tighter she squeezed, the colder he became. Consciousness waned. His pulse and breathing slowed.
 
“Wait,” he gasped. “I’ll have him release you.” The hug didn’t loosen. “I promise. I’ll do it now.”
 
“The others, too?”
 
Cody tried to fill his lungs. His head began to pound. Finally, he was able to say, “Our deal was only you, but I’ll ask.”
 
She released him.
 
He slid to the floor as stars twinkled in the air around his line of vision. Her ashen feet oozed into the floor near his head. His sight fluttered back to find the fierce beauty of her face, the way it had been in the parking garage; the memory seemed distant as though the event happened decades ago.
 
He wheezed and coughed as he sat up. Pushing himself to his knees, he took in her exquisite features. Slowly, he stood on wobbling legs, glad his lungs were filling with air.
 
“What is your name?”
 
“Hatshepsut.” Her accent was strange to his ears, and her name stranger.
 
“There you are,” Tyler said, stepping into the room. His nose wrinkled. “What is that smell?” He scrutinized the narrow hall. “How’d you open the door? I haven’t found the key. Do you smell it? It’s like something died in here.”
 
“Yeah, it’s nasty.” He watched the shadow slither through the arched hall. “I need to talk with Mr. Bel.” He followed the vapor tendrils along the corridor three steps.
 
“I don’t know where it goes,” Tyler said with furrowed brow, watching his brother stagger into the darkness. “And I didn’t bring a flashlight.”
 
“Oh?” Cody stopped, then turned around, though he wanted to follow the shadow slithering away. “I guess we’ve found something else you didn’t know about.” With a wide grin, he patted him on the shoulder as he passed to return into the storage room. “I have a feeling it runs from the hotel to the unknown building. I bet they used it to run hookers or johns, and booze from the hotel to the gambling joints.”
 
“Yeah, maybe.” His brows furrowed as he looked toward the theater. “I haven’t seen any other doors down there. Wonder if Mr. Bel knows?”
 
“Shouldn’t be too difficult, mismatched bricks are usually a great give-a-way,” Cody replied halfway through the stacks.
 
“Smart one, aren’t you?”
 
Tyler turned toward the Shanley. A shudder attacked him. He didn’t like the tunnel. Somehow it didn’t seem right. He hurried after Cody. Realizing he hadn’t shut the door, he turned back not wanting whatever had caused the smell to take over the room. He closed his eyes with the childish thought of if he didn’t see what lurked in there, it didn’t exist.
 
Flinging his hand into the space, he grabbed the door, and pulled it closed. His stomach convulsed with a gurgle as though his bowels were announcing an imminent evacuation. He trotted across the room, reaching Cody as he took his first step up.
 




Chapter Thirty
For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places. 

 
Ephesians 6:12, KJV

 
“Ask him about the tunnel,” Tyler requested, as he hurried across the lobby to escape into the apartment. The stench in the tunnel had made him feel dirty, and he wanted to take a bath. Jen had gone to Riverton to pick up the order of linens and towels; maybe, pillows, too, he didn’t know. She wanted all the rooms changed before the next surge of guests arrived. As he sunk into the tub, his eye caught movement from the open the door to the hallway. “Not now, Becki, I want to relax.”
 
She turned her head toward the apartment, hearing her name. She’d been drawing in front of the lobby window all morning and hadn’t moved from the spot. She squinted, pondering his words. Since she wasn’t allowed in without invitation, she wasn’t able to investigate.
 
There’d been much activity in the hotel recently. It was probably one of the women she’d seen coming from the darkness to play with Tyler. Laughter drifted from the apartment, confirming her assumption.
 
Cody rapped on the door, and without waiting for an invitation, entered. Mr. Bel turned to him with a smile, standing in his place near the window. The bed as always looked as though it hadn’t been slept in, but did Angels sleep? A film of perspiration formed on Cody’s body and his groin stirred as a thought arose of what they might do on the bed.
 
“I bet you’re excited for the theater to be ready,” Mr. Bel said, motioning for him to sit as he sat in the chair nearest the window. “I see from your expression that you didn’t come to talk about the theater.”
 
“No.” Cody sat. “I made a deal with someone a while back I had forgotten until I was reminded a few minutes ago. She helped me with something, and I promised to help her.”
 
“I see.” His mouth turned into a thin line. “Hatshepsut.” Cody nodded, not at all surprised Mr. Bel knew who. “Mark had advised me, you made a deal after she fixed your car.” Cody realized for the first time who had been in the vehicle next to him at the intersection; Mark La’mar. “Don’t worry. I will make sure whatever deal you made with her is fulfilled. She’ll need a better façade for Tyler to be attracted.”
 
“She doesn’t want Tyler. She wants something else.”
 
“No? I can’t imagine what else she’d want,” Mr. Bel toyed.
 
“I promised you’d free her.”
 
Mr. Bel’s stare grew dark. The skin of his forehead became taught. After a moment, he said, “Interesting predicament. You don’t have the authority.” His smile returned, luxurious and appealing; knowing by making this one exception, Cody stayed close. But it didn’t mean punishment wasn’t looming in his future for overstepping. “But what’s done is done.” He snapped his fingers. “Hatshepsut.”
 
The malformed figure appeared in the corner behind Cody. Her face attempted to hold its original form in the presence of the Fallen Angel’s beauty but failed as it sagged and twitched, gaze fixing on Belphegor.
 
“You will set me free?” She asked, her intertwined fists held at her chest.
 
“If you truly desire it.”
 
“I do.” She paused, then asked, “And the others? Will you free them as well?”
 
Belphegor’s lip curled, ruining his smile. Cody winced, hoping that he’d never again see the magnificent face look so deranged.
 
“They weren’t part of your deal, were they?” Without waiting for a response continued, “As you wish.”
 
Belphegor stood, stepping closer to her. The cerulean emitting from him turned to indigo, washing over her. She froze; the features of her face no longer undulated, the masses under her dress stopped pulsing.
 
In a second, she was as she had been. Her ebony skin was supple and smooth — the hair pouring from her scalp, sleek and shiny. Her once robust and beautiful face fully restored with full dark lips and high cheekbones as it had been seconds before she had died centuries ago. The Empress of ages past had returned for a moment. Her features began to contract, wrinkling into itself, but she did not move or call out with the agony Cody witnessed in her.
 
A brightness, painfully burning through Cody’s skull, filled the room, followed by shrieking pleads, so loud and shrill he covered his ears with his hands, barely squelching the melee. Then as quickly as the sounds started they ended, and the blast of light dimmed, no longer blaring red through his eyelids. Removing his hands from his ears and opening his eyes, revealed Mr. Bel at the window; the woman had vanished. The silence washing over the room was as unbearable as the horrific sounds which had threatened to puncture Cody’s eardrums.
 
Cody’s skin prickled the way it had when he’d first encountered Mr. Bel, giving him the advice to leave before the man’s power spilled onto him.
 
Without a word or looking at the man at the window further, he made his escape. The rapid thudding in his chest slowed as he paused outside the room.
 
Belphegor seethed at the window. Leaves of ice formed on the pane. Fog swirled away from his feet into the room. His anger wasn’t only directed at Cody. Yes, he had taken something from Belphegor, which he had earned, by unwittingly making a deal with the old whore from ages past. She had manipulated many a man before Cody, but never had she been as brazen in her dealings.
 
He was angry with himself for not paying enough attention to what the damned souls he owned had been doing. They couldn’t be allowed to spoil things for him. Still, Cody needed to be punished for his crime; thou shalt not steal.
 
The door moved inward as Cody passed. He glanced inside, but not for long; he didn’t want to be a voyeur. A man wearing tight jeans, plaid shirt with an onyx bolo tie, and cowboy hat stared back at him with dark orbs reflecting little light, then he blinked, revealing cool blue. A smile stretched the sun worn face.
 
“Howdy,” he said with a thick drawl.
 
“Sorry,” Cody replied. “I didn’t know there were any guests in the hotel. Have a great day.” He started again down the hall.
 
“No problem. I was airing out the room. Gets a bit stuffy with no windows.”
 
“I can find a fan for you if you like.” Cody paused his journey to the stairs, half turning to face him.
 
“Nah. I don’t much care for them contraptions.” He paused assessing Cody. “You know what you can do.”
 
“Sure, anything.”
 
“Have a drink with me.” Cody’s cheeks warmed to the cowboy’s drawl. “I’m just passin’ through, and haven’t wandered around much to meet any town folk.”
 
“I guess it’s ok if you’re sure I’m not intruding.”
 
“Oh, not at all. Not at all.” He grinned. “I’m Wayne, by the way.”
 
“Cody,” he replied, slipping by the cowboy into the room.
 
“Huh, I knew another Cody once, a long time ago.” He shut the door.
 
Cody studied the room. The door joining the other room was closed. Noting the state of the bedding, he understood Jen’s insistence on replacing the hotel linens.
 
Wayne’s boots made soft thuds as he stepped across to the nightstand where a bottle of bourbon and two shot glasses waited. He looked back at Cody as he poured the liquor, then handed him one. They clinked the glasses together and downed the liquid in a quick flick of the wrist; the back of Cody’s throat burned. Wayne removed his hat—dark hair sprayed across his forehead—hanging it on the bedpost, then loosened his bolo.
 
“Want another?” the cowboy asked, taking the glass.
 
“Sure, why not.”
 
They performed the same drinking ritual, then Wayne put the glasses on the nightstand. When he turned back, the front of his jeans bulged where they had not before, drawing Cody’s attention. Wayne winked, noticing where Cody had placed his curiosity. He unbuttoned his shirt.
 
Cody made no gesture for him to stop. The plaid shirt landed on the floor, leaving the bolo tie dangling around his neck. A hint of soap wafted from his body to Cody’s nostrils. Something about the liquor and the scent from him caused an eruption of attraction. Cody untucked his shirt and lifted it over his torso.
 
“Did I say to take your shirt off, boy?” Wayne asked with a wicked gleam in his eye.
 
“Oh? I thought…” His face warmed.
 
“Did you? How nice.” The sarcasm in his voice baffled Cody. “Tell ya what. You can make it up to me.”
 
“Um, I should go.” Cody turned to the door.
 
“I didn’t give you permission to turn away from me, boy.” Cody froze, wondering what was going on. “You came in here, wanting to play. And play we will, but we’re playin’ by my rules. You understand me, boy?”
 
“Uh?”
 
“What’d you say, boy?”
 
“Yes, sir?”
 
Wayne grunted, then said, “Now take off them clothes,” Wayne commanded.
 
With shaking hands, Cody removed his clothes and stood before the man shivering while the blood rushed to his hardening member. He’d heard of role-playing, but had never participated; something about it seemed strange nonetheless intriguing.
 
“You’re having fun already, ain’t ya boy?” Cody nodded. “Now get on your hands and knees and lick these boots clean.” Cody looked at Wayne’s brown-leather boots, to his relief they were relatively clean. “And keep your eyes on me while you do it. Come on, boy, don’t make me tell ya again.” Cody obeyed. His strong thighs quivered as he assumed the demanded position. His tongue, darting in and out of his mouth, tapped the surface of the weathered leather. “Ya ain’t gonna get them clean that a way. Use it like you mean it.” He leaned over, slapping Cody on the ass, embossing a ruby handprint on the pale skin. Another blow landed on Cody’s bare skin and another. Cody opened his mouth wider, and his tongue extended, heavily lapping a boot.
 
“Good boy.” Wayne praised. “Real good. Here have another shot.” He shoved the glass toward Cody as he knelt. “I didn’t tell ya to sit up, back down on all fours, boy.”
 
When Cody was back into position, the cowboy straddled him, entwining his fingers in strands of hair. Pulling back, lifted Cody’s head and opened his mouth. Wayne shoved the glass to Cody’s wide mouth, filling it with the harsh liquid. Wayne stood to put the glass back, and returned, kneeling next to Cody.
 
His icy hands rubbed and slapped Cody’s shoulders. He spat on his hand, then hit his firm butt three times. Cold fingers stroked his sphincter, then probed in slightly. Again, he slapped his ass, the sound echoing in the room. Cody moaned.
 
“Ya likin’ it, boy?” A hand found Cody’s thick shaft and gripped it tightly. “Yeah, ya do.”
 
Wayne released him and stood. Cody focused on him. The stern masochist had lost his fervor and sat on the bed. The cowboy’s brows pushed together. Hoping for no reproach, Cody moved toward him on hands and knees, looking expectantly at Wayne, hoping the game hadn’t ended.
 
Wayne returned his attention to Cody. The smile which had greeted Cody at the door had returned, and the wicked gleam in his eye had vanished. Something had changed with the cowboy, had he lost interest? Cody hoped not.
 
“What are you waiting for, boy?” Wayne asked without the menacing tone. “You know what to do.”
 
Cody stared up at him. He wanted the order. He wanted Wayne’s commands and permission to do them. Wayne smirked with half-lidded eyes. His strong hand took hold of Cody’s hair, weaving it through his fingers, and forced his head into his crotch.
 
Cody nibbled at the treasure hidden behind the denim, moistening the spot he worked. His head jolted back. The strength of the movement threatened to pull hair from his scalp; tears bubbled up automatically from the sensation though he was not sad or afraid, and hopped Wayne hadn’t noticed.
 
Wayne released him and shoved him to land sprawled on the floor. Still, Cody watched his every movement, waiting for the next sensation to arouse him further. The cowboy moved from the bed to the dresser near the door. Pulling something from the space between it and the wall, he turned back to Cody with a coil of rope clenched in his fist.
 
“On the bed,” he said with a stern tone. Cody crawled onto the bed. “On your back.”
 
He laid in the center of the bed, never averting his gaze from the cowboy; the bolo tie still hung loosely around his neck, swayed in the nest of dark hair between his pectorals.
 
First, he tied the rope around the low bed-post near the wall, then, with little slack, wound it around Cody’s ankle. Next, the rope was twisted around the opposite short post, and his free ankle.
 
The stiff rope pricked at his skin, shooting excitement to his brain. Moving to the side of the bed Wayne wrapped the rope, tightly, once around Cody’s testicles and penis. A groan escaped Cody’s lips as the head of his cock glistened with fluid.
 
Wayne straddled him; the rope pressed into Cody’s abdomen. Cody’s hand, wanting to the feel of the man’s flesh, rose to his chest and stroked the cool skin.
 
Forcing his hand back with a tight grip, the cowboy shook his head as he leaned nearly touching his slave’s nose with his.
 
He released the wrist and looped the rope around it three times. Sure there was no slack, he ran the rope around the tall bedpost near the wall. For a moment, he stared at Cody, running the remaining coil across his chest. Cody’s eyelids drooped shut, then popped wide open, not wanting to lose sight of his Master.
 
He moved off Cody to the floor, replacing his hat on his head. Pulling the rope snugly to the other top post, he coiled it around it three times, then secured the free hand stretching and begging to be tied like the other.
 
Returning to the dresser, Wayne heard Cody whimper his displeasure at being left alone. He pulled open a drawer, but Cody didn’t have the correct angle to see what he had retrieved and placed on the worn surface. Wayne remained turned away from his slave as his hands worked the belt buckle and buttons of his jeans, loosening them until they slumped at his sides and slid down enough to give Cody a view of his pale butt.
 
Pressing one hand on the dresser, Wayne leaned to the side as he lifted his foot to pull the boot free. He repeated the action for the other. The faded jeans slid down his firm thighs, revealing more of what was hidden by the fabric.
 
He left them in a pile on the floor, and while still facing away from Cody’s expectant stare, stepped into his boots. As he slipped whatever he had taken from the drawer into his hand, he turned. The manhood standing at an angle from his body was more than Cody had expected. While his endowment was great, the cowboy’s was somewhat larger.
 
His hand, holding a red handkerchief, rubbed it over his balls and cock. A glaze of perspiration covered Cody as Wayne returned to the bed. Leaning over him with parted lips, he stopped short of meeting Cody’s lips. Cody lifted his head, wanting to taste him, but the cowboy pulled back with a smile.
 
Air expelled from Cody’s mouth in frustration, and he lay his head back on the bed. Wayne came over him again, closer still, all he needed to do was move his head a fraction of an inch for Cody to fulfill his desire.
 
Taking the chance, Cody acted, and for a second their lips collided. Wayne was quick to pull away as he stuffed the handkerchief into Cody’s mouth. At first, Cody had been shocked by the action but settled into the role, and relaxed, enjoying their playtime.
 
Wayne skimmed his fingers over Cody’s chest, down his abdomen to his fiery cock; the tightness of the rope caused the blood flow to slow, causing it to become full and enraged and purple. The slightest touch sent spasms through him. His muscles flexed in unison. More liquid dribbled from the tip. The cowboy swirled his finger around the head, then stopped, allowing Cody to relax and stop his muffled moans.
 
Staring up at Cody as he leaned between his legs, his hand massaged the delicate flesh of his inner thigh with a hand while the other worked his prize. The cowboy’s tongue ran from below his tight balls to the top of his throbbing cock. Cody’s groans became louder through the gag. The tongue returned to the starting point and started over. His muscles tensed with the stimuli.
 
The cowboy straightened, staring back at Cody who wanted to touch him, take him in his mouth, however, his bindings allowed no movement.
 
Wayne tilted his head back, and a moan escaped his mouth. Heat grew in Cody’s groin as his muscles tightened. A splash of warmth landed on him. Unable to keep his focus on the cowboy, he groaned with the last convulsion of his body. Heavy breaths escaped his flared nostrils. His heart ran rapidly.
 
The cool room slipped into serenity as he lay for several minutes. His softening member tingled. Waking from his short slumber, he found an empty room.
 
In the few moments that Cody had lain silent as his body calmed, Wayne had left. His jeans and shirt were no longer on the floor. The only traces of him were the rope binding Cody, and the handkerchief stuffed in his mouth.
 
“Shith,” he mumbled through the handkerchief. “Shith, shith, shith.”
 
“He doesn’t like bad words,” Becki said from the door to the adjoining room. His head jerked the side. She came into the room, assessing his predicament. “Strange game you and Wayne were playing.”
 
He grunted his request to be untied. Her pale finger reached out and poked his flaccid manhood.
 
“Gross. Why’s it sticky?”
 
His tongue pushed at the handkerchief as she stared at his naked body with a wrinkled nose. The cloth was far enough out of his mouth, and he could speak.
 
“Hi, Becki.” She looked at him as though she’d never seen a naked man before. “Untie this hand, please.” He wriggled his fingers.
 
Her fingers pulled the cloth the rest of the way from his mouth, dropping it on the wetness on his chest.
 
Working with a grimace, she untied the knot. When it was free, Cody shook the rope from his wrist. The rope loosened its grip around the opposite bedpost and wrist. Sitting up, he unwound the rope from around his genitals, then faster, releasing his ankles. While pulling on his clothes, he glanced at her as she sniffed at the shot glass with a wrinkled nose.
 
“Thank you,” he said, peaking at her over his shoulder as he left the room.
 




Chapter Thirty-One
Who hate the good, and love the evil; who pluck off their skin from off them, and their flesh from off their bones. 

 
Micah 3:2, KJV

 
Jen opened the basement door, holding a basket filled with bed linens. She peered at the closed door of Bill’s room. Wondering whether he was going to warn against going downstairs again, she waited, but not even a creak in the floor came from his room.
 
The bare bulb stretched her shadow across the landing to meld with the gloominess of the room below. Across from the stairs was a stark, white washroom with a long porcelain sink sitting against the wall; mint-green, gleaming tiles ran around the room midway along the walls. The brightness of the room made her wish to be in the safety of its light.
 
Florescent tubes buzzed overhead. Worn brown carpet ran against a wall with four doors. Where the rug ended was concrete with swirls of old, yellow glue.
 
She couldn’t imagine anyone being excited about staying in the forbidding space. Careful to remain on the carpet, she walked to the far wall. To her surprise a small bathroom, complete with a shower, sink, and toilet, was nestled at the end, for a total of three guest rooms instead of seven, which she was sure Tyler had said was the count.
 
Now there was no way to accommodate as many people as she expected, but at least she’d have extra bedding.
 
Each room was thick with a musty, basement smell bombarding her sinuses as she made the beds. Maybe the basement had flooded, destroying the other rooms. She shook her head. The floor seemed level. Maybe there was another reason they had been removed.
 
* * * *
 
Hector stared at Cody standing on the stage. She was appalled she hadn’t been able to convince him not to go forward with this blasphemy.
 
Cody had always been stubborn when he had something in his head he wanted. And no matter what tomfoolery she had done, it didn’t hinder him in the least bit.
 
Removing all the audio cables from the walls caused the setback of three days. Taking all the lightbulbs slowed them down three hours. Watching was all she had left to do. Her warnings, and the research he had done hadn’t kept him from returning home, and it seemed nothing she did opened his mind to what Belphegor intended.
 
Cody left the stage, descending the spiral staircase, which he still hated, to the arched tunnel hidden behind the basement of each building. Hector’s gaze blazed through the creeping shadows, keeping them away from him.
 
Stepping into the cavernous space holding the boiler, Cody froze. The door across from him stood open. Shadows swayed with the swinging bare bulb hanging from the ceiling.
 
Quietly, he approached the door, peering inside. Stacks of glass jars rose to the ceiling, each containing masses of…he didn’t know what, but it looked disgusting.
 
No one was there. Curiosity pleaded with him to inspect them closer. Careful not to bring a stack tumbling around him he took a jar and held it up to the lightbulb glowing over the door.
 
The matter inside seemed familiar. Holding the jar by the lid, he twisted it around, so the contents swirled in a vortex. Hector bent over laughing. Squinting and bringing the jar closer to his face, he saw a golden kernel of corn spin past the glass.
 
“No way.” His Watcher’s laughter turned into howls as he unscrewed the lid. The moment he removed the lid the stench of methane attacked his nose. “Damn it!” He dropped the jar, shattering it on the floor. Splatters of feces mixed with urine attached to his pants, and painted the tops of his shoes.
 
“Who’s there?” Jen said, running into the room.
 
The moment she crossed the threshold from the white and green washroom, she wished she hadn’t. Cold raked its claws across her skin. The air pushed against her with jagged hands. Instantly, she knew what Bill had meant.
 
Cody stepped back into the boiler room, unaware of Jen’s presence, even with her calling out as she entered. His concentration was occupied with what had come with him from the small room. He saw nothing there.
 
His skin, however, told him something else had come with the stench he had released from the jar. It clung to him, squeezing his legs, then his waist, and up his chest. He wretched as his mouth was pried open and a cold, slimy thing slithered down his throat.
 
Jen saw him pulling at something near his face. Coming to his side, she saw nothing, but still, he pantomimed pulling from his mouth.
 
Her hand found his arm. The touch of his skin was like putting her hand on a metal pole in the middle of winter; it stung and burned.
 
Hector no longer laughed but watched in horror as the beast pushed its tentacle into Cody’s mouth. It hadn’t been her intention to cause him harm. She had wanted him to see the store of offerings to Belphegor.
 
Instead, something lurking in the shadows had found him. The splash of golden light caught her eye. Jen’s Watcher hovered near the washroom door.
 
We have to help them. Hector demanded.
 
Unlike you, I haven’t been instructed to intervene. Not as though it has helped in your case anyway. Cason replied.
 
Come on, Cason, you did before. Jen’s Watcher didn’t respond. Do what you usually do. She needs a distraction. Besides, it’s kinda your fault she’s here in the first place.
 
Fine!
 
The golden blaze transformed into two beams of light emitting into the room. His bronze skin glistened in the gloom, and curly, yellow hair shown similarly on his head. The muscles of his body were perfectly formed as though he were cut from stone. Moving toward the couple trapped by the beast, he glared at Hector.
 
“Excuse me,” he said. “There are no towels in the bathroom.” Hector shook her head, wishing he had chosen something else. Jen’s focus zoomed toward his voice. “I heard you down here.” She looked down his naked body.
 
“Come on,” Hector said. “A giggle is all you need.”
 
“Are towels in there?” He pointed to the room filled with jars.
 
“No, they are not!” Belphegor shouted. “He’s not for you. Release him!”
 
Cody shuddered, and he and Jen collapsed.
 
“What are you up to?”
 
Cason darted behind Hector, who was at least three feet shorter than him.
 
“Trying to get Cody out of here,” Hector said, crossing her arms across her chest.
 
“Well it appears to be working out quite nicely,” Belphegor said smugly. “I see you’ve recruited a friend. It’s good to see you, Cason. Has Gabriel sent you in as well to stop me?”
 
“No, uh,” Cason said. “Hector—”
 
“Yes, Hector. Of course. Do you still think you have any influence? Everything is moving along. Tomorrow, after sundown, Cody will free the world.”
 
“Why not tonight when the Sabbat starts? I think God will appreciate the sentiment more. You are spreading the Holy Word, aren’t you?”
 
“I enjoy your banter, Hector, but you forget your place.”
 
“And I think you forget your place.” Her light brightened, fixing on Belphegor. “And you forget the rest of God’s laws Angels have.”
 
“Watch yourself, child. I will destroy you.”
 
“Please do. It will help your case with God,” she said, as Cody stirred from his stupor. “How are you going to explain all this to him?”
 
“Explain what?”
 
Belphegor vanished into the shadows. The door to his secret chamber closed. Cody sat up, noticing Jen on the cold floor next to him. He nudged her arm, causing her to groan. She rose, head twisted around, trying to determine where she was.
 
“Sorry,” Cody said. “I was ducking a cobweb when I came out of the tunnel and didn’t see you.”
 
“What?” Jen asked.
 
“We crashed skulls, and apparently, knocked each other out.”
 
“But I heard breaking glass, and there was a fine naked man.”
 
“Sounds like you had a better time than I did. All I had was darkness.” He glanced around the gloom. “Let’s get upstairs.”
 
* * * *
 
“She’s becoming a nuisance,” Belphegor said toward the window. He sipped his wine. “At least Cody is ignoring her pleas. It won’t matter after tomorrow. Everything will be the way it should be. God won’t have a choice but to take notice.”
 
Becki listened outside his door. She’d never hated anyone as much as she did him. He had ruined everything for her. Today was her 75th birthday, but she was stuck here the age she had been when he had played his nasty tricks, trapping her until the end of time—the door to their room had swung open.
 
Her mother had gone to take a bath before they checked out, and hit the road again on their voyage to see Becki’s aunt; she expected to see her mother come in the door.
 
The door opened, showing her the empty hall. She slipped off the bed and snuck to the door with her heart racing; she’d heard stories of children being stolen and didn’t want it to happen to her.
 
Peeking into the hall, she saw no one. Her mom probably hadn’t latched the door, and it had opened on its own. As she reached to close the door, the sound of jingle-bells danced down the hall to her ears. Joy emitted from her, loving the way the sound made her feel.
 
Looking back into the hallway, a woman passed her door. Becki saw the source wrapped around the woman’s ankle; a leather thong had small bells sewn on it.
 
The woman stopped at the door down from where Becki peered into the hallway. She didn’t knock, but the door opened, and the woman entered. The man with the blue, glowing eyes found Becki as the woman stepped inside.
 
He spoke to her in a quiet voice, “Aren’t you lovely. Do you want to play a game while you wait for your mother to return?”
 
“I’m not supposed to leave the room without her,” Becki replied, disappointed.
 
“You don’t need to leave your room.”
 
“Ok.” Her face brightened. “What’s the game?”
 
“Close the door. You’ll see.”
 
Becki did as he told her, and looked around the room to the small window, the bed and nightstand, and the dresser near the door.
 
Rustling came from under the bed; her attention darted to the gray, space there. Something dark moved.
 
She squatted near the door, her head tilted so she saw what was beneath. Terror filled her as glowing eyes peered back. The beating in her chest intensified. She popped up, then spun to the door, fumbling with the knob.
 
As she pulled the door open, she peeked over her shoulder. The dark monster darted toward her. She ran, screaming from the room toward the sitting area. It followed, gaining on her.
 
“I don’t like this game,” she screamed, grabbing the banister.
 
It howled. In her fright, she started down. Her polished shoes slipped on the wooden stairs. A scream filled the hotel as she tumbled to the landing.
 
Her head hit the wall with a thud. Her mother rushed from the bathroom, one shoe in her hand. She surveyed the hall to her open room. She ran a few steps, stopping, looking down the flight of stairs.
 
Becki lay crumpled on the wooden floor. Becki tried to put her arms around her mother, but she didn’t see the little girl standing next to her at the top of the flight. She went down to the landing, sobs echoing around to her. The man from the room approached, laying his hand on her shoulder. Becki tilted her head to look up at him.
 
In the blink of an eye, they stood at the door leading into a dark cavernous tunnel. She pulled away from him, escaping into the washroom. Not knowing where she was, she darted into the darkness, expecting him to chase her, but he didn’t.
 
A whisper told her to hurry up the stairs to the light. Becki thought it meant going to Heaven, but she found herself in the hotel lobby, never able to leave, but at least it wasn’t the basement—maybe now, with Cody agreeing to preach, she could move on and never have to continue reliving the moment of her death ever again.
 




Chapter Thirty-Two
Wherefore if they shall say unto you, Behold, he is in the desert; go not forth: behold, he is in the secret chambers; believe it not. 

 
Matthew 24:26, KJV

 
Morning came too soon for Cody. He had spent a restless night wondering what he was going to say when he stepped on stage.
 
Reading and rereading the Holy Bible from cover to cover in the last few weeks, made him anxious. After what Mr. Bel had told him about it being world history and stories to scare people into converting to Christianity, he stared at his notes with a knot in his stomach.
 
There seemed little point of using any of it if what Mr. Bel had said were true. Watching sermons and religious shows on television gave him less inspiration. Everything was overplayed by the men and women telling the viewing congregations to take Jesus Christ as their savior.
 
But there had to be something with what they said. Their congregations grew as did their coffers. Speaking about God wasn’t about money or notoriety for Cody. In fact, he wanted neither.
 
“It’s not too late,” Hector said, staring at the dishes in the kitchen sink as though her words were directed to the soaking porcelain and stainless. “You can get in your car and drive far from here.”
 
Cody jumped hearing her voice; something he had heard little of in the last three months. Shifting on the stool to face her with a thin smile, he said, “I want to do this. The world needs mending, and I want to help.”
 
“Even with everything you know? He isn’t doing this to help anyone, but himself. God isn’t going to give him a second chance, and he knows it. He just wants it to end.”
 
“How do you know?” Hearing his raised voice, he stopped, staring blankly at her for a moment not wanting to argue. He continued again in a quiet tone, “When I first came here, all I wanted to do was push Tyler into the car and drive away. Something about the place and the offer made my skin crawl. But something kept me here, kept me listening to what was said. Then, when I saw how rebuilding the block had affected the town...”
 
His brows raised. “Yes, for the better; people were stopping, not just driving through as quickly as possible. They wanted to see what was happening. People are genuinely excited about the restoration, including most of the townspeople.
 
“Of course, there are naysayers; the ones who say evil is at work in Shoshoni. It’s strange how people dislike or doubt things when they aren’t what they are used to.
 
“I know I fell into this category when my journey began. But isn’t it part of the human condition, to doubt, to not trust, to not like what we don’t understand. I see them coming around.”
 
His attention regarded the one hundred twenty faces looking up at him from the seats of the theater. He continued, “As I was saying, I felt the same way at first. An insistent voice warned me there was nothing good here. The reason for me being here was insidious.
 
“After much soul searching, I realized my fears were unwarranted. And I began looking inside.” Cody tapped his chest. “I discovered everything started with me. Before I shared the Word with you, I had to know myself.
 
“I needed to see what was at my core. I had to stand before God and admit who I am and everything I’d done in my life which weren’t pure. Things He has forgiv…”
 
The words stopped in his throat. He was surprised to see Nathan, Leona, and especially Bergen in the third to the last row. Cody strode to the side of the stage, taking a glass of water from the stand behind the curtain.
 
“Sorry.” He returned to the audience. “All my sins have been washed away.” A smile spread across his face. “And the best news, yours can be too.” Whispers sputtered up to him from the audience.
 
“I know what you’re thinking. I would think it too if I were sitting among you. I’m going to tell you your sins will be washed away, and all you have to do his open your wallets.” He shook his head. “I don’t want your money.”
 
“Sure you don’t,” a man in the front row said, blushing when Cody focused on him. Others around him murmured their agreement.
 
“What brought you here today?” Cody asked with a smirk. “You seem to have come here with the understanding I’d ask for your donations, but still you came.”
 
“Curious.”
 
Cody beamed. “Me, too. Believe me. Even after the horrors, I experienced before coming here, I was curious. Why was it so crucial for me to be here? What was it my benefactor possibly wanted from me that he couldn’t do himself? And most importantly, why me?
 
“Why not someone with experience in spreading the word of God? Why not a celebrity? I don’t have the qualifications. Sure, when I was a kid I wanted to be a preacher at one point. But I also wanted to be a Veterinary, among a thousand other things.” He gulped more water.
 
“The answer was simple. Simpler than I expected. I want to believe. I want to be free. I want to love. I want to receive love. Burning love. Love everlasting.” Sighs came from the audience with the crescendo in his voice.
 
“And it is what I am receiving. God has warmed me in his loving arms. He wants us to be happy. He wants us to love one another. All we need to do is stand before Him. He already knows us. He already knows everything we’ve done, but we need to release our secrets to Him.
 
“The first step is simple. Ask Him for forgiveness, and mean it, never to stray from His path again. Look deep inside at all the anger and hurt you carry. Let it go. Give it to God. He will heal your wounds. Trust me, the moment you do, you feel will Him. You will know He is with you. His acceptance and love is all we need.”
 
“I need more,” a woman in the back row said. “Love and acceptance don’t pay the bills. Or put food in my kids’ bellies.” A few looked at her over their shoulders. “I’ve prayed for help and nothing. I work three jobs.” A sob hiccupped in her throat. “What am I supposed to do?”
 
Mr. Bel stared at Cody with a tilted head and raised a brow from behind the curtain stage left. Cody hadn’t told him any of what he planned to say, but everything he had said thus far had been perfect. The one thing he hadn’t expected was the event being an open forum. No matter, Cody was handling every interruption like a pro.
 
“You’re right. They don’t do anything. But they give you a foundation to build yourself in Him. Nothing will change in your life until you change.”
 
“Easy for a spoiled, rich kid to say,” the woman retorted.
 
Cody’s blood pressure rose. His fist clenched, which he forced to relax. He breathed deeply. The first interrupter in the front row, nodded with a devilish smile, expecting a backlash from the man on stage in his fancy clothes, telling them to repent. He started to rise from his seat. The people next to him watched him move, wondering whether they should follow.
 
When Cody spoke again, the man froze; the seat had started its ascent to meet the back of the chair. “I was no more than seven when God visited me.” Belphegor cocked his head to the side, knowing the event, and delighted to hear it recounted in such a way.
 
“I was terrified. I laid in the darkness of my room, trying to hide under the covers, while my brother slept contently in the bunk above mine.
 
“I wanted to call out to my parents, but no sound came out no matter how hard I tried. He squatted next to my bed, looking into my eyes. No words came from His mouth, but I heard everything clearly in my mind. When He spoke to me, he brightened, filling my lower bunk with purity, telling me not to fear Him. He had chosen me to deliver His word.
 
“He laid His hand on my forehead. The warmth I felt was not like anything I’d felt in my seven years, nor anything I’ve felt from another person after.
 
“Safety and protection were in his touch. And most of all there was love and adoration. His love. His adoration.
 
“I’ve wandered through life, forgetting what the touch felt like. I had forgotten what He had asked me to do. I hid from Him. I hid from me. I denied myself Him. What I didn’t realize until I returned home, was there was no way to hide from Him truly. All I did was pretend that He no longer noticed me.”
 
Another sip of water allowed the man in the front row to slide back down in his chair. Belphegor beamed from behind the curtain.
 
"I am not rich.” Cody fixed on the woman. “Spoiled. I have been. But, I grew up like many of you in working-class families, and I’m proud to say I’m a local boy.
 
“Yup, I grew up right here in Shoshoni.” Bergen’s sparkling eyes caught his attention. Had the child grown since they had met a few months ago? He pulled his investigation from the distracting features. “I know what it’s like to not have. And I know what it’s like to have.
 
“I’ve been blessed and honored to tell you about God’s love. The only thing I ask of you.” He glanced at the man in the front row. “Which has nothing to do with money.” He paused, taking in their expectant faces.
 
“Look deep inside. Find you. Love you. Allow God to flow through you. Take His love, and spread it. Move forward with His grace. The first step to ending the hardships is allowing Him to be with you. Thank you.”
 
Cody bowed his head. The curtain moved steadily across the stage from both sides until he was hidden by red velvet. He wrinkled his nose, thinking it strange to say thank you, and the curtains closing were too dramatic. He would be shaking hands with them in the lobby in a few minutes.
 
Mr. Bel’s smile was approving as he joined him behind the curtain. Before Cody asked him what he thought, the man’s arms were firmly wrapped around him.
 
Cody had not received this type of affection from Mr. Bel since his arrival, but he wasn’t complaining, this was the embrace he’d wished to have. His strong arms around him was precisely what he had needed, and was better than he had dreamed the night he had received the tattoo.
 
When the arms released him, he wanted to cry out to have them stay. The feeling of them lingered, tingling his arms as their exchange teased him with the promise of further contact.
 
“Exceptional,” Mr. Bel congratulated. “I have no question as to why you are here. I am proud.” He stepped away. “You should go outside. They want to shake your hand.”
 
“You’re not coming?”
 
“Not this time. I don’t want to steal your limelight. Maybe next time.”
 
“Ok?” Cody said, moving across the stage to the steps at stage right. “I’ll come up and see you when they’ve all gone.”
 
“If it’s not too late. You need to rest. We can talk in the morning.” Mr. Bel moved to the black wrought-iron railing marking the location of the spiral staircase at the back of the stage. Before he took the first step, he turned his head to Cody, and said, “I think God took notice.”
 
Cody watched him twist down the steps then disappear.
 
His stomach growled as he crossed the theater. Some of the audience stood in the lobby, while others had escaped to the warm evening.
 
Hands grabbed him as he entered. Some patted him on the back. All faces were smiles and tears.
 
The woman, who had spoken out, stood near the door, mascara trails ruining her face. In the light, he saw the worry lines etched across her forehead and puffiness below her dark eyes. Her rich-brown hair had been tied in haste into a loose French braid trailing midway down her back.
 
“I’m sorry,” she cried as he approached. “That was rude of me.”
 
“No apologies needed.”
 
“Lisa.” They shook hands.
 
“You said what was on your mind, Lisa. You were honest.” He glanced around the room. “Can you wait until I’ve talked with the others?” Her drawn on brows wiggled. “Oh, I bet not. Your kids.”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Can you come by in the morning? Say ten?”
 
“Sure, why?”
 
“I want to help you. I think I have the perfect job for you.”
 
“I’m not…nothing dirty.”
 
“No, nothing like...” Cody blushed. “I need an assistant.”
 
“Oh!? I don’t have any experience. I clean houses, and stock shelves at the grocery store in Riverton, and—”
 
“I think you have the right experience. You know how to schedule your time, I’m sure, and talk on the phone.”
 
“Yes,” Lisa replied, her penciled brows trying to meet her hairline. “I’d be honored.”
 
“I know tomorrow is Sunday, and you don’t have anyone to look after your kids, so please bring them with you.”
 
She didn’t fight the uncontrollable impulse to hug him tightly, then released him with the broadest smile she’d had in several years.
 
A hand took Cody’s, taking him away from Lisa. Knowing he’d be caught with the others, she walked out into the darkening street.
 
Eli followed her down First Street, picking up his pace to catch her before she reached her car and drove away.
 
“Excuse me,” he said before she closed the car door. She glanced up at him. “Don’t take his job.”
 
“What?”
 
“You don’t want to be mixed up in this.”
 
“I don’t know who you are, but I need—”
 
“No, you don’t.” He handed her a thick bundle of cash.
 
“What’s this?” She stared at the money.
 
“An advance on your pay.”
 
“I don’t understand. Who are you?”
 
“Eli Thompson, your new boss. I need some help at the ranch, and heard what you said in there.”
 
“Doing what?”
 
“My secretary is retiring, and I need someone to take over.” His smile bobbed the tufts of his mustache. “Your kids will love it.”
 
“Wow, he was right. I feel His blessings already. Oh, thank you so much. When do I start?”
 
“How’s Monday?”
 
She took the money and drove away. Eli watched the dim taillights of the car turn the corner. The time his father had warned him about had arrived. And whether he was prepared or not, he had a job to do. The brothers, especially Cody, were intelligent, educated men, which baffled him how they were drawn in so easily.
 
He’d seen Cody’s Watcher become more frantic in her pleas for Cody to take flight from Shoshoni, but everything she did and said was ignored.
 
Now had come the time when Eli had to step forward and do what he needed to do. Nothing was going to be easy. Fighting a Fallen Angel would be strenuous for anyone.
 
He had a few others on his side; the ones at the four corners of town, the pillars of light as they called them. Though only three houses remained, the one had been burned to the ground, but the land was still powerful. And the child was an important piece, so long as Bergen didn’t decide in Belphegor’s favor things might not be as rough as he had expected, but he didn’t know for sure where the child stood.
 
Bergen waited with Nathan and Leona across the street from the Shoshone Theater. Nathan had had enough being on the block and wanted to go home, but Bergen was insistent in speaking with Cody before they retreated for the night. When Bergen decided to do something, there wasn’t any way to change the child’s mind until the task was finished.
 
So they waited as darkness swept down the streets and the meager street lights did little to cut the gloom and angst the block brought. Cody knew they were there. His scrutiny flicked to them, checking whether they remained, then flew away with disappointment finding them.
 
He’d talked with everyone who had come to see him, leaving the small family waiting patiently across the street. Bergen ran fingers across the surface of the grass in the small park. He couldn’t ignore them any longer.
 
He hadn’t seen or spoke to them since the morning after he’d run across town, and hadn’t thought much of their absence in his life until he had found them among the number in the theater. Crossing the street, he forced a smile.
 
Extending his hand to Nathan, who didn’t take it, he said, “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
“Bergen insisted,” Leona replied, smiling down at the child, who stared up at him from the damp lawn.
 
“I expected more burn in hell,” Nathan added, his silver eye glowering at Cody; he hadn’t called him Boogla Ba.
 
Cody’s smile faded at the naysayers he’d talked about. “Well, I’m glad you came.” They stared at him, causing a strange sensation of angst to well in him. “I know what you think. I don’t agree. How can this be wrong?”
 
“Right and wrong share a thin, jagged line,” Bergen said, the sparkle in the dark orbs of the child’s sparkling eyes had not faded in the night. “Sit with me a moment.”
 
His contemplation moved from Nathan to Leona, as he conceded to the child’s request. Reminiscent of his dream, they watched the theater in silence. The glory of the block was impressive, even at night. The letters of ‘Shoshone’ brightened the faces of the connected buildings, fading gradually down the block. Merriment carried across the street from the Top Hat.
 
“I should join them.” He started to rise, but the child’s hand caught, pressing it softly into the moist grass.
 
“I’m glad you remembered when he planted his seed in you. It is imperative in understanding.”
 
“God came to me when I was a kid.”
 
The child breathed lightly and chased a bug with a small hand which had flown near. “It wasn’t clear to me. I’m glad you saw the epiphany better than I.” Another pause as the following words were calculated. “I didn’t see Belphegor, but I know he was there. Did he approve?”
 
“Yeah, he approved. I don’t understand where this conversation is going.”
 
“It’s where you’re going,” Bergen replied faintly. “You don’t know what has started. And none of us know where it will end. I still haven’t decided.” The child stood, leaving him on the ground. “I shouldn’t put it off any longer. See you soon.”
 
When the delicate fingers were bound with Nathan and Leona, they trotted away. Cody rose. What hadn’t Bergen decided?
 
He watched them disappear into the night down the hard-packed street. Hector pushed his back, trying to force him to follow. Her screams at him to go with them went unheard as did her attempts to move him away. Tyler approached, unsure why Cody stared across the rail tracks to the south.
 
“You see a coyote?” Tyler asked, causing Cody to jump, unaware he’d joined him.
 
“Nah, I think it was a jack-a-lope.” They howled with laughter.
 




Chapter Thirty-Three
Likewise, also these filthy dreamers defile the flesh, despise dominion, and speak evil of dignities.

 
Jude 1:8, KJV

 
“You’re up early,” Jen said, leaving the laundromat as Cody left the apartment. “I didn’t expect to see you until at least one, after your grand performance last night. Meeting with Mr. Bel?”
 
“Not yet.” He eyeballed the lobby. “I was expecting Lisa.” Jen’s blank expression told him she didn’t know who he was referring. “The woman from last night.”
 
“I haven’t seen her. Maybe, she’s rustling her kids together.”
 
“Yeah, maybe.” He glared out the window. “Or she isn’t ready.”
 
Jen nodded, heading upstairs to clean the rooms. She didn’t blame her, it was a lot to take.
 
In her drone state, she moved without much thought, straightening the beds and replenishing the towels. One guest had placed the ‘DO NOT DISTURB’ sign on the knob to Wayne’s room. Her memory whirred, finding who had taken the room. Her hand found the smooth surface of the door as though the single touch told her what was playing out inside.
 
“He’s not in there,” Becki said, seeing bright-pink color Jen’s cheeks. She was relieved the passion they had shared wasn’t being passed to another woman. “Neither is she,” the girl continued. “She went to the basement.”
 
“What? Why?”
 
Becki shrugged, not knowing the reason. Jen watched her turn away, skipping into the sitting area, and then disappearing into the light shining through the window.
 
The woman—what was her name?—shouldn’t be down there. Jen still didn’t feel comfortable going down there, much less sending guests into the murky depths. The other rooms had to wait while she investigated.
 
Cody knelt on the floor in the lobby facing the window. Jen’s brow scrunched with curiosity at the strange place to pray.
 
The squeak of the floor brought him back from the peace he had been experiencing. Leaning her head to the side, she approached.
 
The reflection of the window stood out in his glassy, hazel eyes, giving her detail of what lay outside in a way they shouldn’t. The healthy rise and fall of his chest was nonexistent. He is choking popped into her mind, and out of reflex, slapped him on the back.
 
“What was that for?” he said in a growling voice. His head had snapped toward her, and the glaze covering had dissolved.
 
“I thought you were choking or something. You weren’t breathing. I freaked out,” she blurted without taking a breath herself.
 
“It’s called meditation.” He stood. “And I get a hit in the back for not doing it in my room. Lesson learned.”
 
“Sorry,” she whimpered.
 
“I thought you were cleaning the rooms.”
 
“I was, but Becki told me the woman from three had gone into the basement.”
 
“Maybe she knows someone you rented a room to down there.”
 
Jen began shaking her head before he finished. “No one down there.” She stared at him, tears welling—it’d been a while since she felt emotion. “I don’t sell those rooms.”
 
Without her asking, he volunteered, “Ok, let’s go check on her.”
 
A sigh burst from her. Something in the basement made her skin crawl and her stomach revolt. Cody had no idea how much it meant to her he was coming along.
 
At the bottom of the stairs, they waited three seconds, adjusting to the pale light from the fluorescent bulbs. He found the basement unsettling as well. The openness of the one side with the rooms against the opposite wall. The faint musty smell. The way the shadows moved.
 
The door to the washroom was partially open. A sliver of golden light snuck from the opening into the darkness.
 
Convinced she hadn’t gone in there, they moved to the far end where the bathroom hid at the back wall. The light glowed over the sink. The woman was apparently not inside the small enclosure.
 
They crept back to the foot of the stairs and stopped. Neither wanted to go through washroom to the open chamber of the boiler room.
 
Jen grabbed Cody’s hand; he was glad for some warmth against him. The coolness of the basement seemed to have had intensified on their short journey.
 
Cody swallowed; his saliva fought going down his throat, and both wondered whether the other heard their hearts racing.
 
Tapping the door, it swung inward with a slight squeak. No one waited for them. Their minds must have had the same expectation—the woman standing in wait, armed with what? Maybe with a gun or knife, and she waited for their slaughter to begin—because each chortled as they released hands. The same thought filled their minds, ‘what was she doing in the basement?’
 
They glanced at each other for a second, then entered the dark cavernous room. His hand flicked up to the switch near the door. The light didn’t respond to the request. Pushing it down, then up again didn’t give a different result.
 
Their hearts pounded in their ears. Cody didn’t like coming through the boiler room to enter and exit the tunnel. The night before, he’d taken the alley to the backstage entrance; his nerves had already been on edge, and he hadn’t wanted to cause himself further stress by coming through here.
 
“Ma’am?” he asked with a quivering voice. “You down here?”
 
He pulled the second of the double doors open to enhance the light. The boiler rumbled into life, heating the water cooling in its tank. Beyond it, in the murky air, the woman stood, arms stretched to either side, head tilted back.
 
They glanced to the other asking if they wanted to cross the uneasy space to her, and again, their minds asked what she was doing down here, leaving them only the option of finding out.
 
As they walked around the boiler to the left, the tunnel blasted frigid air on them from the opening. They picked up their pace to not be stuck in the icy grip for long.
 
The other side of the boiler seemed more extensive than it should. Stars of light poked through the painted over the window, next to the outside access door, like tiny spotlights glowing on a stage.
 
A rancorous smell filled the space which hadn’t been present when they had entered. They walked shoulder-to-shoulder, wishing they hadn’t ventured from the bright safety of the lobby, but too late to turn back now.
 
If she heard them approach, she made no sign of acknowledgment. Her mouth gaped open filled with darkness. Her body was stiff as though she was stuck in rigor. No breaths caused her chest to expand. A milky film covered her eyes and bands of black coiled around her legs and abdomen. Tendrils whipped around her feet, snapping toward them. The color mimicked the darkness of the floor, so the pair wasn’t dissuaded from being so close.
 
Intrepidly, Jen’s hand reached out. The touch filled her with nausea. Her body convulsed. Bile and breakfast sprayed out of her mouth. Pieces of ill-chewed food splatted on the floor; the tentacles swiftly reached for the morsels.
 
Seeing her response to the touch, Cody had no desire to do the same, and wanted nothing more than to turn on his heel and run and forget the experience.
 
He pulled Jen into his arms, her vomit mixing with the putridness sloughing from the woman’s body gagged him. They backed away, feeling the heat of the boiler feebly attempting to warm their chilled skin. As they turned, their hands intertwined, they trotted to the solace of the washroom.
 
“She’s Lisa,” he said after the doors to the unwelcoming room were closed. “I didn’t know she’d stayed the night.”
 
Jen’s lower lip twitched. Moisture found its way down her cheeks. “She checked in late. I didn’t know I had a room left, but the key to three was in the basket.” She sucked in a ragged breath. “What was…?” She didn’t finish her question as there were answers she never wanted to hear.
 
“How can you stand it down here?” Hector asked. Cody glanced at her standing near the sink. “It’s gross and cold, which I think is a big tip-off.” Her lids lowered, and her lips jutted out.”
 
Jen screamed seeing the chubby, red-haired woman at the sink.
 
“She’s got a set of lungs on her, she does. I’m just glad you didn’t scream when you found poor Lisa being devoured by his child. Which, by the way, was the same one that attacked you the other day.”
 
“What are you talking about? Nothing…” A vague memory of being in the basement a few days before came to mind. The details of the adventure, however, were limited to being in there and Jen startling him. “He can’t create,” Cody barked.
 
Another scream rushed from Jen, and her tears had stopped. “Where’d she…? Who?”
 
His head twisted toward Jen. “You can see her?”
 
“Of course, she sees me. She can see most things and has no idea she shouldn’t. You, on the other hand, I understand seeing them. Surprised you didn’t see the gnarly beast of his. Good thing though, you wouldn’t sleep ever again. I think it’s in the larval stage. Wonder what it will look like?” Her babbling ended abruptly. Green light focused on the doors. “I think we should get upstairs. You’ve caught its attention, and it’s still hungry.”
 
Without another word of encouragement to leave the dank basement, Jen and Cody scurried out of the washroom and upstairs.
 
“Told you it wasn’t nice down there,” Bill said, coming out of the Men’s Room. “Heard you screamin’ up here. Thought I was gonna have to come to get you.”
 
Cody spun toward him, his face pale from the experience. Words failed to form in his mouth to respond to the old man. He stared at them with a smirk, then shaking his head returned to his room. A thump from the stairs behind the door caught their attention, followed by another, telling them it was in a hurry to reach the top of the stairs.
 
“Where’s the key?” Cody forced from his mouth.
 
Jen scurried across the lobby and through the apartment door. Three more thumps came from behind the door. Cody’s heart raced.
 
Running across the lobby with a brass Skelton key in hand, she returned as quickly as she had departed. Her shaking hand fumbled, placing the key in the hole. With a deep breath, she inserted it, turning it toward the lobby. The door creaked with the beast pressing itself against the door.
 
Outside popped into their minds simultaneously. Leaving the key in the door, they raced to the front door and continued for two blocks to the west in silence. Jen’s body revolted, not wanting to go any further.
 
Becki stared at the door with a frown. The thing down there was nasty and became more disgusting as it grew. Her attention darted to the key still in the confines of the door.
 
It shouldn’t be there, a friendly voice said in her mind. Someone might unlock it and let the thing out. Without consideration, she removed it and shoved it into her pocket. Hopping up the stairs, she hummed a tune which had played in her thoughts.
 
“Where are we going?” Jen asked, slowing her pace.
 
“Where I know it’s safe.” He looked at her over his shoulder. “Come on. It’s not far.”
 
Happy Cody was breaking free of Belphegor’s spell of proximity, Hector squeezed Cason’s hand enthusiastically; at least he wasn’t filled with one of the nasty’s the Fallen Angel controlled.
 
Do it, Cason, touch her.
 
He shook his head not wanting to overstep his duties.
 
Her lips pressed together, and her eyes narrowed. Do it! She glared at him, and he conceded, placing his hand on Jen.
 
Laughter rung from Jen. Cody stopped, the grin on his face faded fast as he turned. A strange man with a hand resting on her shoulder stood uncomfortably close behind on her.
 
She didn’t seem to notice his touch but continued her wails of happiness. Her head tilted back, mouth wide and body shaking from the fit. 
 
Dark mist twisted from her mouth and was gone before Cody had been sure he’d seen it. The laughter stopped, echoing against the walls of the convenience store.
 
“Well let’s get going before the asshole upstairs notices we’re out for more than Sunday stroll.” She continued west, and said, “It’s this way I assume.”
 
People in their yards waved happily to them as they went by, others watched them from their windows or doors.
 
They slowed their pace when a group of boys, riding their bikes, asked who they were; none were impressed and rode off.
 
By the time they reached Maple Street, sweat had trickled across them. The walk had been invigorating, and the midday sun was warm and bright. Jen hadn’t felt this good since she arrived in Shoshoni.
 
Cody, on the other hand, wasn’t sure what to do once they’d arrived at Nathan and Leona’s house; except the apparent apology.
 
The old truck sat on the street, giving him hope they were home, though the door was closed and the blinds were drawn. He scanned the park for any sign of them as they walked to the door.
 
Jen had asked him few questions on their trek across town; most of her conversation had been with Cason, who she discovered was her Watcher.
 
He knocked on the door, staring at it expectantly. Relief came when he heard Nathan call out he was coming.
 
The door opened a fraction. Nathan’s silver eye peered out at them. Seeing who was at his door, it widened. Cody didn’t expect any sort of welcome, and then the door swung open. Bergen pushed in front of Nathan, unlatching the storm door.
 
“Hold on, honey.”
 
“They are clear, father,” the child proclaimed sweetly. Jen blushed at the sharp eyes searching her. “Her Watcher rid her of her passenger; poor soul.” Jen wondered whether the last part was referring to her or whatever had been subduing her. “And he didn’t need any sort of treatment. They’ve been connected for too long for his trick to work on him for long. He needs to be close for his desires overrule his mind.”
 
Cody grimaced.
 
“Come on in, Boogla Ba. I knew it was a matter of time before you came crawling back.” He slapped Cody on the shoulder as they entered, then grabbed him, hugging him tightly, looking outside. “Where’s Tyler?”
 
Cody’s stomach flipped. In their desire to be away from the Shanley, they had forgotten his brother.
 
“He’ll be fine for now,” Bergen said, pushing the door closed behind them.
 
“Cody!” Leona exclaimed, squeezing him maybe tighter than Nathan had. “I was worried we’d never see you again. You seemed so determined last night to do what he wanted.”
 
Jen didn’t know what she meant. “Wait, what does he want you to do?”
 
“Help him return Heaven.” Cody moved his gaze to the floor. He was embarrassed he’d gone through with it, and his red face proved it.
 
"Seriously!? Has to be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.” His consideration returned to Jen with hurt filling him as she continued, “You said we should be honest with each other all the time.”
 
“How did you get involved in all this?” Leona asked.
 
“I was with Tyler the night he was summoned.”
 
“Knew he was still a dawg,” Nathan piped in with a smirk, then his face turned stone serious. “What are you planning to do? We’ll help any way possible.” He glanced at Bergen who nodded in agreement. “And Eli—“
 
“Eli, the chef?” Cody asked.
 
“The same. He’s a fine one to have on your side. His dad filled him in on most of it before he died.”
 




Chapter Thirty-Four
Now as they were making their hearts merry, behold, the men of the city, certain sons of Belial, beset the house round about, and beat at the door, and spoke to the Master of the house, the old man, saying, “Bring forth the man that came into thine house, that we may know him.” 

 
Judges 19:22, KJV

 
The lobby was empty and quiet with the door to the apartment open. Tyler paid little attention to the fact as Jen often left it open when she was running between the laundry room and upstairs in her morning duties.
 
A song had stuck in his mind. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he hummed its chords as he lithely went to the laundry room.
 
No washing machines chugged their rhythmic beat, no dryers whirred monotonously, and no Jen.
 
Frigid air seeped from the space between the floor and basement door. His brow furrowed. A wet sloughing sound, like raw meat rubbing together, came with the cold. His hand took the doorknob, determined to open it, but for some reason, the door was locked.
 
“Jen!?” he called out, then waited for a response which never came. The closed-door near the apartment squeaked open. “Hey, Bill. Have you seen Jen?”
 
A cough, then the gravelly voice replied, “She and your brother left a bit ago. And before you ask, I don’t know where they went.”
 
The door clicked shut. It didn’t make any sense, people were coming into town to hear Cody speak, and there wasn’t time for them to take a break now.
 
To be sure Bill hadn’t missed her returning, he made his way upstairs. Mr. Bel’s door, as always, was closed, and more than likely, he stood in his usual place at the window watching the awakening town.
 
A door at the far end of the hall in the opposite direction was open, drawing him to it.
 
His thoughts wandered to the near future as he made his way to the other end of the floor. For what he expected in the next few weeks, he knew the rooms upstairs weren’t going to be enough for people who had started flocking here, and since Jen refused to sell the rooms in the basement, he had to expand.
 
Fortunately, the apartment in the adjoining building had ample space to convert into rooms, (and the next building, if needed), all he had to do was open a doorway in the short hall outside Mr. Bel’s suite.
 
Peering into the room, he expected to find Jen tucking the sheets tightly on the bed, but she wasn’t there, confirming what Bill had said.
 
Where could she have? He glanced through the window of the door leading to the fire escape. The small yard across the alley was green and lush. A gentle breeze shook the leaves on their branches, shimmering chartreuse, and bolder green. A pair of sparrows tittered on the ground, then burst into the air. Movement in the room caught his eye, forcing him to look back inside.
 
A shapely woman stood at the window facing the small yard. At first, he was surprised by her presence, but his heart didn’t race too hard as he rationalized she had stood near the dresser hidden by the open door.
 
Her long auburn hair swooped below her shoulder blades in a gentle arc, gleaming in the light pouring in from the south-facing window.
 
The hourglass of her torso accentuated by the tailored white, silk blouse and black skirt both with buttons holding the clothing to her, invited his scrutiny to devour her.
 
He thought to apologize for the intrusion and be on his way, but he didn’t move from the doorway nor spoke as he fought his urge to rush in and take her, only allowing him to drink in her beauty with desire.
 
Her large brown eyes gave no indication she was upset with his gawking when she moved her head to look back at him.
 
Full-red lips tried to give the impression of a pout and had it not been for her coy smirk, might have succeeded. She was glad someone came to visit her. She didn’t know the last time she’d had a courter, only that it had been a long time. Her pale skin brightened as she turned from the window.
 
“Good day,” she said with a British accent, winning Tyler over even more. “I shall be staying on another night. Would you be so kind as to have my train ticket changed to tomorrow?”
 
Tyler cocked his eyebrow. Was she serious? Or was she play acting like the woman from a few weeks ago? Another unique experience.
 
The woman had come into the bathroom going on about how she’d lost her brother and father to the savage Indians near Sand Creek, and she’d been waiting for the next Wells Fargo Coach to take her to Kansas City—the more news got out about what was happening in Shoshoni, the more weirdos came to relive history.
 
The woman proved to be quite the provocateur. And not even the cooling water of the tub culled her appetite. Now, here was another.
 
“Yes ma’am,” he replied. “I believe the first train leaves at seven in the morning, the next eleven.” He winked, hinting he was into whatever game she wanted to play.
 
“Thank you. Seven will be fine.”
 
“Anything else I can do for you.”
 
“Oh, well, yes there is.” She turned the window, batting her lashes, enticing him more. “The radiator made quite the racket last night.”
 
“I’ll be happy to take a look,” he said, entering the room, knowing the heat had been turned off.
 
Tapping the bell valve, he knew she watched him. His fingers twisted the adjustment screw. Tingles ran across his back with the cool caress of fingers brushing the surface of his shirt. Her hands began rubbing his shoulders causing a stir in his groin.
 
Standing, he turned into her, popping up on his toes to allow his mouth to find hers. Her hands found the hem of his shirt and pushed up through the coarse hair on his abdomen and chest, finally, pulling it over his head and allowing it to plummet to the floor.
 
Her cool breaths tantalized his skin. Her tongue set a fire within him. He flung his arms around her, fingers nimbly popping each button from under her hair and down her back, racing to reach the next holding her skin from him.
 
With the third button of the skirt released from its prison, it freed the smooth cloth, allowing it to slide down her hips then legs to pool around her feet.
 
Tyler moved away a fraction, his deft hands removed the silk covering her torso, revealing firm breasts pointing toward him.
 
As skillful as his hands had been, hers were equally clever; rather than taking the time to undo each button individually, they pulled his fly apart.
 
A Cheshire grin took his mouth before she pressed his face into her breast. A chance for him to step out of his jeans was not given, leaving them wrapped around his thick thighs.
 
An icy hand checked his arousal. Satisfied he was ready, she lie back onto the bed, inviting him in by opening her legs.
 
Looking at her porcelain skin with soft, pink nipples, he noted the similarities in coloring to the woman who helped him with his bath, making his blood race harder in his veins.
 
He bobbed down, tasting her, wanting to know everything about her before their short time together ended. Her back arched. A gasp escaped her mouth. In seconds, his tongue had awakened senses she hadn’t experienced in a long time.
 
But this was not what she needed. She needed his strength within her. She needed him to fill her with his seed. Her hands wrenched his head away. His appraisal found her pleading for his entrance. Tyler rose, standing between her spread thighs, and without another plea to extinguish her desire, he plunged into her.
 
She sat up, eyes closed to slits, lips parted. Her arms coiled under his to reach up to his shoulders, pressing them together as one.
 
With every lunge, her fingers dug deeper into his flesh. Rivulets of blood trailed down his back. They raked down. In the abruptness of the agony her nails caused, he erupted inside her. He shuddered with the last surge, stumbling back with heavy breaths, removing himself from her. She reached out her hand, pleading for his return; drops of blood glistened on the tips of her fingers and nails.
 
“Dang it,” he huffed. “I’m bleeding.”
 
He collected his shirt from the floor, then pulled up his jeans. Shaking his head, he clopped out of the room and down the hall.
 
She sat up, staring at the red on her hands. How long had it been since she’d seen blood? Both hands came close to her mouth; she breathed the fragrant aroma, then sucked each finger clean.
 
“You been in a catfight?” Becki asked near the soda machine as Tyler hurried to the apartment.
 
“Maybe. I need to get these scratches cleaned up.”
 
“You need some help? It doesn’t look like you can reach them yourself.”
 
“I’ll have Jen—“
 
“She’s not here,” the girl interrupted.
 
“Still, huh?” She shook her head to his question. “Do you know where she went?”
 
“Nope. She and Cody sprinted out of here after coming out of the basement.”
 
He turned, looking at the door. “Do you know what they were doing down there? The door is locked, so I can’t check.”
 
“You don’t want to go down there.”
 
“What? I go down there all the time.”
 
She glanced at the door, then back to Tyler. “Who scratched you?”
 
“None of your business.” He stomped to the apartment, slamming the door closed behind him.
 
“Hope it wasn’t one from downstairs,” she replied, staring at the basement door.
 
Cody’s phone lay on the coffee table, but he didn’t see Jen’s. He fished his out of his pocket and dialed. The phone rang three times followed by her voice asking him to leave a message.
 
Jen’s hand trembled, seeing Tyler’s name and picture on the screen. They watched her expectantly as she contemplated answering. To their relief, she slid her finger to the ‘Decline’ button.
 
She cried a sniffle came with them washing down her cheeks. She had known something wasn’t right with her acting demure, but she had no way of knowing that she had an entity controlling her, keeping her mood even, allowing her to feel no emotions. On a few occasions when she’d been free of its hold, but they only lasted for a short time.
 
Her first meeting with Belphegor told her the danger was extreme, and she should be fearful, but she didn’t react the way her mind told her; now, she knew why. All the pent-up emotions during the last three months had been released, coming out as tears.
 
Nathan’s explanation had been disturbing. A Fallen Angel, banished from Heaven, had taken up residence in the small, dusty town, but not by choice. It was his prison, and he used the east side of the block as his collection site for souls he had collected; no wonder she didn’t like going into the basement.
 
Her whole life she knew about Angels and Demons, who didn’t? But she never had dreamed they existed physically for the world to see. Yet, standing next to her was her Watcher, Cason, and Cody’s. Both were beautiful with light emitting from them, but she saw no wings.
 
The only Fallen Angel she remembered from the Bible was Lucifer; she had no idea there were others. To think what she’d read in college about Hell was real made her dizzy.
 
Her face had paled as Nathan, Leona, and Cody told her about what was happening. Bergen held her hand, sitting on the floor at Jen’s feet. The gorgeous child was a breath of fresh air, whose very presence soothed her and kept her from wailing in anguish. She was here now, safe from further possession, but what about Tyler?
 
“We can’t leave him there,” she finally said through the tears. “Mr. Bel will destroy him. What if he finds the key for the basement? The thing…” Her voice cut short by a sob.
 
“Becki has the key.” Bergen beamed.
 
“How do you know?”
 
“Because I asked her to take it. She’ll put it in her hiding spot. He won’t find it there.”
 
Jen’s brow relaxed, smoothing the furrows. “Why does she like playing in the hotel? Where are her parents?”
 
“Unlike her, they’ve passed on safely,” Bergen replied. The wrinkles returned to Jen’s brow. The child replied to her puzzlement, “She’s been gone at least fifty years, Jen. He’s claimed her as his, so she cannot leave. The same with thousands of others. Not all died here, but a few have.”
 
“Like Dorothy? And Wayne?” Jen asked. Cody blushed, diverting his attention to the floor at the mention of his name.
 
“I’m surprised they’re the only ones you’ve encountered.” Her head turned to look at Cody. “You’ve met the Queen, any others?”
 
“I don’t think so, but it’s hard to tell.” He thought for a moment. “What about Bill?”
 
“Oh, no, he’s alive,” Nathan interjected. “He’s just a stupid, old man.”
 
“Nate!” Leona snapped. “Be nice. He’s stuck, too.”
 
“He had his chances. Many chances.”
 
Changing the subject, Leona said to Jen, “You must be exhausted, hearing all this. You wanna lay down?”
 
“You’ll feel better,” Bergen added.
 
“Thank you. I think it’s a great idea.”
 
Leona led her down the hall. With the hunch she’d be having guests, she had organized the room.
 
Cody watched the floor as his mind raced with everything he had experienced, starting with the strange shadows in his apartment to his first and only sermon.
 
How had the plan gone so incredibly wrong? All he had to do was put Tyler and Jen in the car. Belphegor, though, didn’t seem the type to give up so quickly, and wouldn’t say to himself, ‘Well, it didn’t work?’ and move on.
 
Bergen bounced onto the sofa to sit next to him, arm across his back. “Last night wasn’t your only sermon, as disappointing as it sounds.”
 
“What? No way!” Cody stated as Nathan’s brow cocked over his unpatched eye.
 
“You must,” the child said.
 
“And say what? I’m a fraud. Don’t listen to me.”
 
The child’s head leaned against his shoulder, and with a voice in almost a whisper said, “The truth is good. What you said last night is good, except about being visited by God.” Bergen’s head lifted to look him in the eye. “You do know it wasn’t God, right?”
 
“Yeah, I do. I think I did last night, too, but it seemed more on topic, so I went with it.”
 
Bergen laughed, the sound more melodic and mesmerizing than Hector’s laugh. “What a relief.” The child’s hand rubbed his back. “He hasn’t physically been here since he locked Eden.” The child stared into the kitchen as the child stood. “You’ve attracted attention.”
 
“From God?” Cody asked.
 
“Yes, He knows.” Bergen stopped at the hallway. “But it’s the others you must speak to tonight.”
 
“What others?” Cody asked, gaze flicking to Nathan as Bergen disappeared down the hall without answering.
 
Nathan shrugged, he learned after the first-time Bergen spoke, at no more than seven months old, the child only gave away so many answers, and if the topic were important enough, you’d discover the rest for yourself.
 
After sitting in silence for some time, Nathan left Cody alone in the living room. Everything had been said which needed telling. Now was the time to allow Cody to decide what to do.
 
Hopefully, Cody did as Bergen had suggested. His stomach turned, wondering, himself as Cody, whom the others were. However, in actuality, he didn’t want to know. He was content being in the dark about some of the things happening in the world. Maybe he could sleep better if he didn’t know what he’d already learned.
 
For now, he was content to stay hulled up in his home and ride out the storm brewing on the horizon. Bergen played with the cloth doll his mother had made, sitting on the floor in the sunroom. Leona read a book on her reader; Circus Tarot it said at the top of the electronic page.
 
If he were lucky, he wouldn’t have to face the darkness again as he had before Bergan was born, when he had lost his eye.
 
He’d known nothing about what was happening in Shoshoni until one drunken night he’d stumbled across the street from the bar, then fell in a heap on the sidewalk in front of Sam’s old store.
 
When he woke, he was inside the Shanley lying on a urine-soaked mattress on the floor in the basement. Naked women and men wrapped around each other. How was what he saw possible? In Shoshoni of all places, but somehow, he was in the middle of an orgy, fully dressed.
 
Awkwardly, he loosened his belt as he rose. He wanted a piece of the action. His movements caught the attention of a woman with beautiful dark skin.
 
Her full breasts seeped milk which slid down her abdomen to the tender lips of her womanhood. His arousal grew. A cool hand caressed his cheek, then moved below his chin, lifting him toward her breast. His tongue flicked the dripping nipple. Sourness filled his mouth, and an involuntary gag forced the liquid from his lips. He pulled away from her grasp, toppling back onto the mattress with his jeans restricting his legs as they held above his knees.
 
A ragged snarl formed on her mouth, displaying uneven rows of teeth. A smiling man joined her, staring down at Nathan sprawled on the mattress. He reached his hand to Nathan, offering to help him to his feet. Nathan noticed something shiny from the man’s crotch and focused on it in the pale light.
 
The man’s smile broadened at the attention, retracting his hand, and standing straight with toes almost touching the mattress.
 
His erection jutted toward Nathan with the round gleaming metal covering part of the inflamed head of his penis. The object seemed familiar, but Nathan didn’t recognize it from his perspective. The man’s fingers, pinched the object, gradually pulling it from the hiding place.
 
Nathan’s eyes grew large, seeing the man remove a large nail from his cock. His heart sped up as others joined the two around the mattress. All rubbed themselves and their companions, watching him, and tempting Nathan to join the festivities.
 
The alcohol had burned from his system as panic erupted. He just wanted to go home, eat some eggs, and go to bed. But his body had other ideas, as his erection grew harder and harder with the visions of undulating bodies parading before him, doing acts he’d never dreamed possible.
 
“Join us,” the man with the nail said. “Be one with us.”
 
“I just want to go home.”
 
“You owe us,” the man continued. “There are no free samples.”
 
Nathan stared back at the man while he knelt, forcing his jeans around his filled manhood. “I have some cash.”
 
The man’s head tilted back as growling laughter came from his mouth.
 
“Money won’t pay for what you’ve tasted,” the woman oozing sour milk from her breasts screeched.
 
“Then what?” Nathan asked, still fumbling with his jeans.
 
“Join us and find out,” the man replied.
 
Nathan searched the others. A man devoured another to the hilt with his face planted deeply into the other’s pubic hair.
 
Another woman slapped her breasts, reddening the tender skin, her laughter tittering and shrill. A trio of men filled a woman with one man lying on the floor entering her, another man stabbed at her from behind, and the third pressed himself into her mouth. Ecstasy seeped from them.
 
The scent of them filled Nathan’s nostrils with what his mind told him was dry soil and roses mixed with the faint undertone of rotting flesh.
 
He wanted no more to do with the group as they moved from conquest to conquest but never peaking. He noticed none touched the mattress where he squatted; though their hands and appendages reached for him, they didn’t make contact.
 
He was imprisoned on the fetid cushion, sentenced to watch them. Looking past them, he found a door in the gloom with windows darkened with a mess of swirling paint. He needed to get to the door. But what if it’s locked? He screamed in his mind. They will be on him in a flash.
 
The only chance for survival was through the door, and he needed to get through it soon if he didn’t want to become another of their rapturous victims.
 
He lunged into the throng of masturbation and depravity from his island, startling them to shrieks which returned to moans, thinking he was joining them.
 
Pushing through them, some realized his intentions, grabbing his arms and legs to keep him from escaping their lair. His arms flung them off. The man with the nail in his cock reached the door the same moment as Nathan. His mouth a razor line grimace.
 
“We will have our payment.” He snarled, holding the nail firmly in his fist.
 
Nathan grabbed at the doorknob, but his hand missed it as the nail swished near him. With one hand, he pushed the man back, and the other took the knob, wrenching the door open.
 
The others who had approached, stepped back as though the air pushing in from the outside burned them. The man with the nail wasn’t scared from his task, lunging the nail toward Nathan’s face.
 
Darkness came to his right eye with a fiery sensation in his head. A loud shriek echoed through the chamber, and outside dogs barked their response.
 
Nausea rolled through him, almost pressing him to the floor. He forced himself through the door and up the weathered, wooden stairs to the sidewalk above.
 
His shaking hand went to his face. The nail jutted from the oozing socket. Bile erupted from his mouth, spraying to the ground.
 
Not knowing what time it was, he stumbled across the street to the bar, hoping someone was still there. The door pulled open, and he fell inside in a heap.
 
A woman behind the bar screamed. Bar stools fell over, rushing feet clamored on the floor. A voice yelled for Marge to call the police.
 
Nathan didn’t know how many hours had passed when he woke in the hospital. Darkness enshrouded him, and though he tried with all his might, he failed to absorb light. He moaned in terror.
 
“Don’t remove the bandages, Nathan,” a woman said; he didn’t recognize the voice. “You’ll need to leave them on until the doctor returns.”
 
“In the hospital?” he asked, his mouth dry.
 
“Yes.” Her warm hands pulled his hand away from his face. “You’re lucky. The doctor will explain everything when he comes in. Get some rest.”
 




Chapter Thirty-Five
While I was with them in the world, I kept them in thy name: those that thou gavest me I have kept, and none of them is lost, but the son of perdition; that the scripture might be fulfilled. 

 
John 17:12, KJV

 
Cleaning the wounds on his back the best he could, Tyler decided not to alert Mr. Bel about Cody and Jen leaving to avoid another uncomfortable meeting with him. He’d not worry about it as he was sure they’d come back with enough time for Cody to prepare for tonight’s talk. 
The divots on his shoulders barely broke the skin, and the scratches on his back were no more than light ridges. How had they produced so much blood?  More blood than they should for their shallowness. The strange woman in the room with her accent and scent had given him pleasure as had the woman in the bathroom where he now stood.
The similarities between them were profound. The perfume they carried in their wake was the identical exotic, earthy musk. Somehow the fragrance was familiar as though he’d smelled it a thousand times before, from where he didn’t know.
Their bodies were supple and easy to touch, their mouths passionate. Then there were their eyes. They had shared the same distant look. The glassiness not quite reflecting the light as it should. Each had played the role of a woman from the past. Dabbing a small amount of antibiotic cream on his shoulders, he grinned at himself in the mirror.
Back in the living room, he laid a towel on the sofa to not stain it with the salve, then sat, leaning back gently.
Becki watched him from the gray corner between the living-room window and the short wall dividing the dining room, making it her duty to be his guardian as the one God had assigned him had stayed at a distance. Luckily, he hadn’t seen her when he returned from the bathroom, otherwise, he would’ve yelled at her to leave.
After hiding the key in her special spot, she returned to be near him. She liked him a lot, though she’d made fun of him when they’d first met, she enjoyed looking at his stocky build and hair covered chest.
He made her happy the way his muscles bulged at the shoulders and biceps, giving way to a large round chest, over a flat stomach. He reminded him of the way her father had looked before he went to war but never came back.
His eyelids closed for the final time as sleep claimed Tyler. Careful to not make a sound, she crossed the room to the sofa, watching his face go slack as he drifted deeper into sleep. She tapped a finger on his knee, expecting him to jump awake but he didn’t. Satisfied he wasn’t going to wake and spoil what she wanted to do, she sat next to him.
Lifting his arm, careful not to wake him, she slid into the back cushion, wrapping his arm around her. She listened to his heartbeat as she lay her head against him, feeling his warmth radiate into her. Content, she slept.
Cody’s entrance into the apartment from the kitchen door didn’t disturb them. Seeing Becki nestled under Tyler’s arm wasn’t something he ever expected to see; at least she wasn’t a threat.
Trying not to disturb them, he returned through the dining room to the doorway into the hall and to his room. He didn’t feel comfortable in the hotel, but he wanted clean clothes for tonight.
After collecting a clean shirt and some toiletries, and stuffing them into a bag, he snuck back out the door to the alley.
His mind raced to where he was going as he headed east on the buckled sidewalk. Walking the side of the highway made him feel exposed to scrutiny, so when he reached King Street, he cut across it to the abandoned service station to First, continuing east. He froze in his tracks.
Ahead, a block away was the park where the circus had set up one summer evening, but it wasn’t what caused him to stop.
The Red Grouse used to stand between him and the park. It had burned to the ground several years after the fire on Main Street.
He’d felt horrible for the family who’d lived there at the time. They had two children, younger than him. He’d heard them tell of the strange slots in their bedroom doors. Knowing the house, at its creation, had been a house-of-ill-repute, he had the feeling the slots were for the madam to make sure her clients were getting their money’s worth.
Now as he observed where it had been, he was surprised to realize it was one of the four houses at the corners of town. Two familiar looking children, playing in the front yard of the home standing where the whore house had been, paid no attention to him as he continued his excursion to the end of town.
He hadn’t planned what he was going to do once he left the Shanley, or where he was going. A single green-painted, metal picnic table sat alone in the middle of the park below the canopy of elms. Warm air gusted across him, the afternoon was beginning to warm, but at least the trees gave him shade. His body glistened with perspiration.
He glanced at his watch; he had four hours to prepare. His mind went blank, and everything he’d read in the last few months disappeared. Memories of what Belphegor had told him, floated through the emptiness.
Belphegor’s explanation of God’s word had caused confusion, but when Hector had agreed with the Fallen Angel it grew. Nothing made sense. The earthbound Angel had never lied to him, but Cody was sure there had been countless omissions and wasn’t it, in the end, a lie?
Wishing for Hector to show herself, he leaned back on his elbows on the lawn in need of grooming. Bergen was sure Cody would know what to say tonight as he had the night before. But at the moment, he had no idea. All left to do now was wait until seven and hope.
The TV babbled to Tyler as he slept, giving him strange dreams of things he had to have and perilous adventures; a wet mop was all he needed to fight off the dangerous men who had hunted him.
His eyes flew open, and his gaze traced around the dimmed room. He jumped from the couch calling for Cody and Jen, but just like before his nap. They didn’t answer.
Muttering under his breath, he searched the apartment, confirming they hadn’t returned. Voices beyond the door to the lobby and the ringing of the desk bell took him from his search. With a hand on the knob, he realized he wasn’t dressed, and retreated through the open double-doors to pull on some clothes.
The crowd in the lobby was greater than the number of rooms in the hotel (at least three times greater) even if he found the key to open the basement, the four dank rooms down there didn’t do much to reduce the number he’d have to turn away.
An irritated woman stood first in line, the frown on her face giving her the impression of a bulldog. Having no idea how to handle the situation, Tyler stepped back into the apartment and locked the door. Where were they? What was more important than their duties?
The only thing on his mind was facing Mr. Bel’s displeasure. After Cody’s first disappearance, he had come to understand the boiling wrath stored inside the man always ready to fly from him at any moment.
Determined to find them, he snatched his phone from the table and pressed Jen’s name, hoping she answered this time. The phone rang three times.
“Hello, Tyler,” a sweet, melodic voice said in his ear. “You need to go out the back door, and walk to the end of town.”
“What? Who is this?” He demanded. “Did you kidnap my brother and Jen? Mr. Bel will pay any ransom, and you’ll regret—”
The phone cut off before he finished. Mr. Bel had warned about people who were against him, and how they attempted to stop him from his dreams. Now they had struck.
He bolted from the apartment, through the throng in the lobby and upstairs. His bare feet pounded the floor as he trotted to the end of the hall. Before his clenched fist hit the door to knock, it swung in.
Mr. Bel turned happily from the window. How he wished he didn’t have to tell the man of Cody’s abduction (Jen didn’t matter to the man). He did not want to see the smile removed from his glorious face, and feel the anger filling the room. If only he’d alerted Mr. Bel when he had discovered they were gone, he wouldn’t have to suffer this encounter.
“You look upset,” Mr. Bel said, placing his glass on the dresser top. “What is wrong? Eli forget to order capers?”
“Cody has been abducted,” he said abruptly. “I just called Jen, but the kidnappers answered.”
Mr. Bel laughed at the quirky joke. Seeing the distraught appearance hadn’t faded from him, seriousness replaced the laughter. “Impossible, no one would dare. Not now. What did they say?”
“They told me to go to the end of town.”
The man’s brow scrunched together as his head tilted to the side. “It doesn’t sound like a ransom call. What else did they say?”
“Nothing. When I told them you’d be angry, they hung up.”
“Hmmm. Are you sure you dialed the correct number?”
“Yes,” Tyler replied, his stomach tied in knots with every second he stood in the room. “They’ve been gone all day. Bill said they were in the basement and locked the door when they left. He hadn’t seen—”
“They were in the basement? I didn’t know Jennifer was selling those rooms.” Tyler shook his head. Mr. Bel tapped his chin, glancing down the hall. Shadows stalked the corridor and sitting area. “Well, I’m sure they’re fine. Cody’s more than likely in the theater, you know he loves it there.”
“Oh? Yeah, I didn’t think to look there, but Jen—”
“She, I assume, is with Eli. I told you, he’d steal her away from you.” To poke him more, he continued, “When you called, she disguised her voice and gave you those bizarre instructions.” Tyler blushed.
“I guess she’s done with us. You’ll have to find someone to run the hotel, or maybe it’s your new job since the restoration is finished.” Mr. Bel turned back to the window with wine in hand. “Why don’t you go back down, and check in our guests before you go to the theater to see I’m right about where Cody is? You have an hour before he goes on.”
“Yes, sir,” Tyler replied meekly, backing into the hallway.
When the door clicked shut, Belphegor returned the glass to its position. A deep frown embedded itself on his face. He faded, matching the paleness of the light coming in from the windows. His features melted away, dissolving into nothingness. A dark shadow flooded the floor, moving stealthily toward the door and under it, passing Tyler on the stairs, unnoticed.
At the bottom, it paid no attention to the frustrated people in the lobby but moved around the corner to the black rectangle under the basement door. Though he’d told himself he’d pay more attention to what they were doing, he’d been daydreaming about going home. Their punishment would be swift if they caused Cody any harm he’d not ordered them to perform.
The moment the shadow entered the boiler room, Belphegor reformed into his earthly shape. To his right, the door to the room holding his treasured offerings remained closed, while the tunnel stood open. He strode along the wall to the door leading outside. The empty carcass didn’t immediately catch his attention as it looked like discarded clothing. Then he found a clot of hair, and he knew his child had fed, and he saw the events leading to the woman’s death. He smirked.
They had done his bidding without being asked, luring her to the basement, and giving her to the growing beast; punishment for her treacherous act of turning her back on Cody when he had given her a job. Eli hadn’t yet received his reward for stealing the woman from Cody, but now his concern was locating the one who he had chosen to help him return home.




Chapter Thirty-Six
We have also a more sure word of prophecy; whereunto ye do well that ye take heed, as unto a light that shineth in a dark place, until the day dawn, and the day star arise in your hearts. 

 
2 Peter 1:19, KJV

 
After the few guests were checked in, Tyler bolted down the street to the theater, but he didn’t find his brother anywhere inside. More concerned, he stepped into the Top Hat.
The only person he knew inside was Eli bringing food from the kitchen. He was still unsure whether he cared the man had taken Jen from him and didn’t want to speak to him with at the moment for fear of a heated exchange.
The voice from the other end of the phone echoed in his mind. Outside the Top Hat, he searched the road to the end of town where he had been told to go.
Standing at the back door, unnoticed by Tyler, Eli watched with his lower lip pushing the top into his mustache, making the coarse hair touch his nose.
Eli thought it a strange time for Tyler to be going for a walk, but leaving the restaurant to learn what was happening wasn’t an option right then. The aroma of sizzling steaks brought him back from wondering about the man.
As he reached the end of the block, Tyler’s feet refused to move another step. Vibrating beads caught his attention. A rattlesnake coiled under a clump of sagebrush stuck its red tongue at him. But it wasn’t what stopped his movements, he wanted to continue his trek to the next block and the remaining distance, but his body refused to obey its orders.
No matter how he strained, his legs didn’t move him forward. His stomach tensed, forcing air through the lengths of his intestines with loud rumbling. Tingling climbed his legs. Gray clouds pushed around his consciousness, impairing his sight. The beat of his heart turned erratic, his breathing no more than a wheeze. Dizziness swayed the world around him through the tunnel left of his vision.
His right leg moved backward a step after much concentration, the symptoms he suffered wavered.
Another step back with his left removed them more. The snake shook its tail harder, coiling tighter, readying for the strike.
Tyler swung around the opposite way, looking like a marionette controlled by an amateur puppeteer. A stumbling step toward the theater returned his vision to true. Another, and the tingling in his legs smoothed away. One more caused his bowels to stop feeling as though they were going to fail him and fill his jeans with shit.
Without looking over his shoulder, he ran to Main Street never wanting to feel what he had felt ever again. The closer he came to the theater, his mind erased memories of the sensations. Opening the door, the timeline stored in his head told him he had left the Top Hat no more than seven seconds ago. A few people waiting inside, glanced at him as he entered. Tyler greeted them with smiles, though he was eager to find Cody.
Racing down the aisle, he focused on the closed curtain. At the edge of the unused orchestra pit, he turned right to the short steps leading onto the stage. His hand pushed the red velvet back, allowing him to pass to the side of the stage.
All the lights beamed down, focusing on the polished oak floor. The lighting coordinator nodded at him as he crossed to the back. The open floor leading down to the tunnel was dark. He hoped he didn’t need to search for him in the basement.
In less than thirteen minutes he needed to find his brother before the audience filled the theater. He cussed in his mind as the lanky man pushed a dust mop across the stage, the cords to his headphones swayed with his steps. The backdoor with its blaring red ‘Exit’ sign over it was closed, maybe Cody was in the yard, meditating before it was time to speak.
“Should’ve looked there first,” he mumbled, pushing the door open.
Flowers bounced in the breeze. Bees jumped from blossom to blossom, filling their sacks with nectar. A rabbit twitched its ears and nose as the door opened.
From the backdoor, he scrutinized the backyard; the white table sat empty, a blackbird perched on the rock that Cody had insisted be brought in.
Back inside, Tyler wanted to scream. Where was he? He peered into the Green Room again, but it was empty, as was the bathroom next door. Voices of patrons, muffled by the curtain, came at him. Pushing back the curtain enough to see through, he peeked at the audience finding seats, Holy Bibles held in most of their hands.
The clock on the wall behind the draw cables where he stood, told him three minutes remained before his brother was to begin tonight’s sermon. The clang of feet on the spiral staircase spun him around.
The brilliant blond of Mr. Bel’s hair poked from the darkness below. His heart raced. What was he going to say? Definitely not, ‘Cody hasn’t returned, but don’t worry, I’ll go on for him.’
The second hand counted down the seconds before the curtain was to open. Mr. Bel watched with satisfaction as he approached. Tyler tried to relax the tension straining his face. The backdoor swung inward. Mr. Bel’s head turned to glance behind him.
Tyler expelled a loud sigh, then hissed, “Cutting it short, aren’t you, Cody?”
Cody glared at Belphegor, something he hadn’t done since the day of his arrival. Tyler had seemed anxious before his brother came in the back door. Something had happened. Reaching his hand to Cody, Belphegor sent inquiry into him; each was rejected as Cody twisted away, avoiding contact.
Besides his attitude is different from the interested pupil, his attire wasn’t what Belphegor had expected Cody to wear while sharing his message—the brown suede vest, Cody wore most of the time, was unbuttoned, revealing his tanned chest and abdomen. The tattoo, he was ordinarily diligent in hiding from the world, shown clearly on the side of his lower arm in the bright stage light. Worn jeans without a belt drifted below his navel, giving a glimpse of dark hair above the button. No shoes covered his dusty feet.
“Maybe, we should cancel tonight,” Belphegor said, trying again to search Cody’s mind, but was met with the same barricades. “You look exhausted. Have you been outside all day?”
“I have,” he replied, keeping his attention on Tyler; looking at the Fallen Angel allowed infiltration. “I needed time away.” He nodded to Tyler as he stopped center stage. Tyler pressed the button on the wall, causing the motor to pull the curtains open. He continued, addressing the audience once the curtains were open, “I took a walk with a friend today. We discussed everything imaginable from current affairs to history. We even talked about the weather.
“My friend told me things I had never dreamed possible. Things which weren’t possible. However, this friend doesn’t lie, so I believed what was said without question. The biggest thing I came to realize when our conversation was over, is God is love.”
Belphegor sighed with relief, the way Cody had acted there hadn’t been any way to predict what he’d planned on saying.
“He loves us no matter what we do. He loves us if we do wrong. And even when we don’t confess our wrongs to Him, He keeps us in his hands. He doesn’t care how we dress or what we look like on the outside. His love is unconditional.”
Pausing, he looked from face to face. At the back, he was surprised to see people standing. He continued, “Another thing I learned today is, not everything is as it seems. People work to manipulate you to do what they want. Sometimes it isn’t a bad thing. They have a goal, and they want to see it through. I’ve been manipulated into speaking to you about God’s love. The person who pulled my strings to do this might not have had the best intentions.”
Belphegor balled his fists.
“The true intentions aren’t clear. Do they matter?” Cody’s voice raised with his answer. “I don’t think it is. After our discussion ended, I questioned the motivations. I put the facts together and saw no reason to stop my mission. How can sharing love, His love, be bad? I don’t come before you today with anything to hide.”
Tyler smirked remembering his brother coming downstairs holding his clothes in a ball at his naked side. The thought of his stripping on stage before the world made him want to laugh. Belphegor stood nearby. Tyler flicked his sights toward him to steal a look. The man’s jaws which had ground together earlier were now relaxed.
“I left my shoes outside, I walked the unpaved street barefoot, something I loved doing as a kid. I love the way earth feels, how its power connects with my callused soles. The soft caress of a grassed yard is a comfort.” Tyler realized Cody was at the park a few blocks away at the edge of town. “Hot sand baking in the sun, scorching with its touch.” He made his way to stage left for the water sitting on the table hidden behind the curtain.
After a long gulp, he started again, “He created the world for us in seven days out of love. When He looked around and saw everything was good. He created us in His divine image. I’ve recently discovered, it might be naïve of me to admit this, God created others before humankind.
“It never occurred to me, and I never questioned, where Angels came from. Angels were His creations too. They serve Him in Heaven. Some walk with us continuously, guiding us the best they can through our lives.
“When we were created, a group of Angels wanted what God had, they wanted the ability to create in their image, and the war in Heaven began. They were no longer satisfied with their duties. In the end, they lost and were cast from the glories in the sky to Earth. Most of you know Lucifer or Satan. But few know about the others.”
Cody knew he was walking a precarious line with the direction he was going with tonight’s talk, but he continued, “The Legions of Fallen Angels descended on us. It is impossible to know why God sent them here, to the world He had created and where His facsimiles lived. Why didn’t He destroy them? Why not send them elsewhere?”
Belphegor gapped at Cody as he had no idea where he was leading. One moment he felt as though Cody were going to tell the audience who he was, the next he turned back on track.
“They walk among us to this day. They manipulate us. They tempt us with riches, and try to steal our souls.” The lights in the Shoshone flickered, and the lobby door swung open. A dark silhouette blocked the light from the lobby from entering the theater. Cody trembled, as he continued, “He had a plan, He still has a plan. His plan is about repentance and forgiveness. Even the Fallen Angels have the option. But to truly repent, one must look inside. Forget the distractions of life and look deep.”
Eyes darker than the skin of his face burned across the theater at Cody. He stood for a moment in front of the closing doors; had he been any taller, his head would have brushed the chandeliers. His long stride brought him down the aisle in seconds. In the light of the stage, his features burst with elegance. His broad forehead was smooth without the slightest crease blemishing its surface. High cheekbones drew his skin tightly toward his wide, unsmiling mouth.
The vein in his neck stood out, throbbing as he gazed at Cody. Whispers hissed through the audience, speaking of the latecomer, then died away when he sat in the empty seat in the front row directly in front of Cody; his form no longer gargantuan, but in scale with the seat which had suddenly emptied for him.
Cody’s mouth went dry, and he desperately wanted another sip of water, but he had to finish before it was impossible for him to continue. He took a breath, then said, “You will find Him. Take time each day for reflection. Turn off the TV, your computers, your radios. Don’t pick up the newspaper. Look inside instead.
“Clear your mind only for you and God. The world is so busy these days worrying about what others are doing. In the special time, you set aside, forget the world. Lay down your anger, your hate, and your earthly desires. Afterward, you’ll have a new outlook with God at your side. Remember His love is the greatest love to have, and all you have to do is ask for it.”
Hector watched him approach the stage. The brightness emitting from her didn’t begin to penetrate the darkness pouring from him. Before he had entered, she noticed Bergen had squirmed uncomfortably in the seat next to Leona. She was more than a little surprised the child had talked Leona into returning, though Nathan, who had stayed firm on his distaste for being in the theater, wasn’t with them.
Somehow the child was connected to the realm of Angels; it was beyond Hector’s knowledge or rank to know more than she already did about Bergen, which was what Cody knew and nothing more.
Once Gabriel had enlisted her to intervene, she knew she would find herself face to face with more than Belphegor, and now the moment had arrived. She didn’t flinch as his fluid movements carried him down the ramp.
As much as she had known God wasn’t going to be the only interested party with what was happening in Shoshoni, she never expected him to be the first.
Cody glanced at his Watcher, who winked, her green intensifying.  He gulped nervously, and then continued, “Every man, woman, and child is worthy. Every soul God created is welcome in His arms. No one will be turned away.
“In closing, I turn to a memory from one summer when a missionary spoke at our church. He told us about villages in Africa where people worshipped demons and allowed themselves to be possessed. In his tale, he said the one thing that frightened him the most was seeing the demons transforming the features of these villagers, defacing God’s creations.
“My question at the time was why did anyone invite something against God into their bodies? The missionary told me because they were tricked into believing it was God.
“They are devious, and mean nothing but harm to man.” A can light overhead buzzed. Was there a rumble from the basement? Cody closed his eyes, feeling vibrations in the planks beneath his bare feet. Keeping his voice steady, he finished, saying, “God will forgive. All you have to do is ask. Even the Fallen will be heard.” He glanced at the dark man below him. “God loves you.”




Chapter Thirty-Seven
How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! How art thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the nations! 

 
Isaiah 14:12, KJV

 
Amen echoed from the audience as the stage and spotlights dimmed while the house lights were brightening. Cody remained center stage though the curtains didn’t close. He was relieved to see his brother had exited with the others standing in the back.
Fine hairs rose along his body as the dark man in the front gazed upon him; he hadn’t left with the other members of the audience. The man and woman who had sat next to him were the most eager to leave, stepping dangerously close to the edge of the orchestra pit while keeping themselves from looking toward the malevolent being.
His focus remained on Cody, assessing him, not allowing any detail to go unnoticed. Once the patrons had evacuated the theater, he rose, shaking his head.
“I see what I’ve been hearing is true,” rang his deep voice. “The Throne is making a play.”
Shadows muted the phosphorescent glow of the house lights. The darkness shooting from him moved beyond the one who had professed God’s love to the one hidden behind the curtain at stage right.
The intense dark face of the man on the floor was elegant and gruesome, and though Cody wanted to divert his attention, he struggled with finding the courage to blink.
His voice, though it was deep and booming, held the silkiness Belphegor and Hector had. The black suit and shirt he wore were cut similarly to Belphegor’s blue, accentuating his muscular build, as though they had the same tailor.
Without ever hearing the man’s name spoken, Cody knew it. The sound of it floated softly from the far recess of his consciousness, becoming echoes turning on themselves, intensifying its pitch until he thought his head would explode.
Louder the name roared, demanding to be spoken, fiercely beating on his tongue, prying at his lips to open, proclaiming it to the world. He tried to think of other things, hoping to stop the name from repeating in his mind and keep his mouth from yearning to speak it.
“Lucifer.” His mouth disobeyed the commands he had given to stay silent, and it was too late to take the word back.
The dark beams bore down on Cody; though his eyes were closed, he knew the sharpness of the gaze. Laughter erupted from Lucifer, shaking the theater. The chandeliers overhead rattled and swayed, threatening to throw the crystal pendants to the floor.
The flipped up seats clapped with the backs, providing a mighty wind disturbing the dust and bits of debris left by the audience; its cloud mixed with the gloom covering the room.
With the maelstrom came an invisible hand gripping him, pinning his arms to his sides, squeezing tighter and tighter. Cody’s head began to pound with the lack of oxygen to his restricted lungs.
The pressure on his bones became excruciating. At any moment, Cody expected them to shatter, leaving him a pulp of tissue, destroyed on the floor. Dark circles, denser than the color of the man, flashed in his vision, disappearing, then returning larger and more ominous. The laughter paled with the pain he had felt. His system was no longer able to bear the trauma his body was receiving.
Lucifer forgot Cody, turning his attention back to the gloom lurking to the right. His laughter ended, instantly quieting the theater to the macabre silence of a tomb.
Cody didn’t stumble when the unseen fist released him; his lungs filled with air as though nothing had happened, no pain surged through his bones and flesh. The Fallen Angel hadn’t acknowledged Hector, but why would he? She was only a Watcher. Hector intently glared at him, her only action of defense. His power was beyond hers; a Cherub who had once had the ear of God wasn’t someone who she stood a chance against. Cody found it strange Belphegor hid behind the curtain.
Then Lucifer turned away, returning up the incline with the same long stride he had made in his descent. The door to the lobby shook at his approach, and when he reached them, he became a pillar of black smoked plummeting into the floor. The light in the theater brightened.
Cody scanned the room for any sign of him, but he found no clue the man remained. Turning his head, Cody found Belphegor in plain view near the velvet curtain. Nothing about his expression told them he was distressed about the arrival of Lucifer. He crossed the stage to Cody.
“Great show,” he said, reaching for him. Cody didn’t have time to react as the man’s arms encircled him. “Such the game you’re playing,” he whispered in his ear. Cody felt the hardness of him against his crotch. “You shall have what you desire.”
The theater blurred as Cody lost focus, then clarity returned, finding him in Belphegor’s suite. The man’s arms fell away, and his fingers went to work loosening the buttons of his shirt. Carefully, he laid his blue jacket over the back of the chair.
The open shirt revealed a well-formed chest and abdomen, more defined than Cody had imagined with golden, curly hair nuanced to bronze as it traveled toward the waistline. Next, the belt loosened, and the button and zipper were undone. Gracefully, he stepped out of his pants, and folding them with care, and he placed them on top of the jacket. The shirt was all that remained on Belphegor, but only a moment. He removed it, adding to the pile on the back of the chair.
Cody didn’t try to hide his attraction or desire; his breaths quickened, his heart increased speed, and his pants bulged with his awakening member. Rapidly, removing his pants and vest, he wasn’t careful with his clothing as Belphegor had been, and he dropped them to the floor.
* * * *
As he greeted the members of the audience, Tyler returned his gaze to the theater, waiting for his brother to exit. When he had spoken to the last person, Cody still hadn’t come out, leaving him alone on the sidewalk.
Across the street a child laughed, sitting on the lawn next to a woman who he hadn’t seen in a long time. He edged across the street, then looked over his shoulder when he reached the other side; still no sign of Cody.
The only reason he found as to why his brother didn’t speak with the sycophants was he was having a meeting with the strange, dark man who had come in late.
Moving his attention back to the couple in the park, the child found him with a frown stretched in sadness; Bergen saw the things inside him held on tightly and didn’t want to let go. More than laughter was needed to release their grip.
“Leona?” Tyler said, joining them in the cooling evening air. “I didn’t know you still lived here. And you have a dau…” His voice trailed off as he assessed Bergen.
“This is Bergen,” she replied as she stood, forcing her arms around him. The contact made her stiffen and her stomach heave forward. Abruptly, she let go and stepped back. “I came back after college. Couldn’t stay away, kinda like you.”
“Yeah.” He didn’t smile as he looked back at Bergen. “I’m gonna have a drink at the Top Hat, you want to join me?”
“No, thanks,” Leona replied, wanting to retreat farther from him. “We need to get home.”
“Stay with us.” Bergen stared up at him. “The drinks will be there when we’re done.”
Leona’s hands twisted together in front of her. The smile on her face was thin and unhappy. The child and Tyler sat on the lawn with several feet between them, and Leona retreated to the bench. They watched the loosening throng of people across the street.
Bergen said, more as a rhetorical statement than a conversation starter, “I wasn’t expecting him.”
“Who?” Tyler asked, moving slightly to look at the child’s sparkling eyes.
“The one who came in toward the end,” Leona replied, acid in her tone. Tyler glanced back at her with a furrowed brow, ready to ask who again, but she continued before he replied, “I didn’t see him leave.”
“He’s still inside,” Bergen said, then moved the subject away from the dark man. “Where are you going to sleep tonight?”
“At the hotel, where else?”
“You don’t want to spend the night with Jen before she returns home?” the child replied.
“Jen’s at your house?” Tyler blurted. “Mr. Bel thought she was with Eli.”
“She’d be safe at his ranch, too.” Bergen was silent for a moment. “Maybe you should go with him.”
“Wait a second,” Tyler yelled. “Safe from what? Don’t tell me you think Mr. Bel is bad like Cody did when he first got here. I won’t sit here and listen to this.”
He abruptly stood, losing his balance, arms waving for balance. Before he righted himself, Bergen’s small hands grasped Tyler’s wrist.
He froze as did Leona, her expectant gaze on them. A jolt shook them. They screamed, loud and shrill. Leona scrambled from the bench, reaching for the child, tears boiling; she knew she shouldn’t have allowed Bergen to talk her into coming tonight. Before Leona took hold of Bergen, the child let go of Tyler, each crumbling to the ground. None saw the ejection of three dark shadows from Tyler, though Bergen knew it had happened.
Tyler was the first to regain himself, and yelled, “What the hell? What the fuck did you do to me?”
Bergen sat up, smiling. The sparkling eyes were more radiant than before as the child laughed hearing cuss words. “Mother said you had the tendency for profanities.” He blushed. “Now, I will ask again, where are you sleeping tonight?”
Across the street, though brightly illuminated by the marquee, seemed dark and ominous. It had suffered many years of neglect, and Tyler saw the scars hidden behind fresh paint. Pale lights in the windows of the upper levels of the buildings tried to disguise the doom hiding inside. Even the restored portrait of Chief Cameahwait scowled with disdain.
“Your place sounds great.”




Chapter Thirty-Eight
For all this I considered in my heart even to declare all this that the righteous, and the wise, and their works, are in the hand of God: no man knoweth either love or hatred by all that is before them. 

 
Ecclesiastes 9:1, KJV

 
The small house brimmed with guests. Leona couldn’t think of a time when so many had been in her living room; yesterday, Cody and Jen, now, Tyler, Jen, and Eli. The right corner of her mouth twitched with the nervousness churning her stomach.
Bergen had told her all things would work out as they should. It wasn’t an answer which made her feel better. In fact, it was no answer at all. She had heard it several times before from the child, meaning the answer was unknown.
The urge to slap Bergen rose from deep within her core when the child had said they needed to attend the next service to see Cody’s condition for themselves. But wasn’t it why Eli had taken the job running the Top Hat? Nathan absolutely refused to return, which left her to go; Bergen offered not to burden her, but she couldn’t allow the child to go alone.
In the morning, Tyler and Jen had planned to leave town, and, hopefully, never come back; Leona wished to go with them, especially now after another Fallen Angel had come to town. She had been pregnant with Bergen when she learned what called Shoshoni home.
At the time, it hadn’t mattered. She had already dropped out of school; had this been his plan all along? Her observation traveled to Bergen sitting on the floor in front of Tyler. Even if it had been his doing, her love for her child was unchanged.
Before Bergen had noticed Leona watching her, she moved her gaze to Tyler’s phone sitting on the coffee table. Her hand followed, snatching it up. Her thumb navigated the screen, and found Cody’s contact information.
Shaking, as though she dreaded the movement, she looked to Tyler as though she expected him to stop her. Then, the thumb obeyed her command and pressed his name. It rang several times, then gave way to Cody asking her to leave a message.
The generic chirping ring didn’t distract Cody from the pleasure Belphegor razed in him. Their movements continued—hands moving across bare skin, leaving no part untouched. Open mouths tasted the salt of the other’s flesh. The heat of their breaths inhaled and exhaled mixing with the musk of their sweat.—Belphegor, on the other hand, did notice, though his interaction with Cody gave no indication.
He assessed the heap of clothing on the floor. The brightness of the phone’s screen broke through the denim. Whoever was calling needed to wait; he wasn’t going to stop to ask Cody whether he wished to answer. Besides, what they had to say wasn’t as important as what was happening in his suite.
Leona laid the phone back on the table, disappointing everyone Cody had not answered. They worried about Lucifer’s arrival; they had expected others to come but had never anticipated him to be the first. His appearance led to a single question; did he approve what was happening in Shoshoni?
Cody had never experienced passion the way he had tonight. The lovers he had in the past were more interested in being pleasured.
Tonight, marked how all future partners were judged. He laid on the bed, trying to keep every caress and movement in his mind as clearly as it had happened.
Belphegor had stayed with him in the bed afterward, longer than Cody had expected. His fingers combed the loose curls of hair on Belphegor’s chest as he laid on his side, looking at the enigma next to him. His hand moved farther down the exquisite physique, under the sheet to the manhood.
Belphegor’s eyes opened washing the room with blue, a smile brightening his face. Tonight had strengthened the bond between them, keeping Cody at his side, preaching God’s love to the masses around the world.
He rolled on his side, facing Cody. Their breaths mingled, lips touched. The electricity of their bodies pressed together erupted another fire. However, Belphegor had a service to attend, so he eased away from him.
Cody’s brow knitted together, wondering why the man was pulling away. His hand desperately grabbed his, squeezing, begging for him not to leave. Belphegor put it to his mouth, kissing it.
Releasing his hand, Cody slumped back, exhaustion filling him. While dressing, the Fallen Angel watched Cody sleep without worrying about finding an empty bed when he returned. His body became a column of mist tumbling to the floor.
Hector stood in the hall. Seeing tendrils of smoke snake from under the door, she stepped back, watching it move to the fire escape at the end of the short hallway, then disappear into the night. When it had gone, she returned to the door, pressing her hand against its surface.
Closing her eyes, she willed herself into the room. Relief and excitement filled her as she opened them, standing inside. She raced to the bed. Cody was in a deep sleep, and matter how she tried to wake him, and he slept on.
It occurred to her he was an illusion like the night he miraculously had left his apartment to get the tattoo, and he had traveled in the mist with Belphegor; she hadn’t touched him, but now she did, confirming he was real.
She could enter him, but the idea made her uncomfortable. She had the power to do so, but she’d be doing something so vile to him, and the thought kept her from going forward with it.
She prayed. I need some help here. I don’t know what to do. Belphegor has succeeded in seducing Cody. I know Cody made a choice, but he was tricked.
Lucifer was there. A smooth male voice replied.
Yeah, so. It was only a matter of time. I heard what he told Belphegor. Is it His will?
You will know when it is time.
Hector rolled her eyes behind closed lids. What am I supposed to do now?
“Leave my room if you know what’s good for you, Watcher,” Belphegor’s voice burst from Cody.
Before Hector had time to react, pressure surrounded her, pushing her away from Cody toward the window. The force turned her to face them, shoving her toward the panes of glass.
A scream erupted from her, loud and shrill like a siren alerting the world there was danger amok. The momentum quit, stopping her three inches from the window.
Cody sat up gasping for air. He scanned the pale room. A figure stood near the window, but it wasn’t Belphegor. His teeth clattered with fear. Another ghoul had come, this time not in the theater.
“Stay away. Mr. Bel will be back any second.”
The form turned toward him. Brightness poured from the cracks in the creature’s façade. Clumps of hair fell away from its scalp, producing illumination excruciating to see.
It sputtered from its disintegrating mouth. His brain whirred with what he was viewing. Nothing made sense, he wanted to hide his face, but he had to see everything and try to understand.
The light made everything in the room look like a black-and-white negative. Shapes drooped, melting together. Air sucked into Cody’s lungs, but he expelled none.
Nausea brought bile and the few pieces of undigested food in his stomach into his mouth — the breaths he had taken, exhaled with the vomit, shooting it across the room.
Cody fell backward onto the floor with a thump. Hector rushed to his side; she knew he wasn’t dead as she hadn’t been recalled to Heaven. However, she didn’t know whether he was injured. The human flesh she’d worn had melted, and her true form filled the room. The others with her matched her glory.
They had to leave the room before Belphegor returned. Unfortunately, the only way to take Cody out of the room was…she shook her head.
Now that she knew the little part of Belphegor was awakened inside Cody, she had less desire to enter him. Besides, she’d be able to talk with him in the morning and stop him from making the horrible decision; she hopped.
For now, she’d let him sleep. In the hallway, she stepped back to the wall where Tyler had decided to open the wall to connect the next building, watching the room door and the fire exit.
* * * *
“I’ll go,” Jen said. “We need to know what they discussed. Cason can get the information from Hector, and I’ll check on Cody.”
“Bad idea,” Eli replied. “You’ll be sucked in again before you can bat your eye.”
Tyler still had a hard time with the fact that an actual Guardian Angel was with him always, and because he didn’t see his, relied on Jen’s description. It weirded him out when Jen spoke of them so freely.
“You have a better idea?” she said on the verge of shouting. “And wait and see isn’t an option for me.”
“I agree,” Bergen added. “But you need to be cautious.” A pause, then the child continued, “It’s not only Belphegor you need to worry about. His creation has a nose for you.” Another pause as though Bergen were contemplating whether it was a good idea after all. “Use the side fire escape to get in. It is the safest way in and out if any of them notice.”
“But the door is locked on the outside. And I didn’t take any keys with me.”
“Becki will open it for you.”
“Well it’s settled,” Jen said with a faint smile. Her legs quivered as she stood like they weren’t going along with the plan.
“I’m going with you,” Tyler spoke up. “You can’t seriously think that going in there alone is a good idea. I can be the lookout.”
“No!” Bergen said. “He’ll notice you, and you won’t see him coming.”
Tyler blushed and returned to sit on the sofa.
“I’ll take her. He hates me anyway, but I have a reason to be there. I run the restaurant, after all.” He glanced at Tyler. “You don’t remember me from school?” His thick mustache bounced up with his boyish grin. Tyler shook his head, and Eli shrugged, continuing, “Let’s get going if we’re gonna do this.”
“Don’t dawdle,” Nathan said. “I don’t unlock the doors after three.”
“Me, either,” Eli replied. “We have plenty of time to get her in and out of there. Don’t worry.”




Chapter Thirty-Nine
Dead things are formed from under the waters, and the inhabitants thereof. 

 
Job 26:5, KJV

 
Eli parked under the light attached to the side of the Top Hat above the drive-thru window, providing a circle of cool brightness for the parking lot.
As she watched cross the street, the beating of her heart quickened while she waited at the corner of the restaurant. The plan was for him to keep watch from across the street, and to be sure Belphegor wasn’t standing vigil at the window; Eli knew the ceremony in his honor hadn’t ended yet but hadn’t shared that information with anyone.
Once he was on the other side, a slight nod told her to start walking, so they reached the end of the block together.
She wished he walked at her side, giving her some comfort before she embarked on her task. As they walked deliberately down the street, her eye caught the tavern, and she wanted to do nothing but run inside and get drunk. No one would think her a coward if she aborted the plan with the unknown elements at play inside the Shanley.
At the corner, she glanced at Eli who nodded the all clear. The voice screaming danger on her arrival in Shoshoni, once again, was vocal, nagging her to take flight.
Taking a deep breath, and she willed herself to see this through. Passing the three-foot-high, iron mesh fence circling the stairwell, she surveyed the murk at the basement door.
A shiver laid its fingers on her, and she had to force her eyes away and keep out of her mind what lurked beyond the aged door.
Firmly grabbing the rail, she took the first step. Air didn’t want to move from her as she stood, listening for any sign the inhabitants of the basement knew of her presence.
For the next twelve steps, she paused, and listened, watching the shadowy stairs below; the shadow of the fence stretched web-like lines across them. Not even a breeze brushed trash or dust along the street.
Once at the top, she searched for Eli across the street. Her heart banged in her chest from the exertion and from panic caused when she didn’t immediately find him pressed against the wall outside the cone of streetlight’s glow. He made no signal Belphegor stood at the window or anything else to make her flee.
Turning the knob, she was relieved to find Becki had come through and had unlocked the door. She pushed it open with unsteady hands.
Across the short hall, Hector waited. A hard frown pressed her lips together into a thin white line. Her green radiance was darker than usual, not the bright emerald Jen had seen when she had first met the Angel, streaming across the hall to Jen. Immediately, the Angel’s expression changed; her mouth opened in question but said nothing as Jen placed her finger to her lips.
The second floor was quiet, giving Jen a chilly welcome. Had it always been this quiet? She had never ventured from the apartment after the guests were settled in their rooms for the night.
Peering down the long hallway to the left, the door to room three opened a crack. The light in the room angled toward her, but she couldn’t see who or what watched her from inside. Opening more, she saw the open door to the adjoining room.
Shadows crossed into Wayne’s room, though she saw no one move in the other room. The door pulled open. From her position, there was no more to see than she had seconds before.
“Hello, Jen,” the cowboy’s drawl said. “Come on in. I’ve missed you.”
He came into view, standing in front of the adjoining door, wearing his boots, hat, and bolo tie. His erection pointed toward her, a glisten on moisture bubbling from its tip.
She felt herself smile, wishing she wasn’t enamored. Her nipples tightened with the memory of their encounter, replaying the pleasure and passion they had had.
His hand beckoned for her to come to him; her attempted resistance was futile. She wanted to feel his cool hands on her warm skin, have him inside her, filling her, taking her to places no man had taken her before. Forgetting why she had returned to the Shanley, she moved toward the open door, watching him rub his hand gently on his manhood.
“Jen!?” a familiar voice called out, but who was it? “Jen, why are you here?” She tried to turn but remained inanimate. He had heard the voice, too. Both hands fell to his side, no longer reaching for her or fondling his erection.
The light color of his eyes turned black, and a scowl removed the enticing grin from his lips. Dark veins, below the surface of his skin, ruined his face. The voice continued, “You shouldn’t have come back.”
Looking over her shoulder, she saw a red-haired woman staring at her. She was familiar. A thin man standing next to her was someone she knew, too.
In seconds the strange man was next to her, placing his hand on her shoulder. A wave of nausea passed through her. Wayne glared into the hallway. He was no longer the sexy cowboy; his features had become rigid. Darkness filled him. His strong hands had become gnarled joints and long-ragged nails. He took a step toward the door.
Jen’s heart raced. Turning around, she stumbled, almost falling. Her head swiveled to look behind her; he was crossing the threshold. The sinews beneath his taught flesh writhed with the movement.
Catching the knob of the door to room four, she found her balance and returned the short distance she’d come. Without glancing back again, she was out the door and clamoring down the metal stairs, a scream ready to dislodge from her throat.
Before she was halfway down the stairs, Eli had rushed out of the shadow and into the street. When he reached the corner, her feet connected with the sidewalk.
Howls raged from below. Hands slapped and pounded the door. The residents of the basement were awake and aware of her visit, demanding payment for her trespass; a taste of her flesh for the pleasure she had received for the mere remembrance of laying with Wayne. She had escaped, dissatisfying them. They shrieked their displeasure and desire to have her.
The melee increased as she ran along the low fence to Eli a short distance away. He grabbed her arm, pulling her to the center of the street and toward the other end of the block.
Rumbling inside the row of buildings followed their trek; explosions of sounds erupted from the interior. Behind them, glass shattered from the windows of the storefronts, glittering the pavement. Eli increased his speed and was relieved Jen matched his stride.
The closer they came to his car, the louder the cackles and growls became. The cacophony of destruction mixed with the roar of the denizens, their voices melding into one.
The small drive-thru window, watching the parking lot, rattled in its frame as Jen and Eli skimmed across the gravel to the car. Both flung open one of the suicide doors on the driver’s side of the car. She plunged into the back, reaching out, once inside, to catch the door and pull it closed.
Without closing his door, Eli jammed the clutch to the floor and turned the ignition; the old car had always been difficult to start, and he muttered a prayer, hoping to change its record.
The glass of the drive-thru bowed toward them, stretching beyond what it should. Eli grinned thankfully as the car started at the same moment the bar window vomited shards of glass toward them.
Eli popped the clutch, the car lurched back, then in a spray of gravel, flung forward to the street. Darkness, darker than the night, reached for the car, trying to take hold of its worn surface. The shrieks and howls turned to a deep growl as they sped onto the unpaved street.
Wind blasted the car from behind with sand and gravel and trash. In the rearview mirror, Eli watched the cloud of darkness mixing with the debris stirred by the wind.
Jen had turned to look through the back window. The intensity of what stalked them was incredible. It pushed itself together into a form neither expected; it was taller than the electric poles and wider than the car it chased.
Eli pressed the gas pedal to the floor, hoping nothing or no one jumped in front of him as he raced down First Street. The car shook with the battering the ground took from beast’s steps. The gap between them closed.
Three blocks from their destination, he saw the lights through the windows of the house they raced toward. He zoomed past another block, seeing someone standing in the open doorway; it had to be Bergen, no one else inside was as short. In another block, the sparkle of the child’s eyes would glitter the air between them.
“I’m not stopping,” he yelled back at her, making her look through the mirror. “I’ll slow enough so you won’t get hurt. Run as fast as you can, and don’t look back.”
A vision of turning to salt popped into Jen’s mind. “What about you?” She choked back tears.
“It doesn’t want me, not now anyway.”
Panic permeated her as she realized whatever was after them wasn’t the angry ghosts. Eli slammed on the brakes. She braced her arms against the back of his seat, waiting for the moment she must run into the arms of the dire world outside the car to the safety of the old house on the corner. The ground bounced with the beast’s swift approach. She heard Eli yell ‘Now!’ and the door swung open.
Before another thought came to her mind, her feet were on the ground, pushing the gravel below them as she moved faster than she imagined ever doing. The storm door opened, inviting her into the safety of the house. Her head pounded with stars flashing behind her skull; she’d never run this hard before.
Her foot slipped on damp grass, launching her forward. A cry escaped her, expecting her end. On her back, spots of warmth blossomed, spreading toward her legs. The moment she expected to fall, her body righted itself and propelled her through the door.
The door banged shut behind her as the house moaned and creaked with the tumultuous storm attacking it. Jen fell to the floor, gasping for breath, sobs vibrated the air coming and going from her lungs. She’d made it. She sat up. But what about Eli?




Chapter Forty
After this I saw in the night visions, and behold a fourth beast, dreadful and terrible, and strong exceedingly; and it had great iron teeth: it devoured and brake in pieces, and stamped the residue with the feet of it: and it was diverse from all the beasts that were before it; and it had ten horns. 

 
Daniel 7:7, KJV

 
No one in the house slept the rest of the night; the sounds outside didn’t give them a second of respite. In the morning, the neighbors and the rest of the town would think a thunderstorm had exploded in the night, unaware of the beast who lurked under their noses.
Bergen looked up from the puzzle on the coffee table with a message from Eli: he’d return after sunrise when the beast had retreated to its lair under the hotel. It wasn’t strong enough to withstand the light of day. Jen was relieved he had made it back to the ranch without incident.
Doing her best to tell them what she’d seen from the rear window of the car, Jen wasn’t sure her description began to do it justice—it was large, dark and oppressive like a shadow too dense no one was able to see through it.
Eyes, like Bergen’s, contrasted against the darkness, in places they shouldn’t be. Frigid air blew from it, and she remembered the feathers of frost forming on the window though it was more than eighty degrees outside. It moved as though it were weightless, like the way a cloud drifts in the sky.
The most surprising to her was she had made it inside. She had felt the cold breath on her back as she crossed the lawn. The slickness she had slipped on, she knew after describing the beast to them, had been frost and not damp grass. Then for no reason, warmth radiated through her limbs, which had to have been Divine Intervention.
Her mind returned to the hotel, and how stupid she’d been for allowing Wayne to steal her focus. Had she not glanced down the hallway to his room, she could have checked on Cody, and not awoken the thing tormenting them outside.
At least Cason had been successful in learning about the meeting with Lucifer. She tried to reassure herself when the sun rose, Eli was indeed well, she’d be able to forgive herself for the trouble she had caused.
The clock near the door told her it was a few minutes until three; in about as many hours the sun was bound to stretch its rays across the land.
Leona fidgeted in the kitchen, wiping the counters and arranging dishes in the cupboards for the thirteenth time. Nathan’s eye widened, darting around the room but not landing on anyone.
Bergen stood, taking his hand. Though the child’s eyes sparkled as normal, something different was on the beautiful face; the skin was taught and lips pale. A slight tremor shook the small hands. Tyler, who had laid his head on the back of the sofa, had not seen any of their actions, only Jen had observed the tension mingling with the three.
A strike of tinnitus attacked Jen’s ear, alerting her body to the drop in barometric pressure. Again, she found Leona, and her movements were now stiff and robotic as she moved dishes from the dishwasher to their places on the shelves. Back to Nathan, she discovered his eye closed while Bergen stroked the back of his hand. The clock clicked the change of time; three o’clock.
Outside, the storm silenced. Jen stared at the door. Had they been wrong about its attack ending at sunrise? Again, she surveyed the room. All but Tyler, who didn’t seem to have noticed the sudden silence as he stared at the ceiling, held their breaths. Bergen seemed to have fallen asleep, no longer moving fingers across the man’s arm.
The big hand of the clock moved; a minute had passed and the silence filling the world began to terrify Jen. Something had happened, from the way her hosts were reacting, they knew it, too, but chose to be as silent as the environment, hoping the worst of the storm had passed.
The hand clicked another minute. Still no one moved. Leona stared blankly into the open cupboard, frozen, without blinking. Jen wanted to scream to break the spell. Cason’s voice cautioned against it, then went silent.
Watching the clock counting down the seconds before the big hand moved one more notch, Jen reached her limit and stood. No one seemed to notice. The clocked ticked the seconds. Nathan’s mouth turned into a wince. Quietly moving to the window, she looked away from the clock, parting the drapes enough to see into the gloom.
Bergen reclaimed her sight with lips parted to stop her, but it was too late. Jen saw the moment the hand of the clock found the third minute. A loud, shrill scream bellowed from her. Her hands released the drapes as though they were on fire. The bright eyes penetrating the darkness had found her, showing her everything she had never wanted to see.
The beast watched as the land and everything was destroyed, hovering above the Earth on its many wings. Mutilated bodies hanged on thick ropes bounced from street lamps. Skin melted from faces of children. Fires raged in houses and on the prairies. The mountains spilled molten rock into the water.
Another creature flooded other parts of the world, devouring anything in reach. It, too, had many eyes watching the catastrophes it had created from the depths of the ocean. Floating cadavers clotted the flow, building damns of flesh and bone.
Where the beasts hadn’t caused demise, other atrocities took place, men and women demented by loss or fear or rage, attacked others with bricks, beating their neighbor’s heads until their brains oozed from the wounds and they collapsed to the ground. They didn’t discriminate with their attacks, turning on the ones who had fought along with them, destroying them as they had the others. Then when no other opponent was left turned on each other.
In the middle of everything, she found Cody, blue light pooling around and from him. The tone of his voice was calm, almost bland, as though he were unaware of the catastrophes playing out around him. His words repeated in an endless loop, like a needle stuck in the groove of a record. “God is love, the love everlasting.” 
The images feeding into her brain overwhelmed her system; her gaze rolled toward Heaven as her knees buckled, and she swayed toward the floor. Foam formed in her mouth, building until it was to capacity and spewed from her. Tyler jumped from the sofa, catching her convulsing body.
He laid her on the sofa. The tremors in her slowed as the turmoil outside struck up a new fever, louder and stronger than before. Laughter rolled as though thunder; the townspeople were sure to record it as the most deafening storm in the history of Shoshoni, rivaling all others.
Leona sauntered in with a warm, damp towel to clean Jen’s face. This was the end for her. She’d had her fill of this town and its evil tenants. She wanted to take Bergen and go far away. Whether Nathan went with them made no difference to her; she’d be happy either way—More than likely, he’d stay to defend the world from the Fallen Angel imprisoned in their hometown—but she wouldn’t endure another three o’ three in the morning attack.
* * * *
Belphegor’s attention turned from the ritual in his honor. Tumultuous sounds came from a block away. Something or someone had angered his pet growing below the hotel. The shattering of glass and the turning over of shelves filled the air. The ground shook with disapproval.
He had to know what was occurring, and without waiting for his offering, dissipated into the darkness, leaving the ceremony. Up the street, two people, clutching hands, ran from the corner to the other end of the block. Glass blew into the street as his pet moved through the buildings. The destruction was trivial and would be repaired with little trouble. Just a single thought was needed.
His concern laid with Cody, hoping the tempest hadn’t disturbed him. At the corner, he stopped, solidifying. The car burst from the parking lot. Eli and the woman Tyler clung to at night were inside. His Masterpiece would catch and destroy them for eternity.
Voices penetrated the basement door. The souls were riled up, wanting permission to leave and take what was theirs; he ignored the pleas, climbing the outside stairs. The door at the top was open. What had she done? He scanned the interior. Only Hector stood at the far end of the hall, filling the gloom with insipid green. Easing the door of his suite open, he glared at the Watcher, then entered, quietly closing it behind him. Cody slept comfortably on the bed, unaware.
He combed the room with his thoughts. Jen hadn’t been inside. Relieved, he stood near the window. She hadn’t made it to the door, Wayne had ensured it. The ones living in the cornerstone had to agree that they were no match for what was coming. Soon God will notice him again and come for a visit.




Chapter Forty-One
And I will bring the land into desolation: and your enemies which dwell therein shall be astonished at it. 

 
Leviticus 26:32, KJV

 
Cody woke, half expecting Belphegor to be next to him. His sleep had been perfect except for the dream he had had of the brightness filling the room, scaring him in dream and physical states. He had tossed himself out of bed as the being approached him; he hadn’t had a nightmare as such since he was a child.
 
Sitting up, he looked toward the window, but Belphegor wasn’t there, either. Tossing the bedding off, he rose and crossed the room. The blinds stood open as usual. The room faced the wrong direction to receive the morning sun; its light stretched a shadow across the street partially covering the facing buildings. Along the top in a line, birds lined the rim, warming themselves in the sun.
 
A car slowed on the highway, turning away from his section of Main Street. He looked to the park. A child darted to the edge of the grass, then back the way he had come; his muffled laughter reached Cody behind the closed window.
 
Where the low section of the store allowed the sun to stretch across the street, sparkling gems littered the street. Leaning into the window, almost touching it with the side of his face, he found Belphegor staring at the storefront. Had someone vandalized the store in the night?
 
Flustered, he rushed to the pile of his clothes on the floor. Without pausing to put them on, he hurried out the door, feeding his arms into the vest. He bounced into his pants as he made his way toward the stairs, stopping at the top to button them. His feet padded vigorously down the stairs to the lobby. Bill looked at him from behind the reception desk; the man looked as though he hadn’t slept all night, and grunted at Cody as he went to the door.
 
The day was already warm for being… He glanced at his wrist, but the wide-banded watch wasn’t there, and he didn’t remember taking it off. Cody froze before he reached the corner as it occurred to him he had slept in Belphegor’s room. His mind raced, trying to find anything beyond Lucifer’s grip on him, and the fuzzy remembrance of the bright light being in the room.
 
“Hector?” he whispered. “Hector, where are you?”
 
“Here as always.” She leaned against the building near the corner, laughter erupting from her.
 
“Shhhh. He’ll hear you.” His face had turned white. “Why did I wake up in his bed?”
 
“You don’t remember?” He shook his head in response. “You had a great time from what I heard.”  He was surprised by her answer. “You don’t remember?”
 
“Nothing.”
 
“What about me breaking my human form, and spilling into the room.”
 
“I thought it was a dream.”
 
“Nope, it happened, too. How about when the beast broke out?”
 
“The beast from the basement?
 
“Yeah. I think it woke the whole town, well, except you.”
 
“I don’t understand what’s going on,” Cody replied, eyeing the stairs behind the short fence leading to the basement.
 
A chortle vibrated her throat. “Oh, an easy one to explain.” He stared at her. “You’ve started the End Days. I need to get word to Cason or Marble.”
 
“Who?” he asked, knowing Cason but not Marble.
 
“Jen’s and Tyler’s Watchers.”
 
Cody started laughing. “Awesome, his Watcher’s name is Marble.” He choked back his laugh. “I should go see what’s he’s doing.”
 
“Really?” She scowled. “You should go back to the park.”
 
“Hey, wait.” He scowled with her. “Why not just tell Bergen?”
 
Hector’s jubilant smile returned, and she winked before fading from sight.
 
Cody poked his head around the corner. The sparkling specks no longer covered the street, and Belphegor now stared at the theater.
 
The child Cody had seen from the window sat in the park’s sandbox with his back to them. “Jamie,” a woman called from the alley, the boy hurried toward her voice. The call didn’t break Belphegor’s trance.
 
Cody’s mind wandered as he glided toward Belphegor—Had Hector passed her message to the little boy’s Watcher, who then passed it to on to other Watcher’s as they interacted with people in town?
 
It still seemed easier to communicate directly with Bergen, unless, for whatever reason, Hector couldn’t—he shook his head to remove the riddle from his mind. Looking through the windows he passed, he found nothing was out of place.
 
He stopped in front of the portrait of Chief Cameahwait, watching the man in the bright blue suit. His eyes were closed, and stood stiffly, facing the theater. A minute went by, and neither moved. Hector’s suggestion of returning to the park replayed in his mind. Sounding like a good idea, he turned back the way he’d come.
 
“I didn’t know you were awake.” Cody stopped, not wanting to see the man’s face. “I hope you slept well. You were so exhausted. It seems we had some vandalism during the night.” The smile in his voice oozed toward Cody, but he didn’t turn or glance in Cody’s direction. “Nothing was taken, just a few broken windows.”
 
“I should let Tyler know,” Cody said, keeping his gaze low, and taking a step away from the Fallen Angel. “He’ll want to check everything.”
 
“He’s not here.” His voice was closer to Cody than it had been. “He didn’t come home last night. It seems you’ve changed places from yesterday.” The closeness of Belphegor caused Cody’s skin to vibrate and his heart to speed up. The man continued, “It’s fine he’s gone. He’s done all I needed him to do. Now we can focus on the coming weeks.”
 
“Where is he?” Cody asked without moving his focus from the sidewalk as Belphegor moved to his side. “Is he all right?”
 
“I’m sure he’s safe.” He studied Cody. “Come, you must be famished. I’m sure Carol has breakfast ready for you.”
 
Cody kept himself from looking at Belphegor, hearing the name he had no idea to whom it belonged. The man led the way to the interior of the hotel. He didn’t go with Cody into the manger’s apartment but upstairs instead. Becki watched them separate.
 
* * * *
 
The sounds outside didn’t stop until the sun shot its first warm beams across the land. Not being able to erase the images the beast had shown her, Jen had added wails to the mixture of sounds.
 
Nathan hadn’t moved from his chair even when he had felt the last shudder of the beast’s hooves stamping the ground. The description Jen had given, when she returned from her failed excursion to check on Cody, was vivid in his mind.
 
Bergen hadn’t said anything, which concerned him, but it didn’t him give him the courage to bring the words to his lips; it wasn’t one of the beasts from Daniel or Revelation, only vaguely similar.
 
Maybe Jen had misinterpreted what it was, but the visions she had had when she drew apart the curtains had been what was expected. Lucifer had given Belphegor permission to continue what he was doing, but Hector hadn’t told Cason anything about forty-two months being discussed; maybe, it was a given.
 
Leona went to the windows, pulling open the drapes allowing light to mute the glow of the lamps on the side tables. She seemed the least bothered by the night’s attack; calmer than he’d expected with last night being the worst they’d encountered. After finishing with her tasks, she left the living room, going down the hall.
 
Bergen stood, stretching, then went into the kitchen, leaving Tyler to comfort Jen on his own. Her whimpers stopped the moment the windows were freed from their coverings, and the sun reached into the room.
 
A car door slammed outside, followed by laughter. Nathan furrowed his brow, recognizing the sound as Eli. For the first time since Jen’s return, he got to his feet and made his way to the door. Tinkering with the locks, he glanced at Jen who, with Tyler, had found sleep.
 
He hadn’t expected what he saw when he opened the door. He had become accustomed to the shell of tumbleweeds pressing against the exterior of the house, but this was new.
 
A mote, at least three feet deep and wide, circled the yard, the dirt had been removed and was nowhere to be seen. Eli shot a grin at him from the edge as Nathan crossed the lawn. Leona hadn’t said anything when she had opened the curtains. Surely, she had to have seen the new feature.
 
“I like what you’ve done with the yard, keeps door-to-door salesmen away,” Eli said, through his Cheshire smile.
 
“I was thinking of adding a drawbridge, so I can control who enters,” Nathan replied, not able to hold back a smile at the absurdity. He surveyed the moat. With seriousness returning, he said, “The beast wasn’t one of them.”
 
“Maybe, a translation flaw,” Eli said, the smile retreated from his mouth.
 
“Your dad would’ve caught anything wrong. What is the old bastard up to?”
 
Eli looked passed him to the house. Nathan looked over his shoulder. Leona stood, suitcase in hand, with Bergen outside the door. The woman’s lower lip quivered, seeing the ditch around the yard. Dropping the suitcase, she spun back into the house. Bergen skipped to Nathan, taking his hand.
 
“Mother wants to leave,” the child said.
 
Nathan sighed, and Eli pretended to deafness returning to his car; he didn’t want to hear their private moment. The situation with Shoshoni was why he had never settled down, not wanting to bring anyone into the mess.
 
His father had done his best to see to the town’s downfall, but the moment Mrs. Johnson had given Belphegor her building, there was no one left to keep it from blossoming again. He’d thought of setting fire to the block several times, but without opposition, it would be rebuilt.
 
“I don’t blame her,” Nathan said. “What do you think?”
 
Releasing his hand, Bergen dropped into the trench. After a few steps, the child stopped, and squat, disappearing, then popped up with a few blades of grass. Nathan realized the beast had run around the house all night, pounding the earth, the reason there were no piles of dirt. Bergen climbed out and returned to his side.
 
“I think this will keep her here a few more days.” During a slight pause, the child turned back to the house. “We should have it resolved by then.”
 
“The kid sure is optimistic,” Eli said, landing next to Nathan.
 




Chapter Forty-Two
For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil. 

 
Genesis 3:5, KJV

 
“I’ll take Bergen tonight,” Nathan said to Leona who had remained in the sunroom since discovering the moat encircling the house. He figured if she wanted to leave, all she had to do was jump over, it wasn’t vast; Bergen had made a game of it. He leaned down to kiss her on the cheek, but she turned her head. “Or we can all leave town right now.”
 
She turned back to him. His silver eye fixed on her like a beacon. Her pursed mouth, and scrunched brow relaxed, seeing his love for her stronger than his will to stand his ground against the malevolence living in Shoshoni.
 
She’d known Nathan since they were kids, though back then they weren’t exactly friends, not enemies either, their circles just didn’t collide until many years later. She had been the lead cheerleader since her sophomore year; he was nerdy, attempting to be a jock. And though she’d rarely talked with him, she had seen how he interacted with others; always honest and caring, never turning his back on anyone. Seeing the sincerity in his eye, she knew he meant what he had said, and given the word, and they were out of there.
 
Her hand gently adjusted his eyepatch. The tears flowing from her had left redness, tarnishing her eyes. However much she wanted to leave Shoshoni and the evil reigning there, she knew she couldn’t take him away, not now.
 
Taking her trembling hand from his face, she shook her head ‘no.’ They had to stay a while longer to see this through. Last night had been the worst they’d endured since moving into the house after Bergen had been born.
 
The thought that the worst was yet to come filled her mind. Turning her back on what she knew was on the horizon kept her from the decision. Nathan put his arms around her, making her feel safe, at least for the moment.
 
“I’ll come, too,” she said from her raspy throat. “We need to stand together against this.”
 
Nathan didn’t smile at her consent, the idea of putting her in harm’s way tied a knot in his stomach. Wanting to tell her to stay home came to his lips, but he held the words back; like mother like child, once Leona made up her mind to do something, there was no turning her around.
 
He left the sunroom without another word, allowing her to compose herself. Out the window, sparrows hopped in the grass, chasing insects. A cat watched them from the shadows of the long-since-bloomed lilac bush, not interested in attacking them. Excitement filled her.
 
“Shit!” she exclaimed, jumping from her chair. Trotting down the hall, she called out, “He doesn’t want the Apocalypse!” All stared at her as she entered the living room. Bergen beamed. “The point of this isn’t to end the world. He’s lazy, and starting something of this magnitude will take too much effort. Besides, the beast wasn’t right; he made it keep us busy. He’s toying with us to poke his finger at God, and to fill his vault.”
 
Leona looked at the faces turned to her, realization blossoming in each. The new problem rose among them, staring garishly into their hearts. What did they do now? She had decided to stay, and while it was her prerogative to change her mind, it wasn’t an option; this battle was as much hers as anyone else’s. This small group was all there was to defend against his evil plot.
 
Eli had poured over all of his father’s journals since the day he was taken aside by him to be told everything known. But was any of it be of use to them now? What he’d seen of the monster through the rearview window last night had already stirred doubt in him.
 
The plaything Belphegor had created had fed enough to be able to manifest, making it impossible to put back into an ethereal form. It posed a risk to the other residents, but alerting them made no sense, it only led to laughter and consoling looks. How had his father handled those expressions of pity from the concerned folks thinking he had lost his mind?
 
Nathan slumped back into his chair, thinking he should have done what Leona had wanted, and leave Shoshoni to its own devices without worrying how fast the beast would destroy the remaining citizens who remained once they had abandoned their post.
 
Two of the cornerstone houses were empty, but could only house so many people comfortably. Carrie lived on the plot where the original had been built; her experiences growing up was the reason she’d bought the land, and she had stayed clear of Main Street. Her mother, though as powerful as the day she was born, had grown old, and couldn’t be called on to help, except maybe for guidance, and only as a last resort. He didn’t consider bothering her other children.
 
This left the ones sitting in the room with him to fight this battle. His attention flitted to Tyler and Jen. Seducing him took little effort, but putting him back there might prove to be advantageous.
 
Jen had shown her bravery, but in her weakened emotional state from the visions the beast had given her, she had become drained and became of little use. Maybe, he wasn’t giving them enough credit—they needed to have some role, however small.
 
* * * *
 
Cody sat nervously in the living room. Carol kept to the kitchen, and for whatever reason, Bill sat on a stool behind the reception desk; his prison guards. When he had gone to his bedroom, the door to the kitchen had quietly squeaked open as the woman peered at him through a thin line. He left his clothes in a pile on the floor, then drew a bath. Returning to his room. His jeans and vest had been cleaned and laid over the end of the bed; he left them and stomped to the living room.
 
He stood, crossing the room to the front door. Getting passed the old man shouldn’t be difficult. As though a silent alarm had gone off, Carol came from the kitchen the moment his hand found the doorknob. Her dark eyes bore into him.
 
“Where do you think you’re going without your clothes?” she asked.
 
“I was gonna go speak with Bel…Mr. Bel about tonight’s talk.”
 
“Not without clothing, you’re not.” She blinked, the darkness subsiding. “Besides, I didn’t hear him call for you. You need to wait until then.”
 
He let go of the knob, becoming uncomfortable with her intense stare. His hands moved to hide his genitals from her. He tried a smile, but it didn’t make him feel at ease, so he darted through the front bedroom away from her.
 
She chuckled, returning to the kitchen. Inside, she listened at the door to the hall for the sounds of Cody dressing. Satisfied, she returned to the backdoor to watch the kitchen.
 
He stared at the TV, pondering how to escape without alerting the strange old woman in the kitchen or Bill outside the door. The picture windows in the living and dining rooms didn’t open, leaving the bedrooms and the bathroom. Unfortunately, the one in the Master bedroom was covered with layers of drapes, but the other two rooms weren’t, though there weren’t locks on those doors to keep Carol from stopping his escape. Leaving the bathroom window, which was smaller and he’d have to squeeze through it. His fingers tapped the arm of the sofa.
 
As though he had no plans, except to use the bathroom, he made his way through the dining room, knowing if he went via the bedroom there was the chance of her standing at the other door, checking on him as he emptied his bladder.
 
The lock twisted, stopping with a faint click. As he moved to the bedroom door, he heard voices in the lobby and assumed it was someone checking in for the night. To ensure his ruse was infallible, he lifted the toilet seat and lid clanging them against the tank, then popped apart the buttons on his jeans.
 
He buttoned his pants as he quietly moved to the end of the tub to the window. With a washcloth in hand, he turned the window lock. His heart quivered, expecting the woman to barge in on him at any second, but she didn’t. Her shadow didn’t appear under the door. The window opened, making a soft scraping sound.
 
Many years had gone by since he’d scrambled out of a window, and when he’d done it as a kid, he didn’t like the twisting and bending of his spine in uncomfortable angles like doing the Limbo.
 
He grabbed the ledge outside the window, then pulled up a leg, pushing it through the window. Once it was outside, one hand released its grip, and his other foot came up as he awkwardly balanced on the windowsill. As he began to shimmy through, a knock came to the door to the hall.
 
“Cody, you have a guest,” Carol said. “She’s waiting in the living room.”
 
He had no idea who had come to visit him; his brother and Jen had escaped, and surely Leona wouldn’t come here, not even during the day. Hector stood near the sink with a tilted head and a smirk, watching him try to leave through the window. Of course, he had to answer the woman in the hall, or she’d know something was amiss. His faint reflection in the window seemed to taunt him.
 
At first, he choked, then he said, “Ok, just a minute.”
 
“I’ll put some lemonade on the coffee table,” she replied, her voice gruff as always, but was there a hint of cheer in it? “Don’t be long.”
 
He didn’t hear her footsteps leave, but he hadn’t heard them approach either, so he twisted around on the sill, pulling his legs back inside. He started to flush the toilet, when he noticed scuffs on his arm and after a further assessment found one on his abdomen, too. Putting the seat and lid down on the toilet, he flushed, then went to the sink to wipe off the marks on his skin.
 
Without bothering to unlock the door to the hall, he returned to the living room passing through the bedroom. He didn’t have the faintest idea who had come to visit him, but anyone was welcome as he felt as though he’d been locked in the apartment for several months.
 
The woman faced the window; her long blond hair decorated her back. A pitcher of lemonade and two glasses sat on the coffee table as Carol had promised; either it was premade and had been waiting in the refrigerator, or she had quickly pressed the lemons and mixed the juice with sugar and water because Cody hadn’t lingered in the bathroom long after pushing himself back through the window.
 
The old woman stood in the dining room between table and desk with hands clenched at her side and a scowl on her face; the darkness had returned to her as well, staring at the woman facing the window.
 
Hearing Cody enter the room, his visitor glanced at the woman in the dining room, and then she turned around. He recognized her immediately; she’d lived at the Shanley growing up when he and his brother had stayed with them one summer.
 
“Carrie,” he said, coming closer. Her arms hugged her chest. “I didn’t expect you to come.”
 
“I didn’t either,” Carrie said glumly. Her head flicked back to Carol whose stance had withered and disappeared through the kitchen door seeing she was losing the battle. “God, I hate her,” she mumbled when the woman was gone, and she looked back to Cody, whispering sharply, “You’re an idiot. What the hell are you doing?”
 
Before he answered, a growl came from the door.
 
“Shut up!” Carrie yelled. “I’ll say what the fuck I want.” Her stare pierced him, and she continued. “I thought when you were by my house that you were done with this. What are you doing back?”
 
“Bergen said I needed to see what happens.”
 
“Huh!” she tutted. “Stupid brat. I warned Tyler and Jen to get out of here.” She looked around the room. “At least they listened. Now you need to go.”
 
“I can’t.” He nodded toward the door to the lobby. “I’m being guarded.”
 
“Asshole,” she said, Cody’s mouth opened in surprise. “Not you. Bill. He’s nothing. The things don’t go in him anymore. Probably too gross even for them.” She glanced toward the kitchen again. “The old bitch, though. They’ve always liked her.” She returned her gaze to him. Assessing his attire, she wanted to laugh. “You need shoes?”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because you’re coming with me.”
 
He shook his head, and she took his hand, pulling him to the door. At his slight resistance, she glared at him, and said, “You want to stay?”
 
He answered by moving with her. She stormed out the door, stomping through the lobby with Cody in her grip, she didn’t acknowledge Bill standing and sputtering his disapproval.
 
The floor shook, but she didn’t stop. The windows vibrated, still, she pulled Cody to the door, unimpressed by the theatrics being displayed. The metal door handle froze in her hand, causing her to growl. The pain from the cold didn’t stop her from flinging it open.
 
Before they were outside the harpy shrieked from the open apartment door, stopping Carrie. She pushed Cody out the door, turning with a snarl. The possessed woman wasn’t affected by Carrie’s stony glare. She came toward her, fingers stretching longer and longer. Hector stood next to Cody on the street watching the standoff.
 
Carrie remained at the door, holding it open, squinting defiantly at the woman-beast. The distorted woman stopped near the center of the lobby; her body had twisted to give its viewer a better understanding of what controlled her, while it held the human form intact, it had changed substantially. Talons claimed the hands, the head had tripled in size with dark eyes and pinpointed teeth in a drooling mouth. Her body had elongated, and her skin had blistered, oozing puss and blood.
 
“Fuck off!” Carrie shouted. “You don’t scare me, but I’m not stupid, either; I’m not coming near you.”
 
Backing onto the sidewalk, she pulled the door closed behind her. On impulse, her hand found Cody again, gripping him tightly, half-dragging him across the street to her car. He didn’t need her to tell him to get inside and hurried to the passenger side. He hadn’t noticed the car was running until he sat in the seat, and she slammed the car into gear, squealing the tires.
 
Bill stared unimpressed at the deflating demon returning to Carol’s form. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen a demon deform a human into something hideous. He waited, drumming his fingers on the desk until she was back entirely before he started for his room. She glared at him, and he knew she blamed him for Cody’s escape.
 
“Idiot,” she said, the vibrato in her voice still over-toned with the demon who possessed her. “Don’t expect me to go up and tell him.”
 
“I’m sure he knows,” Bill replied, opening the door to his room. “You weren’t exactly quiet.”
 
He shut the door behind him. Carol glanced at the stairs, shaking her head. Deciding Bill was right, she returned to the apartment to hide from the wrath sure to come.
 
The car felt as though it were going to tip when she turned up Main, away from the hotel. At the end of the block, he was pushed into the car door as she turned right, accelerating. He almost felt safer in the hotel than with her behind the wheel of a car. Two blocks to the end of the street and she didn’t slow; everything passed them in a blur.
 
Jamming down the brake, she skidded around the corner to the south toward the highway. Cody knew where they were but not where they were going; he decided it was best not to ask.
 
Crossing the highway without stopping, the end of the street came into view, and she again pressed the brake pedal, forcing him toward the dash.
 
The car stopped, and she jumped out. She glanced over her shoulder as she strode to the door of the house next to the park he’d spent yesterday afternoon.
 
“Hurry the fuck up,” she demanded, halfway to the door to the small house.
 
He ran after her.
 




Chapter Forty-Three
And art confident that thou thyself art a guide of the blind, a light of them which are in darkness.

 
Romans 2:19, KJV

 
“He’s not there any longer,” Bergen said, skipping into the house from playing outside.
“Who’s not where?” Nathan asked, swallowing the sandwich he’d been devouring.
“Cody left the Shanley with Carrie.”
“Oh?” Leona said, from the kitchen. “He’s gotta be angry now.”
“He’s not been worried about it before,” Tyler chimed in. “Cody always comes back when its time…” He turned pale. “You sure it can’t do anything during the day?”
“Not really,” answered Eli. “Depends how well it fed this morning after it left here. How many did you check in yesterday?” Tyler didn’t answer. Eli continued, “I think I’ll get prep work done for tonight. Whether or not he goes back, I’ll have a full house.”
When he’d stepped outside, and the storm door began to close, Nathan called out, “Say hello to Carrie for me.”
Eli laughed, crossing the yard to the edge of the trench, he had never been able to get anything passed Nathan.
Rather than going the long way, he took First Street. He wanted to see whether Belphegor had put everything back the way Tyler had left it. His old car was happy not to be pushed to its limit on this trip across town but putter across the gravel as though nothing had happened the night before. He slowed, approaching Main, finding the destruction repaired; he was sure it hadn’t taken the Fallen Angel more than a second or two to fix what his pet had torn up.
People flocked up and down the sidewalk, going into the stores for souvenirs, not realizing for every moment they lingered inside, their souls were siphoned, which was how his father had explained it to him. But, Eli hadn’t seen how it was possible until recently when he’d become involved with the block.
Being inside the Top Hat was oppressive, he wanted to turn on his heel the moment he set foot inside. For the most part, the talismans he wore around his neck, wrists and fingers keep the feeding at bay. And his laughter helped with not allowing anything to enter, but with everything which had happened, he found fewer things to laugh about.
He slowed further, coming parallel with the restaurant. The window looked as though shards had never left its frame, but the crack running from the top right of the window opening to the roof remained, caused by the force of the beast pushing its way into the world.
Eli couldn’t fathom why Belphegor didn’t fix it; leaving a flaw in his Masterpiece made no sense. Curiosity got the better of him, and he turned at the alley to park behind the building.
People graciously nodded to him from the sitting area behind the theater. He had not noticed anyone using the space before. Normally, it sat empty unlike the park across the street. He returned their smiles, then disappeared along the side of the building.
Near the window he stopped, looking up the wall to where the crack crept over the wall to the roof, easily a half-inch wide throughout, and near the corner of the window he could peer inside.
His reflection in the window startled him. Realizing he saw himself and not some demon, he laughed at himself. Unfortunately, he felt compelled to investigate the damage inside, killing his laughter. He scanned the men sitting, enjoying the early afternoon. His keys anxiously vibrated as he pulled them out of his pocket with the tremor in his hand. The beat of his heart sped up as he wondered what inside looked like.
Before entering, his hand shot inside, flicking the lights on. The kitchen didn’t look as though anyone had ever set foot in the space. Bleach lingered in the air. He walked through the narrow bar hidden behind the wall of the restaurant to the window. The crack was not visible. Tilting his head back, he studied the wall to the ceiling; it wasn’t there.
He twisted his mouth from side to side, making his mustache dance to a strange beat. Rubbing his head, he turned. Someone stood at the backdoor, their silhouette backlit, making it impossible to see their face.
“Can I help you?” Eli asked, hoping his voice stayed strong.
“I was wondering the same of you.” He didn’t recognize the voice or whether it came from a man or a woman. “I think we want the same thing.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’m sure you understand more than you should.” The being entered the kitchen then passed through the door to the dining room. “Come, let’s have a chat.”
As the being crossed the room, a chair slid out, and they sat. Eli knew, even with it standing at the backdoor with the halo of light pushing around them, this was an entity who didn’t wait long for a request to be fulfilled. He hopped over the bar and joined them before the chair moved them comfortably under the table.
Eli sat across. This being was similar to Bergen; androgynous. Beauty flowed from its face. Its plump, red lips held joy in their shape as he sat. Auburn locks rolled from the creature’s head in ringlets, below the shoulders. Warm brown beamed from its eyes, while with only a glance he knew the softness of its skin. Delicate hands folded together sat on the table.
Eli always assumed while in the presence of a Heavenly being he’d know whether they were with God or against, but in this instance, he had no clue about where it stood.
“I see your father in you,” the Angel began. Eli didn’t flinch at the mention of his father, he had to have received his knowledge from somewhere, and now he knew the source. “Especially the boldness. He served us well. Your plan doesn’t seem strong enough to spoil his plan. Do you understand the impacts if he succeeds?”
“I hope so,” Eli replied, his voice loud and unwavering.
“Hope sails a thousand ships,” it replied. “We can’t survive on hope.”
“Then why don’t you do something about it, whomever you are!”
“My apologies, my name is Mica. It seems your father didn’t tell you about me.” It pouted, lowering its eyelids coyly. “Your father loved shouting, too, when I’d tell him something he didn’t like or understand. He’d yell at me in his old barn, waking the horses, and I’m surprised he didn’t wake you from your slumber nestled sweetly in your bed. But we don’t have time for theatrics.”
Mica paused, then said, “We are doing something, I am here to tell you your plan will fail. He may be slow to act, but since he’s started, burning the block will have little effect. He’ll have it back to what it is now before sunrise.”
Eli didn’t respond after Mica stopped speaking; he didn’t know they had a plan, much less one which included catching fire to the block. Yes, he had considered catching fire to the street, the whole town if he thought it might make a difference; he hadn’t brought up the idea to the others. He didn’t know what he was going to do when he’d gone to Carrie’s house to see Cody. Something wasn’t right with this Angel who had come to speak to him.
“Why my father? Of all people, why him?”
Mica’s smile twitched. “Because he wasn’t seduced by the charms of the prisoner. He already had the dislike of Shoshoni. He didn’t know why until I told him what was here. And he didn’t back down. He did keep this place untouched for a good thirty years.”
“Makes sense.” Eli hoped his nervousness wasn’t showing. “But why wait until now to come to speak to me?”
“We didn’t expect it to progress this far. And we certainly didn’t expect Lucifer to pay a visit, giving his blessings.”
A tiny section of skin below Eli’s eye twitched, though minute he was sure Mica had seen. This was more than a guidance visit. Was it possible whomever this creature worked with were in the dark with what was happening in Shoshoni as much as Eli and his friends? They weren’t sure what Belphegor had planned. Of course, he and his friends had suspected Belphegor wasn’t beginning the end of the world, but, of course, they weren’t sure.
“Belphegor has been operating in this area for centuries,” Eli continued. “And hasn’t done more than collect souls. He watches from the window for people to come. He isn’t in a hurry. People worship him. Why? I don’t know, but they do. They give him gifts. I don’t think my father knew. I was disgusted when I discovered it. So why start now? Does Lucifer want it to end? He’s having a pretty good run of the world right now. It doesn’t make sense.”
“We put your father in place to prevent it.” Mica’s smile disappeared. “We told him everything he needed to know. And as I said before, I know you have his knowledge. Everything you need to do is in his journals. You need to do what it says, and all our worries are pushed away for a while longer.”
“You sound like Belphegor.” Eli squinted. “I’m not convinced the end of times is starting. I think he’s just trying to get God’s attention as he told Cody.”
“You’re a fool if you believe what you’re saying,” Mica hissed. His hands, knotted on the table, clenched tighter. The smile returned, although it wasn’t pleasant, the teeth ground together, and the lips pulled back to show puce gums. Its tone turned sweet again. “You give him too much credit, but don’t discard Lucifer’s visit as being trivial. He only looks after his own interests, promising things he had no power to give. Now he decides it’s time. Controlling us again.”
“I see,” Eli said, standing. He’d had enough of this conversation, and he wanted to check on Cody and the journals Mica had mentioned; there was so much information packed away in the half-dozen books. Out of the blue, he asked, “What rank are you?”
“What?” Mica replied, staring up at Eli.
“Watcher?” he asked. Seeing its snarling lip, he continued. “No, that was rude of me. You must be higher; Watchers do what they are told without question. You don’t look like a warrior, so you’re not an Archangel. But I’m pretty sure you were from the Third Sphere, leaving Principality. You might have passed your knowledge to my father, so your messed up laws were upheld, but I won’t work with a Fallen.”
“What?” Hands pressed against the table as it rose. “How I loathe you, humans, always so high and mighty and full of double-standards. The child is part Fallen as you so delicately put. You are born of a human mother, and Principality, like God’s earthbound child. Who are you to judge? Look at you, and everything you are. Would your father be proud if he knew you?” Mica glowered over Eli. “The saddest thing is you think God cares about any of you.”
Eli stared at the creature. A million things flooded his mind to refute the Angel, but what did it matter. This was a Fallen who was trying to fill him with doubt. Is it how he’d tricked his father into doing its handy work? His father had more than likely been led to believe this Angel had been sent from Heaven; it soured his stomach thinking how it had allowed his father to believe a lie, he had been a good man and didn’t deserve being deceived.
He crossed the room, to the door leading to the kitchen, and without turning, said, “Please close the door on your way out; don’t want any other strays to wander in.”
By the time he reached his car, his heart throbbed in his chest. Another similar being watched him from the bench under the tree.
Calmly, Eli backed the car and returned to his quest of going to Carrie’s house. The journals played on his mind during the short journey. He remembered a strange ritual, which at the time he’d read it seemed out of place from the other things written on the pages.
Needing to reread the entry, he decided not to stay at Carrie’s long, and return to the ranch. Before his fist found the door to knock, he knew, no matter what, Cody needed to return to the stage tonight; the others were afraid, and it somehow gave them the advantage, to do what he still didn’t know.




Chapter Forty-Four
And he said, “What is the thing that the Lord hath said unto thee? I pray thee hide it not from me: God do so to thee, and more also, if thou hide anything from me of all the things that he said unto thee.” 

 
1 Samuel 3:17, KJV

 
“What the fuck do you mean you want him to go on again tonight?” Carrie screeched. “We don’t need any more of them fuckers here; one is bad enough.”
 
“It’s the only way,” Eli calmly replied. “Besides, it’s too late.”
 
“Fuck!” she screamed.
 
“I can’t think of anything better,” Cody added. “Can you, Carrie?”
 
“Dammit, Cody.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I knew I should’ve put something in their drinks the night they came out to Mom’s.”
 
“You have roofies?” Cody asked, a smirk on his face.
 
“No, asshole, but Mom has all those special herbs and stuff I know to use, too.” The back of her hand pulled across her face, wiping away the tears threatening to fall. “Fine! I’ll call them. Now get out of here before I change my mind. Don’t expect me to do more.”
 
“Nope, nothing else,” Eli said. “I appreciate every little bit.” He leaned down, kissing her on the cheek. “Come on, Cody, better get going.” He glanced at Cody’s bare feet. “Get your shoes on.”
 
“Dumb-shit left them at the hotel,” Carrie quipped.
 
“I have an extra pair of boots in the car.” Cody grimaced, and Eli said with a chuckle, “There’s worse to step in than wearing my boots.”
 
Neither spoke as the car looped through the streets, putting as much distance from the Shanley as possible; the anxiety of not being able to escape kept their mouths closed and concentration searching to find someone or something standing in their way, but no one did. The possibility of Mica playing interference was high; somehow knowing Eli planned to do what it had suggested.
 
Once they were out of town and steadily moving along the highway to the west, they expelled a sigh of relief. Was Belphegor aware that Cody was no longer in town? The chances that he cared about his absence were slim since he knew his return was imminent so he could give one of his meaningless talks about God’s love.
 
“I don’t know if the journals are going to tell us much,” Eli broke the silence between them. “If my dad hadn’t written it, I’d think it a bunch of bizarre thoughts from a madman.”
 
Cody had only seen Eli at the Top Hat and was still taken back by the fact he knew anything about what was living in Shoshoni. With Leona and Nathan, he’d never questioned their knowledge, after all, Bergen was their child. Even Carrie’s involvement made sense, she grew up in the Shanley and had to have had seen or known what occurred there. But Eli, he didn’t know how to place him in the mix.
 
He remembered him from school—he was a few years older and lived in the country as they referred to anyone who didn’t live in town. As he recalled, Eli was a jock, a member of Future Farmers of America, and soft-spoken.
 
Though he was one of the in-crowd (if there was such a thing in a school so small all thirteen grades were housed in one building), he didn’t seem to fit. He was never rowdy, and never made the younger kids feel uncomfortable or threatened—but none of the history he knew of him helped Cody.
 
“How did your dad know this stuff?” Cody asked, looking at the man driving. “I know you mentioned this Mica had helped him. But why is a Fallen Principality helping?”
 
“Probably to keep Belphegor from ruining their fun. It is a law keeper after all.”
 
“Cody,” Hector said, leaning from the back seat. “You can trust him.”
 
He ignored her, and continued, “Don’t you think it’s strange, you’re doing exactly what it wants you to do?”
 
Eli glanced at Cody, and the thought a Fallen had influenced him hadn’t crossed his mind. Though he had told it he didn’t work with its kind, here he was driving out to the ranch to learn the ritual. His foot found the brake, slowing the car as they came down the hill approaching the causeway. He turned in to parking area overlooking the reservoir.
 
“Dammit, you’re right,” he said, stopping the car. He stared across the weed-infested concrete slabs. “No matter how many years I’ve passed this spot I never get used to not seeing everything that was here. Did your parents take you to the horrible little zoo behind the restaurant?”
 
“Yeah,” Cody said, his voice brimming with glee. “I always felt sorry for the coyote in the cage. Wasn’t there a raccoon or a porcupine, too?”
 
“I think so.” Eli laughed.
 
The sound of his laughter soothed Cody. The warm and happy sound, filling him with hope the nightmare he found himself in would soon be over. But how?
 
For now, he didn’t want to think about it and blocked it by joining Eli. Hector was content she had managed to manipulate this scene. At last, the gloom was lifting, though they were only a few miles from town, the direness of their situation seemed lighter and less daunting with a solution on the horizon.
 
Cody faced Eli, their laughter undying, rolling from them through the open car windows across the plains and the surface of the water.
 
Spontaneity took hold of Cody, and he leaned across the bench seat, placing his smile onto Eli’s. The moment their lips touched, he wished he hadn’t, however wonderful the feeling of the other’s mustache tickling his lips was; he had crossed a line he was sure he shouldn’t have and pulled away.
 
Redness tinted Cody’s face and neck. Eli’s smile brightened, watching the embarrassment grow in the other as sweat beaded on his forehead, and gaze dart to the floorboard. He didn’t smile because he delighted in the pain the man endured for his act of passion, but because he was happy, Cody was in the least bit interested.
 
“I’m sorry,” Cody muttered, looking through the chipped windshield.
 
“Not sure why,” Eli said. “I’ve been wanting to do that since the first night I saw you at the Top Hat.”
 
Cody brightened, turning to the man with the huge grin on his face. “I didn’t think—”
 
“Most don’t.” He stretched his arm to Cody. “Let’s try again.”
 
Cody didn’t hesitate, sliding across the seat returning to the place he’d been minutes before. Again, their lips touched, tongues probing the other’s mouth, swirling together their saliva.
 
Shimmying his arms, Cody slid out of his vest without removing his mouth from Eli. His hands then moved precisely to the hem of Eli’s shirt, pushing it up his torso. Not having a choice, their mouths parted as he pulled it over his head. Dark-brown hair whirled around his nipples, circling toward the center of his chest, down to his navel in a straight line, and below the waist of his jeans. The leather strings and silver chain, which Cody had been curious as to what they held, tangled together in the center of Eli’ chest; a silver crucifix with a gold Jesus hung from the chain, while the strings held a pentacle and an ankh.
 
Smiling back at Cody a moment before attacking him with the wiry hair of his mustache, Eli was grateful for this distraction. He nudged Cody back, leaning him against the passenger door. The talisman around Eli’s neck dangled toward Cody, skimming his bare skin. Electricity burst from them, pulsing through him.
 
Eli’s mouth moved from neck to armpit, to nipple, where his tongue traced circles around and around. He saw Cody’s ecstasy rise and felt the wakening of his manhood beneath him. Cody’s hands took hold of the man’s head pressing him into his chest, moans of appreciation rumbling his throat.
 
The first time he had met Cody, Eli had wondered, even with the distraction of Belphegor, what it would be like to be with him. Now he was seeing the passion firsthand and had no disappointment.
 
Unfortunately, this was not the time to learn the lines of his muscles or the way their passion ignited as they moved and sweated together.
 
Sitting back, Eli groaned; now was not the time. Cody took his hand without looking in his direction, squeezing it lightly, then released it. Before they faced the other, they needed the protection of the shirt and vest they had hurriedly removed.
 
“Timing is such a bitch sometimes,” Eli said, opening the door and standing on the crumbling pavement. “How about a walk along the shore instead?”
 
Cody joined him, and they walked hand-in-hand down the incline of the boat ramp to water’s edge. In the back of his head rang his lust, it still wanted to know Eli, to devour him.
 
He pushed away the impulse to take him, turning his attention to the high level of water shooting under the causeway, and lapping at the embankment. Noticing how the mud and sand clung to the boots Eli had lent him, he was glad he wore them.
 
“Are you going to stick with your tape recording lecture tonight?” Eli asked, bringing Cody out of his empty thoughts of muddied boots.
 
Cody wrinkled his brow. “Not sure what you mean.”
 
“You’ve pretty much said the same thing two nights in a row.” Eli stopped, turning toward Cody. “You have no idea what you say, do you?”
 
Thinking about his two performances, he didn’t find any trace in his mind of what he had said to the people in the theater and those at home watching on TV.
 
He shook his head, and answered, “Mostly the end.” He stared into Eli, again his lust rushed to the front, demanding he take the man and finish what they had started.
 
He leaned forward to kiss Eli, but the man stepped back, releasing his hand. A strange flash of blue had burst from Cody; his hand desperately reached for the man he wanted.
 
Eli moved closer to the water’s edge and farther away from Cody, knowing from seeing the burst of blue that Cody wasn’t in control and didn’t know what he was doing. Confusion tilted Cody’s head, trying to understand why Eli had pulled away.
 
“Tell me what you remember from yesterday,” Eli spoke softly, his voice almost drowned out by the water surging along the shore.
 
“Where do you want me to start?” The blue faded from his hazel eyes.
 
“How about when you woke up.”
 
Puzzled why Eli was inquiring about the day before, he remembered something Hector had said about Belphegor and him having sex, which he didn’t remember.
 
His mind flashed to the day before, and he told Eli what he saw—the tumbleweeds engulfing Nathan and Leona’s house and their removal. Then he had snuck into the apartment to gather a change of clothing, which he didn’t wear and didn’t know where his go-bag was.
 
Followed by walking to the park a few blocks away from where he sat at the picnic table. Afterward, there was nothing until he entered the theater’s backdoor—Finishing his account of events, he said, “Tyler was upset when I came in like he was afraid, but Belphegor was calm.”
 
“Maybe not.” Eli shook his head. “Because he’s in you. Your story about God visiting you as a child. It wasn’t God. It was Bel…” Cody nodded his head in agreement. “Is it when he gave you something?”
 
“Hector says so, but she didn’t know more,” Cody added.
 
Eli returning to Cody’s side forced himself not to take his hand with the thought Cody cannot control what Belphegor wanted him to do. Under ordinary circumstances, he would have had no trouble succumbing, but this was Belphegor doing what he did best, stalling.
 
As they walked up the incline, Eli said, “No matter where you go, what you do, he knows. I don’t know whether he knows all the details and every word, but he knows enough not to worry that you’ve left him.” Opening the car door, he wanted to race around to the other side and kiss him deeply. “But I think I know how to fix it.”
 




Chapter Forty-Five
And if thou say in thine heart, "How shall we know the word which the Lord hath not spoken?" 

 
Deuteronomy 18:21, KJV

 
Cody knew the area but didn’t know where Eli was taking him. He had driven east, toward town, and then turned onto the dirt road below the bluff, leading back to the reservoir.
Dust plumed behind them as the old car sped along. A road, parallel with the shoreline, intersected with the one they took. Barely slowing, Eli turned with a hoot. The washboard eroded into the earth rattled the car to the point Cody expected it to disintegrate at any moment.
A small group of pronghorn antelope raced across the prairie, running the same direction as the car, then they veered gracefully to the east.
Closing on them quickly another road came into view, crossing their path. They continued passed to the unknown destination. A lone coyote stopped its hunt for a rabbit or mouse, ears flicking their direction, ready to dash away if the car moved toward it. The vehicle slowed, Cody glanced at the driver who winked at him.
Cody wondered why they were stopping in the middle of nowhere. Looking across the horizon, all he saw were the green-gray clumps of sagebrush and irregular-shaped, wind-blown sandstone.
He used to love coming out here with his dad and brother. They had explored the land on Saturday afternoons, being one with nature and the hot sun overhead. In the road ahead were deep ruts (the reason they had slowed), Eli turned the wheel, maneuvering the car through the brush and grass scrapping the bottom of the car.
Once they were passed the obstacle, the car returned to the road, accelerating. Miles passed, and still, Cody had no idea where Eli was taking him. He started to speak his curiosity, but their unspoken pact for silence on their journey kept his mouth closed; he trusted Eli, though he had been reacquainted with him a few hours.
On the next road, a green pickup truck ambled east. At the rate they were going, a collision was sure to happen if the car didn’t slow its pace. Eli stopped at the intersection, waiting for the truck to be far enough ahead so he could continue the speed he’d maintained much of the way. Still, neither spoke but gave the other sideways glances.
Satisfied the truck wouldn’t cause them any delay, Eli pressed the gas pedal down, spraying dirt behind them. Less than a mile away, the black stripe of the highway came closer to them. Out the passenger window, Cody saw the small building and orange windsock, marking the spot known as the airport but was better defined as a landing strip, which still gave it too much credit.
At the highway, Eli turned the car south, heading back to town but at a slower speed than they’d traveled on the dirt roads across the plains. Less than a mile from town, the car turned onto another unpaved road.
A half-dozen trailers dotted the land along the road, and Cody realized they were going to Connie’s place, though he wasn’t sure why. His guess turned out to be correct. Eli stopped the car. Dogs yelped and bayed, running toward them.
“You can’t come in.” Eli broke the silence. Cody raised his brow to the statement, and his tour-guide explained, “She doesn’t need him in her house.” A dog lunged at him as he opened the door, tail wagging excitedly. “Play with the dogs.” Giving a mirthful grin, he pushed the dog back. “But keep them out of the car.”
Cody watched Eli climb the wooden steps, and knock on the door. No one came to open the door, but he went inside. Two dogs, one black, the other golden, sat looking at him, tails brushing the dirt, noses sniffing the air. Having nothing else to do but wait, he carefully opened the door and slid out of the car before the canines jumped inside.
The dogs tired of his attention ran off to the shaded area behind the trailer. Several cars sat around the lot in various levels of disrepair.
His mind wandered to the adventures he, Tyler, and her kids had had as children when the family had lived at the Shanley; besides the few nightmares he had when they had stayed with them when their parents were out of town, he had mostly fond memories of visiting there. He had hated the basement as a kid and hated it now; at least now he knew why.
The sun crawled toward the western horizon. Becoming restless from waiting, he’d walked down the road away from the trailer and the highway. The farther he walked, the more his mind cleared. He stopped at the road’s end, taking in the desolate landscape before him. The breeze rustled through the brush and weeds tumbled with its breath.
A far-off voice called his name, but he didn’t turn to see who had requested him. The air around him cooled. A hawk soared in the air, dipping with the currents, then swooped to the ground, returning to the sky a second later with a writhing mouse in its claw.
The voice beckoned for him again; he still wanted the serenity to hold him a while longer and paid no attention. The landscape blurred. A whirring churned toward him. Repeated words filled his head. At first, they made no sense, but the harder he concentrated, the more he understood.
Warmth blossomed on his shoulder and spread across his back, causing blood to rush to his groin. The sensation was extraordinary. His body felt free.
The words filling his head had stopped short, the coolness around him melted with the breeze. He focused again on the hawk in the sky and the sagebrush rippling like water across the plains. The shadow of his companion stretched toward the horizon. He turned his head, finding the tufts of hair growing from Eli’s upper lip tilted low with the concerned frown on his mouth.
“You all right, buddy?” Eli asked, watching the clarity return to Cody. “I’ve been calling you for a while.”
“I…I’m not sure what happened.” He didn’t know how long he’d been standing at the end of the road, and not wanting to admit to Eli, changed the focus from him, “You figure out anything with Connie?”
“Yeah, but nothing quick. Even with a seasoned Medicine Man, it could take days.” The hawk turned its head toward them as it glided in the current. “We should head back.”
Connie watched them from the window, feeling some remorse for not guiding Eli. Her responsibility was her family and keeping them safe. Angering Belphegor promised attacks her charms weren’t strong enough to protect from. The beast he’d put together—she shuddered, not wanting to think what it was made from—had found its way to them. No, it was best to allow things to unravel as they should without her interference.
Belphegor watched from the window. It amused him how they thought they were so sneaky, running around town and across the country as though there was anywhere they went that he didn’t see. Even Eli’s meeting with Mica had been monitored, leaving him laughing; the Principality’s manipulation had failed, though narrowly. The link between him and Cody wasn’t going to be severed so easily.
No one, but he and Lucifer, knew what had been discussed during their impromptu meeting the evening before, making the group of friends nervous. The wretched Watcher had heard what they had wanted to her hear, and he was sure she’d passed it along to the Choir.
Tonight was the night his delightful creation was free to roam the land to do as it wished. After all, they’d freed it. He no longer needed to hand-feed the beast, it was strong enough to survive, and take on whoever stood in its way.
His only regret was not stopping the souls from taking the local woman. Someone was sure to notice her disappearance sooner than the out-of-towners, knowing her children were already the first to be crying about her absence.
He didn’t need the authorities poking around in his private affairs. Her car was the only evidence linking her to the Shanley, but Mark had taken it away, leaving it where it was undiscoverable for years to come.
No one dared stand in his way. Eli and his merry band of humans think they have a chance against him, but ultimately, what can they do? God will come soon, ending Belphegor’s incarceration. He will bow before the Lord on High, appealing to His mercy, and be welcomed back into the folds of Heaven.
The hawk blinked, scanning the plains floor for a rodent to devour. The one it had snared before had somehow freed itself from the talons gripping it. There, near the two humans, the darting movement of the bird’s dinner revealed itself. It dived from its latent hovering with a war cry. Cody and Eli turned their heads to see the bird ensnare the mouse in its grip, then shoot up as the impaled tiny body dripped blood to the ground.




Chapter Forty-Six
Who being past feeling have given themselves over unto lasciviousness, to work all uncleanness with greediness. 

 
Ephesians 4:19, KJV

 
They sat in folding lawn chairs, watching Bergen hop in and out of the moat surrounding the house. After Nathan had conveyed Eli’s message delivered by Carrie, they didn’t discuss it further. Nothing had been left to say.
More than an hour had gone by since the call, and they hadn’t heard from Eli, leaving them nothing to do but wait. Every few minutes Leona glanced through the storm door, willing the phone to ring. She wished Carrie had given them more information, but knew Eli hadn’t divulged the contents of his father’s journals.
Bergen giggled from the shallow depths of the ditch, like she when Nathan had mentioned them. Even when asked what was funny about them, Bergen didn’t give more of an answer than a shrug before skipping back to the trench to play. Leona’s head turned again to the door with frustration.
Nathan didn’t understand why they hadn’t heard from Eli; he should’ve been to the ranch and back to town in the time which had passed. What was their plan if, for some reason, neither Eli nor Cody returned, leaving this small group to fend off the evil sure to be released on Shoshoni and the world? Any plan of attack he put together, he tore apart; all were fool’s errands, which were sure to enrage Belphegor.
After waking from her nap, Jen had eaten without speaking to anyone but Leona. Anytime Tyler came near, and she clammed up. Though he had asked her many times what was wrong, she didn’t answer and finding she wasn’t divulging anything, and he gave up.
Her head ached with flashes of the vision the beast had given her. When she allowed her mind to relax, the horrendous acts played. She did as Cody had said on the Shoshone’s stage, and looked inside, leaving Tyler out. Otherwise, she knew his consolation would turn to sex, distracting them from what they needed to do.
Tyler didn’t understand why she no longer wanted him near, and only spoke to Leona. He hoped once her mind had settled and had coped with everything, she would be back to herself. He didn’t want to think about the upcoming night’s adventure, but his mind kept returning to one scenario; the monster devours them all.
With his mind clear and time to think, he still didn’t know the reason people were flocking here to listen to the thousands of words coming from his brother’s mouth saying, in all actuality, nothing, or did they? Was there something in what he had said which was the key? 
The phone rang, waking them from their thoughts. Even Bergen’s head popped up from the ground, staring toward the house. Leona was the first from her seat and in the house as the second chiming of the phone came.
“Hello, Eli?” she asked. Clicking followed by a buzz came through the receiver. “Hello?” she said again.
At first, she thought the line was going dead, but a hazy voice covered with static said, “Hello, Leona.” Buzzing interrupted the speaker, then the voice continued, “I miss you.”
“Who is this?” Leona cried.
“You haven’t come for a visit,” the unidentifiable voice said from the other end. “You’ve been to the theater.” A mix of voices and music like a radio station bleeding into another blared through the phone. “Please don’t fight.” More random sounds moved to her ear. “We’ll take the child away.” Another extended buzz filled the gap between the voice’s statements. When it returned, it was crystal-clear. “We don’t want to take Bergen, but will if you force our hand. We want to go home.”
“What?” she asked, her voice rising in pitch, but the call ended with a loud click.
The phone quivered at her ear in her trembling hand for three seconds before it crashed to the floor. Her muscles released control, as she melted to the floor. She knew the caller. More than seven years ago she’d met him as she was crossing Main Street from the Buckboard Saloon.
He had been standing near the corner. He was attractive—more so than he was because of the liquor in her system—he was tall, holding his cowboy hat at his side. She immediately noticed his boots had been shined brilliantly, because of the way they reflected the incandescence from the streetlight.
The jeans he had worn accentuated his lean, muscular legs, and displayed a full crotch. A plain, white, long-sleeve shirt covered his torso with a silver bolo-tie around his neck. The smile on his face alone beckoned her to join him.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been inside the Shanley Hotel. The new owner had done her best to clean it up, but the town’s attraction had been the store, down the block, and since it had closed fewer people stopped or stayed the night.
Leona had never been on the second floor, so she stayed close as they ascended the poorly lighted stairs to the hallway. He took her hand, leading her to his room. Her heart rattled in her chest. A voice alerted her to leave. Shaking off the warnings, she stepped inside his room.
The room had no windows, only a closed door, maybe to a closet. He turned her around to face him. Neither had spoken, and they continued their silence. Once inside the room, she felt safe, safer than she’d expected.
He loosened the bolo around his neck and worked at the buttons on his shirt; the strong fingers worked nimbly down to his waist, then pulled the shirttails free of his jeans. His skin was pale in contrast with the dark hair on his head and stretching from the confines of his jeans. His smile broadened as his shirt fluttered to the floor behind him, leaving the bolo around his neck. She made no move to remove her clothing.
Next, he bent, pulling his boots off, then stood at least an inch shorter than he’d been, but still taller than her. Instantly, his hands moved to his belt then buttons of his jeans, which he allowed to slump around his waist but didn’t remove them. She traced from his broad shoulder and strong arms to his defined chest and down his abdomen to the treasure still hiding behind the denim.
Her hand darted to the opened jeans, wanting to see what would soon be filling her. Before reaching its target, he took her wrist; coolness tingled her skin from his touch. She looked back to his joviality. Her grin formed, knowing what he wanted without a word passing from his lips.
The blouse she wore had a single button at the back of her neck, and her hand moved fluidly to it, unleashing it from its loop. Her hand came back down, caressing her breast in its descent.
At the hem, her fingers took hold, pulling the blouse over her head, then releasing it to float to the floor. His face sparkled with delight, seeing her covered by the thin bra holding back her breasts. Her hands moved behind her to the clasp. As he had done with his jeans, she did not remove it. His hand reached for bra hiding her riches, and she didn’t stop him.
Icy fingers guided a strap from her right shoulder down her arm. A shiver jolted her. Their peeking at the other stopped as his other hand found the remaining strap, mimicking what the other had done. With each strap free, the bra dropped to the floor between them, creating a line they would soon cross.
Again, the voice inside her screamed to leave. She ignored it, and her hands slipped the skirt and panties from around her waist to join the other clothing on the floor.
She stepped out of her three-inch heels, then her fingers gripped his jeans, pulling them down to his thighs. She turned from him, making her way to the bed as he stumbled out of his jeans.
Their gazes locked as the passion between them erupted. Once their lovemaking was over, he lay a tender kiss on her forehead. She didn’t realize he was dressing until she heard the clank of his belt.
As she sat up, he opened the door without looking back and entered the hall. Tears fell, running trails through her smeared makeup. She gasped deeply, coming awake. Familiar faces looked down at her, but why were they in room three at the Shanley?
“You ok, honey?” Nathan said, brushing the tears from her cheek. “What was the call about?”
“Wayne,” she answered, staring up at Jen, who had turned red at the mention of his name; she hadn’t told the others about their encounter, but the pity in Leona’s expression told her the woman knew. “They’re threatening to take Bergen.”
A cross expression took Bergen’s face; something that rarely happened. Even the child was unsure whether they could make good on the threat. And being part of them to a point, mixed with Principality and human, anything was possible.
The thin line of the child’s mouth turned white. Bergen stared at Leona, unsettling the woman standing with Nathan’s help. She hoped Bergen now saw the danger of returning to the theater where they’d be vulnerable to any attack from the collected souls residing below.
“We still need to go,” Bergen said when Leona was sitting in a kitchen chair.
“Absolutely not!” Nathan said with a raised voice. “When Eli and Cody call or show up, we’ll tell them there’s a change of plan. We’ll have to figure out something else, but it won’t involve either of you.”
“Father,” Bergen replied, taking his hand. “We must. We can’t leave them to fend for themselves.” He glared back at the child, knowing it was the truth. “It is how it must be.”




Chapter Forty-Seven
And there was a cloud that overshadowed them: and a voice came out of the cloud, saying, “This is my beloved Son: hear him.” 

 
Mark 9:7, KJV

 
The vow of silence returned as they drove into town. Children laughed on the school’s playground as they passed. The car turned on to Third Street toward City Park. At Main, the car sputtered, then died, no longer wanting to return to the parking lot at the side of the Top Hat.
Eli grunted his disapproval, glancing at the fuel needle pointing to E; the journey across the country had used more gasoline than he’d expected. Too bad it hadn’t happened outside of town and not give Cody enough time to return for his performance.
“At least it’s only a block we have to walk,” Cody said as though reading Eli’s mind.
In the daylight, the church looked as daunting as it did at night. Eli tried not to look at it as they walked down the street, but it caught Cody’s attention, stopping him in front of the park entrance.
The coolness coming from the building was noticeable, like someone had turned on the air conditioner full blast, and opened the door to cool the outdoors. He glanced around the exterior. Hector grabbed his wrist, hoping the meager intervention stopped him from what she knew he was going to do.
“Don’t,” Hector said, but he ignored her warning.
“You don’t want to go over there,” Eli chimed in.
“Why? Who lives there?” Cody asked, crossing the street.
The weeds had been cut down, but the trees and bushes that ran along the house hadn’t been trimmed; they scratched the siding as a strong breeze blew through them. He stopped at the heaving sidewalk leading to the front door. The rank smell of squalor wafted from the building. His mind found a memory of the house—his mother had told Tyler and him to never knock at the door, and reminded them every Halloween. She did not explain, and they had never disobeyed the request.
“I’m not sure if anyone lives there.” Eli caught up to Cody to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with him. “It’s not a nice place. Never has been as far as I know.”
“My mom didn’t allow us to Trick-or-Treat there.”
“Come on. We should go.” Eli didn’t want to explain what he’d learned about the place, and started walking away. He noticed Cody didn’t follow and turned back. “Cody, what are you doing?”
Cody moved to the side of the building, holding back branches of the overgrown shrubs, trying to see the back. The stench was stronger here than it had been standing in front of the house.
Ducking, he passed along the wall to the backyard. His stomach lurched as he stepped out of the branches. Lying on the ground near the center of the yard were layers of feces drying in the sun. Flies happily swarmed the ground, feeding on the waste. His hand covered his mouth and nose, hoping to block the odor from filling his nostrils.
The bushes behind him shook with Eli forcing himself through the tangle. Gasping from the deluge of vileness filling the air, he came to stand next to Cody. When he’d ventured here nights ago, it had been cool out, and he hadn’t noticed the smell, but now in the late afternoon heat, it was thick and rotten.
“Why…” Cody’s voice trailed off. There were no words to describe what he wanted to know. Never in his life had he seen anything so disgusting as this.
“It’s a ritual site for Belphegor,” Eli said quietly, seeing no way around the topic now. “They—”
“Unfortunately, I can imagine the details.”
Cody’s stomach jolted with revulsion, giving him the cue it was time to leave. Turning, he took Eli’s hand, leading him back through the brush to the street. Eli hadn’t discussed anything with him since they had left Carrie’s, giving him no insight on what they had planned for the evening if anything. They seemed to be running around with no set goal, except to stop Belphegor from whatever he was scheming.
Standing at the corner, facing the Shanley, Cody asked, “What are you going to do?”
Eli had been waiting for the question all day, which he hadn’t had an answer when they strolled the beach or drove across the prairie, and didn’t have one now.
Unless something had changed since he had left Nathan’s, the only plan was to go to the theater. Forcing the words from his mouth, he said, “Come and support you. We don’t know what else to do.”
Cody hadn’t expected the answer but was relieved he didn’t have to go forward alone. However, he didn’t want his friends and brother to put themselves at risk for him. He’d agreed to do what Belphegor had requested, though his intentions were unclear. Thinking back to the conversation he had had with the Fallen Angel while Tyler sat catatonic in a chair, he’d known he had heard the truth; he didn’t want to bring the apocalypse but wanted a meeting with God.
Why did he need Cody? If he wanted an audience with God, it seemed there had to be better ways to force his plans into fruition. Why go through the trouble of possessing Tyler and Jen? Besides using them as bait, had Cody decided not to return to Shoshoni willingly. He didn’t need Tyler to be the foreman restoring the block; Belphegor had the power to do anything with a thought. Did he plan to use them as nourishment for the beast, trapping their souls in the basement?
The monster was another thing not fitting; it obviously was not one of the prophesized beasts in either Daniel or Revelation—it was taller than a telephone pole, and wider than a car. A lion’s head with billowing mane sat on its thick neck. At the end of the moose body, a lion’s tail flowed behind the beast. It glared like the night sky sparkling with stars. Sharp, silver cloven-hooves formed the end of long, nimble legs. Sprouting from its back were six wings (three on each side) with six eyes on each, matching the ones in its head.
“We have to kill it,” Cody muttered, as they remained across the street.
“How do you suggest we kill it? It stayed too much in the shadows when it chased us last night, which means it isn’t strong enough to be in the light. I don’t think we can trick it to come outside. And I’m not going down there, neither are you.”
“Why? I’ve been down there with it.”
“And from what I hear, it tried to eat you one time. The other time, it was busy devouring the woman I had hired.”
At the far end of the block, a kid ran across the street, touched the theater wall, and then darted back to the park. Laughter echoed toward them, followed by the voice of a woman shrilly reprimanding him. They knew the voice drifting toward them, and crossed the street diagonally toward the park. Carrie sat on the bench, her foot shook, dangling at the end of her leg crossed over the other.
“Where’s your car?” she demanded.
“It ran out of gas by the park. Why?” Eli replied.
Two children ran around the swing set, laughing. “Where the fuck have you been? I’ve waited here all fucking afternoon.” They winced at her escalating language. “I thought you were going to the fucking ranch.”
“We decided it wasn’t a good idea,” Cody answered. “We drove to the lake, then your mom—”
“I know,” she interrupted. “She called me.” She dangled her cellphone in front of her. “I wish you hadn’t bothered her.” Her tone had become soft and nonabrasive. “She doesn’t need to be involved in this.” She faced Cody, but her eyes fluttered up showing the whites as she continued, “Only you can sever his binding. If it’s what you want to do.”
“I do, but I don’t know how,” Cody said, startled by her change.
“Sure you do,” she replied, her focus returned to him. She continued in her usual tone, “It’s the same bullshit you’ve been spewing in there the last few nights.” She stood, turning to her children. “Mason, Miranda, come on we need to get home.” Waiting for her children to scurry to her side as they moaned their disapproval of having to leave, she said to Eli, “I’ll have Eric put gas in your car, and put in the lot. I have a feeling you’re gonna need it.”
“Thanks.” He blushed.
Walking briskly to the corner with the kids in tow, she shook her head. The car sputtered to life, then made a U-turn, to take Carrie and her kids the few blocks to the safety of her home. Watching her leave, it occurred to Eli he hadn’t seen Cody’s car for at least a month; the one Tyler and Jen used was parked in the alley behind the building next to the hotel.
“Where’s your car? Did Mark take it?”
Cody sighed. “I haven’t even thought about it since I got here. Why would Mark have it?”
“Because he’s Belphegor’s errand boy. Well, we’ll worry about your car later.”
A string of cars came down the street to park—unseen by either Eli or Cody, Nathan parked the truck a block away near the strange building called the Different Place—none of the inhabitants exiting the cars noticed Cody or Eli.
Soon the theater would be open, for all to hear the revolutionary words to change and heal their lives. A news van with a big blue ‘9’ on the side slowed but continued to the end of the street where it turned in to the parking lot next to the Top Hat. People emptying from the cars either waited outside the Shoshone or wandered down the street and around the corner to the hotel.
As more cars filled the street, Eli and Cody decided to leave the park and wait behind the theater. At the other end of the block, Leona and Bergen continued down the street to the hotel entrance as Nathan, Tyler, and Jen turned toward the theater. The crowd’s excitement filled the air with happy words and cheer, not knowing what lurked inside.
Behind the theater, anxiety-filled Eli and Cody as they waited, sitting for a moment, then jumping to their feet to pace the brick paved patio. Cody pondered what Carrie had said about doing what he preached. Was it as easy as looking inside to sever ties with Belphegor?
Becoming still, Cody stood in the center of the sitting area, closing his eyes. He dismissed thought coming forward to beg for his attention. Things he’d hidden away from himself and the world blocked the passage to the core of his being. He acknowledged his prejudices, vowing to leave them to the power before him.
The loneliness haunting him withered at his approach; it had been created by him when he had kept people at a distance, so they didn’t find the truth. His fears attempted to give him visions to chase him from his destination, but finding his strength, and they stepped aside.
Light bloomed around him, stopping him from moving farther. It buzzed and snapped, brightening; had he physically seen the way it shone, he would have been blinded. It caressed him with warmth. He didn’t shy from the light but allowed it to fill him in complete surrender. The power surged through him, and filled him with peace. Serenity he’d dreamed of finding, wrapped around him.
He emerged on the other side of the veil free of what had rotted him. He’d never felt so clean; though his body was slick with sweat, inside he was pure. Cody had given all his fears and pain and hate to the light. Gratefully it took his undesired pieces into its folds, stripping the darkness from each, and releasing them as light equal to its brightness.




Chapter Forty-Eight
O that thou hadst hearkened to my commandments! Then had thy peace been as a river, and thy righteousness as the waves of the sea. 

 
Isaiah 48:18, KJV

 
Leona hadn’t understood why Bergen insisted on going inside the hotel to see Carol. There had to have been more, but the child, as usual, didn’t give more information.
The lobby was crowded with people hoping to be fortunate enough to land a room for the night; since the Shanley didn’t accept reservations, it was every man for himself.
Slyly, Leona eased along the windows to the desk without catching anyone’s attention; had they noticed they would have persecuted her for cutting in line.
Bergen hadn’t followed her. Instead, the child had moved toward the area leading to the stairs. The child glanced through the crowd to Leona, helpless against the throng of people to stop the child from descending into the basement.
Bergen didn’t attempt to be quiet on the journey into the bowels of the hotel. No glances were made to the end of the room at the bottom of the steps, the child focused on the washroom, and crossed into it.
The door to the boiler room stood closed. Deceiving Leona wasn’t what the child had wanted to do, but Bergen didn’t have a better idea to get her into the basement alone, especially after the threat.
The child’s pale hand pushed the door open, assessing the gloom. The boiler hissed, burning gas to keep the water in its tanks hot.
The inhabitants watched her from the shadowy corners; they hadn’t expected anyone until much later, and certainly not this guest.
Bergen passed the door leading into the tunnel, but paid the dark chamber no attention; what the child sought was beyond the boiler.
The child found it rising from its slumber on the stained mattress. The size Jen had given was exaggerated as Bergen had known; it had a distorted perspective as it delivered fear to the observer.
Its actual size was no larger than an adult Great Dane. Though the beast’s correct size was not as grand as Jen had seen, the power it wielded was not to be taken for granted. The feral scent of it wasn’t as repellent as she anticipated; it was more of how a wild animal smelled than of shit and rot. It growled and shook its head at Bergen’s approach.
The trapped souls observed Bergen’s slow approach to Belphegor’s pet, reaching a hand to it. Neither child nor beast wished the other harm, so why had this hybrid come into their domain? A twitching man with an evil smile approached, rubbing his erection.
“I know you little one. And the man who raises you, too. He left with only a small payment. Are you here to make good on his debts?”
“No.” Bergen looked at the specter with amusement. “No, he’s paid enough already.”
“You can’t kill it,” a slender woman with round oozing wounds in her arms said.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Bergen replied. “It’s beautiful.” Attention returned to the beast which had become more comfortable with the child’s presence, it came closer, sniffing. “There are more important things to discuss. Are all here?”
Murmurs shifted among the spirits, giving the child a roll call of sorts. Not all were present. Bergen stared at the ceiling as though looking through it to find the missing members. The one who had seduced Bergen’s mother hid in his room, defying the invitation to join the others in the basement. Knowing he couldn’t disobey, he opened the door.
Sitting up in the tub, Dorothy stared at the door, then flung herself out of the water in a spray of pink disappearing the moment it touched a solid surface. The woman in the room overlooking the alley went immediately, as did the one in the apartment’s hallway.
Becki filled with excitement, skipped down the hall toward the room she and her mother had slept in so many nights ago.
The door across the hall stood open, Wayne glared out from his room; he didn’t want to go, he was having more fun than he’d had in years. But conceding to Becki’s out held hand, they traveled to the boiler room.
The floor stood empty for the first time since the hotel had been erected, Belphegor didn’t even wait at his window; he’d already gone to the theater.
The beast had moved to Bergen’s side, watching the souls in attendance with thirty-eight sparkling eyes. The soft growl from its throat had stopped, changing into a purr. The spirits, now that all were convened gazed at the hybrid, waiting to hear the reason for the visit.
The words between them no longer came from their mouths, leaving the room silent except the blaze of fire heating the water. The child’s explanation wasn’t expected but taken happily. The one wish the deviant souls wanted, after much delay, was in their reach. Without further instruction, the man with the nail in his penis passed through the door holding the store of offerings to Belphegor; two others joined him to destroy the contents.
Fear forced a pathetic bleat from the beast, and Bergen’s fingers stroked its mane to give it comfort and assurance to expect no harm. The three returned through the closed door, confirming all offerings had been spilled to soak into the floor. The woman with the oozing wounds, took the lead to the tunnel, once the door was open, the end of their journey began.
* * * *
As he returned to this world, words rang in Cody’s mind, “Fear not, I am with you always.” Cody pulled in a breath, filling his lungs with life as though during the internal cleansing his body had not taken air.
He wasn’t sure how long he had been in a catatonic state, but since Eli didn’t seem to notice anything had changed with Cody, he was sure no more than a minute had passed. The shadow of the theater stretched farther across the alley, touching the edge of the yards on the opposite side.
“Did it work?” Eli asked, his voice quavered as though sobs wanted to erupt from his throat instead of words.
“Yes,” he answered, and opened the door to the dark backstage.
Belphegor stood near the spiral staircase leading into the tunnel. He’d never seen Cody glow with the radiance he did right now. His stare burned into Belphegor’s blue beams, not wavering or allowing entry to his soul. A large smile stretched across the Fallen Angel’s face, and it had happened. God had come as he had thought.
“What did He say?” he cried, tears flowed down his beautiful face. “Am I forgiven? Can I go home?”
“Not even close,” Cody replied, noticing Hector at his side.
Belphegor beheld Hector, and his humor turned into a snarl. “This is your fault.”
She moved to stand between him and Cody. No words came from her as she stared back at him. Though she was a Watcher, she showed no fear of the Throne.
The green beams pushed back with defiance the blue from the Fallen Angel. She was on the side of God, and however he twisted his words, Belphegor was not.
Cody came to her side. A scowl deeply grooved into her face. If he hadn’t known her, he wouldn’t have known she was not a Fallen Angel. For the first time since her appearance, he feared her.
The human form she had taken began to crack. A bright light blazed from the gashes in her façade. Cody watched the transformation in awe. When she had told him of her true appearance, he hadn’t expected what he saw now—vague memories from the previous night mixed in his mind with what stood in front of him—He traced the endless lines of light.
The little amount of contrast had no way of producing a form he recognized. The moment he thought he had a grasp of what stood with him, the details changed, challenging his mind to find an answer to the riddle now displayed.
Belphegor sneered, watching the transformation, he wasn’t impressed, and virtually bored with the theatrics this lowly Angel performed. He didn’t need anyone to see his true form to destroy the annoyance before him. She merely was buying time for something, what had they planned? Again, he tried to probe Cody’s mind, but entrance was denied.
* * * *
The beast roared, stamping its hooves on the concrete floor. The room shook with the frenzy of its wings fluttering rapidly. Dust flew into the air with the odor of aged feces wafting from under the closed door of Belphegor’s destroyed treasure room. Another roar shattered the painted glass keeping light from the lair, now pouring into the room. Above came cries of alarm as the large windows in the lobby exploded into the street. Bergen glanced again to the ceiling looking for Leona. Finding her unharmed, a sigh of relief expelled from the child’s mouth.
Rumbling from the bowels of the block vibrate the floor. The audience, waiting for Cody, glanced around uncomfortably. The tiny hairs on their necks rose in warning. A woman whispered to the man sitting next to her, and they stood, glancing at the closed red-velvet curtain before scurrying up the incline to the exit.
Eli stepped back from the door, he had intended to join Cody, but the shaking earth took his attention. Trying the door again, it still wouldn’t budge no matter how many times he twisted the knob and pulled.
At the front of the building, Nathan, Tyler, and Jen were ready to enter the theater, but shattering glass from the diner on the first level of the hotel changed their plans. Memories of the beast bolting through the collection of buildings caused Jen’s panic to rise. She turned from the entrance, running across the street, her companions raced after her.
The moment they reached the small park, a man and woman burst from the theater, determination propelling them outside. Moments passed before the doors were flung open again as the other members of the audience flooded the street. They didn’t know where they were going but ran in all directions to be away from the theater.
Bergen watched the swirl of souls twist through the tunnel before the beast. As it ran, it grew as it had the night before, using the powerful glamour Belphegor had given it. The buildings shook with each groaning step, blowing out windows, knocking over shelves, leaving nothing untouched inside.
“Cody, it doesn’t have to be this way,” Belphegor said. For the first time, Cody heard the Fallen Angel’s voice shake.
“You have nothing left to bargain,” Hector’s voice rang through the blaze of light.
“Really?” Belphegor snarled. A blue, flaming sword appeared in his hand. His other hand moved, joining above the other on the hilt. In a fluid movement, he slashed forward, and yelled, “Know your place!”
A blazing storm of light and wind shook the street, blasting through the buildings. A chorus of wails shrieked around them as the tempest raged.
Awestruck, Jen found Wayne’s face blast from the theater windows. Pieces of asphalt wiggled loose from the street swirling with the wind.
Low growls added to the cacophony, as did more debris from the street. Cody didn’t move from the stage; his heart raced with the glimpses of spirits destroying the room.
The wall separating the theater from the lobby disintegrated, adding to the debris flying through the air; somehow through the destruction, he found Tyler standing safely in the park across the street. The wind lifted Jen’s hair. Nathan held his hat firmly on his head.
The light, which had been Hector, intensified, becoming brighter than the sun. Cody found her at the crux of the blaze. He had discovered trying to understand what he saw in the spray of light caused his head to ache.
Allowing his eyes to see without judgment gave him the vision of her, the glory of her. No wound impeded her, but joy flowed from every part of her being. The smile he’d become used to seeing as she taunted him was there, larger and brighter than ever. Her laughter etched through the disturbing noises of the disaster around them.
Darkness mingled with the light of her as the collection of spirits from Belphegor’s keep shot from the spiral staircase opening. Similar to how Cody had been cleansed, the darkness of the angry spirits once touched with the light, paled, brightening the air.
The beast stood at stage left, tapping its hooves on the polished hardwood floor. It wasn’t as large as Jen had described, but it was still big to Cody. He froze in place, forgetting for a moment about the maelstrom around him. On the beast’s back sat Bergen. The sparkling eyes of each being fixed on Belphegor.




Epilogue
Quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness were made strong, waxed valiant in fight, turned to fight the armies of the aliens.

 
Hebrews 11:34, KJV
Differing explanations of what had happened on Main Street buzzed across the county. Some said a gas explosion caused the destruction, while others were convinced a tornado ripped across the section of the block.
Either way, no one had been seriously injured on or around the street on the night of the event; scratches and minor bruises from the flying debris.
In the days following, Shoshoni’s Mayor hired a crew to clear away the wreckage. Although the buildings stood, their roofs and interiors had been stripped clean. In places, the floors had been ripped apart, leaving gaping holes. The crew boarded up all windows and doors until a decision had been made as to what to do with remaining structure.
During the evacuation of the block, some visitors had wandered toward City Park, discovering the contents of the church’s backyard. A few nights after the disturbing findings, mysteriously the building had been leveled by an unknown person and a bulldozer.
While not many in town had heavy equipment at their disposal, no investigation was conducted. Volunteers hauled away what was left of the structure, and three feet of soil from the lot.
Three days after the destruction on Main Street, Mark La’mar was found hanging from the rafters of his auto repair shop across the street from the Shanley Hotel. No funeral service was held for him as no one cared. He had been a bully all his life, and most were relieved his days of stalking the streets had ended.
Jen returned to Boston, but after a few days decided to return to the area. The three months she had lived in Shoshoni had shown her city life wasn’t what she wanted, and went to work for Eli on the ranch. Tyler asked her to stay with him, but she declined. Anywhere inside Shoshoni was too close to the Shanley Hotel and Main Street for her comfort.
The day after the east side of Main Street had been destroyed. The Sheriff came to Nathan’s and Leona’s house with a large, yellow envelope for Tyler.
Keys and the deed to the house at the opposite end of Maple Street from Nathan’s and Leona’s house were inside. The Sheriff didn’t know who had left the package at his office, and had glanced inside to learn what it was, and whom it belonged. Tyler whooped his excitement.
Connie went to Eli’s ranch to help him destroy his father’s journals. Standing under the bright stars, sparks from the fire rose to join them. She chanted, and shook beads, binding whatever might lurk in the pages to not return to the land until summonsed by God.
Nathan agreed with Leona that the time had come for them to see something else of the world besides Shoshoni.
After Tyler had moved into his new house, they packed a few clothes and were on the road to anywhere. Bergen worried Darcy (the name the child had given the beast) might get lonely without someone to talk to it. Eli allowed the creature to stay in his barn, but he warned if it harmed any of his livestock, he wouldn’t be kind to it.
The child conveyed Darcy’s vow to only eat from the wild, and not bother his or animals from neighboring farms and ranches.
After everything that had happened to Cody in the last six months and three days, Eli wanted him to stay at the ranch to allow him to get his bearings, but he never gave Cody the offer; the man needed to make his own path, and if it meant Eli was or wasn’t part of it, he understood.
Cody had stayed at the ranch the night Connie, and he had burned the journals. Though he didn’t join them in the ceremony, Eli knew Cody had watched in the shadows with Darcy—had anyone told him a week ago a pre-apocalyptic beast would be friendly, he wouldn’t have believed them; Bergen had changed the creature’s demeanor, giving it a dog-like quality.
The morning after Eli had destroyed his father’s writings, Cody left before Eli woke without saying a word. He didn’t stop to say goodbye to Tyler, or anyone else who had helped him in Shoshoni—the mystery of where his car had been was answered when Mark’s body was discovered swinging in his garage.
He drove home, stopping once to stretch his legs and fill the gas tank. For the whole trip, he wondered whether he was indeed safe from the Fallen Angel.
The last time he saw Hector, she had returned to her chubby, red-haired façade, and told him there was nothing to worry about from the man in the blue suit.
She made no mention of where Belphegor was, but Cody knew he had returned his suite to the way it had been and stood at the window (though it was covered with plywood), watching the town. The souls he had collected had escaped his custody, leaving him alone inside the Shanley’s shell.
Belphegor wasn’t upset as he sipped his wine by the window. He had nothing better to do than watch the world go around. If he became bored, traveling to anywhere he desired to collect a soul or two was easy enough. He smirked, thinking it was worth the try.
 





Note from the Author
Thank you for reading HOME A Novel. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I want to hear your thoughts. Please, leave a review on Amazon on the HOME A Novel page.
While you’re there, check out my other books; Dreamwalker: The Second Plain, Hunger, Hydrangeas on the Lanai, An Unnamed Acquaintance, Circus Tarot, and Page of Buckets; World Circus, the finale of the Circus Tarot Trilogy is coming soon.
I was born and raised in rural Wyoming, and have been drawn to the horror genre since I was a child. For more information about me, check out my website at https://charleswjonesauthor.com, sign-up for my Newsletter, or follow me on Twitter at https://twitter.com/ChuckWesJ.
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