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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry May 27, Early 2000s. 
 
      
 
    It’s been two years since the drunk driver ruined my life. As time passes, I remember that day with more clarity. I often wonder what made him get behind the wheel that night. I will never understand it because he died at the accident scene. There are days I wish our fates had taken a different path. 
 
    If anyone ever reads this journal and asks why I would say such a thing. Live my life for a day and maybe you’ll understand. 
 
    Grateful? That’s what my family tells me I should be. I should live life to the fullest and thank God I’m still alive. 
 
    All that bullshit about the sun shining brighter, the birds singing in the trees, the sound of the waves crashing against the shore. I should appreciate those little things. 
 
    It’s not easy. It’s not the recovery. I've recovered. Hell, I even drove again after my initial fear of getting behind the wheel. I enjoy driving again. It’s my source of freedom. 
 
    It’s not that at all. Whoever reads this journal long after I’m gone, you’ll doubt my sanity. You’ll think I had lingering brain damage. Nope. All brain scans are nice and normal. 
 
    Normal. What is that word? I’m not normal anymore. 
 
    The images may say I have normal brain activity, but something inside my subconscious came to life the minute metal rammed metal and the windows shattered all over me. When I woke up from my coma, I knew something inside me changed. 
 
    My vision of the world changed to utter darkness. I see things, dark things. 
 
    When I was still in the hospital, a lab technician entered my room in the middle of the night. He came to draw my blood for the doctor. 
 
    I turned over in bed so he could greet me. He had such a nice voice too. Smooth and boyish. His dark hair slicked back with a nice smelling gel. 
 
    It was his eyes that caught my attention. They flickered. It’s the only way I can describe it. They flickered and turned black. Not just the pupil or the iris. His whole eye turned black. 
 
    I thought I was seeing things. I blinked a few times, and he became nervous and missed my vein. The stinging pain made my eyes water, but it brought me out of my sleepy state. 
 
    I pulled my arm back and looked at him again. That’s when I saw my first shadow. That’s what I call them; shadows. I can’t think of anything better right now. 
 
    His human form darkened with each movement as he tried to find my vein. His eyes never returned to their human form. His voice was raspy, and a shadow circled his chest. 
 
    I remember screaming. I remember jumping out of bed and pulling out my IVs. I remember crying for help. I didn’t know what this man was. He tried to calm me down, but the more I screamed, the angrier he became and the shadow around him formed a head, mouth, and eyes to laugh at me. 
 
    I tried to run out of the room, but my ankle was still in its cast, and I fell against the bed. Nurses and the night doctor on duty came running in, confused about what was happening. 
 
    I pointed to the lab technician telling them there was a monster in my room. They thought I went insane. I tried to escape, but they held me down. 
 
    The hospital staff sedated and restrained me. The last thing I remember from that night was the doctor ordering a change in my meds. 
 
    It wasn’t the pain medications. That was the night I became a seer—not quite a hunter, but a seer. That was the night my life turned on its head. 
 
    I’m sitting here waiting for a response from another person like me. I don’t know what to do. 
 
    This idiot in this secret place called The Network said that I should be proud of my “gift.” 
 
    Sure… 
 
    I guess when God was handing out straws about who can contact ghosts, who can predict the future or any other psychic power, I drew the short straw. 
 
    Because I’m stuck with this “gift. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Present Day, Charlotte, North Carolina 
 
      
 
    Alison Stark typed away at her desk. She should have been working, but instead, she was answering her mother on Facebook. 
 
    Yes, Mom, Alison typed. I’ll fly down next month. 
 
    She closed out her Facebook page and sighed. She had four hours before calling it a day. She knew she needed to start her new project for the new company they had assigned to her through the firm, but she wasn’t feeling it today. 
 
    This was a huge score for her company and while everyone else was hard at work trying to please the client, Alison played on the internet. She hoped Brian wouldn’t walk by her while she answered her mom. 
 
    She strained her neck to look above the dull, gray walls of her cubicle and spotted her manager on the other side of the big room. 
 
    Alison turned back to her computer monitor and pulled up the project files for the assignment. 
 
    She shifted in her seat when a pair of eyes searched her out. She hated those eyes, but this one was one of the few that were harmless. 
 
    Alison learned over the years how to categorize the shadows. Some were benevolent, and then there were different levels of malevolent. There were the ones that liked to play pranks on the humans and then there were the ones that outright murdered the living. She’d seen them all. 
 
    Owen was a benevolent one. 
 
    “I need to leave this body soon,” he commented. 
 
    “Why? Are you bored?” Alison looked back down at her monitor and chewed on her pen. 
 
    She quit smoking six months ago and sometimes the cravings became unbearable. Now was one of those times. 
 
    The balding, pudgy man made a gesture to his chest. “This guy’s arteries are getting worse.” 
 
    “Then take him to a doctor,” Alison answered with a shrug. 
 
    “His husband is cheating on him too,” Owen commented. 
 
    Alison bit her lip trying to hide her smile. She looked back up at the shadow and waved her hand. 
 
    “Owen,” she whispered. “I hate seeing you. You know that.” 
 
    Owen looked at himself and Alison caught the shadow disappearing into the meat suit. 
 
    “Did you leave his soul in the cage?” Alison asked before she tried to work again. 
 
    “He’s there,” Owen said. “Meet me in the parking lot after work.” 
 
    Alison nodded without looking back up at the shadow. She hated seeing their true forms. It never failed to make her nauseous even after eleven years. 
 
    Alison waited for the clock to tick away while she tried to concentrate on her numbers. She chanced a glance at her personal emails. There wasn’t much there, mostly spam, but sometimes there was an occasional sale that interested her. 
 
    She tried not to let her mind wander too much. When she did, it brought back many memories—painful ones. Memories she tried to suppress for a long time. 
 
    She moved to North Carolina from Florida three years ago to start a new life and become the most boring person she could think of. She worked her job, went home, ate takeout, had a glass of wine or two, and walked her dog. Then she’d crash in her bed with a book. 
 
    If anyone told her she’d be friendless and isolated from other people in the last eleven years, Alison would have laughed at them. She had the time of her life when she was in college. Partying with her sorority sisters, playing sports, and dating hot guys. Her GPA had been phenomenal. Alison was on top of the world until that one moment when Kenneth Holiday stumbled out of a bar without a designated driver and tried to drive home to an empty house since his wife left him. 
 
    Alison never saw Kenneth coming. She was on her way home from her current tryst at 12:30 AM when Kenneth lost control of his Ford F-150, jumped a curb and flew into the opposite lane where Alison drove. 
 
    Alison never knew what hit her until years later when bits and pieces appeared in her mind. 
 
    She never saw that Kenneth had been uninjured, and when he saw Alison slumped over, he thought he had killed her. Good Samaritans were stopping to help when Kenneth stumbled back to his vehicle, grabbed his 9mm pistol from his glove box, and blew the back of his head out right there at the scene. 
 
    Alison never remembered that part, and she didn’t know about it until she was well enough for questioning by police officers. 
 
    That was the start of her new life, and she despised every moment. 
 
    Now, she drifted through life, staying away from potential danger. The less she saw of the shadows, the better. 
 
    Alison’s eyes scanned her emails. The usual, back to school sales, an offer from some “Nigerian Prince” who wants her to send money so he can marry her. Nothing new. Alison’s eyes settled on one particular email. 
 
    She turned her head both ways to make sure no one was around and clicked on the email. The sender signed the email as Reverend Kyle Ellis. 
 
    Alison read the email and froze. 
 
    She thought she’d scrubbed herself from The Network years ago. She was stupid and desperate at the time to understand what she was seeing and she put herself out there to find answers. 
 
    How did this guy find her? 
 
    She leaned in closer to the email only absorbing certain words. 
 
    I need help. 
 
    I tried, but it didn’t work. 
 
    She’s nine years old. 
 
    The last words made Alison’s blood run cold. 
 
    There was blood everywhere. 
 
    Alison clicked out of the email and brought up her files. She closed her eyes trying to slow her breathing and realized her heart was pounding against her ribcage. 
 
    “You all right, Allie?” Owen asked. 
 
    Alison nodded and glanced at the clock. She realized some time had passed and her coworkers were getting ready to leave for the day. 
 
    Alison sat staring at the screen. She shook her head trying to forget about what she read over the email. 
 
    Alison blinked several times and swallowed as she pictured what this Reverend Kyle wrote about in his email. 
 
    It could have been a hoax she tried to convince herself. She had her share of trolls and nasty people over the years. Those who tried to trick her and make her feel like an outcast. They would discover her information and make her life miserable by telling her to kill herself or she needed to be admitted to a mental institution. 
 
    She pulled up the email and read it again. The words seemed sincere, and he signed the email with an official electronic signature from Reverend Kyle Ellis of First Methodist Church located in Wolfpine, North Carolina. 
 
    “Where the hell is Wolfpine?” Alison asked out loud and pulled up her Google maps to locate the town. 
 
    Alison found the town northwest of Asheville. Right smack in the middle of the Smoky Mountains. She was surprised to find the population had grown over 100,000 when she searched for logistics. 
 
    She never heard of the place, but from the Google pictures, she found a growing town that kept its small-town qualities. 
 
    She typed in Reverend Ellis’s address and found his church. A tiny place of worship with a small house sitting next to it. 
 
    Alison shut her search down. This had to be fake. The little girl probably had mental issues and this was some weirdo pastor who didn’t understand the little girl needed psychiatric care. 
 
    Alison checked the time on the wall. Everyone was clearing out. Owen was giving her a knowing look. 
 
    Alison gathered her handbag, checked her phone, and told Owen she needed to use the bathroom first. 
 
    Alison entered the ladies’ room and threw down her handbag onto the sink. She leaned over the sink taking deep soothing breaths. She looked at herself in the mirror. She received these kinds of emails every few months, but with children, she almost gave in a few times. 
 
    Something wasn’t right. She could feel it deep down in her bones. Something was shifting inside her gut after reading this email. Not that she could see it, but she could feel it as the Reverend’s words played over in her mind. 
 
    She gazed at her reflection in the mirror and pushed a stray, blonde hair behind her ear. 
 
    Not my circus, not my— Alison stopped her thoughts. This was not her problem. He could contact some other hunter. The hunter might have to travel but he could find someone else. 
 
    She stopped when Heather— 
 
    Alison banged her hand on the sink. She then put her hands over her face not wanting to remember that night. She didn’t want to remember the moment she discovered what was wrong with Heather. 
 
    Alison turned on the faucet and splashed some cold water on her face and hung her head over the sink watching the water swirl down the drain to calm her thoughts. 
 
    She turned away from the mirror, gathered her handbag, and walked out of the bathroom when other women walked in to do their business before leaving for the day. 
 
    Alison didn’t want questions. She didn’t want anyone to ask if she was “all right.” She was never all right. 
 
    She walked out of the office area and down the hallway lined with offices to the front doors. 
 
    Giving a nod to the night security guard, she exited the building and walked towards her car. 
 
    She spotted Owen waiting by his car. 
 
    He had a pinched look on his face when she approached him. 
 
    “Indigestion?” Alison asked only half-joking. 
 
    Owen shook his head. His eyes flickered and turned black. Alison did her best not to turn away from the abnormal sight. 
 
    “Allie,” Owen began, “I know you felt it today. Didn’t you?” 
 
    Alison let out a breath and fixed her handbag on her shoulder. She didn’t bother to deny it. Owen’s shadow could see right through her. 
 
    “What does it mean?” She asked. 
 
    “It means one of my own is gaining more power. That’s not good,” Owen answered. He looked at her knowingly. “You might have to go back to work.” 
 
    Emotions she thought she’d buried rippled through her body. She dreaded the thought of returning to that life. She didn’t want more heartache and even worse—death. 
 
    “I got an email today from some pastor in a small town northwest of here,” Alison explained. “He said a little girl is one of them and killed her mother.” 
 
    Owen scratched his bald head. “It’s closer than I thought. It’s your decision, but I would watch your ass.” 
 
    Alison nodded while Owen opened his car door and sat down in the driver’s seat. She knew the shadow was ready to leave the human. The real Owen would return momentarily. 
 
    He looked at her and said, “I’ve been in this guy for a year. He was fun, but I need to go before I’m pulled into this. I fought long and hard to not become one of them.” 
 
    Alison understood. She closed her eyes. The feelings within her stirred to life. It was hard to explain unless you experienced it. People like her were all over the world. She didn’t know she could exorcise the shadows without help from some Bible verses until she touched one for the first time until she trained with experienced hunters. 
 
    Her fingers tingled as the electricity pulsed through her body. Her mind was on fire. All it would take is one touch and the shadow with Owen would leave this body forever. 
 
    “Be careful, Alison.” 
 
    “I always am,” Alison answered. 
 
    She leaned into the car and faced Owen. She placed both her hands on the sides of his head. He screamed in pain feeling the burning sensation from Alison’s touch. It never hurt Alison. She never felt the pain the shadows felt when removing them from a human body. 
 
    Owen’s skin was turning a deep red, a hissing sound with smoke rose from between her fingers. 
 
    Alison let go when Owen leaned his head back and opened his mouth. His eyes rolled back, and a black tar-like substance came flying out of his mouth. Alison heard Owen make some choking noises as the black shadow flew out of the car and disappeared into the air. 
 
    Owen slumped over when the shadow was gone and closed his eyes. Alison looked around to make sure no one had seen them and checked the man’s pulse. She smiled, thanking the shadow for letting the man live. 
 
    After several moments, Owen blinked his eyes and coughed. He jerked in the seat. He sat up straight and tried to brush off something that wasn’t there, his facial expression showing his panic. He finally turned his head and his eyes widened, seeing Alison standing there gazing at him. 
 
    “Alison?” He inhaled deep breaths and put a hand over his chest. 
 
    “Are you all right, Owen?” Alison asked feigning concern. “You were slumped over in your seat for a minute.” 
 
    Owen ran his hands across his chest and looked around his car. His confusion played on his facial features. 
 
    “I—I think I’m okay,” he said. 
 
    “As long as you think you’re okay,” Alison answered, putting a hand on his shoulder in a comforting gesture. No burning sensation. The shadow was gone. She removed her hand from his shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t remember how I got here, though,” he said. “Do you think I might be sick?” 
 
    Alison blinked and smiled. “I would go see a doctor if I were you.” 
 
    Alison turned to walk away and leave work, satisfied that Owen was human again. 
 
    “Do you think I should?” He asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it might be a heart issue,” she said over her shoulder, leaving a confused Owen in her wake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Reverend Kyle Ellis gazed down at the buffet table that held fifteen types of casseroles. His stomach lurched while he tried to hide his disgust. He searched the table trying to find a lighter meal, perhaps a salad or some fruit. The thought of eating another greasy casserole didn’t sit well with him today, and the acid in his stomach burned his throat. 
 
    Can’t these women ever cook anything besides a casserole? Kyle thought with a roll of his eyes. 
 
    Kyle tugged at his collar, wanting to pull off this stupid tie and find cooler air. The community hall at the fire station’s air conditioning had tapped out again, and the heat of dozens of bodies in the room dressed in their Sunday best, a mix of hairspray, overpriced perfume, and cheap cologne was enough to make a man lose his lunch. 
 
    But Reverend Ellis had to have the luncheon here. It was the only place he could book at the last minute. He had a problem near the church and he told everyone some pipes burst and he had to keep it closed. 
 
    Luckily, no one questioned him about why he hadn’t called a plumber yet. 
 
    Thank the good Lord the nearest plumber—Dave something or other—didn’t attend his little church in this part of town. Then he’d be stretching for answers. 
 
    Today was one of those hot days that clung to your skin and clothing. The kind that made you stay inside and out of the sun. The sky was a hazy grayish color, not the usual Carolina blue that residents loved to boast about. If this heat kept up, all the lawns and trees would turn brown by the end of August. 
 
    The local weather forecaster predicted thunderstorms, but that didn’t mean relief from the stifling heat. 
 
    Mrs. Elderson left the potluck early. The heat inside the community hall was too overwhelming for the elderly woman. Kyle hoped others would follow her, but most of his congregation stuck around for the free food. 
 
    If Kyle was one of those pastors, he would swear that Hell was reigning fire and brimstone onto the town, but he wasn’t one of those pastors. 
 
    Kyle continued his quest for some lighter food while the congregation talked amongst themselves or surrounded their new parishioner. 
 
    Kyle turned his gaze over to Miguel Alvarado. He stood in a corner surrounded by women who pretended to care about him and his daughter. 
 
    Miguel had been a devoted Catholic until three weeks ago. It was three weeks ago that he lost his beloved wife Luciana. Wolfpine believed the woman died of natural causes. 
 
    Kyle caught Miguel’s gaze. The man’s haunted look and haggard appearance were not only from his wife’s sudden death but the way she died. 
 
    A death that was now Kyle’s burden to resolve. 
 
    Kyle stepped in front of one of the huge fans cooling the hall. His armpits were stained with sweat, just like most of the other men here for the monthly potluck, but he hated to think he was showing how hot he was. 
 
    He could see people starting to leave the hall because of the heat. This would be the shortest potluck they ever hosted. He smirked at the thought. 
 
    Kyle heard a commotion and walked over to the door to investigate. He heard sighs of relief and excited chatter as a local catering company unloaded their cars. Someone had ordered a bunch of cold food and drinks. 
 
    Kyle appreciated the delivery. 
 
    He stepped out of the way as people reentered the hall to fill up their plates. This was a pleasant and unexpected surprise. 
 
    Kyle shouldn’t have been aggressive, but he was as desperate as everyone else to cool off. So, he placed himself in line and grabbed a salad. 
 
    He spoke with members of his congregation, his part-time receptionist—Miranda O’Neill—not hiding her displeasure about Kyle’s choice for the potluck. 
 
    Miranda side-eyed him but didn’t further question her boss. 
 
    Kyle scooped salad onto his plate, filled up the plastic cup with ice and water, and sat at a table off in the corner. He wasn’t in the mood to be friendly and engaging today. He sure as hell didn’t want to keep his appointments this week. 
 
    He found someone to contact about the problem he was dealing with and he could only pray that this person would answer his call. He sent three emails the past week and nothing. No answer. He followed up with his initial contact and they didn’t answer either. 
 
    His frustrations with these hunting people only added to the suspicions he’d been having about this town for years. 
 
    “You’re not very sociable today,” a voice said from beside him. 
 
    Kyle looked up to see Chief Markus Carter grabbing a metal folding chair and joining him at the table. 
 
    Kyle crumpled his napkin in his hand and stared at the chief of police. 
 
    The fifty-something man sat patiently waiting for an answer knowing what was already bothering Kyle. 
 
    Kyle ran a hand through his chestnut hair and made a disgusted face because of the sweat. 
 
    He wiped his hand with another napkin. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and said, “I tried again the other day, but she’s not responding. She sits there and laughs at me. Her father is becoming impatient.” 
 
    “What about that person you said you would contact?” 
 
    Kyle took a bite of salad. He chewed the cold food without tasting it and swallowed. “She hasn’t answered. I don’t think she will. My other contact bailed, too.” 
 
    Markus shook his bald head. His dark brown eyes scanned the crowd. “You don’t know who’s who anymore,” he muttered. 
 
    Markus was right, although Kyle knew some. He knew those he did not save over the last five years and now he was failing a child. 
 
    “Do you know who brought this food? You know these women only know how to cook meat, more meat, and pasta.” 
 
    Markus chuckled, taking a big gulp of water. “I have no clue.” 
 
    “We’re not sure either,” another voice said. 
 
    Kyle adjusted his collar when he heard the light female voice to his left. He turned and tried to plant a smile on his face. He didn’t think he’d have to talk to her today, but it was inevitable because of the situation the congregation found themselves in. 
 
    Emma Leavens smiled her flirtatious smile to everyone around her. Her long, flaming red hair fell softly over her bare shoulders. The woman didn’t sweat, as Kyle discovered some time ago. 
 
    She looked cooler than a cucumber and prettier than a rose inside this horrible community hall with the old wood paneling and blinding fluorescent lights. 
 
    Her pale skin showed off her freckles and her green sleeveless dress perfectly contrasted her pale skin and lush hair. 
 
    Kyle knew Emma all too well. He knew her intimately. He was lonely and bored after his divorce and Emma was his cure. 
 
    Emma had grown up in Wolfpine, she won every beauty contest in the state, and came home to marry the rich widower—Donald Leavens. Donald was thirty years Emma’s senior and died months before Kyle’s divorce. Donald was also the church’s biggest donor, and although Kyle and Emma were no longer lovers, he tried to keep up the facade of friendliness towards her for that reason. 
 
    Emma was now the rich widow since Donald never had children to leave his fortune to. Kyle found out that Emma had an eye for other men around the time they were seeing each other, and he ended it not wanting more drama in his life. 
 
    Kyle was hurt, but Emma never showed regret. Her looking as cool as a cucumber also matched her personality. 
 
    “Wonderful sermon today, Reverend,” Emma said with a smile. She turned to Markus and said, “It’s so nice to see you here, Chief.” 
 
    Anyone could fall under Emma’s spell. She could turn on the charm quicker than a man losing his toupee in a hurricane. 
 
    Markus grinned up at the woman standing over them. 
 
    “Thank you, Emma,” Kyle said. “It’s not your food?” 
 
    Emma shook her head dramatically, making sure her hair made swooshing sounds. “Not at all, Reverend. I don’t know who brought in the cold food for us.” 
 
    Markus and Kyle exchanged looks. No one here expected the air conditioner to tap out. 
 
    Kyle didn’t care. He was ready to leave this life and start anew. 
 
    He’d lost his faith over the years and with his divorce, he didn’t think he could call himself a Reverend if he couldn’t even keep his marriage together. 
 
    He prayed over it for many nights in the past three years and as he prayed he became more resentful. The church committee no longer seemed to care about the state of their place of worship so why should he? Donations no longer came in waves, they only trickled in. The church was badly in need of repair even with Emma’s generosity and Kyle thought he wasn’t really lying when he said the pipes had burst, it was par for the course with the place. 
 
    He loved his church, but over the years and many heartaches, Kyle questioned what his path was and at thirty-six he thought he better decide where he wanted to go in life before it was too late. 
 
    Kyle heard some whistles and cheering from the crowd and stood up. Emma grinned. She turned back to Kyle with an excited look in her eyes he never saw before even when they spent some passionate nights together. 
 
    “I think I know who brought the food,” Emma said. 
 
    Kyle strained his neck and glimpsed the person everyone was making a fuss over. 
 
    He scowled and wondered why the Mayor of Wolfpine showed up here today. 
 
    Markus had already abandoned Kyle to greet the mayor along with the rest of the parishioners. 
 
    Miranda pushed her way through the crowd to find Kyle and gave him the look. Be nice, her facial expressions said. Miranda knew how Kyle felt about the mayor. He returned her look as he fixed his collar and shrugged about his sweat-stained shirt and tie to greet the mayor with phony enthusiasm. 
 
    She returned to the other side of the hall and Kyle pushed his way through the overheated bodies to see Mayor Samuel Manes greeting the church committee members while holding Joan Baker’s two-year-old daughter in his arms. 
 
    The young girl stared at the crowd, cooed, and laughed as she popped her thumb into her mouth. Joan had been trying to stop the little girl from sucking her thumb, and Joan’s face turned a bright crimson when her daughter offered her saliva covered thumb to the mayor, much to his amusement. 
 
    “No, sweetie, you keep it,” the mayor said with a laugh from the crowd. 
 
    Samuel Manes was not a big man, nor an imposing figure. He was short, with white hair, an average build, with blue eyes. Kyle thought he looked like some kind of bird with his hooked nose and his angular face. 
 
    Samuel was not a native of Wolfpine. He moved to the town about five years ago and immediately won the election for mayor. 
 
    He said he grew up somewhere in Virginia and ran his own business. No one knew much more about Samuel. You never saw him with a wife and children, or a significant other. 
 
    He always dressed in designer suits and ties, even on hot days like today. 
 
    Samuel was an enigma, but the people of Wolfpine worshipped him. He turned this town from an oppressed former textile town, into a tourist attraction right off the Blue Ridge Parkway and in the heart of the Smoky Mountains. 
 
    The residents of the town had jobs, money, and could comfortably start families. 
 
    Then why didn’t Kyle trust the man who saved this town from failure? Kyle could feel it. He couldn’t see it, he couldn’t touch it, but he could feel a different vibe coming off Samuel. 
 
    A feeling was not proof of any wrongdoing. Kyle searched and searched the internet for Samuel after he ran for mayor and found nothing. 
 
    But he knew something was off about the man, and he couldn’t do anything about it. He could only wait and see how the town and how this man who came into power out nowhere played out. 
 
    Kyle rubbed his eyes as he waited for Samuel to finish greeting other parishioners before he made his appearance. Why would Samuel send food and other cold items to his small church? There were bigger places in town that he could have focused on. 
 
    Miranda caught Kyle’s attention after she greeted the mayor and Samuel handed the little girl back to her mother. 
 
    Kyle plastered a smile on his face and walked over to shake the mayor’s hand. 
 
    “Mr. Mayor,” Kyle said, “On behalf of myself and the church, thank you for your generosity in making our monthly gathering much easier with your gifts.” 
 
    Samuel smiled, and Kyle noticed teeth whiter than newly fallen snow. “You’re welcome, Reverend Ellis. I heard about your plumbing problems, and that you could only reserve this place at the last minute. The least I could do is make everyone more comfortable.” 
 
    “God shined his light down on us when the food and drinks arrived, Mr. Mayor,” Kyle said. The words left a bitter taste in his mouth. 
 
    Kyle noticed a smirk appear on Samuel’s face, but he hid it before anyone else noticed. 
 
    “Where is your donation plate or basket? I would like to donate today to your fine church, Reverend,” Samuel said. 
 
    Kyle felt Miranda rush past him to find their donation basket. “Looks like my assistant is already on it, Mr. Mayor.” 
 
    Samuel’s assistant—Kyle couldn’t recall his name—approached and handed the mayor a checkbook. Samuel grabbed a pen and wrote out the check. Kyle couldn’t see how much it was, because Miranda was already by his side waiting for the donation. 
 
    She held out the basket and Samuel dropped the check through the slot. “Hopefully, this will help with the plumbing.” 
 
    “Very generous of you, Mr. Mayor, and God bless you,” Kyle said when Miranda grasped the basket like it was a newborn baby and grinned stupidly beside him. 
 
    Samuel nodded and smiled. Kyle let the rest of the parishioners have their time with the mayor and air their grievances. 
 
    Samuel stayed for another half hour before he apologized for having to cut the time short, and head back to his duties. 
 
    “You never liked him,” Markus said to Kyle. 
 
    Kyle was now holding Joan’s young daughter, while Joan gathered her things to leave. The little girl fell asleep in Kyle’s arms. Joan’s husband Matt was deployed and she could use all the help she could get with her daughter. 
 
    Kyle had hoped for this feeling one day, but it never happened. He doubted it ever would the way his life was heading. 
 
    “And I never will,” Kyle commented as he adjusted the sleeping little girl on his shoulder. 
 
    “Found nothing on him,” Markus said. 
 
    “You never will,” Kyle answered. 
 
    Markus shrugged and said, “What about our current problem?” 
 
    “I’m meeting Miguel after everyone clears out. I will try again,” Kyle said. 
 
    “No answer?” 
 
    Kyle grabbed his phone and tapped his emails. Oh, no, he had an answer, and the answer was telling him to fuck off and stop emailing her. 
 
    He shook his head, and said, “Nothing.” 
 
    “It didn’t work the first time. Why do you think it’ll work again?” 
 
    Kyle tried to smile, but it was more out of sarcasm. “My faith. I have to keep Miguel hopeful too or he might do something rash.” 
 
    Markus nodded. “Do you need me there?” 
 
    Kyle shook his head. “No. I can handle it. I may have to take a drive this week and I might need you to watch her while I’m gone.” 
 
    Markus frowned. “Where will you go?” 
 
    “To visit this woman,” Kyle said. 
 
    Markus blinked in surprise. “Are you out of your damn mind? If she said no, she said no. You going there ain’t going to change her mind,” he scolded. 
 
    “She’s the only one who answered and she’s the closest. I’ve got to try,” Kyle said. 
 
    “You can try, but I think you’ll come back disappointed.” 
 
    Kyle shrugged. He spotted Joan approaching and nodded to Markus. 
 
    Markus turned and smiled at Joan as Kyle got lost in his thoughts. 
 
    He needed to try. He was trying to save a child. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Journal Entry December 15, Mid-2000s 
 
      
 
    I’ve been searching for answers for a long time and finally found them in the name of Ben Herzberg and his wife Amanda. We talked on the phone for hours with Ben telling me about his history and how he came to realize his so-called gift. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed the first flight out of Tampa and landed in Sacramento six hours later after speaking to Ben over the phone.  
 
      
 
    It was a relief to know I wasn’t alone anymore. I’d been reading books about the occult. I was studying the Bible, the Quran, and other religious works to learn more about what I’d become, as Ben suggested.  
 
      
 
    Amanda is the Oracle to Ben’s Batman since she’s in a wheelchair. It was crazy, but the way they worked together amazed me.  
 
      
 
    They had been through a lot together and Ben was entering his early fifties. He was thinking about retiring. 
 
      
 
    Ben was not only a seer but a hunter. He answered calls from around the world. People who needed help with their demonic problems. He explained that hunting was taking a toll on his health and Mandy suffered from pneumonia while he was away one time and it almost killed her.  
 
      
 
    These two were my saviors. They brought me back to sanity when I thought I’d lost hope.  
 
      
 
    I stayed with them for six months, and Ben taught me how to stay mentally and physically strong. 
 
      
 
    He warned me about my life. He said I would face my gift alone with most regular humans not understanding us.  
 
    It’s a lonely world for us, he said, but we have a lot of support. There are others like us. Other people who don’t understand what they see, but connecting with each does us all a world of good. We might be outcasts in the normal world, but we always have each other. 
 
      
 
    Ben gave me hope during those six months. I appreciate him and Mandy so much. He even put me in contact with his friends in North Carolina. Both of them were victims of a shadow years ago. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Present day. Charlotte, North Carolina 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kick-kick-punch. Breathe in and out.  
 
      
 
    Alison steadied her punching bag while Simon settled on his doggy bed in the corner. 
 
      
 
    The golden and black German shepherd lifted his head when Alison grinned at him and he wagged his tail waiting for her to take him for a run. 
 
      
 
    “You ready, boy?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    The three-year-old dog got out of his doggy bed and wandered over to her. His eyes were a golden color that Alison loved. His fur was thick and shiny, and his face showed every emotion. He was also well-trained to protect Alison from any danger. 
 
      
 
    She adopted him at eight months old from a local shelter. His former owners had abused him and he feared people. It took Alison months to gain his trust as he cowered in a corner when she brought him home, and although he learned to love Alison and trust people.  
 
      
 
    Simon was eager to learn when Alison trained him. She got pointers from other hunters who owned dogs for protection. “Dogs can sense what we can’t,” someone told her once. “It would be in your best interest to find a dog willing to die for you.” 
 
      
 
    Simon wagged his tail patiently waiting for Alison to strap on his leash. 
 
      
 
    Alison lived in an apartment complex in northern Charlotte. She loved this place. It had everything Alison could want in a neighborhood. 
 
      
 
    It was small and quiet with a mall, restaurants, and grocery stores within three miles of her home. 
 
      
 
    The best part was the nature path about 100 yards from Alison’s front door situated next to a pasture. Some mornings she would spot deer grazing in the tiny pasture.  
 
      
 
    The path itself was 10 miles long, winding its way through residential neighborhoods that disappeared for marshes and lakes. 
 
      
 
    It was her favorite spot to walk Simon on the weekends. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do some cardio,” She said, smiling at her dog. 
 
      
 
    Simon half whined/half barked his reply, making Alison laugh. Yes, he was ready to leave and he proved that by leading her to the front door.  
 
      
 
    “Hang on big guy,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    She paused by the door and grabbed her keys, her ID, and her switchblade. She had her cell phone in the workout band already around her arm and her earbuds already placed in her ears. 
 
      
 
    It was stifling hot in Charlotte today. She already turned her air conditioner down and her run would be short.  
 
      
 
    She slipped the switchblade into its sheath and hid it under her t-shirt. Satisfied, she was about to open the door when Simon whined again and Alison’s ears perked up. 
 
      
 
    She heard the heavy footsteps coming up the wooden staircase and stopped to listen. Another benefit of this apartment complex was that you heard everyone coming and going above and below you from the way the management company designed the entrances.  
 
      
 
    Alison looked down to see Simon’s body tense. She patted his head and said, “Don’t worry. They’ll pass in a minute and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
      
 
    She waited for the footsteps to move on, except they stopped at the landing. 
 
      
 
    Alison backed up and nudged Simon to join her. Sometimes she felt silly being so paranoid, but she made many enemies over the years and she could never be too careful. 
 
      
 
    Simon’s ears perked up and he barked when the footsteps moved closer. 
 
      
 
    Alison drew in a deep breath as she looked down at her dog. If there was danger, Simon would have growled. 
 
      
 
    Hoping the person would move on, she tried to calm her nerves.  
 
      
 
    Except the footsteps stopped again and the knock came at her door. 
 
      
 
    Simon barked even louder, but he wagged his tail.  
 
      
 
    Alison was more annoyed now than afraid. She coaxed Simon to calm down and sit still. She walked over to the door and gazed through the peephole. 
 
      
 
    It surprised Alison to see a man with thick dark hair, trimmed beard, and wire-rimmed glasses waiting on the other side of the door. 
 
      
 
    He wore a white-collared shirt and tie and Alison couldn’t help but think what a good-looking guy he was. 
 
      
 
    What did this guy want? Was he selling something? 
 
      
 
    Alison hesitated at the lock. She closed her eyes for a moment, focusing her mind. Sometimes the shadows were sneaky little bastards and could hide behind their meat suits. 
 
      
 
    She opened her eyes, her mind focused on the man she stared at through the peephole and scanning his head and shoulders. Nothing showed from her vantage point.  
 
      
 
    Alison let out the breath she’d been holding, but still, her hand hesitated to unlock the door. She avoided humans and shadows alike and tried not to engage in conversations when she didn’t need to. 
 
      
 
    Alison was about to turn away from the door and ignore the man when he knocked again. 
 
      
 
    Simon barked again, but Alison signaled him to stay in his corner. 
 
      
 
    She rubbed her face and shook her head. He heard Simon bark. He knew she was there. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?”  
 
      
 
    That made Simon stand and bark up a storm and made Alison have to open the door.  
 
      
 
    Alison placed one hand behind her and held her switchblade. She unlocked the door with her free hand and only opened it a few inches. 
 
      
 
    She had a perfect view of the man now.  
 
      
 
    He blinked a few times when his gaze settled on Alison. She turned back to Simon who had come up behind her and told him to shush. He sat down with his tail wagging.  
 
      
 
    Satisfied, Alison asked, “Can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    The man adjusted his stance and asked, “Are you Alison Stark?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    The man tried to hide his surprise at her curtness and said, “I’m Reverend Kyle Ellis. I emailed you last week about helping me with a problem. ” 
 
      
 
    Alison took a step back. Was this guy some kind of psycho? She told him in no uncertain terms that she was not interested and he shows up at her door? 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me? What are you doing here?” Alison asked. She didn’t hide her anger or her annoyance that this man showed up at her home. 
 
      
 
    The man looked frustrated, but his face showed some pleading. “I’m sorry for showing up uninvited, but you don’t understand—” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Alison interrupted. “I told you I don’t work these kinds of cases anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I’m desperate. No one else responded and this little girl is very sick,” Reverend Ellis explained.  
 
      
 
    “Take her to a doctor,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle tilted his head, his anger warping his face. “You know what I mean.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here at my door,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Stark, I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t think you could help me, and I have no one else,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle reached into his pocket and brought out his cell phone. He tapped a few buttons and pointed the screen towards Alison. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s gaze turned to the cell phone video. She knew it all too well because she’d seen it a thousand times before. The little girl’s body contorted into unnatural positions, bloodshot eyes, growling, and screaming. The lips were dry and cracked, a face mottled by lesions and cuts. 
 
      
 
    The little dark-haired girl grinned at the camera and spoke in a voice that was not her own, cursing and calling the person filming it all kinds of nasty names. 
 
      
 
    Reverend Ellis held out a cross and the demon laughed at him.  
 
      
 
    Alison kept her emotions behind the mask she learned to use over the years, although on the inside, her heart broke for the little girl in the video. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned her gaze away from the little girl banging her head against the wall. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I need you,” Kyle said, stopping the video and putting the cell phone back in his pocket. “This demon is killing this child.” 
 
      
 
    Alison opened her door a little more to face the Reverend better. “I already told you I don’t do that anymore. I’ll contact someone who can help you.” 
 
      
 
    The Reverend cursed and said, “You don’t care? This little girl is dying. This thing inside her is killing her. I don’t know how much longer she has. Like I told you in the email, it already killed her mother, and now her body is deteriorating. Don’t you even want to help a child?” 
 
      
 
    “I will find someone for you—“ 
 
      
 
    “They told me to contact you,” the reverend said, his frustration coming through his tone. “They’re away on another case.” 
 
      
 
    Alison quieted. Thanks, guys, she thought. No one was supposed to contact her anymore. She’d have to remember to send them a reminder later. 
 
      
 
    “Good God, don’t you people want to help? Do you think this is a game?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison felt her anger build. She didn’t have to do anything. She had no obligation to anyone. 
 
      
 
    “No, Reverend. We don’t think this is a game,” Alison said. She opened the door to make sure the man saw Simon in the background.  
 
      
 
    The reverend eyed Simon and looked back at Alison. She could tell by his body language that he was trying to calm his temper. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t enjoy seeing children hurt, but I have my reasons why I don’t take these cases anymore, besides you showing up at my door is weird,” Alison said. “There are others.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re not close enough. I am losing time,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “Then you will have to come up with another solution,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Alison wanted out of this conversation. This reverend may have been a handsome guy, but it was creepy that he would show up at her door out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    Alison started to shut the door when Kyle’s hand reached out to stop her. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing? Let go of my door,” Alison said. Simon growled lowly behind her.  
 
      
 
    “So, you’re just going to walk away? Not even try to help a child who is suffering?” Kyle asked, not taking away his hand from the door. 
 
      
 
    This was not the first time someone tried the guilt trip with Alison. People have tried to guilt trip her before and she walked away with no regrets. They didn’t understand what she’d seen over the last eleven years. They never would. 
 
      
 
    She quieted Simon, feeling the reverend was no threat to her well-being. It was strange that he showed up to her door, but he was a desperate man and desperate people did strange things. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes turned to Simon who was trying to poke his head through the door. Although Alison calmed him, he would still protect his mistress no matter what. 
 
      
 
    “I drove three hours for nothing,” Kyle said, not taking his eyes away from Simon. 
 
      
 
    “I guess you did,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    She would not back down no matter how much this guy begged. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s expression turned to defeat and his shoulders slumped. He then shook his head and the defeated look turned to anger. 
 
      
 
    He reached into his pocket and took out his wallet and pulled out a business card. He held it out for Alison and she took it just to be polite. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at it and said, “Do you think this will change my mind?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Kyle said,” but if you decide you don’t want to be a selfish bitch, then this is where the girl is.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyebrows rose in surprise at his words. “That was godly of you, and since you want to call me childish names then you can leave.” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t wait for a response, she closed the door in his face and muttered, “Asshole.” 
 
      
 
    She waited for the footsteps and relief washed over her when the reverend’s steps retreated but not before he cursed when she closed the door.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned and walked over to her balcony. She opened the screen door and saw the Reverend get into his car and drive off with a slight screech of the tires. 
 
      
 
    Their conversation pissed him off and if she were him, she would be too. You call for help from someone who knows they can help resolve the situation only for that person to tell you to piss off. 
 
      
 
    Alison inhaled a deep breath and tried to calm the guilt building inside of her. The video of the little girl crawling around the walls and the ceiling, taunting the person filming and the image of Kyle perplexed in the video made Alison feel sorry for him. 
 
      
 
    She turned when Simon walked up beside her waiting for her to do something. She smiled down at him and said, “You liked him, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Simon cocked his head to the side and Alison turned away with a smile as a warm breeze caressed her face. 
 
      
 
    She glanced down at the business card in her hand. 
 
      
 
    First United Church of Wolfpine 
 
      
 
    Reverend Kyle Ellis 
 
      
 
    Ordained Minister/Officiate 
 
      
 
    The card contained the address of the church and Kyle’s email address. It was a simple black and white printed card. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked into the apartment and placed it on her side table with the guilt still swelling inside of her. 
 
      
 
    The little girl’s pain haunted Alison. She looked pale and sickly. The demon was killing her from the inside out and soon the child’s body would give out if the Reverend didn’t find some help soon. 
 
      
 
    You could save that girl, the voice of reason nagged. 
 
      
 
    Alison paced back and forth inside the apartment. She didn’t want this. She walked away for a reason from that life. It was a thankless, dangerous, and heart-wrenching job. When it became personal, Alison had to walk away. 
 
      
 
    The flashes of Heather came to the forefront of her mind and Alison stopped pacing long enough to pull the hair tie out of her hair and run a hand through it. 
 
      
 
    She rubbed her eyes trying to stop the tears from forming as the visions kept coming of the lifeless eyes, the tongue hanging out, the wire wrapped tightly around her neck. 
 
      
 
    Alison sat down and grabbed her laptop and flung it open. She needed to take her mind off Heather and that little girl. 
 
      
 
    What was her name? The Reverend never told her. 
 
      
 
    Alison tried scrolling through websites to take her mind off the video but it kept nagging her like a mosquito buzzing in her ear. 
 
      
 
    Alison closed the laptop and sat back on the couch pissed off that she was letting her emotions cloud her good judgment. She didn’t want to take another case. She’d found some peace in the last three years, and wanted to continue that path.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t know how long she sat on the couch listening to her kitchen clock tick in the background or Simon moving restlessly around her, but her mind changed in those minutes and she knew she had a job to do. The inner battle she fought between logic and wanting to help were now in a raging war within her mind.  
 
      
 
    Alison sat up and opened her laptop again. She typed in the address and found she could make it to the town in three hours. She could spend the night at the outskirts of the town and drive back home early in the morning. 
 
      
 
    Alison gazed at Simon and asked, “Wanna go for a drive, boy?” 
 
      
 
    Simon barked his response and wagged his tail. 
 
      
 
    The Reverend called her a selfish bitch. She would prove him wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry May 7, Mid-2000s 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m on my computer speaking to people like me and I want to cry. There are days when I felt so alone and so hopeless. I kept my secret for so long before I met Ben and Mandy. They guided me to this secret network of hunters. Well… some called themselves hunters others called themselves seers or psychics. It didn’t matter though; we are all on this road together.  
 
      
 
    They are from every walk of life. The stock broker in New York City who saw the shadows for the first time when the towers fell on 9/11. The farmer in South Africa who had an accident on his tractor in the 80s and saw his first shadow when he recovered and went shopping with his wife.  
 
      
 
    Then there was the stunning model in Japan named Ryoko who was hit by a car and lost her left leg under the knee. She didn’t experience her first shadow until the year before when she tried to commit suicide from her career being over. She said hunting gave her a new purpose in life although she misses her old one.  
 
      
 
    So many others trying to make heads or tails of the gift—or curse—that was bestowed upon them.  
 
      
 
    Not all of us were awakened by some kind of accident. Some were able to see from the day they were born. Many not understanding their power until much later in life, like the sweet grandmother from Bosnia who always tells me I don’t eat enough. “You have to keep your strength,” she says in broken English.  
 
      
 
    Then there is Brady. Brady and I chat privately all the time. He lives in Alabama. He was also in a car accident when he was awakened. I think I may have found a kindred spirit in Brady and he’s kind of cute too.  
 
      
 
    Brady says he would help me become a hunter. I don’t know if I want to do that. All I wanted was to understand why I’m seeing these things.  
 
      
 
    He tells me regardless I need to learn to protect myself. A demon will try to kill me if they are threatened by me.  
 
      
 
    That’s fucking scary. I didn’t know they would attack me. I’ve seen them and so far, none have tried, but I guess it wouldn’t hurt to know self-defense.  
 
      
 
    Brady and I set up a date and time to meet each other in person. We’ve talked for hours and hours and I feel like I already know him.  
 
      
 
    I can’t wait to meet him. I can’t wait to learn more about this life but I wonder what I’m getting myself into.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “In the name of Jesus Christ, I order you to leave this little girl!” Kyle yelled, shoving a cross into the Olivia’s face.  
 
      
 
    This wasn’t Olivia. This was an evil entity who had consumed her body and was fighting them with every ounce of its strength. 
 
      
 
    The entity laughed at Kyle in a grown man’s voice and hurling expletives at him every chance it had. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stepped back while the child crawled around the bed, contorting its body into positions that were unnatural and could damage the young girl.  
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter, Reverend? Giving up so soon?” 
 
      
 
    This was Kyle’s last chance to prove he could save this little girl. Miguel was threatening to drive her to Chicago. He found a priest willing to help if Kyle failed.  
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t blame the man. He had nothing left to lose. He had a dead wife and a sick child. He was losing his family right before his eyes and Kyle was no help. 
 
      
 
    His eyes met Miguel’s. He knew if Miguel transported her to Chicago then she might die or kill him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had been the only man willing to help Miguel, but he was failing him and he didn’t know what else to do. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend? Reverend?” The entity taunted. “Didn’t your wife leave you for another man? Man, that sucks. She was fucking him right under your nose, giving him blow jobs… meeting him in hotel rooms—” 
 
      
 
    The entity laughed and continued to crawl around the bed. Olivia’s body couldn’t do much else since they had her in handcuffs and chains for the last three weeks. 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt so dirty doing this, but they had no other choice. If anyone discovered Olivia in this state, then— 
 
      
 
    Kyle grabbed his bottle of water and took a sip trying to gather his mental and physical strength for his next round with the demon. 
 
      
 
    If only he had help. Kyle slammed his water bottle on the table. He’d been searching for help for weeks, and even visited Alison Stark, a hunter.  
 
      
 
    He cursed that selfish bitch to high heaven. She wanted to sic her dog on him. He knew it was wrong to drive all the way to Charlotte to seek her out, but he wanted to save this little girl. 
 
      
 
    Bitch, he called her silently. He shouldn’t have gone there. She’d already told him no and he should have left it at that and sought a new avenue. 
 
      
 
    He remembered when she opened the door. The color of her eyes had stunned him. They were the color of Emma’s fancy lawn after a fresh mowing. They were mesmerizing and pierced right through you like a knife.  
 
      
 
    He’d never seen eyes like hers before. At least, not in anyone else he’d come across over the years.  
 
      
 
    When he first emailed Alison, he didn’t know what he was in for. He pictured her as a rough woman with skin like leather and straggly hair. Hell, he didn’t know what he was getting when he thought of hunters. 
 
      
 
    Not Alison. Her beige skin was smooth and flawless, except for a few laugh lines around her eyes. She had been working out when Kyle knocked on her door and that beautiful skin had a layer of sweat that glistened in the light.  
 
      
 
    She wasn’t tall, but her arms had enough muscle tone to show physical strength.  
 
      
 
    Her honey-colored hair was pulled back showing off a strong square jaw, but one thing caught Kyle’s eye when she turned her head. 
 
      
 
    It was a big scar. The scar snaked around from the back of her ear and ended halfway across her cheek. The scar wasn’t old either, perhaps a few years. He also noticed she was missing a piece of her earlobe on her right ear where the scar ended.  
 
      
 
    Kyle cringed thinking about what caused that scar. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sighed and thought about the dog. When she opened the door to show the German Shepherd, he knew the conversation was over at that point. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t feel too threatened by him until he growled, otherwise, Kyle caught him wagging his tail in curiosity. That dog knew when to spot evil and when to warn his owner of danger. 
 
      
 
    Alison Stark hadn’t been what he expected. She looked like she belonged on a cheerleading squad and dating a quarterback.  
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. He was too busy to think anything more about Alison Stark. The woman turned him down and that was that. 
 
      
 
    He turned and wiped the sweat from his brow although this basement was ten degrees cooler than outside. He then picked up the cross and opened his Bible. Seminary school never taught him that one day he would fight demons. They never prepared ministers for battles against dark entities. He only found out how to fight them when a Catholic priest in Philadelphia known for being an exorcist taught him the reader's digest version through a series of emails. The old priest was too sick to come down there himself, but he was the one who introduced him to the couple that hunted and they recommended Alison. 
 
      
 
    Olivia was licking something off her fingers when Kyle got ready. She hissed and growled at Miguel, who looked ready to break down into tears. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter, Daddy?” Olivia asked. “Are you thinking about Mommy and how I slit her throat to the bone?” Olivia fell over on the bed in a fit of wheezing laughter. 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned away and retreated into the corner with his fists clenched while mumbling in Spanish. His eyes met Kyle’s and pleaded for a resolution. 
 
      
 
    Kyle placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. There was no resolution. Olivia had been in his basement for over a week and there were still no signs of the entity leaving her body. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked closer to Olivia and once again held up the cross. She giggled and said, “That thing doesn’t work, Reverend. When will you give up?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia growled at Kyle as he ignored her insults and recited verses from the Bible.  
 
      
 
    He kept saying them until his voice grew hoarse. Every time Olivia would try to lunge at him he would hold out the cross. He threw some drops of holy water on her. Her skin made a hissing sound and she would wail from the burning sensation, but that only lasted seconds before she mocked his style with more curse words. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes had gone from a beautiful hazel color into a sickening black color. She sneered and opened her mouth showing him her blackened tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like little girls, Reverend?” She asked. “I know most of you like little children. Boys or girls, it doesn’t matter. This body is ripe for the picking, Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle inhaled deeply and pushed his glasses up on his nose, disgusted by the demon’s offer.  
 
      
 
    He heard Miguel utter more words and try to talk to his daughter in a soothing voice Olivia only spewed vitriol and hatred.  
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t know how much more he could do for the day. This situation exhausted him. His strength was waning and the insults were grating on his nerves. There were moments he wanted to reach out and punch the living daylights out of her, especially when she again mentioned Becky cheating on him. 
 
      
 
    The situation escalated. Kyle shouted the words from the Bible, but it was to no avail. The little girl laughed, sneered, growled, and kicked the bed. Her face contorting into odd expressions. Saliva dripped from her dry lips and her eyes turned darker with each passing moment. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stopped and lowered the cross. He yelled out in frustration much to the entity’s amusement. 
 
      
 
    “Give up yet?” Olivia asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sucked in a deep breath and said, “Fuck you.” 
 
      
 
    He was about to raise the cross again when someone banged on his front door upstairs.  
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel’s eyes met in shock. 
 
      
 
    “We have company,” Olivia laughed. “Make sure you tell them you have a little girl tied up in your basement, Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia lost herself in a fit of giggles while Kyle looked around not knowing if he should answer the door or not. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked over to a table and checked the time on his cell phone. It was half-past six o’clock. He wasn’t expecting any visitors. He made sure Miranda cleared his schedule for counseling and said he wasn’t feeling well. 
 
      
 
    Who was at the door? 
 
      
 
    The door banged again.  
 
      
 
    Kyle put down the cross and the Bible. He handed the holy water to Miguel and said, “I’ll go answer it, but you have to keep her quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia laughed lowly, but then she looked towards the ceiling and her emotions changed. 
 
      
 
    A small gasp escaped her lips and she turned back looking extremely worried. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t know what that was about. Who could be at the door? 
 
      
 
    “Keep her quiet,” Kyle ordered. 
 
      
 
    Olivia yelled as Kyle cleaned up and walked up the stairs. He stood at the landing of his basement and was satisfied that Miguel was trying to keep his daughter calm while he answered the front door. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sighed and closed the basement door behind him, praying that Olivia didn’t scream or yell for help. 
 
      
 
    If someone caught him… It wouldn’t look good on him, Miguel or the church. Markus was already lying through his teeth to cover this up. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked into the living room when the person knocked again. 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming,” Kyle yelled out, not hiding his annoyance. 
 
      
 
    Kyle approached the front door and pulled back the curtain. He stopped when he spotted Alison Stark waiting for him to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Reverend,” she said through the glass. 
 
      
 
    Kyle doubted God’s existence for a long time. Years, really. 
 
      
 
    His congregation was thinning out as the younger generations were moving away from Wolfpine searching for better lives in the bigger cities. They rejected the word of God and Kyle was becoming like them. 
 
      
 
    He questioned why God would make so much pain and suffering in the world. He questioned his faith after Becky told him in no uncertain terms that this was not the simple life she dreamed of. Her definition of a simple life was not living in a small town, but being waited on in cafes in New York City or having her nails done on Saturday mornings before hitting the nightlife. She thought Kyle would become a minister in one of those mega-churches and they would be rich beyond their wildest dreams and he would pamper her. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work that way. 
 
      
 
    Relief washed over him seeing Alison Stark at his door. He looked down and saw the dog peering up at him out of curiosity. 
 
      
 
    Whatever. She was here and maybe this nightmare would end.  
 
      
 
    Kyle opened the door and said, “You changed your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “You can thank Simon for changing my mind.” She looked down at her dog and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Smart dog.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stepped back to allow Alison and her dog to enter the house. 
 
      
 
    “Where is she?” Alison asked stepping through the threshold. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was about to answer when the house shook around them. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked around and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “How long has it possessed her?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Three weeks, her father thinks,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    The house shook again with the sound of muted screaming.  
 
      
 
    “We need to move,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and waited for Alison to step back outside and pick up a bag she’d dropped onto his porch. Simon’s ears perked and his body language told Kyle he was sensing the unnatural presence inside the house. 
 
      
 
    “Follow my instructions. Don’t get in my way,” Alison ordered as Kyle led her and Simon through the house and opened the door to the basement. 
 
      
 
    Kyle wanted to gag from the scent that wafted up from below the house. It smelled like he’d been storing a dead body in there. He prayed this nightmare would end soon. 
 
      
 
    Alison never flinched from the odor as they walked down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Simon padded down the steps behind them and Kyle asked, “What about your dog?” 
 
      
 
    “What about him?” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t he—“ 
 
      
 
    “No,” Alison answered. “Don’t worry about him.” 
 
      
 
    They entered the basement, and Alison turned her head in every direction. 
 
      
 
    “Is there another door to the outside?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyle pointed to the double doors and said, “Over there.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and put her bag down. She spotted Miguel hovering over his daughter who was currently trying to pull her own nails out with her teeth. 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s black eyes turned from her self-mutilation and settled on Alison who returned her stare. 
 
      
 
    Simon was whining and circling Alison, barking at Olivia.  
 
      
 
    Olivia wheezed with laughter and said, “I know who you are.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyebrows rose. “Do you?” 
 
      
 
    The child tilted her head and grinned. “Alison Stark. Cowardly hunter.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia collapsed into a fit of giggles. 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned away from his daughter and approached Alison. “Are you going to help my daughter?” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    “Her father.” 
 
      
 
    “Name?” 
 
      
 
    “Miguel and that’s Olivia,” Miguel answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over and placed her bag against the concrete wall. She turned back to Miguel and said, “How long has this been going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Three weeks.” 
 
      
 
    “When did you notice?” 
 
      
 
    Miguel looked at Kyle for reassurance. All Kyle could do was nod for him to continue. These hunters were pros from what he read. 
 
      
 
    “She said she wasn’t feeling well about a month ago. She had a fever and was nauseous,” Miguel explained. “We thought it was the flu. I was getting ready for work and my wife woke her up for breakfast…” 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s eyes filled with tears as he explained. “My wife screamed.” Miguel was shaking as he talked. He ran a hand through his hair. “I heard banging coming from the bedroom. I ran in there to find her standing over my wife with broken glass and blood covering it.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel closed his eyes and clenched his fists. “She slit my wife’s throat. I… I couldn’t save her. Olivia was standing there, staring at her dying mother.” He turned his gaze back to Olivia who grinned. “Her eyes turned black like they are now. She…” 
 
      
 
    Alison held a hand up. “I understand. Her soul isn’t integrated with the demon yet that’s why she is the way she is now.” 
 
      
 
    Alison held out the leash for Simon to Miguel. “Hold this.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned to Kyle in question and Kyle shrugged, not knowing what to say. 
 
      
 
    “Is this dog going to attack my daughter?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Hold it,” Alison ordered. 
 
      
 
    Miguel took the leash and Alison reached into her bag and pulled out a muzzle. 
 
      
 
    She called Simon over to her. The dog was still whining and barking at Olivia when he answered Alison. His eyes never leaving the little girl on the bed. 
 
      
 
    The dog’s restraint amazed Kyle. He remembered when Miguel brought Olivia to him, and Miguel commented that a neighbor’s dog—who loved Olivia in the past—growled and bared his teeth at her when he was carrying her to the car. 
 
      
 
    “I put the muzzle on him for protection, but if there’s any danger, he will intervene,” Alison explained. “Hold on to him tight unless she attacks us. He won’t hurt her. He’ll subdue her.” 
 
      
 
    Alison patted Simon’s head when she finished buckling his muzzle. Kyle could tell the dog hated it.  
 
      
 
    “Alison...” 
 
      
 
    Alison ignored Olivia.  
 
      
 
    “Help me hold her down.” 
 
      
 
    She approached Miguel again and asked, “Are you sure you want to see this? It won’t be pretty.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel puffed his chest. “I am not leaving my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “Suit yourself,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Alison…” The demon taunted. “Alison… why don’t you tell them about Heather?” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s facial expressions never changed. 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t contain his curiosity. Who was this Heather person the demon was referring to? She must have been someone important for the demon to taunt Alison with her name. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s Heather?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “Never mind,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle knew he wouldn’t get an answer out of Alison. This demon had been mocking him about his tour in Iraq and his divorce from his wife, two main events in his life, and it had to be the same with her. 
 
      
 
    Alison reached into her bag and pulled out some kind of band. She twisted and tied her hair into a tight bun on the back of her head.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned around and her eyes scanned the basement. “Open the doors,” she ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Alison lowered her arms and stared at Kyle. “You wanted my help, right?” 
 
      
 
    “What if someone hears us?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Instead of answering she turned back to Olivia, who glared at Alison. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t rid the world of us, Alison,” Olivia said in a deep male voice. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe not, but I’ll send as many of you as I can back into the darkness,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Olivia laughed, and Alison walked over to the basement doors. She flipped the latch and pushed them open. 
 
      
 
    Kyle flinched as the wood creaked and groaned. It was early evening, but there was still enough daylight to flood the dark basement with the sunset. 
 
      
 
    Alison moved out of the way of the light and the daylight shone on Olivia who screamed and hissed. 
 
      
 
    “They don’t like the light when they first merge,” Alison explained. “It’s time.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia struggled to free herself of the bonds holding her to the bed. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over to the foot of the bed. Kyle didn’t know what else to do except grab his cross and Bible. 
 
      
 
    He walked over to Alison offered her the items in his hand. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head and said, “I don’t need those.” 
 
      
 
    “How will you get it out?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison smirked and answered, “Drop them and hold her down.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle did what Alison said. He dropped the cross and the Bible back on the table and walked over to Olivia who was writhing on the bed. 
 
      
 
    The dog went crazy behind him while Miguel prayed.  
 
      
 
    “Grab her arms,” Alison ordered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle bent over and stifled a gag as Olivia’s rank breath hit him squarely in the face. He placed his hands over both her arms and struggled to hold her down. 
 
      
 
    The little girl was as strong as an ox. Kyle tried to force her arms against the bed, but she fought him and ripped his glasses off his face. Olivia squeezed his glasses in her hand. The metal bent and the glass shattered. He had extra pairs because this happened before.  
 
      
 
    “Are you going to do this?” Kyle asked. “She’s overpowering me.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked up to see Alison reaching her out and placed her hands on each side of Olivia’s head. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it, baby girl,” Alison whispered. “I see you in there. I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
    The little girl screamed and turned her head to spit at Alison, but Alison pulled far enough away to not get hit by saliva. 
 
      
 
    What happened next, Kyle would spend the rest of his life questioning if it was real or his imagination. 
 
      
 
    Alison gripped the girl’s head, holding it in place with a strength he’d never seen before. The sickening smell of sulfur entered his nostrils and he looked down to see smoke coming from beneath Alison’s hands. He turned back to her to say something, but what he saw made the words die on his lips. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s vivid green eyes glowed in the darkened room. All Kyle could do to describe it was a Christmas bulb coming to life on a Christmas tree. 
 
      
 
    Her lips never moved, her hands stayed steady on Olivia’s struggling body. 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t turn away from Alison’s eyes. They would turn bright and then dim, and turn bright again, lighting up the wall opposite of them.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned back when Olivia’s back arched and she screamed expletives that would make any normal person cringe. She was cursing Alison, calling her all kinds of names, and threatening a brutal death on her. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned back to Olivia who struggled to free herself from Alison’s grip. He felt movement beneath his hands. 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s body jerked upwards in the air. Kyle wondered if he should let her go, or try to keep holding her down. 
 
      
 
    “Keep holding her,” Alison ordered as if she read his mind. 
 
      
 
    The little girl was about three feet off the bed still convulsing beneath Kyle’s grip. She opened her mouth and let out a scream so loud and so primal, Kyle thought his eardrums would pop. 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt himself being pulled away. He realized that Alison had let go of Olivia and ran around to his side of the bed. She gripped his shoulders and pulled him back. 
 
      
 
    He watched in shock and awe as the girl went limp in the air. Her mouth opened wide and a black tar substance came bubbling out of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    He heard Olivia choke on the substance before it flew into the air and hit the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    Olivia spit out the rest of the substance and fell back onto the bed with a thud. Kyle looked up to see the black substance moving around on the ceiling. It swirled and formed a funnel before it flew off the ceiling and out of the basement doors only to disappear into the air outside. 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t move from the shock of what he witnessed. 
 
      
 
     He watched as Alison lifted the girl’s head into her arms and whispered her name. 
 
      
 
    “Olivia,” Alison said, smoothing the girl’s black hair away from her face. “You’re free.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked down at Olivia, her eyes were staring at the ceiling. Kyle came out of his trance and couldn’t find the words to ask. 
 
      
 
    “Olivia,” he heard Miquel mutter from behind him. The man had dropped the dog’s leash and was behind Kyle in a flash. 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought he would pass out from relief when he heard Olivia inhale a shaky breath and blink several times. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes stared at Alison in confusion. She looked around and her eyes settled on her father. 
 
      
 
    “Daddy?” Her voice was raspy like she had the flu.  
 
      
 
    Miquel pushed Kyle out of the way and took Olivia out of Alison’s arms. 
 
      
 
    He held his daughter and sobbed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison’s facial features never changed as she watched the reunion between father and daughter. 
 
      
 
    Kyle struggled to keep his own emotions under control like Alison but Miguel’s sobbing stirred him just the same.  
 
      
 
    Kyle stood there while Alison stepped back over to Simon, who waited for his owner in a corner.  
 
      
 
    Alison kneeled and removed the muzzle. She rubbed his head and told him what a wonderful dog he was. 
 
      
 
    She reached for her bag and pulled an IV bag and some needles wrapped in plastic and a small glass bottle.  
 
      
 
    Kyle—coming around from his initial shock at the events he witnessed—walked over to Alison and asked, “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “She needs fluids and rest. I want to observe her for a few hours,” Alison explained. “Do you have anything I can hang the IV on?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle swallowed and thought about it. “I don’t know. I— ” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “I can hold it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to think of something to hold up the IV bag, but nothing came to him. Instead, he had a thousand questions jumping around in his mind. 
 
      
 
    He placed a hand over Alison’s arm to get her attention. She looked down at his hand and then up at him with an eyebrow raised, but Kyle ignored it. 
 
      
 
    “How did you do that?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyle needed an answer. He had to know what kind of power Alison possessed that she could dispatch demons with only her hands. 
 
      
 
    “What are you?” He asked, his thoughts racing. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to face Kyle, her green eyes never leaving his. “I’m sure you read about us. Didn’t you? That’s how you found me, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think those stories were true,” Kyle admitted. 
 
      
 
    Kyle remembered searching for some answers when Miguel first came to him after his wife’s death and when he first laid eyes on Olivia. He contacted a priest in Philadelphia who pointed him to a dark part of the web. The priest had called it The Network. He read on what these special exorcists could do before he found Mark and Jessica McKenzie’s contact information. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t believe the stories, but he was desperate to give Miguel his daughter back since his own exorcisms had failed. Kyle thought about the other problem Markus had pointed him too, but he didn’t want to bring that up now. 
 
      
 
    Alison Stark made Kyle a believer. 
 
      
 
    “They are all true,” Alison answered.  
 
      
 
    Alison walked over to Miguel and explained what she would do without another word to Kyle. Instead, he was left with a dog staring curiously up at him and wagging his tail lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Will he bite?” Kyle asked, interrupting Alison. 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “No.” She turned back to Miguel who wasn’t too keen on the sedative that Alison wanted to give Olivia but after she explained it all, Miguel nodded his head in defeat. 
 
      
 
    Kyle bent down in front of Simon and put out his hand for Simon to sniff it. The dog did so and licked Kyle’s hand.  
 
      
 
    Kyle put his hand on the dog’s head and smiled while he petted him. “You are a brave guy.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned back to listen to Alison’s soothing words to Olivia as she set up the IV. Alison said a lot without giving much away and Kyle had to admire how Alison seemed to care about the frightened girl. 
 
      
 
    “You will take a short nap, but remember, don’t be afraid, and your father is here if you need him,” Alison explained. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood up and watched as Alison took Olivia’s arm and plunged the needle into the vein. Olivia never flinched from the pain. Her expertise impressed Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Alison held up the bag to make sure the saline solution was coming from the bag and down the tube before she handed it over to Miguel to hold so she could give Olivia the sedative. 
 
      
 
    She then filled the syringe with the sedative and the medicine would soon put Olivia to sleep. 
 
      
 
    She took the bag back from Miguel and stood over Olivia and monitored her while the little girl’s eyelids drooped and then closed. 
 
      
 
    Miguel rubbed his eyes. The man was exhausted emotionally and physically. Kyle only met him six months before this nightmare, but the man looked like he aged twenty years over the course of the last three weeks. His black curly hair now had flecks of gray sprouting from his head, his eyes were bloodshot and the crow’s feet deepened around the corners. His whiskers had turned almost all gray since Kyle had met him, and his body hunched from exhaustion. 
 
      
 
    “How long before I can take her home?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Just a few more hours until she is re-hydrated and rested.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle gave one final pet to Simon’s head and walked over to Alison. She turned and gave him a short smile while she held up the bag. 
 
      
 
    That was the first time her features had softened since he met her. 
 
      
 
    “I might have an old coat hanger in the church. Would that do for holding up the bag?” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked relieved and said, “That would be great. Do you have chairs too?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Kyle answered, eager to collect his thoughts and process what he’d witnessed.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned and ascended the open basement stairs and into the twilight. The air was wet from the humidity, but it was welcome after smelling the decay inside the basement.  
 
      
 
    Dark gray clouds formed overhead and thunder rumbled in the distance.  
 
      
 
    It was only fitting that the forecast called for severe thunderstorms after what he’d been through tonight. 
 
      
 
    Before he went searching for the chairs and the old coat hanger, for which he was certain was in the storage closet in the church, he reached into his pocket and brought out his pack of smokes. 
 
      
 
    He lit the cigarette and inhaled the smoke into his lungs as the nicotine entered his bloodstream. 
 
      
 
    His smiled from the calming feeling of the cigarette and felt much better now that his frazzled nerves were calming down inside of him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked over to the small pond on his property not caring about the weather turning or listening to the cicadas emerging from their nests to play their loud drum-like tunes. 
 
      
 
    He took another whiff of his cigarette and reached for his phone and found his dad had sent him a text asking if he resolved the problem.  
 
      
 
    Gary—also a minister in the Dallas/Fort Worth area— had been the one who pointed Kyle to the priest in Philadelphia.  
 
      
 
    “Problem solved,” he typed in the text. “I will call you after service tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle was ready to put his phone away when the response came. “Good job, son.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle only half-smiled. He didn’t want to tell his dad too much about what happened tonight. He didn’t want to hear his father go off on one of his evangelical tangents about the evils that lurk in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    Kyle already knew about it, he witnessed it on his own. He also witnessed a human savior travel from out of town to release the demon from Olivia without the help of a cross, a Bible, or even Holy Water. 
 
      
 
    She used her hands. Only her hands to expel the entity inside the child. Her eyes glowed as if she’d come straight out of Heaven’s gates to save Olivia from a lifetime of hell, and Kyle struggled to process it all.  
 
      
 
    Taking one last drag, he flicked the cigarette somewhere into the small pond and didn’t care about pollution at the moment, although he preached about keeping the Earth clean once a month because God wouldn’t approve of pollution. 
 
      
 
    He marched into his small church. It was dark and he flicked on the lights inside the building. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stared at the pulpit and the mahogany cross that hung above all else inside the church. He’d cleaned the place this morning like he did every weekend before his parishioners came back for their Sunday visits to pray to a God Kyle thought didn’t exist until tonight. 
 
      
 
    He made his way past the wooden pews with this Sunday’s program schedule and the Bibles sitting neatly inside the pockets behind each of the seats. 
 
      
 
    The smell of wood cleaner was strong tonight because of the humidity hanging in the air, but Kyle only had one purpose. He needed to converse with the God who’d been elusive to him for so long and ask Him why he answered now. 
 
      
 
    He stopped in front of the pulpit and stared at the cross with lights casting shine over the stained wood. 
 
      
 
    “Why now?” He asked. “Why are you trying to pull me back in?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle only heard the air conditioning click on.  
 
      
 
    Kyle realized he needed to grab his spare pair of glasses when he returned to the house because he was basically walking around blind. He would analyze all this later when he had a moment alone with Alison. He wanted to pick her brain and ask lots of questions, but she didn’t seem like she wanted to answer many of them. 
 
      
 
    Kyle read so much about these kinds of people in The Network, but seeing one work blew his mind, and the curiosity was overwhelming his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Kyle opened the doors to the storage closet, which was organized thanks to Miranda, and spotted the old coat hanger and some folding chairs stacked in a corner.  
 
      
 
    He brought the items out of the closet and closed the doors. He hoisted the hanger over his shoulder and held the chairs against him while he made his way back to the basement. 
 
      
 
    Miguel was waiting at the edge of the basement to help him bring the stuff down. 
 
      
 
    Miguel grabbed the chairs and was more than happy to set the one next to Alison. She thanked him and waited for Kyle to place the coat hanger next to the bed. Kyle tried to hide his disgust about the smell. He had a lot of work ahead of him when Miguel and Olivia went home.  
 
      
 
    “I hope this works,” Kyle said, setting down the coat hanger next to her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s perfect, thank you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    She hung the IV bag on one hold and then shook her arm saying, “Thank you again, my arm was falling asleep.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” Kyle answered. “How is she?” 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced down at the sleeping little girl. Kyle did the same and couldn’t believe the change since he left the basement. 
 
      
 
    Her black hair had a shine to it. The ashen tone to her skin returned to its olive tone. Her lips were still dry and cracked, but not as horrible as they were earlier today. Her eyes were closed and her deep breathing showed she was sound asleep. 
 
      
 
    “So far, so good,” Alison said, sitting in the chair and swiping through her cell phone. “I told Miguel he can take her home once she finishes the IV bag.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt the relief rush over him. “That’s great to hear.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle leaned against the table as the relief coursed through him. He rubbed his face. It had been an exhausting few weeks, and what he was most relieved about was Miguel had hope again for the future despite just losing his wife in such a horrific manner. 
 
      
 
    Although Miguel looked weary in the chair he was sitting in, his shoulders were squared and not slumped, his facial features were much more relaxed, and his mouth wasn’t turned down any longer. 
 
      
 
    “How long will the bag run for?” Kyle asked Alison. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at the bag and said, “About two hours. I want her to take the whole thing.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and glanced over at Simon who was lounging next to Alison in a relaxed position. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t know what to do with himself now. He’d spent the last three weeks with this little girl, and now that demon was exorcised within minutes of Alison Stark arriving. 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed how she’d let down her thick honey blonde hair. It was layered just below her shoulders and shimmered under the dull basement light. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned away not wanted to notice any more about this woman. 
 
      
 
    “Kyle?” Miguel asked, thankfully taking Kyle’s attention away from Alison’s hair. 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    Miguel looked in between him and Alison. “Do you think there are more people in this town that are… affected? Or was Olivia the only one?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t answer the question. There was and he didn’t want to scare Miguel but leave it up to Alison to chime in. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, definitely,” she answered, looking up from her phone. 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s eyes widened in fear. He stiffened in his chair and his hand reached for his daughter’s in a protective motion. 
 
      
 
    “If there is, then what happens? Could they possess my daughter again?” 
 
      
 
    Alison placed the phone on the bed and leaned forward to Miguel. “That is not something you need to worry about. Your daughter is safe now.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel frowned in disbelief. “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    Alison stood and gently turned Olivia’s head further to the side. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked closer to see what Alison would show Miguel. Alison turned on her cell phone flashlight and pushed back Olivia’s hair. There was a red circle that looked like a first-degree burn just under Olivia’s hairline. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alison said. “It will fade in time. Think of it as her protection the rest of her life.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood back in amazement and Miguel looked at Alison with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Are you an angel from Heaven?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison chuckled and fixed the sleeping child. “If I was, then my wings would have been clipped a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    “But you must be something…” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    Alison stayed in a standing position. Kyle could tell from her body language that this wasn’t the first she’d been grilled about her powers. Kyle had planned on asking her about it later, but Miguel was already working on some answers. 
 
      
 
    “Last time I went to the doctor, my blood work said I was all human,” Alison said.  
 
      
 
    Kyle said nothing, but a whole lot of questions popped into his head when Alison answered, but it was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it so Kyle decided not to press her for answers. He wanted to know how she knew more demons were inside the town. A certain person came to Kyle’s mind but he didn’t want to ask it out loud. 
 
      
 
    Kyle waited to see if Miguel had any more questions, but Kyle realized he took the hint and sat back in his chair. He heard Miguel mumble in Spanish and recognized the prayer about guardian angels. 
 
      
 
    “Alison,” Kyle said. “You mentioned there were more demons in town. How do you know that?” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to face Kyle. She pushed her hair back and then realized her scar was showing and covered it again. 
 
      
 
    “Call it a feeling,” she explained. “There is nothing neither of you needs to worry about unless you have another situation like Olivia.” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked at Kyle, but Kyle said nothing further about it. He realized Alison was only interested in helping Olivia and leaving after Olivia was ready to go home. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t even know if the problem Markus told him about was even a possession anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Not that I’m aware of,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and did one more check on Olivia before she sat back down in the chair with Simon at her side. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I like that,” Miguel said looking towards Kyle. “What if something happens?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t know what to say. The man just buried his wife and now his daughter needed to recover from her experience. Miguel didn’t deserve to live in fear, although Olivia was somehow protected from demons according to Alison. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned forward to Miguel and said, “As I said, there is nothing to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Miguel said gesturing to his daughter. “One of them murdered—” 
 
      
 
    Miguel couldn’t finish his sentence, and he rubbed his eyes. Thankfully, Alison’s features softened. She wasn’t the coldhearted bitch Kyle first thought she was. She seemed to care about Olivia and tried to reassure Miguel. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry about your wife,” Alison said as Miguel wiped his eyes. Alison made Simon move out of her way and she stood and walked over to her bag sitting on the table. 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Alison’s eyes met. Her eyes turned hard with him and it made Kyle wonder what he did to deserve that stare. Was it because he showed up at her door out of nowhere? It was stupid, but he was desperate or was it something else. Kyle tried to remember back to their conversation but couldn’t think of why she would look at him with contempt. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned away from Kyle and rummaged through her bag pulling out a card. She walked back over to Miguel and said, “This man lives in California. He’s a doctor. He not only can help you in case Olivia remembers what happened to her mother, but he can also set you up with a new life out there.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel took the card from her and relief played over his features. “He speaks Spanish.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “He’s a hunter. He can help you. All you have to do is mention my name.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how to thank you,” Miguel said with emotion in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to,” Alison said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked at the IV bag and grinned. “You can take her home now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal entry June 25, Mid-2000s  
 
      
 
    Brady and I are a team. For the past year, he’s been training me on how to handle these things. I’ve learned how to defend myself and obtained my concealed carry permit. 
 
      
 
    It’s been tough, I won’t lie, but not only is Brady my friend, but I’ve fallen in love with him. 
 
      
 
    He is my light shining through the darkness. He is my savior, and I wouldn’t know what to do without him. 
 
      
 
    Brady is taking me on my first real case soon. I’m so nervous but excited. 
 
      
 
    Brady and I are testing my powers.  
 
      
 
    I look back on the last four years and it’s like a black cloud hung over me. I feel like I’ve turned a new and better direction. 
 
      
 
    I’m keeping this a secret from my family. My mom worries about these changes in me since my accident, but if I told her she’d never believe me, although she is a good Christian woman. I tell her not to worry. I’m fine. 
 
      
 
    She mentioned my voice has sounded much lighter and she already met Brady. She said she likes him. He seems sweet. 
 
      
 
    I hope I can tell her the truth one day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Miguel lifted a sleeping Olivia over his shoulder. He approached Alison again and said, “I wish I could do something for you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison was never tired of successful exorcisms. Seeing a family reunited after this kind of nightmare was the best feeling in the world, and there were times she missed that feeling. It made her heart swell and less cynical about what she could do.  
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing you can do for me,” she said. “Take her home and raise her to be the strong person I know she’ll be.”  
 
      
 
    Alison wasn’t lying when she said that Olivia was a strong little girl. 
 
      
 
    Olivia was a warrior. When Alison found her soul, she was trying to pry her cage open, and she was making progress. The demon hadn’t been a strong one, but he should have been strong enough to hold her in her cage inside her mind. 
 
      
 
    The cage—as Alison nicknamed it—was the part of the mind where the demons held the human souls until they were ready to combine with them, but Olivia wasn’t letting the shadow anywhere near her and Alison swelled with pride when she found the little girl. 
 
      
 
    Alison, Kyle, and Miguel left the basement, and Alison couldn’t wait to breathe the fresh air again. 
 
      
 
    It was almost midnight by the time the trio left the basement when Alison felt comfortable enough to allow Miguel to take his daughter home.  
 
      
 
    Alison glanced at Kyle, who conversed with Miguel, and thought how different he was from most men and women of the cloth she’d met over the years. She never liked them. They were old, stuffy, and arrogant in thinking they could rid the world of the shadows on their own, and they never wanted to admit defeat even when they had to give up and call in a hunter for help. 
 
      
 
    Kyle not only looked defeated, but he also looked grateful and it made Alison wonder if she was too hard on him.  
 
      
 
    As Alison waited for Miguel and Kyle to finish their conversation, her eyes roamed around the area to become familiar with her surroundings.  
 
      
 
    She made a face when she glanced at the sky and saw the flickers of lightning over the Smoky Mountains. The storms had been threatening for hours, and the air was heavy with moisture, creating a perfect mix for a bumpy ride home. 
 
      
 
    She sighed in resignation knowing she would have to get a hotel and spend the night in this town. 
 
      
 
    When she’d driven in earlier that day into Wolfpine, she found what looked like a quaint town with summer tourists walking up and down the main drag, eating ice cream, and enjoying some shopping. She appreciated the huge red barn she passed on her way to the church with cows grazing in the field next to it. 
 
      
 
    But, it was the feeling that swelled inside of her as she passed neighborhoods that made her think something in this town was not what it seemed to be. 
 
      
 
    A murder of crows flew way too close to her car when she made her last turn onto the street. A regular person wouldn’t think anything of that, but when you see what Alison sees, you take the signs as they come to you. 
 
      
 
    As she parked at the church, she spotted an unusual number of spider webs woven through the branches of the trees that dotted the parking lot, suffocating them with their thick webs. With the evil entity removed from the vicinity, the trees could shed their invaders and thrive again under the natural weather. 
 
      
 
    Feeling safe enough, Alison walked Simon near a small pond so he could pee. She always kept extra food for him in case something delayed them from going home, and she was sure he was hungry and thirsty. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t feel like searching for a hotel that welcomed pets. She would find the first chain she came across from the highway and sneak him inside the room. It wasn’t her first time and certainly wasn’t her last. 
 
      
 
    While Simon sniffed around the property, Alison heard the car door close, and the car engine start. She smiled knowing that a relieved father would sleep a little better tonight, but knew deep down that these kinds of cases were few and far between.  
 
      
 
    Alison heard the car pull away and again the area was blanketed in darkness except for a floodlight coming from the entrance to the church. 
 
      
 
    She glanced over at the church with its white clapboard exterior, stained glass windows, and steeple at the top. 
 
      
 
    It was a medium sized building, bigger than Alison thought, with the house where Kyle lived nestled in some trees behind it. 
 
      
 
    The house was much smaller. A two-bedroom country style home with a porch, dotted with two hedges on each side of the house and some bushes around the edges. The style was neat and simple.  
 
      
 
    It surprised her that a house that small had a basement, but she had a lot of surprises over the years. 
 
      
 
    The basement must have been a man-cave at one time since it had been well lit and carpeted with older wood paneling covering the concrete walls. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t look like Kyle spent a lot of time inside the basement until recently, although it looked he tried to keep Olivia as comfortable as possible with the queen-sized bed they had tied her to. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked up and saw a silhouette walking towards her. Simon stopped his sniffing and raised his head while wagging his tail.  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s face lit up for a second when he flicked his lighter, and Alison got a whiff of fresh tobacco. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to groan as her nicotine cravings came back. 
 
      
 
    “Smoking is bad for you,” Alison commented when Kyle walked up beside her. 
 
      
 
    She heard a scoff as Kyle’s face lit up from the drag he took from the cigarette. “Why? Do you want one?” 
 
      
 
    “I quit six months ago,” she said, wanting it, but trying to fight the urge. 
 
      
 
    “After the last few weeks, I don’t know if I’ll be able to try again for a while,” Kyle answered with another drag from his cigarette. 
 
      
 
    Alison waited for Simon to pee and said, “You’re not like other preachers I’ve met over the years.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed lowly. “I try not to be so old-fashioned to keep a younger crowd interested in attending on Sundays. Besides, I’ve had my doubts over the years.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to face Alison. “I thought I wanted to follow in my dad’s footsteps until…” 
 
      
 
    Alison was curious at what Kyle was saying. She never heard a preacher speak like this before. She never heard one who questioned his own faith. 
 
      
 
    “Until what?” 
 
      
 
    The darkness made it hard to read his facial expressions. She heard a shaky intake of breath. 
 
      
 
    “Until I joined the army and became a chaplain. When I was in Iraq and standing over kids with body parts missing, I secretly prayed they would die so they would stop screaming for their mothers,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison softened. She didn’t know why Kyle chose her to confess that part of his life, but it must have been difficult to talk about. 
 
      
 
    She saw Kyle wave his hand around. “But this… this is a whole new level of… I don’t know. I have never seen anything like it, and I’ve never seen anything like you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison liked Kyle more with each passing moment. More than she wanted to admit. She felt guilty for turning him away earlier that day. She had made it clear through The Network she wanted peace. However, it didn’t always work that way, and now she was glad she changed her mind. 
 
      
 
    “What are you, Alison?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s lips turned up into a smile. “I’m as human as you are. At least, that’s what my blood work says.” 
 
      
 
    She heard a small chuckle and Kyle flicked his cigarette into the nearby pond. Both looked up when they heard a rumble of thunder in the distance. 
 
      
 
    “I have to clean that fucking basement,” Kyle said running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get that smell out of there.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll fade in time,” Alison said. “The demon is gone. Unfortunately, the stench lingers.” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously. How did you do that?” Kyle asked turning back to her. 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “It’s not always that easy. The more the demon integrates into the body the harder it is for me to get it out unless it wants to leave.” 
 
      
 
    She heard another rumble of thunder and said, “I better go.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to drive home through this? The mountain roads will be slippery,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. She wanted to drive back to Charlotte and continue her mundane routine. She liked her routine. It was familiar and cozy. It gave her a sense of normalcy. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be fine, thanks,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned with Simon beside her to gather her bag from the basement and hit the road. She felt Kyle’s presence behind her, but she kept her mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    She cringed when the thunder became louder behind her. No, she didn’t want to drive in this weather, but she didn’t want to stay in this town either. There was an old evil here. She could feel down into the darkest depths of her soul, and she didn’t want to deal with it. Let someone else do the eventual dirty work, she told her herself. She would email John—her old team leader— this week and let him know they might need to visit this touristy town in the Smoky Mountains. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked down the steps to the basement and wrinkled her nose at the leftover stench. 
 
      
 
    She spotted her bag and made sure it was secure before throwing it over her shoulder. She turned to face Kyle who was frowning at the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there goes my plans on having guests for a while,” he quipped. 
 
      
 
    “I would burn that thing if I were you, and get this place fumigated,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    She reached into her bag and found the card she was looking for. She handed it to Kyle and said, “These guys can point you in the right direction. You might have to slip them a few extra bucks not to question the smell, but I heard they do a good job.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took the card into his hand and turned it over. He chuckled and said, “Is there anything you’re not prepared for?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    Alison adjusted her bag on her shoulder while Kyle went to pet Simon. She smiled as her dog wagged his tail at Reverend Ellis.  
 
      
 
    “He likes you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a good thing,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “It is.” 
 
      
 
    Just as Alison said that the rain came full force from the skies. The drops were flowing through the open basement doors. Kyle walked over to close them. 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed and asked, “What’s the best hotel around here?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a step forward and said, “You can stay here. I have plenty of room—” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t want to burst out laughing when the realization hit the Reverend’s face. She should have been horrified that he would say something so bold, but she wasn’t. Instead, she lifted an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head and said, “I don’t know what came over me. That was creepy and stupid. I apologize.” 
 
      
 
    Alison gave him a smile and she could see the relief on his face. “It’s okay, Reverend. I know what you meant. I’m sure you’re exhausted.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed and rubbed his forehead. “You can say that again. Anyway, there are a few hotels off of 49th street and close to the exit onto I-40.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I saw them coming in. Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Alison made her way up the stairs and groaned when she heard a loud clap of thunder. Simon always became restless in storms, and she had to coax him a few times as they passed through the house. 
 
      
 
    The living room had a modern entertainment system sitting in front of a microfiber sofa, loveseat, and recliner. 
 
      
 
    Alison had spotted trophies and pictures scattered across the living room. One wall contained a beautiful wooden cross that had been hand-carved from what Alison could see. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked up to the door and talked to Simon as he whined about going outside in the rain. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t like storms?” Kyle asked as the lightning flickered throughout the house. 
 
      
 
    “He’s acting like a big baby,” Alison answered, trying to convince Simon they needed to leave. She didn’t want to spend any more time in this town than she had to, and she didn’t want to stay here either.  
 
      
 
    Simon peeked his head through the open door and turned to look up at Alison as if to say, “I’m not going anywhere.” He then backed away from the door and planted himself on the floor.  
 
      
 
    Alison could have dragged him outside if she really wanted to, but she knew that would not happen as the rain came down in sheets and her car was barely visible in the driveway. 
 
      
 
    She sighed again, thinking it wouldn’t be so bad. It was only a few hours and she was tired. She could leave early in the morning and be home in time to crash in her own bed for the rest of the day. 
 
      
 
    “Does your offer still stand?” She asked turning back to the Reverend in defeat. 
 
      
 
    Kyle grinned and asked, “Do you like whiskey?” 
 
      
 
    Alison backed away from the door and gave Simon a death stare. 
 
      
 
    “Dogs are smart,” Kyle said, closing the front door behind Alison. 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “He’s too smart for his own good and yes, I’ll have some whiskey.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. I need a drink.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry August 8, Mid-2000s 
 
      
 
    I look at my hands in awe. I didn’t know I had this power within me. Brady and I were on one of our cases when he pulled me over to the person. He told me to put my hands on their head. I struggled for a few minutes to do it.  
 
      
 
    The strangest feeling came over me. I can only describe it as an explosion inside me. Not like dropping a nuclear bomb. No, nothing like that. All I saw was a golden light. My brain froze, and my insides shook violently.  
 
      
 
    Then… then I was inside the person’s head. I was running down a dark path. I heard her screaming for help. I followed the voice and I yelled that I was coming for them.  
 
      
 
    All I can tell you is that they were trapped in some kind of cage and I was the only one who could free them. Only I had the power to open the door. It had been the most shocking experience of my life when I freed them and the demon left his body.  
 
      
 
    I’m accepting my fate a little more each day.   
 
      
 
    I’m still not sure who or what chose me, but I have more answers now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle sat down across from Alison at the dining room table. With their glasses in hand, they saluted their success and swallowed the whiskey. 
 
      
 
    The amber liquid burned Kyle’s throat, but it was the good burn and one that reminded him of his success with little Olivia. 
 
      
 
    When he was pouring the drinks, Miguel texted him to tell him that Olivia woke up and was asking for her mother. Miguel told her the bad news but did not tell Olivia how she died, only that they’d both been sick, and Olivia was the one who was getting better. 
 
      
 
    Miguel had an upset little girl to deal with, and Kyle told him to bring her in for counseling on Monday. 
 
      
 
    Kyle mentioned the conversation to Alison as she typed away on her laptop while Simon was eating his dinner. 
 
      
 
    “The doctor’s name I gave him will help Olivia if she needs it,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think she’ll ever remember what she did?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked up from her laptop. Kyle could tell she was tired. Her emerald green eyes were bloodshot and her lids were drooping. 
 
      
 
    It was now 1:30 AM and both of them needed some sleep. Kyle had his first service at 9 AM and Alison had a three-hour drive home. 
 
      
 
    He watched Simon plop down on a dog bed in the living room. The poor dog was as exhausted as they were. 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head and said, “It’s hard to tell. Some remember, some don’t. It might take years or days for memories to surface. I hope she never remembers after what happened to her mother. No kid should have to live with that.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” Kyle said, swirling his bit of whiskey around in his glass. He and Alison also had an impromptu meal of leftover spaghetti that Kyle made the night before. 
 
      
 
    “Do you ever cook?” He asked her as he heated it up. 
 
      
 
    “I keep telling myself to make my meals ahead for the week. Sometimes it works, and sometimes the little corner Chinese takeout calls my name,” Alison said as she watched Kyle reheat their meal. 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed and found he was enjoying the company. Alison wasn’t a bad person. She admitted that she left her hunting life for personal reasons but didn’t say what they were. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had so many questions, but Alison didn’t seem like she wanted to answer them right then and he doubted he’d ever find out all the answers. 
 
      
 
    “May I ask what you’re writing?” 
 
      
 
    Alison sat back and downed the rest of her whiskey in one swallow. She made a face and set the glass on the table. “I like to keep a journal of my cases. It helps me remember if there’s a recurrence.” 
 
      
 
    “Has that ever happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Not in any of my cases, but it’s happened,” Alison said, sitting back in the chair. 
 
      
 
    “How many cases have you had?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison put a finger over her lip in thought. “Too many to count now.” She then looked up at him. “If you had told me I’d be doing this 11 years ago, I would have laughed at you. I didn’t know how many roamed the Earth until this happened to me.” She shook her head. “I often wonder what they really are.” Before Kyle could speak up and quote the Bible, she continued. “Are they fallen angels or blackened souls who lived terrible lives?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever asked one?” He asked, curious.  
 
      
 
    “I have and they told me they’ve only known the darkness,” Alison said with a shrug. “I guess we better turn in, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took the hint to end the conversation. He hated talking about Iraq and he didn’t know why he mentioned his experience to Alison earlier. He just met her. It was a time in his life he didn’t enjoy reliving. His experiences were personal and he preferred to keep them that way. 
 
      
 
    Alison got up from the table and turned to the window behind her. Outside another storm was ready to hit the area. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks for letting me stay. You were right, the mountains roads would have been nasty to drive on,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head as he gathered the empty shot glasses in his hands. “Not at all. I can’t thank you enough for coming out.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t thank me. I did it for the girl.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle smiled and said, “I’m grateful.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s spare bed sat in the basement and smelling rank. He placed the glasses in the sink and took a deep breath. He was exhausted but he knew this fight wasn’t over. He gripped the edge of the sink remembering the other times he tried to expel demons from one of his parishioners and wondered if he failed. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t want to bother Alison anymore. It took a lot for her to come out and she seemed eager to head back home and go on with her life. 
 
      
 
    On Monday, he would log back into The Network and ask someone else for help with his suspicions. 
 
      
 
    “You all right, Reverend?” Alison asked from behind him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned and tried to smile. “Yeah, just tired.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be out of your way early in the morning,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “No worries, and I’ll take the couch,” Kyle said. “And please call me Kyle.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Rev, I can sleep on the couch. No big deal,” Alison argued. “I’ve slept in worse places.” 
 
      
 
    “So have I,” Kyle shot back with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and grinned. “Touché. I am fine on the couch. Besides, you have services in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed when he thought they could stay up the rest of the night arguing about who would sleep where. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked out of the kitchen into the hallway. He stored the blankets and pillows from the spare bedroom in a hall closet. 
 
      
 
    He pulled them out and placed them on the couch. “Are you sure?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll be out of your hair in no time,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Both of them stood there awkwardly until Alison pulled her bag off the floor and said, “I need the bathroom for a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. The guest bathroom is down the hall on the right. I have my own,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Great! Be right out,” Alison said as she gave a quick pat on the head to a sleeping Simon and walked down the hall. 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard the door to the bathroom close and let out a breath. He ran a hand through his hair thinking about how crazy he was. Why didn’t he send Alison Stark to a hotel? 
 
      
 
    Kyle sighed and did his bedtime ritual and tried to ignore the pretty blonde hunter spending the night in his house. 
 
      
 
    Kyle hurried into his own bathroom in his bedroom and changed into shorts and a T-shirt. 
 
      
 
    He brushed his teeth and came out of the bathroom to say goodnight and ask if Alison needed anything else. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to think he’d be relieved when the hunter left in the morning, but he found he liked the company. Alison was sharp, smart, and funny when she opened up more and talked. 
 
      
 
    She had her secrets, but that's none of Kyle’s business. He only knew her for a day. 
 
      
 
    Kyle returned to the living room and sat next to Simon, who was dozing on the floor beside his entertainment center. 
 
      
 
    The dog lifted his head slightly.  
 
      
 
    “You’re a brave guy,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle withdrew his hand when Alison came out of the bathroom also dressed in pajama shorts and a t-shirt. 
 
      
 
    “He’s getting better with people,” Alison commented placing her bag in the recliner. 
 
      
 
    Thunder rumbled outside making Simon open his eyes and lift his head to look around. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah? Wasn’t he good before?” 
 
      
 
    Alison sat on the couch and said, “I adopted him when he was a year old. His former owners abused him. It took years before he trusted people again after training him.” 
 
      
 
    “You did good,” Kyle said standing up. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks. He’s my best friend.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle gave one last look to Simon when something clicked behind him. He turned around, his muscles tensing from the familiar noise. 
 
      
 
    Kyle watched as Alison slipped the pistol underneath the pillow. She looked up and her eyes widened when she saw the look on Kyle’s face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have warned you first.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you should have,” Kyle said trying to calm his pounding heart. 
 
      
 
    She looked genuinely sorry for scaring him like that. “I’m used to being alone. Again, I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you always do that?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, because demons have sought revenge for exorcising one of their own,” Alison explained. “I saw your nice gun collection, I would suggest unlocking that cabinet.” 
 
      
 
    “They do?” 
 
      
 
    “They sure do,” Alison said, as she adjusted and laid down on the couch. 
 
      
 
    Simon was snoring away opposite of Alison and Kyle looked at the clock and sighed. It would be a long day in church but he could sleep in the afternoon. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. Well… goodnight Alison,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Reverend,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned off the lights in the living room and jumped when a huge crack of thunder rumbled over the house. 
 
      
 
    “I love storms,” Alison said with a sigh. “The power of nature.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned around as his eyes adjusted to the darkness with only a nightlight in the corner. He tried to ignore the woman sleeping in his house and how her legs were smooth and tan from when she was sitting up on the couch. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t want to think any more about Alison Stark, and he hoped she would leave town as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked into his bedroom and shut the door behind him. He took a deep breath and glanced at the cross above his bed wondering why God brought this woman into his life and why he was chosen to battle the demons that were infesting this town. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked over to his bed and removed his t-shirt and placed his glasses on the nightstand. He rubbed his eyes from the stress of the last three weeks. His job was not finished. It was far from over. He wanted Alison Stark to leave, but part of him hoped she would stay and help him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle leaned over, folded his hands, and prayed. He didn’t know how long he prayed, and he couldn’t quite remember what he prayed for except asking God to guide him through this mess. 
 
      
 
    When he finished he realized the answer was still eluding him and he would seek more guidance later. He gave one last glance at the door before he reached into his nightstand drawer to make sure his 9mm was locked and loaded. He never thought of another demon taking revenge for one of their own, and he was happy Alison mentioned it. He would be more vigilant. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had a lot on his mind, but once he climbed under the covers, he listened to the thunder rumbling outside and fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kyle jerked awake from his alarm. He could have sworn he closed his eyes minutes ago. He vowed that after services today he would lie around in bed the rest of the day and catch up on his sleep. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sat up in bed while his eyes adjusted to his surroundings, sniffing, and yawning. He rubbed his eyes and reached over for his spare glasses on the nightstand. Nothing looked out of place as his eyes scanned the room. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to the doorway as the smell of freshly brewed coffee wafted into the room. 
 
      
 
    Kyle needed that coffee—badly and thought he’d better drag his ass out of bed before Miranda arrived and pounded on his front door. 
 
      
 
    He hated chasing Alison out, but he knew Miranda well and he knew that the old women would chatter after service about the mysterious blonde woman in his home. 
 
      
 
    He listened for Alison or her dog. This house was over seventy years old and you could hear every movement. After old Reverend John Miller died, and Kyle moved in, the settling and the noises of the house would keep Kyle up all night until he became used to them. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood and stretched thinking about that coffee before he showered and shaved. 
 
      
 
    The sun hadn’t peeked through the trees and even though Kyle had central air, he could still feel the humidity weighing down the air from the storms the night before. 
 
      
 
    Kyle listened for movement as he slipped on his t-shirt and shorts, but didn’t hear a thing. 
 
      
 
    He thought he would hear the patter of dog feet over the hardwood floors, but the house was silent. 
 
      
 
    Frowning, he did his business in the bathroom and listened again for some movement. 
 
      
 
    He exited the bathroom and opened the door. 
 
      
 
    “Alison?” He called. He expected Simon to come out of the living room to greet him, but no dog appeared in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked down the hallway and entered the living room. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t deny his disappointment when he spotted the blankets neatly folded on the couch with the pillow sitting on top. He walked over and pulled back the curtains to find Alison’s Toyota Camry gone. 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s that, he thought as he let go of the curtains and turned to grab some coffee before he dressed and walked over to the church before Miranda arrived and beat down his door. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked into the kitchen and over to his coffee pot. He found a folded note there with his name on the front. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t open it and placed it back onto the counter. He grabbed the cream from the refrigerator and poured his coffee. 
 
      
 
    “At least she made me coffee before she left,” he said to himself. 
 
      
 
    Taking his first sip he grabbed the note and unfolded it. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for letting us stay the night. You have my number. 
 
      
 
    Alison 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t get angry or hurt. He hardly knew the woman. She had a life of her own and came out here to help him when no one else would. Yet, the questions lingered in his mind about how Alison Stark, an accountant from Charlotte, was so powerful she could exorcise a demon with her bare hands. 
 
      
 
    Kyle guessed he would never know. He would have to go back to The Network if he needed help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry February 15, Late 2000s 
 
      
 
    I still want to live a normal life. Kids, house, 2 cars, etc. Hunting is exciting, but it becomes work after a while, and there isn’t always a happy ending.  
 
      
 
    Brady says I need to learn to put my emotions away.  
 
      
 
    I haven’t hunted in 2 months because an older woman I helped exorcise is now on life support because she had heart failure after the exorcism.  
 
      
 
    She won’t make it. She’s brain dead and I feel responsible. Her husband called us for help, and now he’s losing his wife. What could I do? I wish I never went there. I wish she was the happy person her husband described to us when we arrived.  
 
      
 
    Brady has been trying to reassure me it happens sometimes. You can’t save them all. The longer they’re possessed, the harder it is to save them.  
 
      
 
    I don’t know if I want to continue this life.  
 
      
 
    Brady keeps me going, though, as do my friends from The Network. They have the same issues we’ve had. Their exorcisms don’t always go perfectly.  
 
      
 
    I’m hoping for better outcomes in future cases.  
 
      
 
    Brady becomes overzealous when he’s exorcising. It concerns me sometimes because it might hurt the victim. I’ve asked him about his past hunts and how they ended, but he always blows me off. I will keep a better eye on him. As my experience grows, I worry more about how Brady acts around the victims. We’re trying to help people not ruin their lives. It’s not their fault the demons possessed them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Alison wasn’t planning on leaving Kyle high and dry. She’d planned on staying and saying goodbye, but he was sleeping soundly and she didn’t want to wake him up. 
 
      
 
    She made sure she made coffee before she left and didn’t leave a mess. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked forward to her drive home and climbing into her bed for the day. The sky was turning from purple to orange with the leftover storm clouds moving across the sky. 
 
      
 
    The roads were soaked, and the humidity was stifling when Alison pulled into the gas station before the exit onto the highway. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t slept much on that couch that night. It wasn’t because the couch was uncomfortable, but she felt like eyes were watching her from a distance. There was one time when Simon awoke and was pacing the living room and kept gazing out the front door. Alison had sat up the rest of the night, her body tense and ready for any kind of situation, but nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    A dark cloud hung over this town. A silent menace that haunted the shadows of its buildings and homes.  
 
      
 
    Alison tried to shake off those feelings. 
 
      
 
    She saved Olivia and that’s all that mattered to her. The little girl would recover and hopefully not remember what really happened to her mother. If she never remembered she could look forward to living a normal life. That’s all Alison cared about. 
 
      
 
    Alison rolled down the windows and glanced in the back seat, smiling. Simon was lounging on the seat with his eyes half closed. 
 
      
 
    He lifted his head and yawned. Alison chuckled and said, “Three hours, buddy, and we’ll be home.” 
 
      
 
    She opened the door and looked around. No one was around, the road had a few passing cars, but the area was quiet. She felt comfortable enough to leave Simon inside the car with the windows rolled down while she bought a bottle of water for the trip home. 
 
      
 
    She filled her gas tank and checked on Simon. “I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned and walked into the convenience store. The clerk looked up, gave her a nod, and went back to his phone. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked along the wall back to the refrigerated area. She thought about coffee but decided the water would energize her better for her drive home. 
 
      
 
    She spotted a particle board with the usual local ads tacked onto it when something caught her eye. 
 
      
 
    Alison stopped and gazed at the board, her eyes narrowing as she studied it. 
 
      
 
    Missing persons happened everywhere, but as she peered closer at the missing person pictures, she realized these people were local. 
 
      
 
    The board was filled with them, but there were those marked with a red pen that claimed they’d been found. 
 
      
 
    There was no discrimination to the people who were missing. They came from every background and were always local. 
 
      
 
    Alison checked the dates and noticed most of the pictures only happened within the last five years. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned away from the pictures and thought it was odd how so many had gone missing but some were found alive and well.  
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Kyle hadn’t told her much about the town, and she hadn’t asked him.  
 
      
 
    The signs had been there when she first drove into town, but she realized how bad the problem was here. 
 
      
 
    Alison ran a hand through her hair and debated whether she should leave or question Kyle about the problem here. 
 
      
 
    Alison rubbed her eyes and groaned. She didn’t want this. She didn’t want to get involved. She left this life years ago. She had settled into a nice job, a great car, and a beautiful apartment. This wasn’t her job anymore, this was something other hunters could take care of. 
 
      
 
    She decided when she arrived home she would log into The Network and put the town of Wolfpine, North Carolina into the forums and ask for help. Then she would log off and live her life.  
 
      
 
    Satisfied, Alison picked out her water and made her way to the clerk to pay for it.  
 
      
 
    The clerk had been watching her while she checked out the missing person pictures. As he rang up her water he commented, “Weird, huh? People disappear and then turn up weeks sometimes months later.” 
 
      
 
    Alison hadn’t wanted to talk about what she noticed on the posters, but the clerk speaking about it intrigued her. “This is a mountain town. I’m sure it happens all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “My dad owns this place, and he said he’s never seen anything like it,” the clerk commented. “If someone gets lost in the mountains, they don’t stand a chance, but these people are surviving.” 
 
      
 
    Alison placed her debit card back into her pocket. She made a face to act like she was worried. “That is strange. I’m just visiting I hope that doesn’t happen to me.” She laughed trying to act innocent. 
 
      
 
    The clerk smiled and said, “I’m sure it won’t.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned away from the counter when she heard Simon bark from the car. She knew that bark well. It wasn’t the friendly bark when he wanted to greet another person. It was what she nicknamed “Simon’s warning bark.” 
 
      
 
    She turned back to the clerk and said, “Thanks for the chat. Excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    “Have a nice day,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked outside to find Simon looking to his right, barking, snarling, and baring his teeth. 
 
      
 
    The familiar feeling of dread washed over her. She froze in place when she spotted three of them standing over by another set of gas pumps. The shadows masking their human bodies, swirling around them like a cloak.  
 
      
 
    Alison reached into the back of her jeans pocket and wrapped her fingers around the switchblade. 
 
      
 
    Two men and one woman.  
 
      
 
    She reached over and opened the car door to let Simon out. He jumped out of the car and circled her while barking and growling at the three demons, warning them to stay away from her. 
 
      
 
    All Alison had to do was give Simon his signal and he would attack the demons without question. 
 
      
 
    Alison sucked in deep breaths. She didn’t show her fear, but her heart was pounding against her ribcage and sweat was forming on her hands and brow. She needed a plan. She needed to be smart. She didn’t want Simon to get hurt and she couldn’t see if the demons were carrying any weapons. 
 
      
 
    The demons took a step closer. A drop of sweat ran down her face. Her breathing became shallow. She tightened her grip on her switchblade and glanced down at Simon who continued to circle her while snarling at the blackened souls. 
 
      
 
    “Are you all right, miss?” 
 
      
 
    The clerk walked out and stared at Alison confused by her and Simon’s behavior. 
 
      
 
    “Go back inside,” Alison ordered. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    Alison side-eyed the confused clerk. His gaze turned to the demons standing opposite of Alison. 
 
      
 
    “I’m calling the cops,” the clerk warned. 
 
      
 
    Alison pulled her switchblade from her pocket when the demons looked between her and the clerk. 
 
      
 
    “Go back inside and call the police,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Seconds ticked by. The silence was deafening. Alison waited for them to make the first move, but instead of attacking they turned and piled into the pickup truck, started the engine, and squealed out of the parking lot, almost hitting a passing car. She heard the man curse and blow his horn at the retreating vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Alison bent down, putting her hands on her knees and tried to swallow the bile rising in her throat. 
 
      
 
    She inhaled and exhaled as Simon leaned against her leg, knowing the danger was over. 
 
      
 
    Alison stood up straight and wiped the sweat from her brow. 
 
      
 
    The young clerk eyed Simon with wariness as he asked Alison, “What the hell was that? I know Justin, and he’s a great guy.” The clerk stood looking between the empty space where the three shadows were and Alison in shock. “He had a weird look on his face.” 
 
      
 
    Alison placed her knife back in her pocket and gave Simon a pat on the head for a job well-done. “Which one was Justin?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know them?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I’m not from around here,” Alison answered, opening the car door for Simon. The dog jumped into the back seat and Alison closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    The clerk scratched his head in confusion. Alison didn’t further comment on the incident that just happened between her and the three shadows. She opened her car door, got in, and started the engine. She watched the clerk walk back into the convenience store while she thought about what happened. 
 
      
 
    Simon nudged her from the back seat, and she turned to him and smiled. She was trying to calm her nerves from the standoff, and think about what she wanted to do next. 
 
      
 
    This had been a warning, but by who? Was this an infestation? Was it the same as New Mexico? 
 
      
 
    Alison started her car and pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
      
 
    As she exited Wolfpine and entered the highway, she tried to convince herself that this was not her problem and she would place a message on The Network for other hunters to take care of it. She would give out Kyle’s information and tell them to talk to him. 
 
      
 
    She wondered if Kyle knew about the problem. He didn’t mention it after she exorcised Olivia, but he asked if there were more demons in the town. 
 
      
 
    Alison felt their presence, but she didn’t realize there was a serious problem until they threatened her.  
 
      
 
    Alison saw the big green sign for a rest stop about a mile ahead. She pulled into it and parked away from the other travelers getting an early morning start like her. 
 
      
 
    She placed the car in park and sat back in the seat debating on what she should do. 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced in the rearview mirror, watching as Simon sniffed around the backseat. 
 
      
 
    If she turned around now, she would lose her job. That wasn’t a problem because the hunters had connections to keep them funded. She would go off the grid. She would enter dark places that no regular person knew existed. Stepping into the darkness was never easy, you needed a strong stomach and you had to keep your mind sharp. Never take it personally because that could get you killed. 
 
      
 
    Alison reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. She scrolled through the numbers until she reached Brady’s. She stared at the number for a long time. She didn’t want to call him right now. 
 
      
 
    She hit the off button on her phone and placed it into one of the cup holders. She was trying to fight her craving for a cigarette to help calm her nerves. She, again, reached into her bag and grabbed her “chew” pen. Of all the things in this world to help her quit smoking, it was those cheap, plastic Bic pens that did the trick and she had gone through bags of them, sometimes biting them so hard she ended up with ink all over her face and clothes. 
 
      
 
    She wouldn’t call Brady. He had a new life with another girlfriend and she didn’t want to bother them. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned over when Simon climbed over the seat to be in the front with her. She knew he was sensing her raging emotions. Her inner debates about how to handle a town like Wolfpine. 
 
      
 
    “What should we do, boy?” She asked her dog. “You liked Reverend Ellis, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Simon yawned in response. Alison patted his head and turned to stare at the small brick building in front of her, watching the travelers go in and out of the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Alison ran a hand through her hair. Her quiet life would be uprooted again, but she knew deep down she could never run far from her calling in life. 
 
      
 
    She glanced in the rearview mirror. Her eyes had bags under them. She needed rest to think straight, but she already knew her answer. 
 
      
 
    Once she started the car, she would turn around and drive back into Wolfpine. 
 
      
 
    She needed to talk to Kyle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle was winging it for his sermon. He’d been winging it for the last three weeks, but this week was especially tough to convey his message. The day before he’d driven all the way to Charlotte, spoke with a demon hunter, drove back to Wolfpine, witnessed a miracle when the reluctant hunter showed up and exorcised a demon from a child with her bare hands. 
 
      
 
    How did one process that? How did one get up in front of a crowd of hundreds and try to speak God’s word when he was still in shock over what he saw? 
 
      
 
    Kyle usually took great care when writing his sermons. He always cleared his schedule on Tuesday and Wednesday mornings to have his privacy and write them. 
 
      
 
    This morning, he was running on pure adrenaline and his congregation picked up on his stuttering. He felt the tension in the room as he stood in front of the crowd and read a passage here and there from The Bible. 
 
      
 
    He saw frowns, the faces scrunching in confusion. Miranda was in a downright panic, her eyes darting back and forth. Her face was red and she kept fanning herself with the program she printed out that morning. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned the page and found he only had ten minutes left before his first service ended. 
 
      
 
    Only one more, he thought. A few niceties, eat some lunch and have Miranda tell the congregation you’re not feeling well. 
 
      
 
    It’s almost over. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked back to the crowd when he heard a noise. The doors opened and some people turned around and whispered when a blonde-haired woman walked through the doors and slipped into the pew in the last row. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stumbled over his words, recognizing the woman who tried to slip into the church without notice. 
 
      
 
    Kyle hid his confusion. What made Alison come back to town? She’d been so eager to leave that all he got that morning was a note. 
 
      
 
    The crowd was still whispering about the stranger who entered their church at the last minute. 
 
      
 
    “When you’re in need of the Lord, it doesn’t matter when you show up,” Kyle said, meeting Alison’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    The crowd snickered and Kyle grinned when he saw Alison shooting daggers at him from her seat.  
 
      
 
    Kyle talked through the last ten minutes of his sermon without further interruptions or hiccups. He couldn’t wait to find out why Alison had returned to town. He hoped it wasn’t about Olivia, because Miguel sent a text to him right before his first service and said Olivia was doing well despite grieving over her mother. 
 
      
 
    Did she spot more demons and exorcise them? He hoped so because he was tired of fighting this battle alone. Now he can confess everything to Alison, and he hoped she would be receptive in joining him to rid this town of demons. 
 
      
 
    The first service ended and Kyle made his way to the doors to greet everyone as was his usual practice every Sunday. He told everyone that morning the “busted pipes” were fixed and lunch returned to the church hall.  
 
      
 
    He and Alison met eyes as he walked past her. She didn’t move from her spot at the back of the church. He turned when he was at the entrance and waited for his congregation to exit and talk to him. 
 
      
 
    But most people walked up to Alison first. His first service always contained the most elderly of his congregation and the nosiest. 
 
      
 
    Kyle hid a chuckle as the ladies greeted Alison and at first, she looked uncomfortable, turning her head towards him and beckoning him to save her. Kyle didn’t move. Alison was on her own. After a few more greetings, she seemed to settle in and turned on the charm.  
 
      
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Foster approached him to thank him for the lovely sermon. They were being nice. They always were one of the nicest couples in town and welcomed him with open arms when he first took the job here. 
 
      
 
    “Your cousin is a lovely young woman, Reverend,” Mrs. Foster commented. 
 
      
 
    Kyle fought his laughter. So that’s the story she’s using. Okay, that’s clever.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t get to see her enough. I’m glad she visited,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle spent the rest of the time talking and greeting his congregation. Saying the usual thank you’s, giving hugs, and handshakes. 
 
      
 
    His second set was already arriving. He could see cars pulling into the parking lot. He needed a minute with Alison before he walked back to his office with Miranda to make sure everything was organized. 
 
      
 
    Afterward, he turned to see Alison talking to Miranda. They shared a laugh and turned when Kyle approached them. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my fault. It was a last-minute trip and I kept him up too late last night,” Alison said to Miranda. 
 
      
 
    Miranda turned to Kyle and said, “I will give you a moment. So nice to meet you, Alison.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled a bright and friendly smile. “You too, Mrs. James.” 
 
      
 
    “Please… call me Miranda.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Miranda.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself, cuz?” Kyle asked when Miranda walked away. 
 
      
 
    They waited until she was out of earshot when Alison turned with a grin. “That was the best I could come up with.” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked Kyle over and said, “Nice suit. No robes? No collar?” 
 
      
 
    “It took awhile for them to get used to the lack of robes, but I wear the collar when it’s needed,” Kyle commented. “You came back. I'm confused.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s mood changed. Her face turned darker, making Kyle worry. Had something happened when she left town? 
 
      
 
    Alison looked around and pulled Kyle farther into the church. “When I left this morning. I stopped at the convenience store right before exit seven.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Kyle answered, waiting for more. 
 
      
 
    “Are you aware of the missing people in town? And how some are found months later?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle rubbed a hand over his face. “Yes. They don’t remember where they were and how they came out of the forests alive and well.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes darted around again. “Are any of those lost and found in your congregation?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought about it and said, “Not that I’m aware of. Did you see anything while you were talking with people?” 
 
      
 
    “Not in this set, but you have more coming, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they’re already out there.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “Okay. When I left the store, Simon was barking and growling. There were three near my car. I think they were giving me a warning.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes widened. They threatened Alison? He blinked several times and swallowed. He didn’t have time now, but he needed to tell Alison about his suspicions. It made him angry that they had threatened her on her way out of town. She came to do a job and was intimidated for it. She could defend herself, but to take on three demons could have turned out badly. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Kyle asked. “They didn’t hurt you, did they? Is Simon okay?” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes softened and her facial muscles relaxed. “No. They didn’t try to hurt us, but I have a clue.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “The clerk came outside to check on us, he said one guy was named Justin. This Justin drove a red Ford F-150. Does that sound familiar?” 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Kyle cursed and then silently apologized for cussing in church. He lowered his head and shook it. Yet again, he failed. 
 
      
 
    “Kyle? What’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle rubbed his face and said, “I know Justin. His father brought him to me about nine months ago. I thought I expelled it, Alison, I really did.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and said, “You have an infestation here.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that what you call it?” 
 
      
 
    “How long has this been happening?” 
 
      
 
    “About five years, after the disappearances,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard footsteps outside approaching. Markus was coming today and he could introduce him to Alison and they could start from there. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk about his later,” Alison said, her eyes turning to the doors. “There’s one in charge.” 
 
      
 
    “We will,” Kyle said. “Where’s Simon?” 
 
      
 
    Alison grinned again and said, “You need a better place to hide your spare key. The planter is too obvious.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scoffed. “I’m surprised you didn’t pick the lock.” 
 
      
 
    “That was my next move,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was about to speak when he spotted Emma Leavens walking up the stairs. She looked beautiful as always in a blue and white dress with her flaming red hair styled into a loose braid sitting over one shoulder.  
 
      
 
    He heard a noise come from Alison when she spotted Emma, but he couldn’t figure out what it meant. 
 
      
 
    He turned back to Alison to tell her about Emma when she asked, “Who’s the fire crotch?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle frowned at Alison. "She’s my biggest donor…” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, and more than that.” 
 
      
 
    “A long time ago,” Kyle muttered. 
 
      
 
    Emma stopped in front of them and smiled her most charming smile. That smile was what Kyle fell for when he was going through his divorce. That smile got Emma everything she ever wanted in life. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Reverend,” Emma said. She was carrying her usual casserole dish, but Kyle knew better, the woman never cooked a day in her life. It was one of Mr. Leavens’ maids who whipped that up for her. 
 
      
 
    Kyle gave Emma a quick hug. She was wearing her Chanel today. He remembered that scent from their time together. 
 
      
 
    Emma turned and eyed Alison. Kyle noticed a change in her facial expressions. He caught a look of shock and confusion. Her eyes went wide and her mouth dropped open. Kyle wondered what the looks were about, and before he could process them, Emma’s face became stone and she plastered a winning smile on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you around here before,” Emma said adjusting her casserole dish. She offered her hand to Alison and said, “My name is Emma Leavens.” 
 
      
 
    Alison side-eyed Kyle but she too plastered a smile on her face. 
 
      
 
    Kyle placed a hand on Alison’s shoulder before she could speak up. Alison gave him another side-eye but didn’t wiggle out of his grip. 
 
      
 
    “Emma, this is my cousin Alison. She’s visiting from Charlotte,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Emma turned to Kyle in surprise. “Kyle, you never told me about a cousin in Charlotte. Pleased to meet you, Alison.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s smile never left her face. “My pleasure, Emma. I just moved to Charlotte and thought I should pay a visit to your gorgeous town.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to hide his eye roll.  
 
      
 
    “Oh! That’s wonderful. Where did you move from?” Emma asked. 
 
      
 
    “Tampa, Florida,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Emma turned back to Kyle with more confusion. “I thought you said all your family lived in Texas.” 
 
      
 
    “I did but—” 
 
      
 
    “I only lived in Florida for a few years,” Alison answered. “I’m originally from…” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to Kyle for help. “Dallas,” he answered since that was his hometown. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked between them. Emma may have been a shallow person, but no one ever accused her of being a dummy. She was much sharper than she let on. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I hope you enjoy your stay,” Emma said. “I better put this in the refrigerator. I’m looking forward to your service today.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Emma,” Kyle said. “We’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    Both Kyle and Alison waited until Emma was out of earshot. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to Kyle with a smirk on her face. “She doesn’t seem like your type.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “She’s not, she was a rebound.” He turned to Alison when a worrying thought ran through him. “She’s not one of them, is she?” Kyle said a quick prayer that Emma wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head much to Kyle’s relief. “Not from what I could see, but she’s shady.” 
 
      
 
    “She married a rich widower,” Kyle explained. “My friend Markus never believed Emma’s story when she found him dead.” 
 
      
 
    Alison raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Who is Markus?” 
 
      
 
    “The local chief of police. He’s the only other person who knows the real deal in this town,” Kyle said. “I’ll introduce you to him when he arrives.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded but her eyes were on another person approaching the church. “You know, your first crowd wasn’t infected.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked over the crowd gathering in the parking lot. He noticed more faces turning towards the church some of them straining their necks. It could be because of Kyle’s “cousin” visiting, but he didn’t like the look on Alison’s face. 
 
      
 
    He tried to focus on the ones turned towards the church. Mrs. Dougherty kept turning her head in his direction as she spoke with Mr. and Mrs. Layton. Frank Kovacs walked through the parking lot never taking his eyes off the entrance and Deanna Isaac was outright staring at them from her car. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to Alison who stared back, her body tense. Her hand reached behind her back. 
 
      
 
    “Alison?” Kyle asked. “Are they…” 
 
      
 
    “I better leave and go back to the house. You can introduce me later,” she said. “There is a back door, right?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle pointed to the door that led to his office. “Go through my office and down the hallway. There’s an emergency exit. The alarm hasn’t worked in years.” The realization was hitting Kyle full force. Some of his own congregation were demons. These people attended his church, worshipped a God they hated alongside him. He dealt with these demons for a long time but never thought his congregation was part of the infected. 
 
      
 
    “What should I do?” He asked. He heard his voice raise a few octaves from panic. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked him in the eyes and said, “Nothing. Do your business as usual. If any of them want to speak to you privately, then text me and we’ll handle it. Keep your cool. They know what you did with Olivia and they know I’m here, but we have to keep calm.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and Alison turned to walk out of the church without notice. 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to keep his hands from shaking. He wiped them on his suit and started to walk back to his office when Emma appeared in the doorway of his office that Alison just passed through. 
 
      
 
    “Your cousin said she wanted to check on her dog,” Emma commented. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t want to talk to Emma right now. He wanted to get through the next hour and make plans with Alison on how to deal with this situation. 
 
      
 
    “She loves that dog,” Kyle commented. 
 
      
 
    Emma glanced over her shoulder and turned back to Kyle with a knowing look. “She doesn’t seem like the religious type either.” 
 
      
 
    “No, she’s not,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Emma approached with her heels clicking on the wooden floor. He knew that expression. She showed it many times when they were getting to know each other years ago. 
 
      
 
    “You look pale,” she said. “Is everything all right?” 
 
      
 
    She reached out with her hand and tried to touch Kyle’s cheek but he pulled away. “I’m fine. We were up late last night catching up. Thanks for asking.” 
 
      
 
    Emma sighed and put her arm down. “I don’t think you’re telling me everything, Kyle.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s fear turned to anger. He didn’t need to explain anything to Emma. He knew she had set her eyes on Mayor Manes. Whether they were involved, he didn’t know, and he didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t need to, Emma,” Kyle said. “We agreed to remain friends, remember?” 
 
      
 
    Emma looked disappointed but nodded. She played with her braid while she turned her gaze outside to the gathering crowd. She turned back to Kyle and said, “I know, but remember, I still care about you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle almost laughed when Emma walked out of the church to mingle among the other parishioners. She never gave a shit about him. The only person Emma ever gave a shit about was Emma. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned and rushed back to his office. He needed some time alone before his next service. He wondered how far this infestation went and who was behind it. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had a hunch, but he needed to talk it over with Alison about what their next move would be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry Late 2000s 
 
      
 
    I came so close to confessing my secret life to my mom today. She called me and asked me about my job. My lies are getting hard to keep track of. How do I tell her I can make one phone call and have thousands of dollars transferred into my bank account in seconds? 
 
      
 
    How do I tell her I am gone for days because I get a message from someone who needs help and I travel the world to exorcise demons? 
 
      
 
    I can’t tell her. She thinks I’m in some kind of pharmaceutical sales job, although I majored in accounting. I lied and said that was all that was available because of the economy crashing. She believed my story for now, but for how much longer? 
 
      
 
    She mentioned my dad today. She didn’t say why. I never knew my father and our searches for him all came up empty-handed. We’ve never been able to locate him and never will. I don’t worry about it anymore. My stepdad, Dan, has been more than enough for me. He was the one who raised me when my dad disappeared.  
 
      
 
    Brady still worries me. We’re fighting a lot. We used to be a team, but now we can’t agree on how to approach our cases. I am more cautious while Brady makes a big deal out of our jobs. I hate it when he pulls his stunts.  
 
      
 
    We had a case where a mother claimed her daughter was possessed.  
 
      
 
    Brady couldn’t figure out why the demon wasn’t leaving the girl’s body. She was screaming at him to stop touching her head. We can’t hurt humans. Nothing happens when we touch them, but I couldn’t blame the girl because he scared her.  
 
      
 
    I had to go to the bathroom and my instinct told me to check the medicine cabinet. I realized this mother kept her daughter sick. This was an obvious case of Munchausen by proxy. 
 
      
 
    I confronted the mother and she tried to deny it, but the evidence was there. 
 
      
 
    When Brady and I left he said he knew all along that the girl wasn’t possessed. He was playing the mother. I said neither of us saw the shadow. I knew all along, and he didn’t bother checking first. 
 
      
 
    It's time to move on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Simon was restless. He paced the house back and forth while Alison kept an eye on the church through the kitchen windows. She told Kyle to keep calm and act as if nothing was wrong and go through his duties like he would any other Sunday. 
 
      
 
    That meant he would be awhile while he hosted his congregation for lunch after services, and that was fine with her. 
 
      
 
    She rubbed her eyes and yawned. This wasn’t the first time Alison didn’t sleep, but as she grew older it became harder to go without rest.  
 
      
 
    She kept an eye on every part of the house and the surrounding property, but no one even looked her way and she didn’t sense a presence close by. Simon paced around because he felt Alison’s tension, although she was sure he sensed the shadows nearby.  
 
      
 
    Alison looked around and admired the cozy home.  Kyle had made it his own after he mentioned that he moved in after the previous Reverend passed away years ago. 
 
      
 
    Alison liked the small house and thought about purchasing her own. She sighed, thinking she never gave up on her dream to marry and have children one day and that she only pushed it back into the deepest depths of her mind while she sought a normal life. 
 
      
 
    She stepped away from the curtains and took a break. Her mind was turning over different thoughts at high speed and that was exhausting her more than the lack of sleep. She would have to drive back to Charlotte and pick up more clothes and supplies at some point. 
 
      
 
    Alison plopped down on the sofa and opened her laptop. She’d put in an alert to The Network for help about this situation. 
 
      
 
    John answered her first. 
 
      
 
    “How much evidence is there for an infestation?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “I had one last night and more that are beyond help. There have been missing persons in the area turning up months later out of the forests. That’s all I know until I can talk to the Reverend again,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “Will you need back up?” John asked. “I can throw a team together, but it’ll take time.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping to find the leader,” Alison typed. “Then I’ll call for a team.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s a leader. One of them is organizing a takeover,” John typed back. 
 
      
 
    “The Reverend knows this and hid it from me, but that’s my fault,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Find the leader and we’ll send out a team. Be careful, Alison,” John typed. “Welcome back.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled and thanked him. She received more messages of encouragement and many told her to stay safe. She’d almost forgotten about how much she loved her fellow hunters. They were a family, and even though families disagreed, they stuck together to take out the evil that infested their world. 
 
      
 
    Alison closed the laptop and gave Simon a pat on the head. He would not leave her side as he lay between the sofa and the coffee table. 
 
      
 
    Alison sat back and found she was dozing off when someone knocked on the door.  
 
      
 
    Alison learned never to ignore strange sounds. This was not a familiar setting but she stayed long enough to know when the house was settling and other noises such as the refrigerator kicking in or the central air turning on. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes flew open and she reached for her knife. Simon stood up. She could always count on him to alert her to friend or foe. He didn’t bark or growl.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t want to take her chances. Her eyes scanned the living room. She turned to set her gaze outside but nothing caught her eye.  
 
      
 
    She heard Simon let out a friendly bark at the back door. That’s when she heard the small knock again. 
 
      
 
    The back door’s blinds were closed. Simon looked at her and then back at the door with another friendly bark and wagged his tail. 
 
      
 
    Still, Alison readied herself and carefully pulled back the curtains on another window to catch a glimpse of the person at the back door.  
 
      
 
    A small person with dark hair stood waiting on the step.  
 
      
 
    “Olivia?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over to the door and beckoned Simon to step back. She opened the door and through the screen stood a frightened little girl. 
 
      
 
    “Miss Alison? May I come in?” Olivia asked when Alison opened the door. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked around, wondering where Miguel was. She didn’t see him and she didn’t see Kyle anywhere around. 
 
      
 
    She held the door open for the young girl to enter, her leg blocking Simon from approaching her. 
 
      
 
    The little girl took one look at Alison and her eyes welled with tears. 
 
      
 
    Alison bent down in front of the girl after letting the door close behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Olivia? What is it? Is your dad okay?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia sobbed and collapsed into Alison. Alison wrapped her arms around the sobbing girl and tried to soothe her with soft words. 
 
      
 
    She caressed the girl’s hair as she trembled in Alison’s arms. 
 
      
 
    Alison gently made Olivia face her. “Tell me what’s going on. Where’s your dad?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia still had bruises and scratches all over her face and arms. Her lips were dry and cracked, but less so from the night before. Her eyes were red and puffy, but from crying. The child had been through hell. 
 
      
 
    “He’s…” Olivia turned and pointed to the church. “He’s looking for Reverend Ellis.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m here,” Alison said. “Did you need to tell me something?” 
 
      
 
    “Daddy said you left,” Olivia answered. “Then he saw your car and told me to come find you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and said, “I’m here now. What did you want to tell me?” 
 
      
 
    Fresh tears fell down Olivia’s face. She trembled again underneath Alison’s hands. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t stop myself from killing my mom,” she sobbed. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked down and tried to find the right words to reassure the little girl that what happened to her mother was not her fault. 
 
      
 
    Alison always hoped after an exorcism that the victim would not remember their possession, but there were times the victim remembered everything they did, and it was never pretty. 
 
      
 
    She hoped Olivia wouldn’t suffer that same fate because the victim always ended up with mental problems. She knew first hand. 
 
      
 
    Her own thoughts turned to Heather, but she needed to push them aside for now. She didn’t want Olivia to suffer as Heather did. 
 
      
 
    Alison took a deep breath. “Olivia listen to me. A demon inside you killed your mother. Not you. Do you remember? Do you remember when I freed you from your cage? You were trapped. You couldn’t stop the evil inside you and that’s not your fault.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s hazel eyes flickered with hope and her facial expressions relaxed slightly, but Alison knew what she was telling her was hard to believe. 
 
      
 
    “You did nothing wrong. It was the black thing inside of you. It’s gone, and now you have to take care of your daddy,” Alison finished. 
 
      
 
    Olivia didn’t believe her, and Alison understood the doubts in the little girl’s eyes. When Alison spoke to Miguel again she would tell him to contact the doctor soon or Olivia could face years of torment, and no one deserved that kind of pain. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something else,” Olivia said. 
 
      
 
    Alison cocked her head and nodded waiting for Olivia to speak. 
 
      
 
    “One of them came to my room one night,” Olivia said. “Then two. They were talking to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Two?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia nodded. “One said I would move to the house where they could fix me up. The other said something else, but I can’t remember right now.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes widened. She hated to think about it, but Olivia’s information was proving invaluable for their hunt. She couldn’t wait until Kyle was available so they could talk this over. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” Alison urged Olivia. She needed more information, but this was a huge help. 
 
      
 
    “He said, ‘Everything will be all right. We’ll take care of you.’” 
 
      
 
    “Olivia, did you see his face? Did he tell you his name?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shook her head. “No. He stayed in the shadows and never said his name.” 
 
      
 
    Alison tightened her grip on Olivia’s shoulders. “Do you think if you heard his voice again, you would recognize it?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia looked unsure, but said, “I don’t know, but the demon inside told me something, too.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “He said this was part of a big takeover, and that Father was ready to move.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia sobbed again, her facial expressions turning to fear. “Did he mean Satan, Alison? I don’t want to see Satan.” 
 
      
 
    Alison embraced the little girl. She didn’t know how to answer that question. Hunters debated about that possibility for years. They questioned the higher powers such as God and Satan because none of them knew how they gained these powers. Demons often refused to give that kind of information to hunters. 
 
      
 
    And what did the demon mean by the big takeover? A takeover of the town? Perhaps more? Cities? States? Countries? Hell… Continents? If so, then they were in serious trouble.  
 
      
 
    Hunters had to take out their leader to keep control over the demons.  
 
      
 
    Alison faced Olivia again and said, “Reverend Ellis is finishing up his service and your dad will be with him. We’ll all sit down and talk about what you told me. Do you think you can tell Reverend Ellis your story again?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia nodded wiping her nose. Alison stood up and looked around for a tissue. Not seeing one, she led Olivia into the house and sat her down at the chair. 
 
      
 
    Olivia was eyeing Simon and Alison had to remember that the night before she may have felt the fear the demon had of the dog.  
 
      
 
    Alison called Simon over and he sniffed Olivia a few times. She placed one hand on Olivia’s tense shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Relax,” Alison said. “He knows the demon is gone. He wants to be friendly.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia looked at Alison with fear still etching her features. That’s when Alison took her hand and guided it to Simon’s head and placed it on there. 
 
      
 
    “Pet him,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    She thought Olivia would run away screaming. Instead, she sucked in a breath and rubbed Simon’s head.  
 
      
 
    Olivia was hesitant, but when Simon wagged his tail, Olivia’s lips turned into a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    “See? He knows,” Alison said. “Have you ever had dogs?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shook her head. “No. Mom was allergic to them.” 
 
      
 
    Alison felt comfortable enough to leave Simon with Olivia while she went searching for tissues. 
 
      
 
    She smiled and said, “He likes you. I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Alison walked through the house and found a box of tissues in the guest bathroom. She grabbed it and returned to Olivia, her gaze never leaving the windows, hoping that Kyle finished up his duties soon.  
 
      
 
    Simon’s eyes were half-open with Olivia petting him and Alison laughed. “He’s loving the attention.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s smile grew wider as Simon made happy noises. 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced out of the window and breathed when she spotted Kyle and Miguel walking back to the house with another man dressed in a navy-blue suit and tie with his head covered in a blue ball cap. She guessed the man was the chief of police for Wolfpine. 
 
      
 
    Alison couldn’t help but feel a rush when she saw Kyle approaching. She hated that feeling because she pushed those emotions into the darkest parts of her mind a long time ago. She was here to do a job. Alison was here to help save a town from the entities that wanted to control it. She was not here to get personally involved with someone, especially a Reverend. She never had good experiences with men of the cloth, no matter how open-minded they were with hunters. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned away and shook her head and turned to set her gaze on Olivia. The child was smiling now, but how long would that last? How long before they were battling an evil so old and so dark that their lives would change forever, as hers did all those years ago. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle finished his duties. After services, he ate his lunch, did his usual mingling—what he secretly called “kissing ass for money”—with his congregation, helped Miranda clean up the church, and locked it down. None of the people he suspected were possessed showed any signs he might have been in danger.  
 
      
 
    What he wasn’t expecting was a visit from Miguel. They had their appointment for the next day so Olivia could receive counseling about the death of her mother and perhaps receive some help with any memories of her possession that might have lingered after Alison exorcised her. 
 
      
 
    Miguel sent Olivia to find Alison since he spotted her car in the driveway right away. Miguel told him that Olivia remembered her possession. It scared the poor kid out of her mind. She also remembered valuable information about what the demons were doing and information about their end goal. 
 
      
 
    Kyle wasn’t surprised. All the missing people turning up alive weeks, sometimes months later with changes in attitudes and personalities. Most would blow that off to a traumatizing experience, but Kyle didn’t buy that explanation. 
 
      
 
    This all led back to the mayor—Samuel Manes as Kyle had been suspecting for years.  
 
      
 
    Kyle had Miguel, Chief Markus Carter, and Alison with him. They would all sit down and talk about what their next move would be. Kyle wanted to avoid involving Miguel. That man had already looked into the face of the devil, and he didn’t need more darkness surrounding him or his daughter, but Miguel insisted that he wanted to help and even said Olivia was the key to stopping this problem. 
 
      
 
    They would get the information they need out of Olivia and then Kyle would do everything in his power to keep Olivia and Miguel safe. 
 
      
 
    But before they did that, he would recruit the men to help him dispose of that damn mattress and bed in the basement. Alison was right, they needed to burn it. They would take it deep into the woods so no one noticed. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had a trail behind his house. He explored that trail several times and it only led to a small pasture near the base of one mountain. He never measured the distance, but he estimated the trail was about three miles into the deep forest. That was more than enough distance that no one would call the fire department. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked up to see Alison waiting for them inside the screen door. He tried not to stare too hard at the blonde woman. She looked showered and changed clothes. She was wearing a simple white T-shirt, jean shorts, and a black belt. Her hair tied back in a ponytail.  
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t want to acknowledge what was stirring inside of him. He tried to push back thoughts of her scent and what kind of soap she used. He didn’t want to think about it, but he had no choice. She would stay with him for a while they worked together to end this nightmare. 
 
      
 
    Right now, she was a business partner of sorts and after they eliminated the threat, they would return to their separate lives. 
 
      
 
    Alison opened the door and stepped outside. She turned to Miguel and said, “Olivia is fine. She’s watching TV with Simon.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded and said, “Your dog is okay with her now, yes?” 
 
      
 
    Alison reassured him. “He’s fine. He’s been snuggling up to her ever since she walked through the door.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel looked relieved and stepped back. 
 
      
 
    Markus removed his hat and went to shake Alison’s hand. “You must be the famous hunter Kyle told me about. Chief Markus Carter, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Alison accepted his handshake. “Chief. Nice to meet you. Reverend Ellis tells me you’re aware of the problem  in your city.” 
 
      
 
    “I am, and thank you for taking the time to see it gets resolved quickly and quietly,” Markus answered. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try my best,” Alison answered with a nod. 
 
      
 
    “I have a lot of stories for you, Miss Stark. I think you’ll find them fascinating,” Markus commented. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll bet. I can’t wait for your information,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle cleared his throat and said, “Before we do anything else, I need to remove that bed from the basement and since you guys are here… ” 
 
      
 
    Markus scoffed and turned to his friend. “Do I look dressed for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Since you’re here…” Kyle repeated with a smirk.  
 
      
 
    Markus muttered, “Jesus Christ,” and Miguel held back his laughter.  
 
      
 
    Alison stepped up and said, “I can come.” She turned to Miguel. “Olivia told me the story already.” She placed a hand on Miguel’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I was hoping she wouldn’t remember anything.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel looked down, the grief from his wife’s death tensing his features. He turned to Alison and tried to smile. “What you did for my daughter is more valuable than I can ever repay. We will get through this, but please let me help.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s mouth turned down in doubt and she glanced at Kyle. Kyle didn’t know what to say, and he didn’t want to turn the man away. It was Alison’s call. 
 
      
 
    “If there is something more Olivia can tell us, then that’s a huge help,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle hid his smile. It was the right answer and one that should make Miguel happy. The man needed justice for his wife.  
 
      
 
    Miguel seemed satisfied and said, “Where do we take the mattress?” 
 
      
 
    “God dammit,” Markus muttered and removed his jacket, glaring at Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Kyle smiled wide, making Markus curse again. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to burn it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, there’s a trail behind the house,” Kyle pointed to the entrance past the pond. “We will carry it down there and burn it.” 
 
      
 
    Markus sighed and rolled his eyes. “It’s illegal to burn—” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel asked Alison for reassurance that Olivia would be safe. “Olivia’s safer here with Simon. Alison turned back to Kyle. “How long will we be gone?” 
 
      
 
    “Couple hours,” Kyle answered, getting a groan from Markus. 
 
      
 
    Markus removed his tie and rolled up his sleeves. He looked down at his dress shoes and frowned. “You’re buying me a new pair of shoes when this is over.” 
 
      
 
    “With what?” Kyle asked. “I’m not exactly keeping up repairs in the church, thanks to you and the other cheapskates.” 
 
      
 
    “The least I can do is pick Alison’s brain on what’s going on in my town. Is that okay, Alison?” Markus asked, ignoring Kyle’s comment. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to check on Olivia first,” Miguel said and went inside the house. 
 
      
 
    Kyle, Markus, and Alison walked over to the basement doors. Kyle unlocked them and readied himself for the stench lingering from Olivia’s possession.  
 
      
 
    Markus lifted one door and Kyle the other. 
 
      
 
    All three of them took steps back when the smell drifted from the basement. 
 
      
 
    Alison covered her nose with her arm. “You still have that number I gave you for the cleaners?” 
 
      
 
    “I sure do,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Call them tomorrow,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “You would think a fucking body was down here,” Markus said. He looked around to make sure Miguel hadn’t returned yet. “That child was lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “She was. It could have been much, much worse,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    The three made their way down the steps and eyed the basement. Kyle looked around and sighed. Thank God he didn’t use this basement much. It was more a storage room any more than the man cave that Reverend Miller left behind. Reverend Miller used to play cards down here with this buddies since his wife didn’t like his friends. 
 
      
 
    Miguel came down the stairs and said he was all set. “Your dog is different from last night,” he commented as Simon let out a few barks from upstairs. 
 
      
 
    “He’s well trained,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Kyle said. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
      
 
    The four of them lifted the mattress and the box spring from the bed. Kyle kept the bed frame since it was brass and he could clean that easily. 
 
      
 
    The smell from the bed was unbelievable as he and Miguel walked the mattress up the steps and onto the grass with Alison and Markus right behind them. 
 
      
 
    “I told Olivia not to look, but she insisted,” Miguel said pointing to the window. 
 
      
 
    Kyle saw Olivia gazing out from the side window. He waved to her and she waved back. 
 
      
 
    “Think of this as closure for her,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle removed his jacket, tie, and shirt leaving only his t-shirt on. The early afternoon sun was beating down on them and from what he explored on the path, they wouldn’t get much relief from the forest. 
 
      
 
    “If you haven’t hydrated,” Kyle said. “Now’s the time.” 
 
      
 
    The group agreed they were ready. “Let’s do this,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle instructed Markus and Alison on where to go since he wanted her to lead. They entered the forest and although there were patches of shade, it wasn’t thick enough to cover them for long. A slight breeze rattled the leaves, but even that felt like someone was pointing a blow dryer in his face. Birds chirped in the distance, and small animals scuttled away, upsetting the fallen leaves surrounding the path. 
 
      
 
    “How far are we taking this?” Markus asked, already trying to catch his breath. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a pasture near here. I think it’s far enough where no one will see the smoke,” Kyle said in between breaths. 
 
      
 
    Sweat was gathering on his forehead and his glasses kept slipping down his face. He had to stop twice to wipe his brow as Miguel did the same. 
 
      
 
    Alison and Markus weren’t as sweaty since the box spring was much lighter. Kyle kept Markus and Alison ahead of him so he could watch her. She kept looking around and Kyle knew she was looking for any signs of other demons.  
 
      
 
    “Are there hunting and hiking trails around here?” She asked Markus. 
 
      
 
    “They’re everywhere,” Markus said. “This area has grown on those kinds of tourist attractions like hiking, kayaking, hunting. You know all that stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw the missing posters in the convenience store this morning,” Alison said. “and I wanted to know more about that.” 
 
      
 
    Markus scoffed and said, “We have the seventh highest missing persons rate in the United States, but we have the highest found alive rate, too.” 
 
      
 
    “When did that start?” 
 
      
 
    “Almost five years ago. People were going missing left and right on me, and I was at a loss,” Markus said. “The town was calling for my head. There were practically mobs after me, but the missing started showing up alive and well and that saved my job. It was Mayor Manes who kept the crowd calm.” 
 
      
 
    Alison almost stopped to look at Markus but realized she would upset their rhythm and kept going. 
 
      
 
    “Did you say your mayor’s last name is Manes?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced back at Kyle and he stayed quiet. The mattress was getting too heavy as they made their farther into the forest for him to react. 
 
      
 
    He nodded at Alison.  
 
      
 
    “Does that mean something, Alison?” Miguel asked from behind Kyle. 
 
      
 
    “What’s his first name?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Mayor Samuel Manes,” Markus said in a sarcastic tone. “The savior of Wolfpine.” 
 
      
 
    “Samuel Manes?” Alison asked with surprise touching her voice. “Jesus… That’s all he could think of?” She turned her head to Miguel. “It does, Miguel. Manes means deified souls of dead ancestors in Roman mythology and Samuel… well… if you take where I think it will go then Samuel is a large figure in the Hebrew Bible or it could be a play on Samael, an archangel.” 
 
      
 
    “Like Satan?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly like Satan,” Kyle answered between heavy breaths.  
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “This is an alias. Not a great one. Wasn’t he vetted before he became mayor?” 
 
      
 
    Markus looked a little offended. “Are you asking me if I did my job? I sure did. I could find nothing on this guy. Not even a radical political comment on Facebook. Besides, after our textile plant shut down, people were scared for their futures, and he came out of nowhere and brought the tourism with him.” 
 
      
 
    Alison ignored the job comment. “What I’m asking is, where did he tell you he was from?” 
 
      
 
    Markus nodded. “He claimed he grew up in the Smoky Mountains and I found his story true for the most part.” 
 
      
 
    “For the most part?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    “What can I say? People were desperate for someone to come in and turn this town around. He did it,” Markus said. 
 
      
 
    “He won by a landslide,” Miguel said. “I remember that.” 
 
      
 
    “Not that there was any competition,” Kyle chimed in.  
 
      
 
    The mattress grew heavier as they walked farther into the forest. The path was thinning out and Kyle was dodging roots and branches. Insects were buzzing around them and sweat was now dripping off his brow. 
 
      
 
    Dumbass, he thought. He should have taken it to the local dump, but he didn’t want to draw attention to it. He may have had the chief of police right in front of him, but if someone reported the blood, bodily fluids, or the stink, it would force Markus to open up an investigation and they wanted to keep this as quiet as possible. 
 
      
 
    “What about you Alison?” Markus asked still huffing and puffing. “How did you come to this?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s ears perked up. He wanted to hear Alison’s story. He couldn’t stop thinking about how her eyes glowed when she exorcised the demon from Olivia. 
 
      
 
    “About eleven years ago, a drunk driver hit me head on,” Alison said. “and I was in a coma for two weeks. When I woke up, they weren’t sure about the extent of my head trauma and its long-term effects, but I had none. One night I was woken up by the lab tech so he could draw blood.” 
 
      
 
    “The lab tech was one of them?” Markus asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “I couldn’t understand why he kept morphing into this ‘thing’ in front of me and why his voice changed. I thought, at first, the medications I was on were making me hallucinate, but I realized it was real.” 
 
      
 
    “Jesus…” Markus muttered. “What made you hunt these things?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t even know I could exorcise them until years later. They were driving me insane. Calling out my name on the street, harassing me, and I finally sat down and searched for others like me and I found The Network.” 
 
      
 
    “People like you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “How many of you are there?” 
 
      
 
    “Not enough,” Alison said. “They outnumber us one-thousand to one, and that’s what I know of.” 
 
      
 
    “Good God,” Markus muttered again. “How do you deal with that?” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned her head sideways. Kyle noted how her face turned somber. “By trying to lead as normal of a life as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle wanted to know more, but since Markus hadn’t seen the exorcism, he probably thought Alison was expelling because of Bible passages. He explained it to Markus before he introduced him to Alison, but he could see it in the Chief’s eyes that the man doubted Kyle’s story. 
 
      
 
    The group quieted and Kyle looked ahead of Alison and Markus. They were coming up to the opening in the trail. 
 
      
 
    Kyle breathed. The pasture was right around the corner. He wanted to burn it there so they wouldn’t start a forest fire. 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed Markus and Alison had slowed down. Crows flew above them. 
 
      
 
    He looked up and saw a bunch of them soaring over the treetops and that’s when he noticed something else. 
 
      
 
    Spider webs adorned the trees along the path. One wouldn’t think much of it if one were taking a leisurely walk, but with the town and the infestation, this was more than that. 
 
      
 
    The spider webs covered at least half of the trees, killing the leaves that were trapped underneath them. 
 
      
 
    These were no ordinary webs for this area. They were too big and too dark for your normal spider. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked ahead. The forest had grown silent. No more birds chirping. No movement within the fallen leaves on the side of the path. 
 
      
 
    Kyle glanced at Alison. Her head was turning back and forth, her ponytail swinging from side to side. 
 
      
 
    She told Markus to stop. She let go of the box spring and asked, “How much longer?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re coming into the pasture now,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    “When we get there I need to look around,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Markus walked up to join her and Miguel came up to Kyle’s side. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, Alison?” Markus asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes searched the trees and the surrounding forest. “Nothing yet, but we’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we should still burn this mattress?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s hold off on that until I do a little exploring,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle approached Alison as she was stepping around the path. Markus always had his firearm with him and Kyle cursed himself for not bringing protection. 
 
      
 
    “I see the spider webs. Does it mean something?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know until the crows flew over,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Very biblical,” Markus commented as his eyes searched the trees above. 
 
      
 
    “Always. Let’s get this mattress to where it needs to go and I can start from there,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Markus put his firearm back in his belt and picked up the box spring. Kyle did the same with Miguel and now the group was on edge from their discovery. 
 
      
 
    Kyle let Alison lead the way. She knew what she was doing, but Kyle could feel it. There was tension in the air. The forest became darker as gray clouds blocked out the sun. The crows continued to cry out in the distance and shadows appeared behind trees giving the forest a menacing feel. 
 
      
 
    He heard Miguel praying behind him and Kyle did the same. The necklace he wore with the cross suddenly felt heavy around his neck as if an invisible hand was trying to pull it off. 
 
      
 
    They reached the pasture and Kyle directed them to a bare spot he saw when he first came here. 
 
      
 
    They waded through the tall grass and wildflowers until Alison spotted the bald spot. 
 
      
 
    The four of them dropped the mattress and the box spring and Alison’s eyes searched the area. 
 
      
 
    She was on alert and walked off. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Kyle asked. “Alison, don’t go alone.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned around and put a hand out to stop Kyle from following her. “I’ll be fine. I won’t go out of your sight. Don’t light it until I return.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me go with you,” Miguel chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed. “You guys are cute. Let me do my job, please.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle was frustrated. He didn’t want to leave her alone. He knew she could take care of herself, but he hated it. He didn’t want to put her in danger. 
 
      
 
    Kyle followed her anyway. He brought her into this, he would try to help her as best as he could and be damned how much she cussed him out later. 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt a hand on his arm as he started to walk away. “Let her go. She knows what she’s doing.” 
 
      
 
    Markus gave him a smirk and turned back to the mattress and shook his head. While Kyle was busy watching Alison explore the edge of the forest, he heard Markus talk to Miguel. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t see Olivia back at the house. How’s she doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Healing physically, but mentally…” Miguel said taking a deep breath. “She remembered everything. Alison gave me a phone number for some doctor in California to help me with her.” 
 
      
 
    Markus nodded. His eyes sympathetic to the man who lost his wife in such a violent way, and came close to losing his daughter. “That woman has a lot of tricks up her sleeve to battle these things, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    “More than you know,” Kyle commented, his eyes never leaving Alison’s departing figure. 
 
      
 
    He watched as she walked around the edge of the forest, bending down, standing up, and kneeling again. 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t take it much longer. If there were clues to find the source of these possessions, he wanted to find it soon. He knew who the source was, but he needed evidence as Markus pointed out to him many times. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was getting ready to follow Alison out of the pasture when she turned and hurried back to the group of men waiting for her. 
 
      
 
    Her face was twisted into a mixture of disgust and worry. 
 
      
 
    “You guys better come see this,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry April 7, Early 2010s 
 
      
 
    There are days I wish I hadn’t broken up with Brady. He would have helped me through this moment, but all I have is my bottle Crown Royal and Marlboros to keep me company. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t stop the demon today. Every time I had a grip on the victim, the demon escaped. The demon was on top of me and tried to strangle me. I had no other choice but to defend myself. 
 
      
 
    Brady said this would happen. Kill or be killed. He always said we’re not angels. If we can’t do the job, and if our lives are in danger, we take that shot. 
 
      
 
    Today, I took the shot. I tried. I tried so hard to save him. 
 
      
 
    I’m so lonely now. I can log into The Network and get some help for dealing with this, but I’m not in the mood. I want some alone time to deal with my decision. If there had been a better way, I would have tried my hardest to save the victim. 
 
      
 
    My friend Sergio suggested buying a dog. He trains dogs to spot demons and help the hunters like K-9s do with the police. I told him I’ll think it over and he told me he’d fly out to help me train the dog. 
 
      
 
    My mom called me right after the incident. She was rambling on about Heather as I was trying to keep from bursting into tears. I needed my mother, but I couldn’t say a word. How would she ever understand? 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what she was talking about with Heather. I’ll find out when my emotions calm down. 
 
      
 
    I will drink and smoke myself into the darkness. It’s comforting sometimes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison walked around the edge of the forest. That familiar feeling had come over her as they carried the mattress and the box spring farther into the forest even before she spotted the thick spider webs and the crows that flew over their heads. 
 
      
 
    She had a hunch that one of them was nearby, but she didn’t know where. 
 
      
 
    The oppressive feeling grew stronger as she made her way out of the meadow into the forest. There was another path that led away from the meadow. That’s where she found something that made her stomach lurch.  
 
      
 
    Alison put a hand over her mouth and tried to stifle a gag when the bile rose in her throat. 
 
      
 
    The stench of death made Alison stand up and back away a few steps as she tried to find fresh air. 
 
      
 
    The raccoon wouldn’t have been recognizable if the head hadn’t stayed attached to its body. Alison found blood spattered over the delicate leaves of the ferns near the path, and fur spread out over the ground.  
 
      
 
    Alison looked back to the group waiting for her. She didn’t want to call them over until she was sure that another animal hadn’t torn the raccoon to pieces, given that this was a mountain town and larger animals lived in these parts. 
 
      
 
    Alison knew better. The way the raccoon was lying there on the ground, there was no question that this was by human hands. 
 
      
 
    Possessed human hands. 
 
      
 
    Alison entered the path and spotted the footsteps in the damp mud. They circled the edge of the path and turned to disappear into the forest.  
 
      
 
    Alison knew she had to follow the footsteps. She cursed when she realized she didn’t have Simon around to sniff out the demon. 
 
      
 
    She only had her switchblade, but she knew the Markus had his sidearm, so at least they had some weapons. 
 
      
 
    Alison made her way back to the men. She didn’t know where the demon had gone, because the forest had been quiet, but they needed to find it before it did more damage and made its way back into town and caused chaos. 
 
      
 
    “You guys better come see this,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What did you find?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t tell him, she turned and walked over to the carcass of the raccoon. 
 
      
 
    “Dear God,” Markus muttered. 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned away and shook his head. Alison sympathized with him because of what he’d seen in the last month. She remembered having similar emotions when she first hunted. 
 
      
 
    Disgusted, Kyle looked around and asked, “You think it was a demon?” 
 
      
 
    “Based on the footprints? Yes,” Alison said pointing down the path. “Do you know where this goes?” 
 
      
 
    Markus rubbed his chin. “We’re on the south side, near Kyle’s church.” He glanced at Kyle for confirmation. “There are so many hiking paths now, I can’t keep track.” 
 
      
 
    “This is heading west,” Kyle chimed in. He turned and glanced back at Markus. “This leads to South Fork Recreational Park only 2 miles from me. There’s camping, parties, weddings, and all kinds of events there.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we have some exploring to do,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Now?” Markus asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison bent down and tightened her shoelaces. “I would prefer to go back to Kyle’s to get my dog, but we’re close. This carcass is fresh.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Kyle said. “We can come back for the mattress later.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess I can say this is official police business,” Markus said, taking a handkerchief from his pocket and wiping his brow. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over to Miguel and put a hand on his arm. “I hate to treat you like some delicate little flower, but if you want to go back and be with Olivia, that’s okay. 
 
      
 
    Miguel smirked and held up his phone. “I sent her a text asking if she was all right and she answered that she’s fine. I want to go with you, Alison.” Miguel shook his head. “I want to help you. These things killed my wife. Please don’t chase me away.” 
 
      
 
    Alison understood. She knew Miguel’s pain and his need for vengeance all too well, although it never helped close the wounds.  
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and said, “The more the merrier.” 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced over at Kyle and asked, “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded and put his arm out for her to lead the way. Alison wasn’t sure if they’d find anything, but the dead raccoon was a start. 
 
      
 
    She made her way down the path, her head turning each way. The oppressed feeling in her gut blossomed wider with each step she made on the path.  
 
      
 
    As her eyes searched for any clues, she thought about Samuel Manes. She tried to hide her disgust. How much more obvious can one be? A regular person would think it was a strange name, but Alison had been hunting for too long not to know what it meant. She studied all religious texts over the years and demons always put those messages somewhere in their lives to show what they were. 
 
      
 
    Kyle caught up with Alison and walked beside her. Alison couldn’t help but notice the muscular arms and one tattoo. 
 
      
 
    A small cross with a Latin quote that said: “Beatae memoriae” which meant Of Blessed Memory. 
 
      
 
    Underneath that was a name. “Hannah.” With a date. “February 6, 1990.” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t know how to ask. It was obvious Hannah was someone very important to Kyle.  
 
      
 
    “May I ask who Hannah was?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle pushed his glasses up on his nose and glanced down at the tattoo. Alison could see the pain take over his features. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
      
 
    “No. It’s okay. Hannah was my older sister. She died of Leukemia on that date,” Kyle explained. He smiled, but it wasn’t a pleasant one. “It’s what made my dad turn to God and become a preacher in Texas.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t seem happy about that.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle let out a breath and Alison could see he was struggling to find the right words. “I love my parents, but they have a kind of megachurch now, and what started as a tribute to my sister, went sideways. I feel like they’ve forgotten God’s word for fame, and it stomps on my sister’s memory. It’s been a sore subject over the years.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because my dad wants me to move back to Texas and take over the business,” Kyle explained. “I don’t want it.” 
 
      
 
    Alison was surprised by his reluctance. That would be a chance of a lifetime for any working Reverend. “You want to leave the church?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle smirked. “After this is over, I’m rethinking my career choices, but I’m still not sure.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t share anymore and Alison didn’t push it. Heather pushed into her thoughts as she thought about Kyle’s sister. What a horrible situation that must have been for their family. She knew all about that kind of pain.  
 
      
 
    Alison rubbed her face. What happened almost tore her family apart, and they still struggled with Heather’s death. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned her attention back to the task at hand. The trail was hard to maneuver with roots sticking up from the ground and brush snagging her T-shirt, but that oppressive feeling was now a full-blown bubble inside her stomach. 
 
      
 
    They were close to the source.  
 
      
 
    Alison stopped to gather her bearings. 
 
      
 
    Where are you? She asked silently. I know you’re here somewhere. I can feel you. I can feel your evil penetrating my skin, sinking into my pores as if I’m drowning in black tar. It’s suffocating me. I know you’re close. 
 
      
 
    Alison kneeled near the dirt, rocks, and ferns that cluttered the path. 
 
      
 
    “Got something?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can feel it, but I don’t know where,” Alison said as she ran her fingers through the dirt. 
 
      
 
    She stood up and gazed around the edge of the woods. 
 
      
 
    “Alison?” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to Miguel who was standing about five feet in front of her. He pointed to the ground in front of him on their left. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked up and spotted more footprints. 
 
      
 
    Markus stepped farther into the path and fingered some leaves. “There’s more blood here.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle pointed to a tree and said, “And, that.” 
 
      
 
    Alison followed Kyle’s pointed finger and covered her mouth to stop the bile that rose in the back of her throat. 
 
      
 
    She thought the body of the animal hanging from the tree branch was a rabbit, but she couldn’t be sure. 
 
      
 
    Flies buzzed around the carcass, and blood dripped from different parts of the animal. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Markus exclaimed. “Sorry, Kyle, but damn…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine,” Kyle said, his face contorted in disgust over the dead animal. 
 
      
 
    Markus reached for this gun, and while Miguel searched around the path. 
 
      
 
    “Any more?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    “Not that I see,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison and Kyle exchanged looks. “It’s close,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Alison and Kyle walked behind Miguel and ahead of Markus who said he was watching their backs. 
 
      
 
    “Miguel. Keep alert,” Alison called as Miguel got further ahead and almost disappeared amongst the brush and the trees. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve never seen one of them do that before,” Kyle commented. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned her head. “How many exorcisms have you tried, Reverend?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you existed until my dad told me about The Network. What did you expect me to do before that?” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t mean to make Kyle defensive, but she had to know how many he tried to exorcise before he called her. 
 
      
 
    “How many?” 
 
      
 
    “Five or six,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Were you successful in any of them?” 
 
      
 
    “Well… I guess not since you’re here.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any records on them?” 
 
      
 
    “I taped them,” Kyle said. “I know who they are. That guy who threatened you—Justin—he was one.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. This was a way to find out whether Samuel Manes was helping them along. If what Alison suspected was true, Samuel Manes was the leader in the town. He was the one who helped the evil entities integrate into society after they possessed the human. 
 
      
 
    He was the one who controlled the souls and the one who would help take over the town once they were all in place. 
 
      
 
    Alison came out of her thoughts when Miguel came jogging out of the brush. 
 
      
 
    “Look what I found,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Alison and the rest of the group followed Miguel into the thick brush.  
 
      
 
    When they stepped into a small clearing, Alison spotted a tiny log cabin that looked abandoned for years. The roof was caving in, the front windows were broken. The tiny porch sagged from neglect, and the door hung from awkwardly from the hinges.  
 
      
 
    She looked down to find the footsteps led right to the front door. 
 
      
 
    Miguel was about to point something out when they heard a noise coming from inside. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I heard when I found it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we need to be cautious here,” Markus said. “Whatever’s inside is not human, although it may look that way.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, Chief,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison brought out her switchblade and said, “Hope for the best.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of plan is that?” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “You and Miguel are the only ones not armed. He’ll know me right away. You both need to grab him when I confront him.” 
 
      
 
    “Alison, what if he attacks you?” Markus asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s smile left her face. She hated her next words. She hated saying them, and it wasn’t the first time. 
 
      
 
    “You do what you need to do, Chief.” 
 
      
 
    Markus nodded as Alison made her way to the cabin. They heard a bumping noise from inside, and a guttural sound. The demon was still in the early stages of possession, and Alison had hope that whoever was inside would survive and move on to lead a normal life. 
 
      
 
    Alison tested the steps before stepping up to the porch. She didn’t want accidents before she entered the cabin. They were sturdy enough. 
 
      
 
    She turned and nodded to the group with her. Kyle had picked up a heavy looking branch, and Miguel was ready right behind her. 
 
      
 
    Markus was already on the porch and gazing into the window. He turned to Alison with the color leaving his face. “In all my years, I never thought I would see this.” 
 
      
 
    Alison pushed on the door. She heard another thump and another growl. 
 
      
 
    She took a deep breath and pushed the door wide open. There was no other plan. You couldn’t plan with these things. They were unpredictable. You could only take a chance and try to exorcise the shadow within the human being. 
 
      
 
    The man was kneeling on the floor and holding his stomach as if he’d vomited. His blonde hair was dry and sticky with blood. He growled again, his face turning up to Alison. 
 
      
 
    No matter how many years Alison had been hunting the shadows were something she had never gotten used to and never would. The pure sickening evil that emanated from them was enough to drive any sane person mad. 
 
      
 
    She always said in her journals it was like looking at Hell straight in the face each time one of them showed their true form. 
 
      
 
    The shadow swirled around the man. It let out a slight laugh and said, “Hunter.” 
 
      
 
    Its body contorted into positions that could break a human’s bones in half. It grinned at them and its eyes followed every one of their movements. 
 
      
 
    “We need to grab him and hold him down, so you can exorcise it,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel looked ready to kill it, and Markus looked pale from the site in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Billy Wilson,” Markus said. “His wife reported him missing two weeks ago. She told me he’d been acting weird. He tried to hit her, and had never done that before in the ten years they’d been married. I’ve been trying to track him down, but no luck. I guess I solved the case.” 
 
      
 
    “Hunter,” Billy wheezed to Alison. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was holding out the cross on his necklace towards Billy. His eyes were wide and his hand was shaking. 
 
      
 
    “I need you all to stay calm or this won’t work,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Billy moved around the dusty floor making jerky movements with each limb of his body. He would spit at them and then crawl around again. 
 
      
 
    “Who put you here?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    His black eyes blinked rapidly, and his mouth turned into a sneer. “I’m saying nothing, you cunt.” 
 
      
 
    “Surround him while I try to get information from him,” Alison whispered to the men. 
 
      
 
    They all nodded and began to move into their positions. Kyle took the left side while Miguel and Markus were on her right. 
 
      
 
    “The first of many takeovers are happening,” Billy said with a delighted squeal. 
 
      
 
    “What takeover?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    “You hunters won’t know what hit you,” Billy said. 
 
      
 
    “What does he mean?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. She would explain it to him later. Right now, she had to get this one out of this Billy Wilson guy. 
 
      
 
    “I know you, hunter,” Billy wheezed. 
 
      
 
    “That’s great. Now tell me who put you here,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Hay,” Billy answered. 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
      
 
    The demon turned away from the group and everyone except Alison let out audible gasps when the demon climbed the wall like a spider. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Markus whispered. 
 
      
 
    He reached the ceiling and dug his nails into the wood, hanging there like a bat. 
 
      
 
    “Come get me, hunter,” Billy said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “How the hell are we going to get him down?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked around. There was no furniture in this old cabin. No weapons to help her bring him down. 
 
      
 
    Alison took her switchblade and before anyone protested she aimed and threw it right for the demon’s right hand. The knife penetrated his skin and the demon screamed in pain. He lost his grip and fell to the floor with a hard thud. 
 
      
 
    “Now!” Alison screamed. 
 
      
 
    The three men pounced on the man, and Alison waited while they struggled to control him. She saw a free leg and grabbed that. He was strong. The demons always gave humans almost superhuman strength. 
 
      
 
    “Hold him!” She yelled. 
 
      
 
    “We need to turn him over,” Kyle said between hard breaths. 
 
      
 
    Alison stood and waited for them to turn him over onto his back. The demon cursed and spat at them. His screamed with every movement. 
 
      
 
    “Alison, we can’t hold him long,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn he’s strong,” Markus commented. 
 
      
 
    All Alison could see were limbs flying everywhere, Miguel had enough and gave the demon two punches to the face. That worked for the moment, and the demon went limp. 
 
      
 
    “We’re good,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and closed her eyes. Something inside her mind always opened when she called upon her powers to free the humans from their dark cages. She tried to explain the feelings that took over her body over the years but couldn’t find the right words. Her mind cleared and a path opened up before her to find the human soul trapped somewhere deep within its mind. 
 
      
 
    She was not a trance as one person asked her once, she always knew of her surroundings, but all she could see was the path laid out in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear God,” she heard Markus whisper. “She’s a fucking angel.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard that remark. She wasn’t an angel. She would deny that part of her until the day she died. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked closer to Billy, she could see him already crying out for help although she hadn’t entered his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!” Alison heard the curse and blinked. She watched as the demon threw the men across the cabin.  
 
      
 
    “No, no, hunter,” he said standing to face her as the men moaned from their injuries. 
 
      
 
    Alison reached for her switchblade and realized it wasn’t with her. She cursed again wishing she’d brought Simon with her. She had no other weapon to fight this demon, only her hands. 
 
      
 
    Alison changed into a defensive stance and said, “Let him go.” 
 
      
 
    “Alison,” Kyle moaned in one corner as he crawled to help her.  
 
      
 
    The demon cocked his head and grinned. “I thought you wanted me to tell you who brought me here.” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Let him go,” Alison ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Hay, Alison, animals,” The demon said. 
 
      
 
    Alison tried to act bored with the riddle the demon was trying to spew. “I’ll find out on my own.” 
 
      
 
    The men rose from their respective corners. Alison posed in a defensive position, but the demon laughed and with superhuman speed, he got up and ran to Alison. 
 
      
 
    Alison felt the cold, clammy fingers grasp her neck. 
 
      
 
    Her breath rushed out of her lungs, she struggled to breathe but only gasping noises escaped her lips. The demon was squeezing hard enough to crush her windpipe in a matter of seconds. 
 
      
 
    She heard the screams behind her as Kyle, Miguel, Markus rushed to her aid, and tried to pry the demon away from her. 
 
      
 
    Black spots were forming in front of her eyes. A few more seconds and she would pass out. She heard Kyle yelling from her left as they struggled to pull Billy off her. 
 
      
 
    Alison learned this technique from Brady. No matter how she felt about her ex, he would always be her teacher and mentor. 
 
      
 
    Alison raised her hands between his arms and with all her strength she forced his hands away. Without missing a beat, Alison made her next move.  
 
      
 
    She shoved her thumbs right into Billy’s eyes with her hands secured over his head. His arms flailed as she ran down the path to free Billy from his cage. Alison gasped for air but didn’t have time to stop and take a full breath. 
 
      
 
    The soft organs bled beneath her thumbs. She pressed harder and the skin around Billy’s head formed dark lines. 
 
      
 
    The demon screamed in pain. In Alison’s mind, she found the cage and opened it to free Billy’s soul. 
 
      
 
    Both she and Billy fell to the ground as the three men held him down. Alison didn’t loosen her grip. The demon hadn’t released his hold on Billy just yet. 
 
      
 
    Alison led a confused Billy away from the cage and he disappeared. 
 
      
 
    The demon opened his mouth and the blackened soul escaped from Billy’s mouth. 
 
      
 
    Alison let go of the still man and with the rest of the men in the room, the demon soul, swirled around the room and escaped through the door. 
 
      
 
    Alison sank to the floor gulping for air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That woman is not human,” Markus said pointing to Alison, who was standing off to the side while the ambulance pulled away with Billy Wilson. 
 
      
 
    Alison had left the house and sat by a tree while Markus called for help. 
 
      
 
    Billy woke up screaming about his eyes and not knowing where he was and how he got there. Markus tried to question him, but he couldn’t talk.  
 
      
 
    Kyle identified himself to the man and prayed with him while they waited on the ambulance and Markus’s officers to arrive. 
 
      
 
    Miguel left to check on Olivia and brought her and Simon back with him. Simon sauntered over and put his head in Alison’s lap and she was petting him but Kyle realized she didn’t pay attention to him. 
 
      
 
    Markus sighed and said, “I hope she didn’t blind poor Billy for life.” 
 
      
 
    “What was she supposed to do? Let him strangle her?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Markus scratched his head and glanced back at Alison. “It’s not that. We can only hope Billy won’t remember what happened to him, but damn man, her eyes were glowing. They were fucking glowing. 
 
      
 
    “I told you what she could do and you didn’t believe me,” Kyle said. “She’s the one who’s gonna solve our problem.” 
 
      
 
    One officer approached his chief and Markus had to leave Kyle to his thoughts. He watched as Miguel and Olivia talked with Alison as she sat by the tree. She waved her hand and shook her head in response to something Miguel said. 
 
      
 
     He could see the regret etched in her features as the ambulance door closed and the vehicle drove off into the woods. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was about to approach them when Markus walked back over to him. “You better come see this.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle followed Markus back into the cabin where another officer was searching around with a flashlight. 
 
      
 
    Because of Billy Wilson’s exorcism, they left the cabin, and when Billy woke up, he was screaming, so they took him outside and called the ambulance. 
 
      
 
    Markus took the flashlight from the police officer and shined it on the walls for Kyle to inspect. 
 
      
 
    All Kyle could see was scratch marks on the walls and floor. Then Markus shined the light over on the far wall and Kyle spotted blood streaks near more scratch marks. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not the only thing,” Markus said. “I wanted you to see this before I declare this a crime scene.” 
 
      
 
    Markus walked over to the corner and shined the light on the floor. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sucked in a breath and stepped back in shock. A decomposed finger lay on the floor in the corner. As Kyle stared at the mummified digit, he saw bright red nail polish on the fingernail. Surrounding the finger were other small bones, possibly more human remains. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” Kyle breathed and looked around. Markus shined the light up to the ceiling where more scratch marks and blood appeared under the light. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk more about it later. Now get out before the detectives get here,” Markus said. “I’ll call you about it when I’m done.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and walked out of the cabin. Alison was still sitting in her spot at the tree, while the police officers were putting up the police tape around the cabin. 
 
      
 
    Olivia was sitting next to Alison and petting Simon so Kyle took the moment to call Miguel over. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see what was inside that cabin?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned his gaze over to the cabin and back to Kyle. “No. What’s in there? We were kind of busy.” 
 
      
 
    “They found a finger and bones and who knows what else,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Miguel blessed himself and spoke a few words in Spanish. “What will happen?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Kyle said. “Markus called state detectives. He will update me later. How about you take Olivia home and get some rest.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded. “That’s a good idea. I don’t want her to see that. She’s already scared.” 
 
      
 
    “When Markus updates me, I’ll text you, but if Olivia needs counseling, bring her right over,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “I will,” Miguel answered.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned his gaze to Alison who was talking to Olivia. It looked like she was trying her best to give the little girl a pep talk although her features told a different story. The little girl hugged her and Alison returned the favor. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going home, hija,” Miguel said to Olivia. 
 
      
 
    Olivia looked back at Alison and gave Simon one last pet. He licked her face and she giggled before father and daughter walked off into the forest to go home. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned her gaze up to Kyle and said, “Does Markus need us to stick around?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he’s got it covered,” Kyle said. “They found a finger and some bones. What the hell was going on in there?” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t look surprised. Instead, she looked defeated as she stood up and wiped off her jean shorts. 
 
      
 
    She picked up Simon’s leash and said, “I’ll explain it on our way back.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took one last look at the crime scene. and then followed Alison back to their original destination into the meadow before he spoke up again. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I won’t be burning that mattress today,” Kyle commented as they made their way back to the original trail that led to his house and the church. 
 
      
 
    “I guess not,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    She’d been quiet since they walked away from the cabin. She spoke a few words to Simon when he went sniffing around the trail and stopped to do his business against a tree. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced at him and gave him a half-smile. “I gouged his eyes. I hope I didn’t blind him, but it’s not looking good.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle rubbed his aching shoulder. He found two bruises forming on his right arm and a small cut on his hand from their confrontation with Billy Wilson’s demon. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t have a choice,” Kyle said. “He threw the rest of us around like we were nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned away and said, “It’s never easy. I have to live with that and other things I’ve done for the rest of my life.” She turned back to Kyle with a sad smile. “I’m sure you understand that from your experiences in Iraq.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. He didn’t want to go that deep. Alison was a veteran, but a different kind of veteran. Kyle realized she battled her own inner demons from hunting. She looked evil right in the face every time she extracted one of those things from a human body. It had to take its toll as it did with Kyle during the war.  
 
      
 
    Simon was again sniffing around as they walked along the path, both of them caught up in their own thoughts. He turned to gaze at Alison. She had her hair pulled back and red finger marks formed around her neck.  
 
      
 
    “I wish you have gotten checked out,” Kyle commented. 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “I’ve had worse. I’m fine but thank you for your concern.” 
 
      
 
    Alison would not change her mind, so Kyle dropped the subject. He wanted to know more about the cabin. 
 
      
 
    “You said you would explain the cabin to me?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “I wish had more time to explore it before we discovered Billy,” she explained. “It’s obvious that abandoned cabin is the place where the leader,” Alison formed quotation marks with her fingers, “keeps the feral ones until they integrate with the body and kill that person’s soul, or where they go to die if it doesn’t work out.” 
 
      
 
    “There are feral ones?” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “Sometimes they’re like rabid dogs and never integrate. There are different levels of intelligence among them just like humans.” 
 
      
 
    That made sense, because of his experiences with the mayor and others that he interacted with.  
 
      
 
    “If Samuel Manes is who you claim he is, then he’s of a higher order and integrated right into his body and society,” Alison continued. “There are those who are benevolent. I worked with one for a year before he left the person’s body.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stopped in the middle of the path and turned to face Alison. He couldn’t accept what she said. After all the evil these things have committed against humanity and she doesn’t do a damn thing with one she worked with? 
 
      
 
    “You mean you left him inside the body?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “I did,” Alison answered. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “With all your powers, you would leave one of those things inside that human to slowly kill him?”  
 
      
 
    Kyle was incredulous. He fought tooth and nail with these demons. Their mayor had to be one of them and was taking over his town, but Alison lets some of them go? 
 
      
 
    “You don’t understand how this works,” Alison said keeping her voice calm. “If that human’s soul is gone, I can’t do a damn thing about it. My co-worker? Well, he wasn’t hurting anyone and he gave me info. I took him out because it told me to. He was fine after I exorcised it, but I was taking a huge risk.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stopped and waved her hand. “You know what? I don’t have to explain it to you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle could feel the anger building inside of him. He had been fighting these things for years and now this hunter comes along and only exorcises when she sees fit? No. 
 
      
 
    “So, in other words, you don’t give a fuck about these people,” Kyle said waving his arm in the air. “To hell with these people, and to hell with saving their souls, right?” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s hands balled into fists and gritted her teeth.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare question me or my methods. You don’t have a fucking clue about what I do,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m questioning your methods because you told me you sometimes let them go. You allow those spirits to continue inhabiting a human body. You don’t send them all back to Hell where they belong. Instead, there’s a chance, a chance they might… Oh, I don’t know, take over the Earth.” Kyle was not backing down. “Then what? They take over the Earth and kill innocent people? Start the end times? Because that’s what they seem to want, but no, let’s let some of them go because they told you they won’t hurt anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed. Not in a funny way, but a sarcastic way, making Kyle more annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “You try to say you’re different than other preachers, but you’re not,” Alison said. “Keep preaching your end time bullshit, and I’ll keep doing my job.” 
 
      
 
    They both stared at each other in the middle of the forest with the late afternoon sun beating down on both their heads. 
 
      
 
    Kyle knew deep down that Alison was right. She couldn’t save every soul she came in contact with. She was limited even with the power that God bestowed upon her, but Kyle could be stubborn about things like this. He would prove her wrong somehow. He would show her that exorcising every single demon was the right thing to do for this world. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned and walked in front of him, practically pulling Simon behind her. Kyle decided he would keep his mouth shut for now. He had a plan forming in his head. He knew who he needed to visit and show Alison that letting one demon possess a human for the rest of their earthly life was a huge mistake. 
 
      
 
    They walked back to the house in silence, and when Kyle unlocked the door, Alison went inside and packed her bags.   
 
      
 
    Kyle watched her as she checked her bag. He opened his mouth, but the words wouldn’t form. Guilt gnawed at him for doubting her. Was she leaving? Was it because of him? He still wanted to prove her wrong. She promised to do a job. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked up from her bag. Her eyes flashed, but it wasn’t anger. “Home.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle fell into panic mode. Alison was the only one who responded to his pleas for help. 
 
      
 
    “Home? You want to leave?” 
 
      
 
    Alison slung the bag over her shoulder and picked up Simon’s leash. She stared him down with her beautiful emerald green eyes and a smirk formed on her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend, despite what you think, I have a life, and a job I need to take care of,” Alison explained. “This isn’t a one-person job. It’s much more than that. I have no clothes here or supplies. I need food for Simon. I have to go home and take care of my business.”  
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t know what to say. She was right. She still had a life of her own in Charlotte, but for her to leave… it was the worst possible time, especially what they came upon today. 
 
      
 
    It seemed like she wanted to leave and not come back. “Since you’re leaving, then please send another one of your hunters. I can’t do this alone.” 
 
      
 
    Alison frowned. “Who said I wasn’t coming back?” 
 
      
 
    “You implied—” 
 
      
 
    “I implied nothing. You did. Just like you made the wrong assumption back in the forest,” Alison pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “Did I? Cause I’m not sure,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    His stubbornness overpowered his logical thinking again. 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, fine. When I come back I’ll be on my own. It’s not the first time.” 
 
      
 
    Alison started to walk past Kyle, but he stepped in front of her. 
 
      
 
    Her face and eyes went hard. Simon must have sensed her anger because he paced around her. He glanced down at the German Shepherd thinking all his owner had to do was say a few words, and the dog would tear him limb from limb.  
 
      
 
    “Get out of my way, Reverend,” Alison warned. 
 
      
 
    “Promise you’ll come back,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison relaxed. “I always keep my word.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know that.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t, but you’ll find out.” 
 
      
 
    “How long will you be gone?” 
 
      
 
    “A week,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “A week? That long?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison cocked her head. “Reverend, as I said, I need funds, supplies, and it doesn’t look good when you up and leave your job without notice.” 
 
      
 
    The wind blew out of Kyle’s sails. Again, Alison was right. A thought occurred to Kyle as he moved out of Alison’s way. 
 
      
 
    “Next weekend is the annual founder’s festival. I know Mayor Manes will be there. Do you think you’ll be back by then?” 
 
      
 
    Alison ran a hand through her hair. “I should be. Until then, keep quiet.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “What I mean is, no exorcisms until I return,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle scoffed. “What am I supposed to do until then?” 
 
      
 
    “Go on about your day like nothing happened. I don’t know the story your police chief is making up to explain why we were in the woods and found the cabin where they put feral demons, but you need to keep a low profile. Do your work, but keep vigilant,” Alison instructed. 
 
      
 
    “If something happens?” 
 
      
 
    Alison opened the door and Simon pranced outside in front of her. “Then call me.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned, walked down the steps, and opened up her car. Kyle watched her from the doorway as she loaded Simon and her bags into the car and pulled away. 
 
      
 
    Kyle closed his front door. His gaze turned to the photos of him and his parents. He thought about calling his dad for a little guidance on Alison Stark but decided not to. He was too tired to talk to his father about the demon hunter. The long night and day were taking a toll on his mood and his thinking. 
 
      
 
    He knew he still needed to prove to Alison that her way of thinking was wrong. He didn’t like the first plan he came up within the forest, so he would go to his favorite place the next day. It was quiet there. He could get a lot done and no one would bother him. He could think of a plan. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator realizing he hadn’t eaten since early afternoon. He made a disgusted face at the leftover casseroles inside his refrigerator and ordered out instead. Eating out wasn’t the healthiest option, but today he had a good excuse. 
 
      
 
    He glanced at the clock and wondered if Markus would call him tonight or wait until the next day. 
 
      
 
    His thoughts turned back to the pretty blonde who looked like she stepped right out of a women’s magazine cover and not one who fought demons. 
 
      
 
    When they were walking through the forest, he tried not to focus on the scar on her face when she pushed her hair back behind her ear or the other scars he saw on her arms, and legs when the sun would shine on different places on her body. 
 
      
 
    Markus doubted she was human, but Kyle believed her when she said she was and those scars proved it. 
 
      
 
    He surmised Alison never learned to appreciate her power from their conversations. She was the stereotype reluctant hero who fought against what God had blessed her with. She saw it more as a curse than a gift. That much was obvious when she walked out of the cabin after she exorcised Billy Wilson. She never said a word. She never complained she was hurt. She left and sat by a tree, sulking.  
 
      
 
    After Kyle ordered a sub, he reached into one cabinet near his entertainment center and grabbed the DVDs that held his exorcisms. He popped the first one into the DVR player and turned on the TV. 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a deep breath and hit the play button.  
 
      
 
    The first one was Olivia when Miguel first brought her to Kyle for help. Her skin was a ghastly gray color, her eyes changed to blackened pits, her lips were cracked, and her skin was forming lesions.  
 
      
 
    She laughed at Kyle while he filmed her for his records. They all did when he filmed them. 
 
      
 
    A realization came to Kyle as he watched Olivia thrash around on the bed. What he thought was a successful exorcism, wasn’t. It was the demon taking over the human and acting like they’d been cured.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned off Olivia’s video. Olivia’s demon would have had full control eventually. She would have insisted she was fine and that he cured her. That would have been a lie.  
 
      
 
    Kyle rose from the sofa and placed another DVD inside the player. 
 
      
 
    The possessed man was none other than Justin Ray Keller, the man who’d threatened Alison at the gas station that morning before she came back into town. 
 
      
 
    Kyle skipped ahead on the video this time. He skipped all the way until the end when Justin woke up one morning and Kyle had thought the demon had left.  
 
      
 
    His father—Bobby Keller—was there with tears running down his face thanking Kyle for saving his son. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes narrowed when he thought he saw something unusual as Justin was getting ready to leave. 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked at the camera. His mouth formed a sneer. He blinked. 
 
      
 
    What was that? 
 
      
 
    Kyle rewound the video. He tried twice to stop it at that exact second. Justin blinked, his eyes changed, he blinked again, and his eyes were back to their normal baby blue. 
 
      
 
    Kyle slowed down the video and rewound it again and after watching it several times, he placed his head in his hands, forgetting about his sandwich. 
 
      
 
    Kyle ejected the video and threw it down on the floor. He leaned against the entertainment center in frustration. He would give anything for Alison’s power and he would appreciate, it unlike her. 
 
      
 
    Another DVD caught his eye. The woman in the video hadn’t been attending church in quite a while. She was alive and well, he knew that much since he’d seen her around town. 
 
      
 
    He wondered… Then he decided she would be the one he’d pay a visit to. This might be his chance to prove to Alison that what she decided was wrong and how her power was for the greater good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry December 5, Early 2010s 
 
      
 
    I never thought they’d invade my family. I never thought I would battle demons within my family. 
 
      
 
    My mom said Heather had been acting strange. She disappeared for a few days while Mom and Dan drove over to Florida State University searching for her since the police were not helping much. 
 
      
 
    They found her apartment empty, but all her belongings were still there. I was in Brisbane when my brother, Nick, called frantically telling me to come home. It took time for me to hop on a plane and fly back to Florida, but by the time I arrived, Heather had been found.  
 
      
 
    When I arrived at my mom’s house to visit my half-sister, the shadow crossed her face. 
 
      
 
    This curse has hit home. I asked it why it picked my sister. It said it didn’t pick her. It kind of fell into her. My sister had been stressed out from final exams and other obligations. I wonder if that is part of what they see when they leave their dark place. A person suffering from stress or other ailments. 
 
      
 
    Heather called out to me from her cage. She screamed my name when she spotted me on the path.  
 
      
 
    The more the demon takes over the weaker her soul becomes. I haven’t had alone time with my sister, but I keep hoping her soul will stay strong. It might be time to reveal who I am to my family. I may not have a choice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Alison to find the little cabin on the edge of Wolfpine for rent. It also didn’t take long for her to rent it for three weeks, fix the situation with her job, have funds transferred into her bank account, and set up Simon’s doggy bed, plenty of food, and some toys. 
 
      
 
    She would have everything taken care of in Charlotte until her return after she cleansed this town of its dirty little secret.  
 
      
 
    Alison made one last phone call to the cleaning company for Kyle. They would take care of his basement, and the mattress left in the forest.  
 
      
 
    The forest surrounding the cabin was as stunning as the sun lowered behind the mountains. The sunset turned the mountains a beautiful lavender hue contrasting the peach sky. 
 
      
 
    Alison thought she could live here if she ever wanted to move out of Charlotte as she walked Simon around the slightly rough terrain.  
 
      
 
    Once she went inside she examined the red marks on her neck. The marks wouldn’t show too much, and she could cover them with makeup for a week. 
 
      
 
    She stripped from her dirty clothes and took a shower while Simon stared at her from the doorway in the bathroom.  
 
      
 
    “This is pretty nice, isn’t it?” She asked the dog as she stepped out of the shower and dried herself off. 
 
      
 
    It was a nice cabin. Small and cozy with old-fashioned wallpaper, a kitchen, dining area, and even a hot tub on the deck.  
 
      
 
    She dried her hair and ate fried rice she picked up along her way to the cabin and then she settled down into the queen size bed. She flicked on the television but kept the volume low. 
 
      
 
    Her search started with one person when she opened her laptop. She had placed Emma’s name in The Network earlier that day. Her shocked look didn’t fly by Alison although Kyle may have missed it.  
 
      
 
    Kyle may have suspected Samuel Manes, and rightfully so, but she was even more suspicious on what Emma’s role was in this infestation. 
 
      
 
    It would not be the first time the demons had human help for their takeover. And, the humans were stupid enough to fall for it with promises of immortality and other such nonsense. Most people didn’t know what a demon was and didn’t care as long as they kept their promise in the afterlife or whatever. 
 
      
 
    Her private investigator and fellow hunter friend, John, gave her some quick information. 
 
      
 
    “I’m still searching, but here is the rundown,” he said in a private message to Alison. 
 
      
 
    Emma Marie Leavens (nee Winslow) 
 
      
 
    Born September 19, 1984, in Wolfpine, North Carolina 
 
      
 
    Parents Martha and David Winslow are both deceased, no siblings, but some cousins, aunts, and uncles.  
 
      
 
    Won 3 beauty pageants in some local festivals when she was in her late teens. 
 
      
 
    Won a scholarship to the University of North Carolina. Did not graduate. 
 
      
 
    Worked odd jobs over the years. Nothing I could find that was weird. 
 
      
 
    Did some local modeling, I’ll attach pics. Some nudes, some not. 
 
      
 
    The only interesting thing, I could find was a DUI when she was twenty-three, but the court dropped all charges.  
 
      
 
    She married Donald Leavens a year later. Donald was a wealthy widower. His first wife died of cancer. No children. He owned a construction company in Wolfpine that Emma sold for some serious money after a sudden heart attack at age 66.  
 
      
 
    I’ll dig deeper when I get a chance. 
 
      
 
    Alison clicked on the pictures and gazed at photos on her screen. Emma was in various poses throughout the slideshow. She sat in a field chewing some grass and wearing a light sundress with the sun behind her. Another portrait with the same type of background to highlight her fiery red hair.  
 
      
 
    Alison clicked on the next photo and found Emma covering her naked breasts and legs crossed in an artsy black and white picture. The next one was of her lying on the floor with her arms stretched behind her and her legs crossed but showing her breasts. Her hair coiffed and makeup plastered on her face, with Photoshopped angles.  
 
      
 
    Alison closed the pictures. That was all she needed to understand Emma Leavens. She was a stunning woman and she could see why Kyle had been attracted to her. She had one of those charming but mischievous smiles that made men fall all over themselves for a woman like her. 
 
      
 
    Alison replied to John thanking him for his help, and if she came across any more information to help with his search, she would send it to him. 
 
      
 
    John had also sent her Emma’s address. Tomorrow she had plans to follow the woman and see what she could find. 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed and leaned back against the headboard. Simon was on the floor beside her bed, relaxed. 
 
      
 
    Alison heard her cell phone beep with a text message. She picked it up and looked at it. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend Ellis said you left?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Alison muttered and dialed Miguel’s number. 
 
      
 
    When he answered, she said, “I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Reverend Ellis said you—” 
 
      
 
    “Miguel, you’re the only one I will trust with this information. I’m still here,” Alison hesitated. “Kyle kind of… “Alison struggled with the words. She knew Miguel was Kyle’s friend, and she didn’t want to bad mouth him. “We disagreed on how to approach this. I need some time alone to investigate a few things.” 
 
      
 
    “I guess I should keep my mouth shut, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “I promise but call me if you need help,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “I will. How’s Olivia?” 
 
      
 
    “She fell asleep in the car and has been out since,” Miguel said. Alison could hear the relief in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. That’s what she was about to do. 
 
      
 
    “You need sleep, too,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I know.” Miguel took a deep breath and Alison heard a yawn. “Do the demons know we found the cabin?” 
 
      
 
    “They know. So, keep alert,” Alison said. “If you see anything suspicious, call me.” 
 
      
 
    “You can count on it. Please, Alison, I need to help you. To avenge my wife,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “I know, Miguel, but we need to be smart about this,” Alison said. “They already know I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    “You got it. Is there anything you need from me in the meantime?” 
 
      
 
    Alison thought it over and said, “If you can, please keep an eye on Reverend Ellis. I’m afraid he’ll do something rash. He’s already frustrated with my methods.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell Olivia if she needs me, I’m always there for her,” Alison said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll appreciate it. Goodnight.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodnight, Miguel.” 
 
      
 
    Alison placed the phone on the nightstand along with her laptop and laid down on her side. Simon relaxed right below her, but any noise would make him come alive and alert Alison to any possible danger. 
 
      
 
    She reached down and patted his head from the bed. He responded with a little grunt of pleasure from her touch. 
 
      
 
    She grinned and got comfortable. She direly needed sleep, but she turned over on her back and stared at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Kyle came to mind and a twinge of guilt coursed through Alison at not involving him deeper into her investigation, but the way he reacted today told her all she needed to know. The way he interacted with his former lover was also a warning sign that she needed time alone.  
 
      
 
    Reverend Ellis was a good man and a passionate one, but his biblical teachings blinded him and would only question everything Alison did. 
 
      
 
    God, he was handsome, she thought. His dark wavy hair, the way he was always pushing his glasses up on his nose, Alison could understand why most of the women in the church that morning were grinning in secret even with their husbands sitting right next to them. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Alison long to realize they weren’t listening to his sermon at all. He was not like other preachers she’d met over the years, but his unwillingness to follow her lead and understand her work was why Alison had to tell him she was leaving for a week. 
 
      
 
    She would bring him back into the fold once she gathered more intelligence, but until then she had to find the source of the infestation and Kyle’s disagreements would only hold her back. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes started to droop when another text came on her phone.  
 
      
 
    Annoyed, she reached out and grabbed her phone. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you?” Her mother, Pam, asked. 
 
      
 
    Fuck, Alison thought. She promised her family she would never hunt again. 
 
      
 
    All the old emotions came flooding back as Alison re-read the text. She placed a hand over her mouth and tried to hold them at bay. 
 
      
 
    Heather’s face appeared in front of her, but she promised she would no longer lie to her family. 
 
      
 
    “I’m on a hunt,” she answered. “It’s close by in a town called Wolfpine, North Carolina.” 
 
      
 
    Alison saw her mother typing on the screen. Alison predicted her next words. 
 
      
 
    “Alison you promised…” 
 
      
 
    Alison hated being right.  
 
      
 
    “I know, Mom. This is my last case. We’ll talk about it later.” 
 
      
 
    “OK. I’m not telling your father.” 
 
      
 
    Daniel was her stepfather, but he might as well be her real father since he raised her. 
 
      
 
    “OK. I love you, Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you too. Be careful.” 
 
      
 
    Alison put the phone down and groaned, placing her arm over her face. What a mess. 
 
      
 
    Sleep eluded Alison once again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alison sat in her car at a safe distance from Emma’s house the next day. It was hard to see through all the trees that surrounded the property. Alison looked it up on her phone and found it to be a replica French chateau constructed with thick limestone overlooking the Great Smoky Mountains. The inside must have been extravagant from the descriptions Alison had from a local gossip columnist who interviewed Donald Leavens about two months before he passed away. 
 
      
 
    Why is a rich widow hanging out at Kyle’s small church? The distance from her house to the church made little sense, and there were two other churches when Alison traveled through town. 
 
      
 
    Alison would ask Kyle or Miguel about it later. She made a note and lifted the binoculars to her eyes. She couldn’t see any movement from her viewpoint. No one moved around the property and the BMW sat near the front entrance. 
 
      
 
    Alison rubbed her stiff neck. Simon was getting restless in the back seat. 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, boy, we’re leaving soon,” she said looking behind her and into her backseat as Simon paced the small space. 
 
      
 
    She checked her phone. It was almost noon. Her stomach was growling and she’d been up since 5 AM so she wouldn’t miss Emma Leavens leaving her home. 
 
      
 
    Alison took a sip of cold coffee and made a face. She needed more coffee to get her through the rest of the day. 
 
      
 
    She found a local grocery store that was pet-friendly. The tourists loved it from what she read on the reviews. 
 
      
 
    Alison lifted the binoculars one more time and held her breath. 
 
      
 
    A black car of some sort pulled up behind the BMW. Alison couldn’t make out the make and model. It was a sedan. A Ford? She tried to focus on the license plate but it pulled close enough to the BMW to block it.  
 
      
 
    “We might have something, Simon,” Alison muttered. 
 
      
 
    Only the driver’s door opened and a younger man with dark blonde hair and dark sunglasses exited the car. He was wearing a dark blue business suit and carried a folder in his hand. 
 
      
 
    He rang the doorbell and waited. 
 
      
 
    Alison tried to absorb the man’s looks so she could ask Markus or Kyle about him later. Her eyes narrowed and that oppressive feeling came over her. Whispers and distant voices obscured her hearing. Alison could feel the cold rush through her and the weight on her chest grew strong as if it was suffocating her. 
 
      
 
    The shadow appeared around the man’s head. It would circle him, enter him through the chest, and exit him through the top of his head. 
 
      
 
    The younger man turned Alison’s way, but she didn’t lower the binoculars. She wanted to see this situation play out. 
 
      
 
    She watched as he lifted his cell phone to his ear and spoke into it as he stared at her from a distance. 
 
      
 
    Alison knew she should start the car and drive off. She should turn the ignition and get out of there just in case the demon called for help and trapped her there.  
 
      
 
    But, she didn’t. She needed to see Emma open the door and speak with the demon. She had to know that much. 
 
      
 
    The front door opened and out stepped the gorgeous redhead. She looked annoyed from Alison’s vantage point. She was not happy to see the man there. Her head turned sideways while the man leaned over and said something close to her ear. 
 
      
 
    Emma never turned to stare in Alison’s direction. She kept her eyes straight on the man who was visiting her. He handed her the folder. Emma snatched it from him and opened it. Emma showed her obvious displeasure at whatever he handed to her. She closed the folder and threw it to the ground. She ran a hand through her fiery red hair and then waved her hand around as she spoke in angry sentences. 
 
      
 
    Emma turned away from the man and again ran her hands through her hair. The man put up his hand looking like he was trying to calm her down. 
 
      
 
    Emma reached for her cell phone and answered it. She turned away from the man and walked back into the house slamming the door in his face. 
 
      
 
    Alison couldn’t help but laugh at the way the demon stood there stunned by Emma’s reaction. 
 
      
 
    Simon barked and Alison glanced in her rear-view mirror.  
 
      
 
    “Shit,” she muttered. That demon called the cops on her. 
 
      
 
    The police cruiser flicked his lights and siren for a few seconds to get Alison’s attention, although he already had it. 
 
      
 
    Simon gazed out the rear window with his tail wagging. Alison turned around and said, “Stay calm, Simon.” 
 
      
 
    He barked again when the officer opened the driver’s side door and stepped out of the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Alison debated whether she should drop Markus Carter’s name or not. She didn’t want him to know that she was still in town either, because she knew he’d go running back to Kyle with that information. 
 
      
 
    Alison decided she would only drop his name if the officer showed hostility.  
 
      
 
    She threw the binoculars down on the floor hoping that the officer wouldn’t notice them. She reached for her ID and registration in case he asked for them. She found cooperating with the police over the years to be in her best interest since some of them were hunters themselves. If she got desperate she would have to make a phone call to a friend in law enforcement.  
 
      
 
    The officer adjusted his hat and closed the door. Alison didn’t recognize him from the day before when she exorcised Billy Wilson. 
 
      
 
    He walked up to the window as Alison rolled it down. Simon was trying to stick his head out of the window behind her. He barked a few times, but not in an unfriendly manner. Alison knew this man was not possessed. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a problem officer?” Alison asked in her most charming voice. 
 
      
 
    She could only hope this officer would let her go. If he saw what was in her trunk… 
 
      
 
    “We have a complaint from a resident that you’ve been sitting here for about an hour.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smacked her forehead and said, “I’m so sorry. My cousin told me to drive down to this neighborhood and check out these beautiful homes. I guess I lost track of time.” 
 
      
 
    She held up her phone. “I was sending pictures to my boyfriend in Charlotte since he’s working and we started texting how much we miss each other… and… ugh… I feel so stupid.” 
 
      
 
    The officer pushed back his hat. His face hid his emotions and his blue eyes were flat as he absorbed her story. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s your cousin?” 
 
      
 
    “Reverend Kyle Ellis,” Alison answered with a smile. “I didn’t want to bother him since he’s busy today so he told me I was on my own and… you know… I was bored.” 
 
      
 
    “I know Reverend Ellis. What’s your name, ma’am?” 
 
      
 
    “Alison Stark,” she answered, giving the officer a charming smile.  
 
      
 
    Simon was pushing Alison’s seat forward to get a better look at the officer. The officer eyed her dog making Alison say, “He’s friendly. He’s just curious.” 
 
      
 
    “I have two of my own. May I see some ID, ma’am?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Alison said. She handed it to him and waited. 
 
      
 
    The officer looked at her driver’s license and then handed it back to her. “You better leave. You know how people are with a lot of money. Very paranoid.” 
 
      
 
    “You are so right,” Alison sighed as she gazed over the huge homes along the street longingly. “A girl can dream, huh?” 
 
      
 
    The officer scoffed. “I can’t on my salary.” 
 
      
 
    Alison giggled and started her car as the officer walked back to his patrol vehicle. She decided it would be best to pull away before the policeman left. She would have to talk to Markus when she saw him again. 
 
      
 
    Alison put the car in gear and pressed on the gas. She glanced at Emma’s house one more time. The BMW was gone. 
 
      
 
    That bitch snuck out when I was talking to the cop, she thought. 
 
      
 
    Alison made sure the cop wasn’t behind her. She needed a better plan since the surveillance one didn’t work out too well. She thought it may have been time to find out where the good old mayor lived. It couldn’t be far from here. Where were they keeping these missing people? That’s what she needed to find out; how to stop this infestation before they overrun this town. 
 
      
 
    Alison forgot to set up her GPS for the grocery store she wanted to go to. She made a few turns and hoped it was the right street. 
 
      
 
    She found it after she had to finally pull over and set her GPS. Alison didn’t know how bad the infestation was. She would need to keep Simon calm during her grocery run. The last thing she needed was to draw attention to herself. She knew the demons were onto her, but she didn’t want to make herself vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    She opened up her trunk and grabbed his muzzle. She didn’t want him to attack a demon if there were some inside the store. She didn’t need him to frightened humans. It wouldn’t be good for her or ridding this town of its infestation. 
 
      
 
    Simon jumped out of the back seat. He stretched and yawned and looked up at his mistress with a wagging tail. 
 
      
 
    Alison bent down and rubbed his head. “I know you hate this, but it won’t be long.” 
 
      
 
    She squatted down and placed the muzzle over his head and made sure it covered his mouth and nose. He stepped back and pawed at her arms in protest but gave in and let Alison adjust the straps like he usually did. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look at me with those puppy dog eyes,” Alison said. “You know it’ll come right off after we’ve finished.” 
 
      
 
    Simon tensed and Alison felt a presence behind her before she saw the shadow to her left. 
 
      
 
    She rose to her feet. Her trusty knife was underneath her T-shirt. Simon didn’t growl, but he was tense and restless. 
 
      
 
    “What a beautiful creature,” the feminine voice said behind her. “What’s his name?” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned and stared straight into the face of Emma Leavens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle pulled at his clerical collar and then rang the doorbell to Clara Reid’s home. The small two-story home wasn’t far from where Kyle lived. Clara was one of his first exorcisms. He thought she was back to normal but she hadn’t attended church in quite some time. 
 
      
 
    Kyle wanted to know if he cured Clara. If not, he had to show Alison why not exorcising every one of these evil beings was a terrible idea. 
 
      
 
    Clara was a woman in her late forties who once lived with her sister—Audrey. She used to help Kyle around the church when Miranda wasn’t available.  
 
      
 
    Both women had lived with their mother until Elizabeth passed away six years ago. 
 
      
 
    After Clara became possessed, Audrey couldn’t take the verbal and physical abuse Clara had been putting her through and she after she met a gentleman online, she packed her bags and moved to Virginia. 
 
      
 
    Although Clara had insisted Kyle cured her, Audrey never came back and Clara never attended church again. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t work. He knew all along, but now, he would save Clara from herself and prove to Alison that she shouldn’t leave the demon inside the human. 
 
      
 
    Clara pulled back the curtain on her door and opened it. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend!” She smiled. “What a nice surprise. How are you?” 
 
      
 
    Clara was a thick woman with curly auburn hair, chestnut colored eyes, and pale skin. 
 
      
 
    She loved her eyeliner and today it was extra thick with her eyelashes clumping because of her mascara. Her eye shadow matched her baby blue button-down shirt. 
 
      
 
    “Clara, how are you? I was in the neighborhood and thought I would drop by to see how you were doing. I haven’t seen you in church for a while,” Kyle said planting a smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed Clara’s eyes darting around. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry, Reverend. I’ve been busy. Ever since Audrey left, my schedule has been all over the place,” Clara said. “Did you want to come in? I made lemonade.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. “That would be great. I have a favor to ask. We’ll talk about it.” 
 
      
 
    Clara’s eyes darted around again. She even strained her neck to look around where Kyle stood.  
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    Clara laughed in embarrassment. “Oh, no. One of my neighbor’s dogs keeps gettin’ loose in the neighborhood. I was makin’ sure he wasn’t out again.” 
 
      
 
    Clara stepped back and allowed Kyle to enter. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stepped into the house and glanced around. Clara was the artist of Wolfpine and sold her creations at shows, online, and wherever there was room on the touristy part of town. 
 
      
 
    Clara and Audrey were never ones that a person would call neat and clean. Both sisters had been guilty of hoarding after their mother’s death. Kyle had counseled them numerous times about their house and suggested professional help. Both sisters resisted the suggestion and still hoarded everything they could find. 
 
      
 
    Kyle remembered one time when their dog had become trapped underneath all the junk and they spent hours looking for him. They never found him until the smell became unbearable and Audrey was the one who agreed to seek professional help. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood in the small foyer shocked about what he saw. The house was immaculate. All the junk they collected had been cleared out and in its place was a clear hallway and to his left a living room containing brand new furniture. 
 
      
 
    The only messy part—if one could call it that—was the dining area where Clara had set up her easels and tables with clay sculptures. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned around to Clara as she was shutting the front door. “Clara, I don’t know what to say. I am so proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    Clara blushed. “Thank you, Reverend. Much has changed and only for the better.” She giggled and continued, “I got a job at the local golf course. It’s part-time right now but should be full-time by next summer and I’ve been dating.” 
 
      
 
    Clara giggled again and her blush deepened. 
 
      
 
    Kyle smiled. The sisters had once sworn off any social contact. They had been self-proclaimed loners and didn’t invite many visitors to the home. 
 
      
 
    “Clara, that’s wonderful,” Kyle said. “God has smiled down on you and I hope He continues to bless your life in positive ways.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed how Clara’s smile faltered and he thought he caught a slight eye roll, but Clara quickly hid it behind another grin. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, Reverend. May I get you that lemonade?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please and we’ll sit down and talk,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Clara gestured to the living room. “Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Clara.” 
 
      
 
    Clara walked past Kyle and entered her kitchen. Kyle’s eyes scanned the room and then he settled on Clara’s paintings. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t want to walk closer to them since Clara might catch him staring at her latest works. 
 
      
 
    Clara had been the type to paint happy landscapes or animals like puppies or kittens. 
 
      
 
    These paintings were different. They were no longer happy scenes in light pastel colors. Her latest works were ominous and confirmed what Kyle suspected. 
 
      
 
    One painting made his stomach turn. It was a naked man with dark hair and his face was melting off. No eyes, no nose, or a mouth, just flesh melting from his head. 
 
      
 
    Another was a naked woman with only one arm and her torso torn open with the heart missing. She held the heart in her hand. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned away from the paintings and sucked in a breath. He didn’t need more evidence. The Clara he used to know would never paint such dark and foul scenes. He didn’t bother to inspect the sculptures because he knew what he’d find. 
 
      
 
    Kyle made his way to the living room and plopped down the sofa. He wanted to wallow in his failure, but instead, he had to put on a mask so Clara didn’t suspect he knew the demon still possessed her.  
 
      
 
    He sent a text to Markus about it but couldn’t see Markus’s answer because Clara came back into the room carrying a wooden tray. 
 
      
 
    She set it down on the coffee table. The tray had a glass pitcher with two glasses and some cookies. 
 
      
 
    Kyle slipped his phone back into his pocket and said, “You didn’t have to do all that.” 
 
      
 
    Clara shrugged as she poured Kyle’s lemonade. “The cookies are store bought. I wasn’t expecting company today.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to drop by like this,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, Reverend. Don’t apologize,” Clara offered Kyle a cookie on a napkin. She poured her lemonade and sat down with a cookie in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “What favor did you want to ask me?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a bite of the cookie and did his best to hide his raging emotions.  
 
      
 
    After he swallowed he said, “Miranda decided at the last minute we need to do a fundraiser at the Founder’s Day Festival. I need some signs painted pronto. Can you help me out?” 
 
      
 
    Clara set down her cookie and Kyle could see the hesitation on her face. “I don’t know, Reverend… I might be working.” 
 
      
 
    “I know this is last minute, but no one can match your talent with anyone else. It won’t take long,” Kyle said trying to convince her. 
 
      
 
    Clara turned her head and took a deep breath. “When do you need them?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I need you to come with me today and pick up the signs I bought. Listen, you can bring them back here and paint them here in the comfort of your home,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Clara’s brow creased in doubt. “I’m not sure…” 
 
      
 
    “I can pay you,” Kyle said. “I won’t bother you again after you do this for me. I’m in a bind here.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle sipped his lemonade and waited for Clara to answer. Her hesitation was obvious. Kyle wasn’t sure why she was hesitating at all. He suspected that other humans in his congregation were possessed and still attended church. 
 
      
 
    Kyle set his empty glass down on the table and gave Clara his best “begging look.” That’s what he called it whenever he hosted a fundraiser. He studied marketing in college and the sincere expression almost always worked.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, Okay. I can have it done by next Saturday,” Clara said. 
 
      
 
    “God bless you. You don’t know how much this means to me,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Clara stood up and gestured at the tray. “I will put this in the refrigerator and then I’ll meet you at the church.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood up and faced the woman. “How about you drive over with me? It’ll save on gas.” 
 
      
 
    Again, Clara hesitated. Kyle thought she would insist on driving her own car. He didn’t want that. Some nosy neighbor might become suspicious if he drove the car back to Clara’s house without her inside it. 
 
      
 
    Clara nodded and said, “That sounds good. Let me grab my stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Relief washed over Kyle as Clara picked up the tray and carried it into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed something odd. On Clara’s right hand she was missing part of her ring finger. She never mentioned an accident and losing one of her fingers even when she recovered. 
 
      
 
    He would ask her about it in the car. 
 
      
 
    Kyle waited while he heard Clara moving around the kitchen. He reached into his pocket and grabbed his phone. Markus answered him by text and told him that Billy Wilson would be blind for the rest of his life, and he was struggling to downplay the amount of blood inside the cabin. The state detectives were threatening to get the feds involved. They bought Markus’s story about searching the forest for Alison’s dog who had run away from her and the men were helping her out. 
 
      
 
    That was the last thing they needed. He forwarded the text to Alison saying he hoped she would come back to town soon. 
 
      
 
    Kyle slipped the phone back into his pocket as Clara came out of the room. He didn’t dare tell Markus about his plan. Markus may have been his friend, but he was still chief of police and had a duty to protect the town. 
 
      
 
    He hoped the story of the feds getting involved would make Alison return before Kyle had services that next Sunday. 
 
      
 
    He lucked out with Miranda, who had asked to take the week off so she and her husband could go see their grandkids before the festival. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    Clara nodded and they left. 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Clara piled into Kyle’s car. She kept looking around the neighborhood as if she were looking for someone. 
 
      
 
    “Clara, is there someone you’re looking for?” 
 
      
 
    She stopped and stared straight ahead. “No, Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle backed out of the driveway and they drove off. 
 
      
 
    Clara continued to stare straight ahead. He noticed her eyes were wide and her face was flushed. She sighed and looked down at her hands as if she were defeated. She then pulled out her phone and kept checking it like she was waiting for a message. 
 
      
 
    “If I’m taking up your time, I can turn around,” Kyle offered. 
 
      
 
    Clara half-smiled and said, “It’s fine.” 
 
      
 
    She placed the phone back inside her handbag and turned to stare out of the passenger window. 
 
      
 
    Kyle glanced down at her hand and said, “Did you have an accident?” 
 
      
 
    Clara turned to Kyle in shock. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m not trying to be rude, but I noticed part of your finger is missing.” 
 
      
 
    Clara looked down at her hand and placed it under her other one. She laughed nervously. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t remember that?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my gosh. I was such an idiot that day. I was painting and using the knife, my mind drifted, and there it went,” Clara explained. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t remember that,” Kyles said.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, wait,” Clara said with a shake of her head. She laughed again almost hysterical in her mistake. “This was after… you know… as I was recovering and all.” 
 
      
 
    She turned to Kyle apologetically. “I never did properly thank you for saving my soul, Reverend. After you saved me, Audrey left and my entire world turned upside down.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle glanced at her. Clara looked sincere, but her paintings told a different story. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome. How is Audrey?” 
 
      
 
    Clara shrugged. “Who knows. She doesn’t call anymore. Says I ruined our lives, but the thing is, ever since she moved out my life has gotten better.” 
 
      
 
    No, it hasn’t, Kyle thought. Your soul is still damned. 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes family can be our worst enemies,” Kyle commented. “I’m so happy your life has taken a turn for the better.” 
 
      
 
    “As soon as my hours straighten out, Reverend, I promise to be sittin’ in that pew. Front and center,” Clara said. 
 
      
 
    “I look forward to it,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle pulled into the church parking lot. He tried to hide his excitement. He spent that morning preparing one closet for this plan. 
 
      
 
    Kyle would text Alison and try to coax her to return to Wolfpine earlier than she expected. Hopefully, she would return before his next service. Kyle was tired of these evil entities taking over this town. He wanted this situation over with so he could move on with his life and start a new career. He would always follow God’s will and in his mind, God was telling him that it was time for a change, but that wouldn’t happen until he cleansed this town of evil. 
 
      
 
    He prayed over his decision to bring Clara here throughout the night. God didn’t give him a sign that what he was doing was wrong, so he took that as an affirmative answer. 
 
      
 
    Clara needed her soul freed. She claimed her life has improved, but was her soul free? In the end, that was the most important part of life, having a soul that could enter the Kingdom of Heaven. 
 
      
 
    Kyle parked the car. His doubts about making the right choice were nagging at him. His conscious about kidnapping a woman were creeping into his previous thoughts, but he had to stick to his plan. It was too late to turn back now. He would never hurt another human being, even if they possessed by an evil entity. He wanted her free, and he wanted to show Alison that it was the right thing to do. 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought of Clara’s paintings and sculptures. 
 
      
 
    He turned to glance at the woman as he thought of her dark thoughts being drawn onto the canvas or sculpted from clay. 
 
      
 
    Yes, he thought. It was the right thing to do. 
 
      
 
    “Ready?” He asked as he opened his driver’s door. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Clara answered. 
 
      
 
    Both of them exited the car. Kyle made sure Clara was ready to enter the church. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked up the steps and unlocked the door. He glanced around to make sure no one was watching. A few cars drove by on the street, but Kyle wasn’t worried about that. 
 
      
 
    He opened the main entrance door and held it open for Clara. She thanked him and walked into the church.  
 
      
 
    Clara looked around and said, “It hasn’t changed a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping to get approved for some remodeling by next year,” Kyle commented. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that would be nice. Where are the signs?” Clara asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s little voice of reason kept telling him to turn around and take Clara home. His eyes settled on the cross sitting over the podium, but he didn’t let it affect him. 
 
      
 
    This was the right thing to do. Clara needed her soul freed. 
 
      
 
    “They’re in a closet near my office,” Kyle said. “This way.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle led Clara down the aisle and through the doors to the hallway that led to his office. 
 
      
 
    The closet was just how he left it and he prayed that Clara didn’t see the padlock on the outside of the door. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stopped in front of the closet door. He was careful not to switch on the light. 
 
      
 
    “They’re right here,” Kyle said peering into the closet. “I hope they’re good enough 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take a look,” Clara said. 
 
      
 
    Clara stepped into the closet. She put her hand out for a light switch but didn’t find one. 
 
      
 
    “Above you, Clara,” Kyle said. “On the string.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    Clara searched for the string. She pulled it and the closet illuminated. 
 
      
 
    Clara did a 360-degree turn and said, “I don’t see the signs, Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle raised his chin and the smile left his face. “I’m doing this for your own good, Clara. The hunter will come back and free you soon.” 
 
      
 
    Clara’s eyes widened in shock. She took a few steps for the door, but Kyle was too fast. He slammed it in her face. 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard Clara scream. He held his body against the door as he clicked the padlock in place. She pounded on the door, pleading with him to let her out. She tried to turn the knob but couldn’t get it open. 
 
      
 
    “This is for your own good, Clara,” Kyle said through the wood. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck you!” Clara screamed. “Fuck you, Reverend. Fuck you and everything you stand for, you little prick!” 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard the wood crack. He leaned against the door and listened. The closet door was heavy, and he didn’t think Clara could break out, although he’d seen demons use powers and have superhuman strength. 
 
      
 
    He heard a hissing noise from behind the door and scratching at the wood. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t want to take any chances. He would spend the night in the church to make sure Clara didn’t escape. 
 
      
 
    Kyle grabbed a chair from his meeting room and secured it under the doorknob. 
 
      
 
    “This will be over soon, Clara,” Kyle called out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal entry March 1, Early 2010s 
 
      
 
    My mother, step-father, and my brothers watched me expel the demon from Heather months ago. They’re still in shock over it. I think they’re also a little afraid of me now, which sucks because we’ve always been close. 
 
      
 
    My oldest step-brother, Chris, has been assisting me on some local possessions, for which I’m grateful, but he’s getting married soon and I don’t want to keep him away from his fiancé for too long. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been home ever since as my family processes what I’ve become and keeping an eye on Heather as she recovers from her possession. 
 
      
 
    My family always wondered about my changes after my accident. My mother said she knew I was special all along, especially with the stories she’s told me about my father. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know sometimes. I have my doubts about someone calling me “special.” I don’t take pride in my powers. I do my job and I do it well, but if I could give it up today for a normal life, I would.  
 
      
 
    Heather has fallen into a deep depression ever since I released her. We’ve flown out to California several times so Dr. Rodriquez can help her adjust back into society. Her memories of her possession have been surfacing through nightmares and she can barely function during the day. I’m hoping Dr. Rodriquez can help her repress these memories so she can work on rebuilding her life. 
 
      
 
    She doesn’t understand what is happening to her or why. It’s so hard to explain. She thinks she’s insane. I try to tell her she’s not and she will recover, but for now, I keep a close eye on her. It annoys her, but she’s my sister and I will do anything for her. She didn’t deserve this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison wanted to laugh as she and Emma stared each other down. Both knew who the other one was. Both of them knew the other had plans, but neither wanted to give up their secrets. Alison could tell this by the look on Emma’s face. It was a friendly expression, but underneath the surface, Emma’s emotions were raging. 
 
      
 
    “Well, hello, Emma,” Alison said. She tried to place a friendly smile on her face, but she was never what one would call a good actress. Instead, she knew her smile was more of a smirk as if she were telling Emma what she knew already without saying a word. 
 
      
 
    “This is Simon,” Alison explained, pointing to her dog. “He’s my protector.” That was a warning. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked down at Simon and smiled, but the smile melted away when her eyes met Alison’s. 
 
      
 
    “He’s beautiful,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Emma pushed her hair back and asked, “How is your visit? Are you enjoying our lovely town?” 
 
      
 
    “The views are stunning,” Alison answered. “I think I could stay awhile.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Were you planning to?” 
 
      
 
    “I might. It depends on where fate takes me.” 
 
      
 
    Emma wiped her hands on her jean shorts and then adjusted her sunglasses. Alison noticed how she bit her lip several times like she was holding back. 
 
      
 
    “How is Kyle?” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “Busy doing his church stuff, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he is always busy with the church,” Emma answered. 
 
      
 
    “He sure is.” 
 
      
 
    The tension between the two women grew thicker than the humidity and more brutal than the early afternoon sun beating down on both of them. 
 
      
 
    Emma bit her lip once again and said, “Alison we both know why you’re here. Let’s stop playing this game.” 
 
      
 
    Alison feigned innocence and said, “I’m sorry. Did I offend you? I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” 
 
      
 
    Emma crossed her arms over her chest and raised an elegant eyebrow. “I know you’re not Kyle’s cousin. Kyle doesn’t have family in Florida. I can do research, too.” 
 
      
 
    Alison gave Emma a dazzling smile. “Aw, Emma. Am I going to have to take this muzzle off my dog?” 
 
      
 
    Emma turned back to her sharply. “Is that a threat?” 
 
      
 
    “Should it be?” 
 
      
 
    It was Emma’s turn to give Alison her most dazzling smile. “It shouldn’t be taken as one. You don’t scare easily. I find that... admirable. In fact, I find it downright courageous, but others… mmm… not so much.” 
 
      
 
    “What others?” 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed. “Please. I’m sure Kyle told you his suspicions already. Are they true? You can find out on your own, but I wouldn’t recommend it.” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t intimidate easily either, especially from another human. Emma Leavens was one of those humans. She was protecting her… investment. Alison pitied Emma. She was a follower. Hell, you could call her a cult follower. What promises did these shadows make to her? Nothing, because it was all bullshit. 
 
      
 
    “Who’s threatening whom now?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed again. She had a light, feminine laugh that made people fall all over themselves for her attention. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not a threat. It’s for your best interest. I wasn’t lying when I said I admire you. I know you’ve been through hell. As a fellow homecoming queen, prom queen, and sorority sister, I want to help you while I still can.” 
 
      
 
    Alison burst out laughing at Emma mentioning her past. “Wow, Emma, you did your research. I’m impressed.” 
 
      
 
    Emma shrugged. “I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, and you should be, too.” 
 
      
 
    Alison scoffed. Proud? Proud of what? Was she proud that she wore a tiara for a few hours in high school? Big deal. Proud that she lived in a special house on a college campus? Oh, please. That wasn’t something Alison ever thought of anymore. Yes, she missed her old life. She missed the ignorant bliss of not knowing the darkness that surrounds the world, but those things Emma spouted, no, she wasn’t proud of those. Alison knew Emma’s type very well. Not only from her experience in demon hunting but life in general. She was the stereotypical gold digger, trophy wife, and she thought that was the only accomplishment she needed. 
 
      
 
    “Are you proud of those nudes too?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma’s face never changed expressions at the mention of the photos. “I am. I work hard for this body.” 
 
      
 
    Alison guessed her answer correctly. “I respect that.” 
 
      
 
    Emma opened her mouth, must have had a second thought, and closed it. Alison could see her struggling for words. 
 
      
 
    “Listen, Alison. Kyle has been…” Emma sucked in a breath, “amusing towards some people, but now that you’ve been called in, it’s turned serious. I was hoping he’d never discover hunters, but here we are. I’m telling you this as a warning for you, and for him. I care about Kyle, and I can only hold them back him for so long.” 
 
      
 
    Alison raised an eyebrow. She couldn’t tell if Emma was sincere about Reverend Ellis or not. 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you still attend church?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, because I was keeping an eye on him. When you came to exorcise Olivia, I thought it would have been one and done, but you found out there was more, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “There’s a dark cloud that hangs over this town, Emma. Why you’ve decided to become a part of it, I don’t know and I don’t care, but I’m here to do a job. I will finish that job. Now, why don’t you be a good little human and tell me where those missing people are? Billy Wilson has been freed. Where are the others?” 
 
      
 
    Emma smiled. “Trying to patronize me, huh? I won’t fall for that. I have to go, but you can never say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
      
 
    “I will find them and put a stop to this.” 
 
      
 
    Emma flung her hair over her shoulder. She gave Alison one last dazzling smile and turned to walk away. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned back against her car as the tension in the air faded, unlike the humidity. 
 
      
 
    Simon had been standing on the hot asphalt long enough. She would check his paws once they entered the store. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, boy. That took longer than I thought,” Alison said. “We’ll get you some water and let you cool down.” 
 
      
 
    Alison watched Emma leave the parking lot, but decided not to follow her for now. 
 
      
 
    Alison brushed off the warning. She didn’t scare easily, and she certainly wouldn’t leave town. She did worry about Kyle. She didn’t want to see him hurt by this. Despite their difference of opinion, she liked him and wanted to keep him safe. 
 
      
 
    Alison started walking towards the entrance to the grocery store. She grabbed her phone from her pocket and called Miguel. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” He asked when he answered his phone.  
 
      
 
    “I got some interesting stuff that I’ll explain later, but can you check on Kyle for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I just came from the church. I took Olivia over there for some counseling and Kyle spoke to her, but he looked nervous,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    Alison stopped once they reached the shade of the grocery store. She kneeled to check on Simon’s paws to make sure they weren’t burned. “Go on.” 
 
      
 
    “Alison, you better come back soon. Olivia said she felt something inside the church, and when I asked Kyle about it… he… well…” 
 
      
 
    “What, Miguel?” 
 
      
 
    Miguel sighed. “He has this woman trapped in one of the closets. She was one of his first exorcisms, apparently, and he says she needs it again,” Miguel finished. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s mouth opened. She stood up straight and groaned out loud. She ran a hand through her hair and felt frustration building over what Kyle did. 
 
      
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Alison asked, trying not to yell. She looked around to make sure no one was listening. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I heard the woman yelling for help. He told us to leave until he resolves this. Luckily, I sent Olivia outside when I discovered her,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good. Olivia doesn’t need any more traumas. I can talk to Olivia if she needs it,” Alison offered, thinking about the brave young girl. 
 
      
 
    “She would like that, Alison, she was asking for you,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    Alison softened. She was still furious at Kyle for pulling that stunt with the woman Miguel mentioned, but she would be happy to see Olivia. 
 
      
 
    “Tell her I’ll see her soon. I’ll take care of this and see what’s going on with that woman,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Her name is Clara Reid. I don’t know her that well, but I heard she’s eccentric,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s all I need. Thanks, Miguel,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    Alison hung up and phone and shook her head. Emma mentioned trying to protect Kyle, but Kyle was causing most of the trouble. 
 
      
 
    “Well, boy, looks like we’re going to see the good Reverend Ellis faster than I expected,” Alison said to Simon. 
 
      
 
    Alison led Simon into the store. There was a little area that provided water and other treats for pets. She went there first so Simon could drink some water. She felt safe enough to remove his muzzle since her familiar oppressive feeling never appeared inside the store. It was pretty empty for a Monday afternoon. There were some shoppers milling about, but none of them had the shadow surrounding them as Alison set her eyes on them. 
 
      
 
    She removed Simon’s muzzle and filled up a bowl full of water. She spoke with another woman who owned a Labrador about their dog care, and traded some funny doggy stories. 
 
      
 
    This was one of the few times Alison felt some normalcy. Just having a simple conversation with another human about each other’s dogs. 
 
      
 
    Alison picked up some groceries. She wouldn’t visit Kyle until later. She hadn’t eaten and she needed some rest. It had been a long morning, and her confrontation with Emma didn’t help matters. 
 
      
 
    She was meandering around the store when her phone rang. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, John,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Alison. I got more information if you’re available,” John said. 
 
      
 
    “Go.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing else on Emma Leavens for now,” John said. 
 
      
 
    Alison heard papers shuffling over the phone, and it sounded like John was reaching for something. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think so. I spoke to her before you called,” Alison remarked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really? Is she one of them?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but she made it clear she works for them, and she knows my background,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit. Do you need back up?” John asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure? I can get a team ready,” John offered. “It’ll be small, though.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I’m good.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck. I hate those kinds of people. They make it worse,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “They do. What you got?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish you’d agree with me about a team, but I know you need to find out more,” John said with a sigh. “Anyway, Samuel Manes. Mayor of Wolfpine, North Carolina. Could he get any more obvious with the name?” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Alison said with a low laugh. “He’s mocking humans, and they don’t even know it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing on this guy, because it’s an alias. I searched him up and down. Nothing. I’m not surprised. Whoever he was before, he scrubbed all that from the internet. His birth certificate is fake, I’ve seen that kind of job with people and other possessions.” 
 
      
 
    “Not surprised.” 
 
      
 
    “He says he was born in Virginia, but I doubt it.” 
 
      
 
    “I never doubted it,” Alison answered.  
 
      
 
    Alison hung up with John and continued to question her sanity about staying in this town.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle stood by while Miguel listened to Clara Reid through the locked door as she pleaded with them to release her. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had been cleaning up the church when Miguel and Olivia showed up and he rushed Olivia back outside. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t able to explain the situation to Miguel until he had Olivia sitting in front of the television at his house. The little girl’s injuries were healing fast. Her bruises were fading, and her face was returning to normal. Miguel said she slept through the night, but woke up crying for her mother. 
 
      
 
    Kyle regretted the timing on his capture. He said a silent prayer for forgiveness and suggested Miguel contact the psychiatrist. 
 
      
 
    “He has a better understanding of Olivia’s situation anyway,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, but don’t shut me out, you promised,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. You have a big role to play, my friend. I can feel it,” Kyle said as they walked back to the church. 
 
      
 
    “What did you want to show me?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s eyes widened when Kyle showed him the closet. 
 
      
 
    “Do you realize what you’ve done? What if Chief Carter finds out? I mean he can forgive a lot, but this…” Miguel pointed to the door. “This could get you in deep shit.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle waved his hand in dismissal. “This will be forgiven when Alison comes back and releases her soul. I won’t call Markus about this.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Miranda?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Lord was shining down on me. She’s visiting her grandchildren this week,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend, you always keep your doors open. What happens if you have a visitor?” 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s eyes never left the door. They heard a small crack from the wood as Clara tried to run into it and break it down. 
 
      
 
    “That wood is chestnut. A durable wood.” Kyle smiled. “She’s not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel ran a hand through his dark, curly hair. “If you say so. What about visitors?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m staying in the church. I’ll sleep in shifts. Besides, Clara’s strength will run out eventually,” Kyle explained. “I can chase people away.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel eyed the door again and spoke in between bangs on the wood. “You have a week until Alison returns.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Do you know what she told me? She said she doesn’t always exorcise the demons. She says if the soul is lost after a certain amount of time, then there’s nothing she can do.” 
 
      
 
    Anger choked Kyle as he thought of Alison’s explanation. Kyle refused to believe that. Somewhere inside Clara, her soul begged for freedom. Alison explained their souls were trapped in some kind of mental cage and that’s where she freed them and the demon left their body. 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t she have a point? Maybe she’s trying to save the life that’s left,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to hold back his anger. He figured Miguel would take Alison’s side since she saved his daughter. 
 
      
 
    “Are you willing to overlook what that monster did to your wife?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s expression changed from one of confusion to anger. He clenched his fists and said, “That’s not fair. I want them all gone like you, but Alison knows these things inside and out.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle knew he was alienating his friend and his ally. Miguel had come to him for help when he discovered what was happening to Olivia, they worked on finding a solution, and Miguel had been hell-bent on revenge. 
 
      
 
    “Take her side, but you’ll see I’m right,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel shrugged and said, “I better take Olivia home before she gets curious. Good luck, Reverend, but keep me out of this one.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s better you stay away. I’ll let you know when it’s done,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned and walked away shaking his head. Kyle ignored Miguel’s doubts and pressed his ear against the door. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Reverend,” Clara’s muffled voice said through the door. “I haven’t done anythin’. I don’t hurt anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are those missing people, Clara?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    The noises behind the door went silent. Kyle waited for Clara to answer, but she was no longer pleading with him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let you go if you tell me,” he said. “They need saving.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard a laugh and another bang on the door. “You’re so pathetic, Kyle. You can’t win. You won’t win.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stayed near the door for a few more minutes waiting for Clara to say more, but she wasn’t talking. 
 
      
 
    He moved away, satisfied that Clara was done trying to break down the door for a little while. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked back into his office and tried to concentrate on paperwork. He was falling behind on bills, and if the church elders got wind of it, he’d have to listen to them drone on about the responsibilities of the church. Miranda had set up his appointment book for the week and he thanked the heavens that his schedule was empty. 
 
      
 
    He thought about what he wanted to write for his sermon this week. He thought of Clara trapped inside the closet and wondered how much room there was inside a body except for the human soul and God’s love. 
 
      
 
    Kyle grudgingly admitted that Clara looked great. She seemed happier, more confident, and no longer the hoarder he’d known for years. Her house wasn’t filled with junk that piled to the ceiling, she was wearing makeup, and dressed in nice clothes. 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought back to the moment Audrey called him about Clara and how she was tearing the house apart. She was beating on Audrey, and according to Audrey, her eyes kept turning black. 
 
      
 
    After four continuous weeks trying to exorcise her, Clara woke up one day back to normal. Kyle thought he’d defeated the demon and Clara’s soul was saved. 
 
      
 
    That wasn’t the case. 
 
      
 
    He failed not only Clara, but all his exorcisms, but that didn’t give Alison the excuse to leave the demons inside the person. 
 
      
 
    Kyle let out a breath. He thought about calling Alison and speaking with her about it. No arguing. No judgment. Who knew if she’d ever come back to town and keep her promise to rid the town of its darkness. Kyle had been ignored by some hunters in The Network, and what made Alison so different? 
 
      
 
    She’d shown up to help Olivia, but that didn’t mean she would return to finish the rest of it. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t want to assume she wouldn’t, but he didn’t want to assume she would return either. 
 
      
 
    Kyle swiped through his phone and skipped over Alison’s number. He called the hospital to check on Billy Wilson. 
 
      
 
    Billy answered the phone in his room. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Reverend,” Billy said. 
 
      
 
    Billy sounded weak but recovering. This was Kyle’s point. The demon was gone and now Billy’s soul was free. 
 
      
 
    “I was calling to check up on you,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Billy sighed. “These bandages are itching my eyes, but the doctors are positive about my eyesight.” 
 
      
 
    Billy’s emotions changed. “Reverend, I’m sorry I attacked your cousin. I… I don’t remember doing it. My wife… I can’t see her… but I hear it in her voice. I did something to her, too, and she won’t talk about it. Reverend, I work hard for my family, and my mother taught me to never hit a woman. I… I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    Billy sounded like a shattered man. 
 
      
 
    “Billy, you’ll get the help you need. God will guide you down the right path. My cousin is fine. You took her by surprise when we were out there and she’s been taking self-defense classes. She never wanted to hurt you,” Kyle said, trying to keep up his lie. “You work on healing inside and out. If you need help, call me.” 
 
      
 
    The church doors opened. He needed to cut the call short before the person or persons discovered his secret. 
 
      
 
    “I will, Reverend. Thank you,” Billy said. 
 
      
 
    “Get some rest,” Kyle said and hung up the phone. 
 
      
 
    Kyle got up from his desk and headed out to the church. Clara was quiet, but he didn’t know for how much longer and that meant he needed to chase the visitor away. 
 
      
 
    He walked into the church and stopped dead in his tracks. He struggled to hold his composure while dread spread through his body. He didn’t know how to react or what to say to the two men standing near the pulpit patiently waiting for him to make an appearance. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s dread turned to fear, a deep instinctive fear that he only experienced once before and that was during his time in Iraq. That kind of primal fear made you stand still because you didn’t know if in the next few minutes you’d be alive and walking. His sympathies to what Alison must have felt every single day made him her despite their disagreements on how to proceed with exorcisms. 
 
      
 
    Samuel Manes and his assistant, Jason, stood by the pulpit with expressionless faces. Kyle wished for Alison’s gift at that moment, because he wanted to see what they were hiding beneath their human hosts. Was Samuel Manes Satan? Was his assistant one of his dark princes who’ve come to reign Hellfire down on the quaint little town of Wolfpine? Kyle wished for that gift, although Alison referred to it as a curse. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Mayor,” Kyle said trying to hide the apprehension in his voice. “What an unexpected… umm… surprise. How may I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Reverend,” Samuel answered with a friendly smile. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I was… writing notes for my sermon this coming weekend,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Samuel turned and pointed to his assistant. “I don’t think you’ve ever met my assistant, Jason McBride.” 
 
      
 
    The man held a smirk that Kyle didn’t like. He walked up silently to Kyle and shook his hand, his deep brown eyes never leaving Kyle’s. 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Jason said. 
 
      
 
    “You too, Jason,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Jason let go of his hand and walked back to stand by his boss. 
 
      
 
    “So, what can I do for you, Mr. Mayor?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. It was one that could cast fear and doubt into the heart of the toughest man… or woman. 
 
      
 
    He strolled past Kyle and over to the entrance to the hallway that led to the storage closets and Kyle’s office. 
 
      
 
    Kyle only slightly turned as he kept one eye on Jason and one eye on Samuel. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend, it’s been a fantastic show with you,” Samuel said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle froze in place. His eyes searched for a weapon, any weapon but all he had were pews behind him and the pulpit in front of him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve enjoyed watching you try your best with these people. Your dedication to your religion and this town is commendable,” Samuel said. 
 
      
 
    Clara was banging on the door again. Samuel’s smile turned wider. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s breathing turned heavy and his body was ready to explode from the tension in his muscles. 
 
      
 
    Samuel scratched his head and turned to face the hallway. Kyle realized that Jason had taken a few steps closer to him and held his hand in his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Samuel turned back to Kyle and shrugged. “I came here to take back what was mine, but I’m not sure. Sounds like she’s going feral again.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to keep his composure, but after years of watching other people’s lives destroyed by the powers of darkness, he was at the end of his rope. What he’d suspected all along came true the moment Mayor Samuel Manes stepped into his church. 
 
      
 
    “I worked hard on her and you had to ruin it,” Samuel said. “Like you’ve ruined others.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle was aware of Jason standing directly behind him but he was ready to risk it all to get at Samuel. 
 
      
 
    “What is it you want, Samuel? What is your endgame?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel raised his hands in the air and pivoted on his feet. “For starters, this town. You see, Kyle…” Samuel lowered his arms and placed his hands behind his back. “We have to start small, sometimes we have to hide in plain sight. I’ve been assigned to Wolfpine as a kind of test if you will.” 
 
      
 
    “A test?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel shrugged. “That’s what I call it. You are a man of God, you may call it something else.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the test?” 
 
      
 
    “Start small. Gain the trust of people who believe the ridiculous stories in your book of lies,” Samuel explained. “Become a beacon of light in the darkness. Bring a small town on the brink of failure and turn it into a successful place. Bring jobs, hope, and goodwill. Stir up loyalty and boost morale. It’s so easy to fool those who are looking to be fooled.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel cocked his head in thought. “We’ve failed before. I’ll admit to that. Our enemies are the ones who possess the power to see us. When we appear, they appear. It’s very irritating.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel lit up with his next words. “However, they have to be born. All we have to do is drop inside the body. Eventually, their numbers will dwindle and ours will grow.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle was stunned by Samuel’s confession. Kyle thought about the weight of Samuel’s words, the magnitude of what could happen if the demons made their way onto the Earth. He said the end times are a bunch of nonsense, but was it? Surely, if the demons ruled the Earth, it would be the end times and the Book of Revelation would come true. 
 
      
 
    “Why, though?” Kyle asked. “Why do you want to? Don’t you want to continue to punish human souls for committing sins?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel chuckled. “It’s more complicated than that, Reverend. We are on orders to come here and cleanse the Earth of human filth.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle gritted his teeth at Samuel’s smug look. He wanted to run and attack the man but with Jason practically breathing down his neck he wouldn’t make it five feet. 
 
      
 
    “There will always be people like Alison to stop you, and people like me to help her,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Samuel lost the smile on his face. “Alison Stark is a problem that I can resolve. You’ve been warned, Reverend. Do yourself a favor and look the other way.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel walked up and put a hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “Enjoy your life, it’s the only one you get.” 
 
      
 
    The older man took two steps back and Kyle felt a hand wrap around his forearm. Kyle flinched in pain from Jason’s strength. 
 
      
 
    “As for Clara, she’s been compromised,” Samuel said. 
 
      
 
    Unearthly screaming came from behind the closet door. Before he could react, he was punched right in his left kidney. 
 
      
 
    Pain in Kyle’s back hit him like fire. A blinding whiteness exploded in front of Kyle’s eyes and he couldn’t remember when he hit the floor. He rolled around in agony and tried to take a deep breath, but it hurt too much. 
 
      
 
    Despite Kyle’s pain, he felt the kick in his stomach and then another. He grunted and groaned. 
 
      
 
    Blackness overtook the blinding whiteness and Kyle struggled to keep from passing out. 
 
      
 
    He gasped for breath and rolled over onto his back. His vision was blurry and a face appeared closer to his. 
 
      
 
    “Preach about this, Reverend and see how fast you lose your precious church,” the voice said. 
 
      
 
    A boot came down on his chest and held him in place. He turned his head and watched as Samuel walked into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    He heard Clara scream from beyond the walls of the church. He didn’t know what Samuel did.  
 
      
 
    Samuel walked out and nodded to Jason who released his boot from Kyle’s chest. 
 
      
 
    “Have a nice day, Reverend. See you at Founder’s Day,” Samuel said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle coughed and wheezed as he tried to stand up. The church doors opened and closed and all Kyle could do was stare at the cream-colored ceiling.  
 
      
 
    Kyle coughed again and he flinched from the pain in his belly. His vision cleared enough to where he could reach for his cell phone. 
 
      
 
    He thought of calling 9-1-1, but what would they do? He thought of Miguel but he was busy with Olivia and who knew where Markus was. 
 
      
 
    The only other person he had was Alison, but she was three hours away. 
 
      
 
    Wood cracked in the hallway. A low growl came from behind the wall. That’s when he decided he needed help.  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s vision cleared enough for him to see Alison’s number. 
 
      
 
    First, he had to see how bad Clara was.  
 
      
 
    Kyle cried out in pain as he got to his knees. He lost his breath when he leaned against the pew to come to a standing position. He thought he would drop right back to the floor, but he managed to stay in a standing position. The room spun around for a few seconds before Kyle was able to recover long enough to stumble over to the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Tiny splinters of wood lay on the floor, and Clara’s voice came through loud and clear. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you leave me, Samuel!” She screamed. “No, Samuel! Come back here.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle pressed the button to Alison’s phone number. She answered and spoke to him, but Kyle was having a hard time speaking.  
 
      
 
    Wait? Did she say she’d be there in fifteen minutes? 
 
      
 
    He frowned despite the pain and questioned her answer. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t care, though. The throbbing from his mid-section was too overwhelming. He sank to the floor and waited for Alison to arrive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    July 15, Early 2010s 
 
      
 
    Heather has been getting her life back in order. She found a job and is attending school again, part-time much to the relief of the rest of the family, except me. I refuse to leave her alone until I know for sure that her depression is under control.  
 
      
 
    Dr. Rodriquez has been amazing with her therapy, and Heather is responding to his treatments and advice.  
 
      
 
    I’m happy she’s responding, but I have my doubts. I’m living with her until she gets back on her feet. She often complains that Mom and I are smothering her too much.  
 
      
 
    She drank excessively at Chris’s wedding and caused a scene. That’s not like Heather. She’s always been sweet and shy and never partied that much when she was younger. It’s worrisome, but I’m optimistic that as time passes, she’ll return to normal.  
 
      
 
    Until then, I’ll continue to live with her and monitor her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison arrived at the church and ran inside with Simon. Simon growled and barked when they entered through the doors. 
 
      
 
    Alison heard yelling to her right when she spotted Kyle struggling to stand near the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Kyle!” Alison called out. 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked relieved to see her. 
 
      
 
    Alison ran over to Kyle and kneeled in front of him. Sweat formed on his brow and he was holding his midsection. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Alison said trying to hold back Simon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay. Samuel’s brute kicked the shit out of me,” Kyle said. “Clara Reid is in the closet. She needs help.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m calling an ambulance first,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle put up a hand to stop Alison. “Can you please take care of Clara first?” 
 
      
 
    Alison frowned as Kyle reached into his pocket and handed Alison a key. He shook his head in regret. “I made a mess.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stood up and said, “I’ll say.” 
 
      
 
    Alison held Simon and peeked around the doorway. She moved into the hallway with Simon who was moving and barking at the door. 
 
      
 
    Alison stepped in front of the door. There was a huge hole towards the side that knocked out part of the hinges with wood fragments scattered over the floor.  
 
      
 
    Alison leaned closer and tried to peek inside the darkened room. Not seeing any movement, Alison stepped back and called, “Clara? Clara Reid?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” A voice said from the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Alison Stark—” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I felt you comin’ in here.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna open the door. If you try anything, I have an attack dog here ready to bite your hand off. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “I won’t do nothin’.” 
 
      
 
    Alison ordered Simon to stand down although he continued to growl and bare his teeth. He took a few steps back as Alison ordered. 
 
      
 
    Alison placed the key in the lock. “Turn on the light, first.” 
 
      
 
    “I broke it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nevermind.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned the key and removed the lock. She pulled the remains of the door open and grabbed her switchblade.  
 
      
 
    “Come out. Slowly.” 
 
      
 
    A haggard auburn-haired woman emerged from the darkness. Her hair was tangled and sticking out on all sides. Her mascara and makeup were smeared all over her face. Her hands were bloody, her clothes were messy, and she’d scraped away a few fingernails.  
 
      
 
    The shadow appeared over her face and swirled around her body before re-entering her chest. 
 
      
 
    Kyle struggled through the doorway behind Alison, and Clara turned to eye him. 
 
      
 
    “You’re an asshole,” she spat at Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Alison put her hands up before Kyle could speak. “What happened here? Do you want an ambulance?’ 
 
      
 
    Clara shook her head and said, “I’ve never done anythin’ to hurt anyone and the Reverend here takes it upon himself to lock me up. Now, Samuel thinks I’m compromised. I’m so screwed.” 
 
      
 
    She inhaled a shaky breath. “Clara—the real Clara is gone—and you couldn’t leave it be.” 
 
      
 
    Alison lifted an eyebrow. “Is she? Demons say that all the time.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle mumbled something behind Alison and Clara turned to him. “You preach righteousness and goodwill towards other men. You preach about following the Lord Jesus Christ and being a better person but look what you did. You kidnapped me and now Samuel will come after me. He’ll send his little goon boy after me. He’ll kill the real Clara and send me back to hell. You’re a fool, Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Clara turned back to Alison and said, “You can’t ask Clara, so you’ll have to take my word for it. She was a hoarder before I came along. Her sister abused her after her mother died. Her sister lied and said it was the other way around.” She turned back to Kyle and said, “That’s bullshit. It was Audrey who was the abuser. She let their mother starve and Clara couldn’t stand up to her.” 
 
      
 
    Clara’s eyes filled with tears. “I liked it here on Earth and I hope Clara’s at peace, but it’s gone because of you.” 
 
      
 
    Clara put out her bloody hands to Alison. “If you want to take me out, go ahead, hunter, but I’m tellin’ the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t touch the woman in front of her. She made Simon back down a few more steps. She didn’t need to exorcise her. The demon wasn’t lying, and since years had passed, Clara’s soul was too far gone for her to save. It would only make Clara’s situation worse at this point. There were times Alison understood that she had to back off and it was up to the demon to leave or stay inside the body. She made exceptions all the time for different scenarios. She learned the hard way that sometimes the exorcism wasn’t what was best for the human. 
 
      
 
    Heather’s face flashed before Alison’s eyes as if she were standing in Clara’s place. She would never make that same mistake again. 
 
      
 
    “I believe you,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “What? How can you believe that thing?” Kyle asked, but Alison ignored him. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let you go, but are you willing to tell me where you’re hiding the rest of the missing people?” 
 
      
 
    Clara shook her head. “You found the cabin, and that’s where I took the ones who first entered the bodies, so I don’t know where they take them after that.” 
 
      
 
    Alison thought for a moment and said, “He has to have another location.” 
 
      
 
    “If he does, he never told me about it. The ones who never integrated fully after months of my trying to help them were taken away. I never saw them again. The ones who did integrate… well… some run away and others are already back in town, you just haven’t found them yet because they’re helping Samuel.” 
 
      
 
    “Who was Samuel? Before?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. He recruited me to watch the cabin where you found Billy.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the end goal?” 
 
      
 
    Clara’s face changed expressions as if she debated on what to say. “I was never up there with the hierarchy, but all I can tell you is they chose Wolfpine as a test for an eventual unification of us and the human soul. This has happened before, but you hunters are always in our way.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “They tried this in New Mexico once. I was there for months with a team sweeping you out.” 
 
      
 
    Clara smiled. “That’s not the only time. Some were successful, you haven’t come across them yet.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I stop this, Clara?” 
 
      
 
    “Take out the source of who can pass us through the veil quicker. When we don’t have a beacon, we can’t pass as easily,” Clara answered.  
 
      
 
    “Samuel Manes,” Kyle muttered. 
 
      
 
    Clara shot Kyle a deadly glare, but answered, “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all I needed, Clara. Thank you for your information,” Alison said stepping aside to let the woman through. 
 
      
 
    Alison gripped Simon’s leash. He growled at the woman, but Alison reassured him that Clara wouldn’t harm either of them. 
 
      
 
    Kyle struggled to step in front of Clara angrily. “Wait. Are you going to let her go?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Get out of the way,” Alison said. “She’s too far gone.” 
 
      
 
    Clara brushed past Kyle and stepped back into the church. She turned around one last time and said, “Samuel has had enough of your games, Reverend. You’ve been warned.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle kept quiet and Alison saw fear cross his features.  
 
      
 
    “Is there anywhere you can go? We can try to help you escape,” Alison suggested. 
 
      
 
    Clara gave Alison a bitter smile. “No. I just hope one day I can return to Earth. I like it here.” 
 
      
 
    Clara turned around and limped out of the church leaving Alison and Kyle standing there in silence. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned back to Kyle, who was approaching her his face showing exasperation. “I can’t believe you’re letting her go. Just like that. Are you out of your mind?” 
 
      
 
    Alison watched Kyle struggle to stand and said, “Since you still want to argue. I’ll be better off on my own.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle breathed in and flinched. “I made a huge mistake, but I didn’t expect you to let her go.” 
 
      
 
    “I told you I have to sometimes,” Alison said. “I wish I had made that decision in the past. Do you need to go to the hospital? You might have some cracked ribs.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to go back to the house,” Kyle said with a look of defeat. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned down Alison’s offer to help him return to his house. It wasn’t until he almost tripped down the steps when he accepted Alison’s offer.  
 
      
 
    “I can guess why you lied to me about leaving town,” Kyle said as they approached Kyle’s front door. 
 
      
 
    “You ought to be grateful I didn’t,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle groaned in pain but didn’t answer. He handed Alison the keys and she checked to make sure Simon was behind them before opening the door. Simon was more relaxed now and sniffing around the grass. 
 
      
 
    Alison helped Kyle sit down in the dining chair and said, “You should get some X-rays.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. “How would I explain it?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have ice packs?” 
 
      
 
    “In the freezer.” 
 
      
 
    “Pain killers?” 
 
      
 
    “Advil. In my medicine cabinet,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    “I have stronger pain killers if you want them,” Alison commented.  
 
      
 
    “Of course you do,” Kyle answered. “I might need them, but we’ll try Advil first.” 
 
      
 
    Alison made sure Simon relaxed and went to grab the painkillers and towels.  
 
      
 
    She found Kyle leaning against the table with his face contorted in pain. She placed the medicine and the ice packs on the table and helped him out of his collar and shirt. His midsection was turning a deep purple color from bruising. 
 
      
 
    She found a glass and filled it with water. Kyle thanked her and swallowed the pills but only after choking on the water. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God,” he muttered. 
 
      
 
    Alison carefully placed the ice over Kyle’s injuries. He jumped and cursed, but she heard a sigh of relief after the initial shock.  
 
      
 
    He turned to look at her. His features changed from anger to one that Alison didn’t want to acknowledge. They stared at each other for several seconds before Alison had to break away from Kyle’s deep blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    She tried to busy her mind and not think about the Reverend’s muscular chest and back or his broad shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Alison cleared her throat and said, “Are you going to tell me what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “I fucked up,” Kyle answered. “I thought taking Clara and bringing her soul back would show you’re wrong when you leave them alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Was I wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you know pride is a sin?” Kyle shook his head. “I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
      
 
    “I have plenty,” Alison said, trying to hide a smile. “But with the shadows, I’ve learned it’s sometimes better to let go.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle sniffed. “I guess so. I was wondering why she kept looking around as I trapped her in the church and Samuel Manes showed up with Jason.” 
 
      
 
    Alison let up on the pressure of the ice when Kyle protested. “Was he a blondish guy? Kind of short? Looks like a high school quarterback?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded thinking back to her earlier surveillance. She debated telling Kyle what she knew, but he needed to know. 
 
      
 
    “I saw him today,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to stare at Alison. “You what?” 
 
      
 
    “Kyle, do you know about Emma?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took the ice pack from Alison’s hand. Their fingers lingered and the staring started again. Alison turned away from Kyle. She didn’t know how to deliver her bad news, but he deserved the truth. 
 
      
 
    “What about her?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s not one. I already told you that, but she… helps them.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle met Alison’s gaze again in disbelief. “There’s no way. No. I don’t believe it.” 
 
      
 
    Alison could see Kyle’s anger building again. “Emma may be a lot of things, but she’s not evil. She’s my biggest donor, part of the church council, and donates her time to good causes. No one is perfect, but she wouldn’t do that.” 
 
      
 
    Alison knew he wouldn’t believe her. She reached for her cell phone and swiped to the pictures she’d taken earlier that day. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what this guy gave her but she wasn’t a happy camper,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stared at the pictures for the longest time. He then took Alison’s phone and swiped through the rest. He handed the phone back to Alison. She felt terrible for telling him but he had to know. 
 
      
 
    “She followed me to a grocery store and warned me to leave town,” Alison finished. 
 
      
 
    Alison took the phone and showed Kyle her last snap of Emma leaving the parking lot of the grocery store. 
 
      
 
    Kyle took the ice pack and threw it on the table. His eyes turned to the ceiling and he mumbled something about God helping him. 
 
      
 
    “She’s been watching you. That’s why she still attends your church,” Alison said. “She also said your exorcisms were amusing but after you contacted me, they had to act. That’s the reason for Samuel’s visit today.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s face showed his betrayal as he handed the phone back to Alison. He sat staring into the distance. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not your fault. I don’t know what I will do now. I’ve lived here for a long time, I know almost everyone here, and I feel like they’ve all been plotting against me ever since I discovered what’s going on,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not all of them. It’s a select few trying to keep a secret. We can only do so much. Hunters sometimes have to make hard decisions. I had to let Clara go. I sensed only the demon’s soul, but if I pulled out the demon, her body would become a vegetable,” Alison explained. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked at Alison in surprise. “How?” 
 
      
 
    Alison lowered her head. She thought of the time the demon possessed Heather and the tumultuous years that followed. She wished she’d done things differently. Alison could have lived with the demon inside her sister as the demon lived within her. 
 
      
 
    She thought about her time with Brady and the lives they couldn’t save. 
 
      
 
    Alison debated answering and said, “There are many that I regret. Including one of my own family.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stared at her in surprise. “It hit you? Personally?” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “My sister.” Alison looked away and tried not to think about the night she found Heather. “My family hasn’t been the same since.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle softened. She could see he was still struggling with how Alison approached her exorcisms but he seemed to understand her reasoning better. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know if I still agree with it, but I understand better now,” Kyle said. “I hope you remember you do God’s work, even if you don’t think so. Look what you did for Olivia.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “Helping one person gain their freedom never gets old.” 
 
      
 
    Alison felt the touch on her fingers. She looked down to see Kyle’s hand inching over hers. She didn’t pull away. It’d been a while since she felt any kind of human contact. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you tell me your story,” Kyle said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I will, but for right now I think sleep would do you a lot of good,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle pulled his hand away and shuddered in pain. “Why, Emma? Why? Can you tell me that much?” 
 
      
 
    Alison rubbed her eyes and said, “I’ve seen people like her before. They shelter them, they help them into society, all on the premise of promises the demons will never keep.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of promises?” 
 
      
 
    “It could be anything from money to power, even a promise of staying young forever,” Alison explained. “It’s all bullshit.” 
 
      
 
    “And, she fell for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Who knows what promises Samuel made to her. Don’t get angry with her. Feel sorry for her,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “A friend has betrayed me. I can’t help it,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned his head towards the cabinets and flinched again. “I need a drink.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Alison stood up and walked to the cabinets. She remembered Kyle’s liquor stash. She grabbed the bottle of whiskey and two glasses. Kyle was trying to hide his pain while he adjusted in his seat. 
 
      
 
    “You should lie down,” Alison said, pouring the amber liquid into the glasses. 
 
      
 
    She turned watching Kyle running a hand through his hair in frustration. “How am I going to explain that closet? I still have to clean up the basement, buy a new bed—” 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over with the glasses and set one down in front of Kyle. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle swallowed the whiskey and laughed. “How many people do you know?” 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed and took a sip of her whiskey. The liquid warmed the back of her throat. “We have a lot of help.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle leaned his head in his hand. He tried a few times to take a deep breath, but every time he would flinch. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you staying?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “I rented a cabin at the Valenza Cabin Rentals, but it looks like I won’t be going anywhere tonight,” Alison commented. 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. His eyes kept closing and he had to blink several times to keep them open. “Alison you don’t have to stay on my account, I’ll be fine. Besides, those are nice cabins. Nicer than this place.” 
 
      
 
    “I think I’m good, and Simon looks comfy,” Alison said looking down at the dog at her feet. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t argue,” Kyle said with a tired smile. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Now, off to bed with you,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “What if something happens?” Kyle asked as he stood up from the chair. 
 
      
 
    “It won’t. Samuel has plans, but I have a feeling he won’t execute them until later.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and walked over to Simon. He tried to bend down to pet the dog, but it was too painful. Simon stood up for a pet, but Kyle still struggled to pat him on the head. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stumbled towards his bedroom and Alison followed close behind in case he slipped. She thought about asking him to go to the hospital again, but she knew he wouldn’t. She had more plans forming in her head, but those discussions could wait until morning. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sat down the edge of the bed, breathing heavily. Sweat formed at his brow while he struggled to take his shoes off. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to let me help you?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle dropped his foot back down on the floor and muttered yes. 
 
      
 
    Alison kneeled, took his shoes off, and helped Kyle lie down. 
 
      
 
    She went to turn off the light when she heard Kyle speak. 
 
      
 
    “Alison?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned off the light and closed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    Simon was waiting for her at the front door. He wasn’t tense and didn’t bark, and that meant he needed to go to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    She had extra supplies for herself and Simon inside the car for sudden changes in plans.  
 
      
 
    Alison eyed Kyle’s cigarettes on the coffee table. 
 
      
 
    Fuck it, she could try to quit again later.  
 
      
 
    She grabbed one and the lighter and opened the door to take Simon for a walk. 
 
      
 
    Alison lit the cigarette while she walked Simon. The nicotine made her dizzy as it rushed through her blood, but then the comforting smoked took over and she relaxed. 
 
      
 
    She walked close to the church to make sure she locked it up while she and Kyle were walking back to the house. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied, she turned to come back down the steps when Simon growled lowly. 
 
      
 
    Alison stopped and listened for any kind of movement or any odd sound. The sun had set behind the mountains, but small beams of light still lit up the area. 
 
      
 
    Her senses were on high alert. Birds chirped to her left and she heard the humming of cicadas coming from the forest.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, boy?” Alison asked. “Where do you feel it?” 
 
      
 
    Alison walked around the property. She felt the oppression; however, it was far away. 
 
      
 
    There was a crop of trees beyond Kyle’s house and when a car passed by its headlights shone on the vehicle sitting behind the trees. 
 
      
 
    Simon growled again in that direction. 
 
      
 
    “There you are,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    She looked down at Simon and said, “Want to go say hi to our visitor?” 
 
      
 
    Alison reached for her switchblade as she made her way closer to the vehicle. She grinned as she heard an engine turn on and headlights shine over the road. The car sped off before Alison could identify the make and model. 
 
      
 
    “I thought so,” she said. “You’re not winning this one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle was groggy when he awoke the next morning. The pain in his sides was even worse than the day before, making him want to turn over and go back to sleep. He didn’t care for how long either. It could be days or weeks, and he wouldn’t care. It was the only relief he was getting from the pain. 
 
      
 
    Alison had asked him if he wanted to go to the hospital but he was too sore and tired to even make the trip. 
 
      
 
    Kyle struggled to roll over and when he finally did, he was staring into gold eyes. 
 
      
 
    Simon sat there wagging his tail with his mouth hanging open and his tongue hanging out. 
 
      
 
    He moved around when Kyle turned over. Kyle guessed he was expecting him to get up. 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t help it. Despite his pain, he grinned at the friendly dog. He thanked the Lord that Simon liked him because he’d seen those teeth. Whenever a demon was close by the dog turned in less than a heartbeat. 
 
      
 
    Kyle reached out and patted him on the head.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, boy,” Kyle said. “Where’s your mom this morning?” 
 
      
 
    The dog didn’t react but continued to enjoy the attention. 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least you guys didn’t take off on me this time.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stopped petting Simon long enough to glance at the clock on the bed. It was almost 9:30 AM. 
 
      
 
    Kyle never slept this late or this much. He went to bed late and was always up at the crack of dawn. 
 
      
 
    Kyle grunted when he tried to sit up. 
 
      
 
    “I will do this without your mom’s help,” he said. “If I can’t, can you go get her?” 
 
      
 
    Simon stepped back while Kyle struggled to sit up on the bed. He grunted and groaned while sweat broke out on his brow. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was close to giving up when he could finally sit up straight and swing his legs over the bed. 
 
      
 
    Kyle took some shallow breaths.  
 
      
 
    “Lord help me,” he muttered as he tried to breathe deeply. He again thought about going to the hospital because he didn’t want to develop pneumonia from the breathing problems he was experiencing, but he brushed it off for now. The best thing for him was to move around somewhat. 
 
      
 
    Kyle pushed against the bed and stood up. His legs almost gave out, but he caught himself in time on the bedpost. 
 
      
 
    Using the bedpost as leverage, he stood up straight and made his way over to the bathroom holding onto anything he could, from the bed to the chair and the side of his desk. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned on the hot water and washed his face and brushed his teeth. He looked pale from the attack the day before, and when he lifted his shirt he found deep purple bruises around his abdomen. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t care what he looked like today. He turned to find Simon waiting for him at the bathroom door. 
 
      
 
    “Did Alison put you up to this? Are you here to babysit me?” He asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Simon wagged his tail. He turned and left the room but re-entered right when Kyle came out of the bathroom. She definitely had her dog watching him, he thought. Simon was the most well-trained dog Kyle ever encountered from K-9s to the military. They were no match for Simon.  
 
      
 
    Kyle struggled into his jeans and a T-shirt. By the time he finished, it was almost an hour later. 
 
      
 
    Usually, he could shower and shave within a half an hour, but today he took his time.  
 
      
 
    Simon stayed with him the whole time, and Kyle was convinced Alison had the dog watching over him, and if something happened, the dog would run to get help. 
 
      
 
    Kyle kind of appreciated that, but he questioned where Alison had run off to. He thought she would pay him a visit since he was loud enough with his moans of pain. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s your mom?” Kyle asked, as he stepped into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Simon stayed far enough away from Kyle to let him take careful steps. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked into the living room and found the front door open with only the screen door closed. He could already feel the heat of the day coming through the front door even with the ceiling fan running. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked through his bay window and a few things caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    First, Olivia was sitting on his porch and it looked like she was playing a game on her iPad. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes traveled over to the church. Two construction vehicles sat outside of the church, and that’s when Kyle thought he heard some kind of banging going on. 
 
      
 
    Kyle also noticed a cleaning truck parked behind Alison’s car. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had been so caught up with his pain that he hadn’t heard the movement in his basement. 
 
      
 
    He heard light thumps and then a man with a uniform rounded the corner with a hose in his hand. 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed the Chief of Police car sitting in a parking space near the church and near it were three figures. 
 
      
 
    Alison, Markus, and Miguel. 
 
      
 
    Kyle needed some coffee—badly. He turned while Simon followed behind him into the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “I’d tell your mom she could call you off now, but she looks like she’s busy,” Kyle said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Well, that hurt. No more laughing for a while. 
 
      
 
    Kyle poured his coffee and took a sip of the strong liquid. The bitterness woke him up. He thought he would take a moment to see how Olivia was doing since he couldn’t move very well. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked outside with his new shadow right behind him. The dog stood in front of him and waited for his next move. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Reverend Kyle,” Olivia said from the porch seat. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Olivia. How are you?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shrugged. “Okay. Alison said you’re hurt. Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    It amazed Kyle at how fast Olivia was healing from her wounds. She was almost back to normal. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine. May I sit?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia scooted over and said, “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle grunted as he sat down and almost spilled his coffee all over the porch. 
 
      
 
    Olivia eyed him in concern. “Should I get Daddy?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head once the discomfort lessened and said, “No. I’m fine. I want to know how you’re doing. You’re the most important person here.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s features were heartbreaking. It was clear to Kyle she was missing her mom. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I guess. Daddy says he wants to go back to work soon,” she explained. “He’s waiting for school to start again since Mommy’s not there now.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia swallowed and turned back to her iPad. 
 
      
 
    “Your daddy is a brave and strong guy, who would do anything for you,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I miss my mom,” Olivia said. “She was always there and now… she’s not.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s there, it might not be in body, but she’s always watching out for you,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Olivia smiled. “That’s what Alison said this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Alison is a smart woman,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s grief-stricken face turned into a smile. “I wish Alison could stay forever. I like talking to her.” 
 
      
 
    “And, she likes talking to you,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Olivia turned to Kyle and grinned. “I think she likes you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle chuckled. “I guess she does. How are you feeling?” He wanted to change the subject. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay. Alison said the black thing is like a puppet master and pulled my strings. Do you think that’s true? Because I was trying not to hurt my mom but it wouldn’t let me stop.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle wrapped his arm around the little girl’s shoulders when he saw her eyes welling with tears. 
 
      
 
    “You did nothing wrong. Alison is right and if you ever have any doubts, pray to your mom, she’ll answer you. She’ll tell you that none of it was your fault,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Olivia nodded but one tear ran down her cheek. “My daddy says the black thing will never come back for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Never. Alison made sure it will never hurt you or your family again.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle was about to say something else when the man in the cleaning uniform came around the corner. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Reverend,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t recognize the cleaning company. He couldn’t see the license plate on the truck. 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to stand but the movement made him dizzy after he let go of Olivia. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. I had a little accident. What can I help you with?” Kyle said leaning against the chair. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no need to get up. Your basement is clean and ready for use again. We’ve removed the mattress from the forest and we’ll dispose of it,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head in amazement. Alison was taking care of everything. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t thank you enough…” 
 
      
 
    “Gus Quinn. Drove here this morning from Pigeon Forge. No need for thanks, Reverend. We take care of these little… messes,” Gus said. 
 
      
 
    If Gus had a white beard, Kyle would have sworn he was looking straight at Santa Claus. The man had a full head of snow-white hair, quite the belly, and a deeply wrinkled face with bright blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Do I owe you anything?” Kyle asked as he turned to fetch his wallet. 
 
      
 
    Gus laughed and said, “No, sir. My good friend Alison already took care of us.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle struggled down the porch steps and came face to face with Gus. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Gus. I appreciate this,” Kyle said, his brow furrowing with a question. “So are you a…” 
 
      
 
    Gus smiled deepened. “A hunter? I’m not, but my son Paul is.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Kyle said. “I see that’s how Alison knows you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.” Another younger man came around the corner and stood next to Gus. The younger man was the spitting image of Gus, but with brown hair. 
 
      
 
    “Paul?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Gus chuckled. “No, this is my other son, Kenny. Paul’s somewhere in the Arctic helping some hunters up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you, Kenny, and thanks for the help,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Kenny shook Kyle’s hand and Kyle had to struggle to hide his pain. 
 
      
 
    “Kenny, could you go tell Alison we’re finished, and that Paul said to text him if she needs more help.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    Kenny walked away leaving him alone with Gus. 
 
      
 
    “We’re gonna head out after Kenny talks to Alison, but be careful Reverend, these things don’t play around as you know now,” Gus said. 
 
      
 
    “I got a taste of it,” Kyle said, pointing to his ribs.  
 
      
 
    “You sure did, the way you’re jerking around,” Gus said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I want to talk to the little lady before I leave.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought Gus meant Alison, turns out he walked right by Simon and right up to Olivia. 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a few steps back and watched as Gus kneeled and spoke to Olivia in soft tones. He couldn’t hear the conversation but at first, Olivia looked doubtful, and after about a minute she was giggling and in a fit of laughter once Gus stood up and walked back to Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was impressed. Olivia had been depressed about her mother a few minutes ago and now she was holding her stomach from laughing so hard. 
 
      
 
    Gus gave a few pats on the head to Simon and came back down the porch stairs. 
 
      
 
    He shook Kyle’s hand. 
 
      
 
    “What did you say to her?” Kyle asked. “She hasn’t been the same since…” 
 
      
 
    Gus nodded. “I told her a few jokes.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought it had to be more than that, but he decided not to push the issue. 
 
      
 
    Alison, Kenny, Miguel, and Markus were walking back to the house. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, sunshine,” Markus said to Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Kyle rolled his eyes and watched as Alison spoke to Kenny and Gus. She hugged them and the father and son team waved goodbye before they got into their work van and drove away. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you would sleep all day,” Alison said after she said a final goodbye to her friends. 
 
      
 
    “I almost did, but I had a dog slobbering all over me,” Kyle joked. 
 
      
 
    Alison gave Simon a stern eye. “Did he jump up on the bed? He knows better than that.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head and said, “No. I was kidding, but I kind of liked the company.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling, bud?” Markus asked. 
 
      
 
    “Like shit,” Kyle said lifting his shirt to show the bruises. 
 
      
 
    Miguel shook his head. “I should have stuck around.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shrugged. “No. It was my stupid decision that caused that.” 
 
      
 
    Markus took off his hat and rubbed his bald head. “Alison filled me in. Give me the word and I’ll arrest him.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scoffed again. “Are you going to arrest me for what I did?” 
 
      
 
    “Alison said that Clara willingly came with you to paint some pictures, am I right?” Markus asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I guess that will do,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    The guilt about what he did to Clara washed over him. No matter what she still had inside of her, Kyle should have left well enough alone. 
 
      
 
    “Although her sister called me this morning and wanted to check on her,” Markus said. “Her car is missing.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle rubbed a hand over his face and turned to Alison. “Do you think she made it out of town?” 
 
      
 
    A grim look passed over Alison’s face. “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Dammit,” Kyle whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Next question,” Markus asked. “Are you pressing charges?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to Alison. She didn’t have much of a reaction. Her face stayed steady while she waited for Kyle to answer. Kyle thought Miguel would pull a muscle in his neck the way he was nodding. He kept clenching his fists. Miguel was out for blood but not from someone like Clara. He wanted to go right to the source: Samuel Manes. 
 
      
 
    “If you do it, I want to talk to him,” Alison commented. “That’s if Kyle presses charges.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be his first visitor,” Markus said. 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t you exorcise him right when you see him?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because we still don’t know where those missing people are. We don’t know if he’ll hurt Clara,” Alison said. “Believe me, I would love to put my hands on him and get it out, but I need information first.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel shook his head in anger, and again, Kyle wasn’t liking Alison’s idea either, but he knew she was formulating a plan. 
 
      
 
    “Besides, while I’m talking to Samuel, don’t you want something to do?” Alison asked with a sweet smile. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned when she heard her name called. She turned back to the group and said, “I have to take care of these guys, but Kyle, my laptop is on the kitchen table, there’s a map that might help us,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “That door is already fixed,” Markus said in a combination of awe and amusement. 
 
      
 
    “Thank the Lord for that, because I didn’t know how I’d explain to the elders,” Kyle answered as they turned walked into the house. 
 
      
 
    “I have to go make an arrest of the town’s mayor, so let’s make this quick,” Markus said. “I hope you realize the shit this will cause me.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but if Alison can work her magic, then it’ll be worth it,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle took the steps slowly and almost fell one time when Miguel caught him. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready to take a trip, Amigo?” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, right. Markus, what’s happening with that cabin?” 
 
      
 
    “Waiting on DNA test results from the evidence. The state detectives are breathing down my fucking neck. Why do you think I’m here right now? They’re talking about contacting the feds because of the missing persons cases, and calling for my head.” 
 
      
 
    Markus took off his ball cap and ran a hand over his bald head when they stepped into the kitchen. “We need to solve this quick or my ass is on the line.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. Miguel went to check on Olivia who was now playing fetch with Simon. 
 
      
 
    Miguel reentered the house and said, “If we go today, Chief Carter says his wife will watch her.” 
 
      
 
    Markus grinned. “Don’t be surprised if she spoils Olivia’s supper with candy and treats.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle sat down in the chair. Pain shot up and down his side, all the way to his foot. He tried taking a deep breath and exhale fully.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want a hospital?” Markus asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I want that evil thing gone,” Kyle said as he opened Alison’s laptop. 
 
      
 
    Alison must have been working on the area the whole night. A map of Wolfpine lit up the screen. 
 
      
 
    On top of the map were digital red circles with writing on top. Her work impressed Kyle. She had Samuel’s house circle and labeled. City Hall and Emma’s home were also circled. 
 
      
 
    She had a notepad opened up and other addresses listed. 
 
      
 
    Markus bent down closer to look at the screen. 
 
      
 
    “That one place is the old T-shirt factory and storage warehouse,” Markus said. “That other one is the old paper mill.” 
 
      
 
    Markus listed off all the places Alison had circled. Three in all. Kyle tried not to sigh. He wasn’t feeling up to a ride, but if they could find some clues, then it’d be worth the pain. 
 
      
 
    “Alison said Samuel wouldn’t keep them close by. Too many eyes on him,” Miguel commented. 
 
      
 
    “I’m gonna need your statement too, Kyle,” Markus said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s okay. I can only handle a small road trip anyway,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    The men turned when Alison walked inside and said, “Your door is as good as new.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle was relieved and amazed at how fast those construction guys hung that door. Now he didn’t have to worry about explaining anything to anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Alison,” he said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “No problem.” 
 
      
 
    Markus turned away and said, “Give me about two hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m leaving and putting my career in jeopardy. I’ll see y’all later,” Markus said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there later this afternoon,” Kyle said as Markus walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    Kyle watched Markus say goodbye to Olivia and Simon and walked off to his police vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Markus didn’t know how to handle this situation. He was a small-town police chief who mostly threw drunken men and women in jail for the night so they could sleep it off or made minor drug busts in the town, break-ins, minor assaults, but nothing of this magnitude ever came across his desk in the man’s whole career. It was bad enough there were people in some circles who looked down on him because of his race. This town was just starting to recognize diversity and began to trust outsiders, but Markus was the heart of this town through it all. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re up for a ride?” Alison asked Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and said, “Not really, but I’ll deal with it.” 
 
      
 
    “He can stay in the car, while I search around,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “I can do it,” Kyle argued. 
 
      
 
    Miguel raised an eyebrow. “You’ll hold me back, bro.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel was right, Kyle knew he was right, but his stubbornness was overpowering his common sense. He didn’t put up more of an argument. That could wait until they arrived at their first destination. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned back to Alison when she spoke up. “I’m sure Markus will be discreet about the arrest but I want to see the mayor of your town for myself first before I confront him.” 
 
      
 
    “Be careful. Hopefully, Jason won’t be around,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you taking Simon with you?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I don’t want to scare the crowd away. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    She walked off to talk to Olivia and left Miguel and Kyle alone.  
 
      
 
    “Give me a few minutes,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. I will get Olivia ready to go,” Miguel said 
 
      
 
    He made his way into his bedroom to put on shoes since he’d been standing outside barefoot.  
 
      
 
    This will be fun, he thought with a shudder. 
 
      
 
    He opened the drawer, got some clean socks, and sat down on the bed. His sneakers were next to the dresser. Any other time he wouldn’t even think about bending over to grab them but today it would be a long and arduous process. 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to take a deep breath and when that failed he tried to hold his breath. A wave of dizziness passed over him as he tried to bend down for his shoes. 
 
      
 
    “Lord help me,” he gasped trying to reach the shoes. 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed a hand pick up one of his shoes. He eased his way back into a sitting position. 
 
      
 
    “Need some help?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry October 9, Early 2010s 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting inside Heather’s apartment wondering where I went wrong. Where I failed my sister. 
 
      
 
    The police left, my family are on the other side of the room, and the coroner took her body to the morgue. My mom almost fainted. My step-dad keeps shooting glares my way. My brothers are in shock. 
 
      
 
    Heather turned her life around. She was still receiving Dr. Rodriguez’s treatments, but she had been progressing so well that he was ready to ease her off her medications. She was recently promoted at her job. Her future had been so bright. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know. I think back to the last two years and wonder if I’d been in denial all along. I shouldn't have removed the demon. 
 
      
 
    Heather came home from work. I was hanging out. She and I were discussing what to eat for dinner. We decided to indulge in takeout. It was a ploy to get me out of the house since I never left her alone. 
 
      
 
    But I didn’t think anything about it. I was out of the apartment for an hour. It was only an hour. 
 
      
 
    I came back and couldn’t find her. I searched around the apartment wondering where she went. I even went outside looking for her. Her purse and keys were still on the table. Her car was still parked in its space. 
 
      
 
    I went back inside to try her cell phone. I heard it ring from her bedroom. It wasn’t loud. It was low. As it rang I walked into the room and realized it was coming from the closet. 
 
      
 
    I opened the door and there she was. I cut her down. I’ll never forget the color of her face. 
 
      
 
    She left a note. I don’t know if I’ll ever read it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison wanted to laugh at Kyle’s stubbornness. He held the sneaker as if it were a rare diamond he was protecting. He gave in and handed her the sneaker after another minute of struggling. 
 
      
 
    “I feel like an idiot,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You should,” Alison answered with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    He handed Alison the socks and she lifted his foot to slide them on his feet. 
 
      
 
    She looked up to see Kyle’s face creased in pain, but he also seemed thoughtful. 
 
      
 
    “Will Samuel kill Clara?” He asked as Alison slipped the other sock on and then his sneakers. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll say the police will find her soon and not alive,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Clara had told her too much. She’d known what would happen to her if she spilled the truth. She’d accepted her fate. The demon inside of her would return to hell, but her body would turn to dust.  
 
      
 
    “He’ll make it look like an accident to cover his tracks,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle ran a hand through his hair and lowered his head in guilt. “I’m responsible for that. Prayer isn’t helping the guilt.” 
 
      
 
    Alison finished tying Kyle’s shoes and sat on the bed next to him. His face turned red from the pain and his mouth turned down in grief.  
 
      
 
    “Kyle, you wanted to help. I understand. We all do, and sometimes it bites us in the ass,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes met Alison’s. At first, she wondered if he would lean over and kiss her. Did she want him to? 
 
      
 
    “Is that what happened with your sister?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned forward and put her elbows on her knees. She lowered her head while the emotions coursed through her veins. Her stomach ached thinking about Heather. Sometimes the physical pain was worse than the emotional pain, especially for the aftermath. 
 
      
 
    “Alison, if you don’t—” 
 
      
 
    “My mom got pregnant with me when she was seventeen,” Alison said, staring at the wall. 
 
      
 
    “A new boy started at her school in her junior year. He came out of nowhere. He was beautiful, as my mom put it. He had these green eyes, that in her words, were ethereal. His hair was this silky blonde and he was muscular. He was also friendly, athletic… you know, the perfect guy,” she explained. “He said his name was Anthony Stark. She didn’t know comics, so she didn’t know it was a false name.” 
 
      
 
    She turned to Kyle, who urged her to continue.  
 
      
 
    “Every girl wanted him, my mom said, but he only had eyes for her," Alison laughed lowly at the story her mother always told her. “My mom described herself as shy, few friends, and fat, but I’ve seen her high school pictures… she was not fat.” 
 
      
 
    “She fell in love with him?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah. She was head over heels for him and she said the rest of the school couldn’t believe he was dating her, but she said she didn’t care what they thought,” Alison said. “Fast forward to the following summer before her senior year, she had long since lost her virginity to him. She’d been throwing up every morning and she took a pregnancy test.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess,” Kyle said. “You were her bundle of joy.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “Yes, I was. My grandparents were mad.” Alison laughed. “But when I was born, they spoiled me.” 
 
      
 
    “My grandma and my mother drove over to Anthony’s house so she could speak to his parents. My mother was crying the whole way. The pregnancy and my grandparent's anger scared her.” 
 
      
 
    “A reasonable reaction,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yeah. I never faulted her for it. She said she thought about aborting me, giving me up for adoption, all that. She was a teenager. How could I blame her? Anyway, when they arrived, they found the house empty and for sale. My mom realized something. She’d never met Anthony’s parents. He was always inside the house alone and that’s why they could have sex without being caught.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “My grandparents searched everywhere for my father. They never found him. It was my uncle who pointed out the name. My family was dumbfounded. Where did this guy come from, and why did he attend high school under a false name?” 
 
      
 
    Alison ran a hand through her hair. “My mom always said there was something special about me. She didn’t know why, but she said something about me was different. I was born and my mom kept me. She said she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t give me up.” 
 
      
 
    “God chose her to raise her special little girl,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about that, but I want to show you something.” 
 
      
 
    Alison walked back into the living room. She signaled to Miguel that they would be a few more minutes. He nodded and turned back to watch Olivia running around the pond. 
 
      
 
    She rummaged through her bag and found what she was looking for. 
 
      
 
    She walked back into Kyle’s room and handed him the picture. 
 
      
 
    It was her senior picture from high school. 
 
      
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Kyle said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” Alison said rolling her eyes. “Look at it, Kyle. Tell me what’s different.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked between and picture and Alison. Realization changed his features. He gasped in surprise.  
 
      
 
    “You found the difference,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Your eyes were blue in this picture,” Kyle said, looking back up at Alison. “This wasn’t Photoshopped?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. That was my eye color until my accident. A drunk driver plowed into me when I was twenty. I was in a coma for two weeks,” Alison told Kyle. “When I woke up my family was happy I was alive, but my mother screamed because of my dad’s same eye color.” 
 
      
 
    “Jesus,” Kyle whispered still looking at Alison’s senior picture. 
 
      
 
    “I confused the doctors. They ran test after test on me. My brain damage and other wounds healed at a rapid pace,” Alison said. “It was like a miracle.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed she hated using that word—miracle. 
 
      
 
    “It is, Alison. Don’t deny it,” Kyle said handing her the picture. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe for other people, but two nights later I saw my first demon. I thought I was going crazy. I thought the pain medications were making me hallucinate. The doctors changed my medicines, but night after night, the shadow appeared on the tech’s face. He acknowledged me and laughed because I was new and didn’t know how to handle him.” 
 
      
 
    “I can tell you the rest later, but my mother ended up marrying my stepdad and they had two more children, one of them was Heather. I was lying about my career. I told my parents that I was in pharmaceutical sales and traveling the world. I think my mom never believed it, but when Heather was in college, she acted strangely. She was never the type to party or do drugs. She was shy like my mother.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head as the memories flooded back. “My mom called me hysterical they couldn’t find Heather and I flew home. By the time I arrived, they found her…” 
 
      
 
    “A demon possessed her,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “It did. I waited for the right time to tell my family,” Alison continued. “Of course, they thought I was full of shit. It wasn’t until Heather was fighting me one night that I called them all to her apartment. She showed them what she was to spite me. This was the first time my family saw my powers. It was a shock.” 
 
      
 
    Alison blinked back tears thinking of her beautiful little sister. “She fell into a deep depression. The psychiatrist I recommended to Miguel became her doctor. She told me the memories were coming back of the things she’d done while she was possessed. She confessed that she hit a homeless woman on purpose one night and she remembered doing it. She killed the woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, God,” Kyle said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    “She seemed to recover. The treatments were helping and she was putting her life back together,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “It didn’t work?” 
 
      
 
    Alison lowered her head. “No. I’d been staying with her to help her out. She wanted fast food one night, so I went to pick it up.” 
 
      
 
    Alison felt a hand on her shoulder. “I found her in the closet. I tried to save her. I tried. She was gone. I finally read her note a year later. She thanked me for trying to help her.” 
 
      
 
    “My entire family never looked at me the same again. I know my stepdad still blames me. He even said to me that I should have left it in her.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to Kyle and said, “Now do you see why I sometimes leave them in? Heather’s soul didn’t recover because it had been too long.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know how long?” 
 
      
 
    “If I were to guess, from the first phone call from my mother about Heather acting weird, to the time I exorcised her, I would guess about nine months.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Alison,” Kyle said. “It must have been shocking to have it hit so close to home.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled sadly. “I have to make a judgment call when the demon has been inside them for a long time. It’s hard to explain. I could see Heather’s soul fading, but I did it anyway. However, I had a co-worker whose soul was intact because the demon was benevolent enough to leave the soul alone and not destroy it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took his hand away from Alison’s shoulder. She could tell he was absorbing what she was explaining. Not all her exorcisms worked. Not all the humans she’d tried to save over the years recovered. It was better to leave it inside them. People like Clara Reid were too far gone for Alison to help. 
 
      
 
    “I see what you’re saying,” Kyle said. “I don’t agree with all of it because I still think the soul could be saved but I understand better now.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “You don’t have to agree with me, you just have to follow my orders.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed and they stared for several moments. Again, Alison thought Kyle would lean in and kiss her. 
 
      
 
    Ha! Who was she fooling? She was hoping the handsome Reverend would lean in and kiss her. 
 
      
 
    Kyle reached and pushed Alison’s hair away. She didn’t pull away as they continued to stare. 
 
      
 
    “You must tell me about that scar too,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison was about to respond when she heard a voice from the hallway. “Hey! Next time, get a room.” 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed and Kyle scoffed. “We’re coming.” 
 
      
 
    Alison heard a chuckle and footsteps walking away. 
 
      
 
    Simon walked into the room and Alison nuzzled him. 
 
      
 
    “I better go,” Kyle said standing up. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and said, “I’m heading down to the police station, but I will swing by the mayor’s office first to watch Samuel.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t miss him,” Kyle said at the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “No, I can’t, remember?” 
 
      
 
     “True.” 
 
      
 
    “Kyle?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Do not engage them if you find them. You’re too hurt,” Alison warned. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. I’ll meet you at the station,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    She watched Kyle hobble out of the room and argue with Miguel for taking so long. Alison grinned and turned her attention back to Simon, who waited for his owner to give him some orders. 
 
      
 
    “I have to leave you here, buddy,” she said. “Keep an eye on this place while I’m gone.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stood up and walked out of the room with Simon following behind her. She always hated leaving him alone, even when she worked her regular job. She had one of those cameras set up in her apartment when she wasn’t there to keep an eye on him, but for now, she’d have to trust that Simon would stay safe while she was away from him. 
 
      
 
    He was not only her protector, but the one who’d gotten her through the death of her sister, although Alison still had her moments when finding Heather caused her panic attacks. Simon was always there to soothe her soul and deal with her grief. 
 
      
 
    Alison watched from the front window as Miguel pulled away with Kyle inside the car. She gave Simon one last look and told him she’d be back later. 
 
      
 
    Alison locked the door behind her and made her way to her car. She thought about Samuel Manes and wondered how powerful of a demon he really was. There were rumors through The Network throughout the years that certain demons held the power to open the veil and let the dark souls through to take possession of humans. 
 
      
 
    He must have been one. She would find out soon. 
 
      
 
    Alison found her way to City Hall. The town was jumping from summer traffic as tourists roamed through the streets looking for their next impulse purchase or a bite to eat. There were signs from businesses that advertised things like beautiful log cabins, zip lining, and jeep tours through the Great Smoky Mountains. 
 
      
 
    There was a huge banner hanging in the middle of Main Street advertising the annual Founder’s Day Festival. 
 
      
 
    Alison had a hard time finding a parking space and had to end up parking three blocks away from City Hall. 
 
      
 
    She checked her phone and didn’t see a text from Chief Carter. 
 
      
 
    Alison locked her car, fed the meter with some quarters, and trudged through the crowds of people until she came upon Main Street. 
 
      
 
    While she was parking her car, a small crowd had gathered around the steps of City Hall and to her left, in a reserved parking space, sat Chief Carter’s Ford Bronco along with several police cruisers. 
 
      
 
    Alison could see the steps of City Hall and wandered through the crowd of onlookers as she got closer to the small brick building. 
 
      
 
    She listened to conversations going on around, opened up her mind to feel any dark presence in the area. She turned when she felt one off to her right. She glanced over that way, and the man stared back at her. He was tall, maybe in his mid-fifties, bald, and thin. She saw the demon appear and swirl around his body. Alison waited for him to act, but instead, he tried to blend deeper into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Alison pushed through the crowd to find the demon watching her, but he disappeared.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned around just as the double glass doors to City Hall opened and a collective gasp reverberated through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    She watched as two police officers escorted Mayor Samuel Manes out of the building with Chief Carter behind them. 
 
      
 
    This was the first time Alison laid eyes on the Mayor except for pictures she’d seen on her internet searches. Kyle had been right. He wasn’t tall, or intimidating. He wasn’t anything special. He looked like one of Alison’s older co-workers from the accounting firm. 
 
      
 
    The crowd went from whispers to excited talking. She stood off to the side as the crowd became upset about their beloved mayor being arrested. She heard a few angry shouts and saw one man giving the police the middle finger. 
 
      
 
    Alison stared at the mayor as the police officer stopped him to open the car door. She took a deep breath and let her mind expand. 
 
      
 
    The shadow around Samuel Manes appeared to Alison. It swirled in and out of his chest. 
 
      
 
    Alison breathed heavily as the whispers penetrated her ears, the cries from the darkness of damned souls rushed through her brain. 
 
      
 
    Alison had experienced many powerful demons in her life but Samuel… he almost took her breath away from the power that emanated from him. 
 
      
 
    As the police officer opened the door, Samuel looked and Alison realized he’d caught her eye. A sneer appeared on his face, but he changed it to a friendly smile. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, citizens of Wolfpine. This is a casual misunderstanding. I will explain it all later,” he announced as the officer pushed him into the backseat of the police vehicle. 
 
      
 
    Alison took her eyes from Samuel and saw his assistant Jason standing on the steps of City Hall speaking into his cell phone. 
 
      
 
    Alison wouldn’t have much time to speak to Samuel. She waited until the police cruisers pulled away and listened to the murmurs among the crowd about their beloved mayor. 
 
      
 
    She smirked from the exaggerated stories people were passing around, each one adding or deleting a detail as the rumors took on a life of their own. 
 
      
 
    Alison had enough of the crowd and made her way back to her car. She glanced behind her and out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the thin man following her. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s muscles tensed, but she tried to keep a steady walk as if she didn’t realize he was following her. 
 
      
 
    She reached around to her trusty switchblade, feeling better when the warm metal touched her skin. 
 
      
 
    When she reached her car, she stopped and swung around to confront the demon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you ready for extraction?” Alison asked in a defensive stance. 
 
      
 
    The demon swirled around the man and then entered back through his chest. The man’s lips curved into a smile.  
 
      
 
    “I’m only the messenger.” 
 
      
 
    “Spill the message before I exorcise you,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Samuel is looking forward to your meeting with him,” the man answered, his small smile turning into a grin. “He’s waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison released her stance and stood up straight, but still held her knife at the man. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Who says I want to visit him?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    The man laughed. “You know you can’t resist. You want to meet him.” 
 
      
 
    Alison scoffed. “You’re right, but what does he want from me?” 
 
      
 
    The man reached his hand up and scratched his neck. “He wants to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Will he have his goon serve me tea? Will we gossip about the latest celebrity affair?”  
 
      
 
    The demon shrugged at Alison’s sarcasm. “Whatever. I’m only the messenger.” 
 
      
 
    Alison lowered her arm with her knife and said, “You realize I can’t let you stay, right? But I’m in no mood to fight you, so you better leave.” 
 
      
 
    Alison closed her eyes and opened them to glow in front of the demon to warn him that she was serious about returning him to the darkness. The demon swirled around the man faster, worried that she’d attack.  
 
      
 
    “Now.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s eyes widened and the demon once again entered his body. “I’m leaving, but it’s not over, hunter.” 
 
      
 
    The man turned around and fled.  
 
      
 
    Alison placed her knife into her back pocket. She could have caught him and extracted the demon, but she was more interested in what his leader had to say. 
 
      
 
    Alison made sure there wasn’t another demon around. When she was satisfied that all was clear, she started her car and left the parking lot, thinking about how powerful Samuel was and how she could handle it. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s phone beeped. It was Chief Carter letting her know she could drop by anytime but hurry before Samuel’s lawyer arrived. 
 
      
 
    Alison drove through the streets and made it to the police station in no time. 
 
      
 
    She parked her car in the small parking lot and turned her gaze to the street. No crowds had gathered to protest the mayor’s arrest. 
 
      
 
    The police station was a large, red brick, one-story building about one mile from City Hall. She thought she heard Carter mention that the building was new, courtesy of their mayor bringing the town back from the brink of collapse. 
 
      
 
    Alison sent a text to the chief to tell him she arrived, and he answered, saying he would meet her outside.  
 
      
 
    Alison watched as the obscure back door opened. The Chief walked outside and motioned for her to come with him. 
 
      
 
    Alison left her car and walked up to him. “Is this the secret entrance?” 
 
      
 
    Carter laughed. “No, but it’s where you can see him without many people knowing. He took his phone call already; his lawyer is on the way.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded as Carter led her through a dark hallway, only illuminated by dim yellow lights. 
 
      
 
    “We bring everyone back through here. It’s easier to throw them in a cell and book them later,” Carter explained. 
 
      
 
    Carter rubbed his eyes as he walked down the hall. “I won’t be able to hold him for long. It’s his word against Kyle’s.” 
 
      
 
    “I know.” 
 
      
 
    Alison and Carter made a left and the hallway lit up brighter. 
 
      
 
    They came upon a locked door, which Carter had to scan a badge to get in. 
 
      
 
    Alison heard it unlock and said, “Oh, crap. I forgot to take my knife off. Do you want to hold it?” 
 
      
 
    Carter shrugged as he stood to let Alison inside first. “Don’t kill him.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. She entered another hallway. This time, bars spread out on either side of her. 
 
      
 
    Carter looked up and made a motion with his hand. “I’m turning off the cameras until you’re done.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. We don’t need ammo for him to use,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Alison and Carter passed three cells before they reached the last one on the corner. She noticed another door leading out of the cell block. 
 
      
 
    Alison took a deep breath. The darkness penetrated her skin as she entered the building, and the whispering of blackened souls screamed inside her head. She smelled the sulfur. It was strong and took her by surprise because she didn’t think she’d ever smelled it that strong before. 
 
      
 
    Carter stopped in front of the cell. There was a wooden chair sitting outside. 
 
      
 
    On the inside, Samuel Manes sat on a bench with a slight smile playing on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, a visitor already,” he said. “How nice.” 
 
      
 
    Chief Carter placed the humongous key in the lock and opened the door. “I’ll come back when his lawyer arrives.” 
 
      
 
    Carter turned to her in concern. “Stay safe. Remember they’re turned off.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “He won’t hurt me and I won’t hurt him.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not! I would never hurt her,” Samuel laughed.  
 
      
 
    Carter shook his head as Alison walked through the cell door. He brought in the wooden chair and locked the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    Carter and Alison nodded to each other and Carter walked out through the other door. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned back to Samuel Manes. He sat up straight, gazing at her with knowing eyes. 
 
      
 
    He opened his mouth and the thick black smoke of the demon swirled out of his mouth and circled his head. 
 
      
 
    Alison squinted her eyes. This demon’s spirit was different from the ones she’d seen before. 
 
      
 
    Instead of the thick black smoke, this one changed from black to gold whenever it circled around Samuel’s head. 
 
      
 
    The demon reentered Samuel’s body and Samuel smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    Samuel Manes dressed in an expensive Armani suit, his snow-white hair was perfectly combed, his face as smooth as a baby’s butt. His blue eyes regarded Alison knowingly as he sat pin straight on the bench with his legs casually crossed and his hands resting on his knees. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome Alison, I’ve been waiting to meet you,” Samuel said. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked Samuel over and said, “I’m guessing you don’t expect to be here long.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel chuckled. “You and I both know the good Reverend’s charges are shaky.” Samuel reached up and picked off a piece of lint from his suit. “It’s his word against mine, and I can afford a better lawyer.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s have our conversation because we both know you’ll be free in less than an hour,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Samuel nodded and waited for Alison to speak. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you request to see me?” 
 
      
 
     “I couldn’t wait to meet you, Alison. I’ve heard many great things about you. I’ve read about you through other hunters in your secret network.” Samuel raised his hands to make quotes with his fingers. 
 
      
 
    Alison scoffed. “So, you found us and you knew I was coming.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel nodded. “Yes. You stated that you retired because of your sister, but you couldn’t resist the call of a little girl in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Alison pulled up the chair and sat down to face Samuel at his level. The smoke swirled around him, but the demon stayed inside his body. His blue eyes stayed steady on Alison as she adjusted in the chair. 
 
      
 
    “It’s shitty when you guys drop into children,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Samuel shrugged. “We don’t choose where we land. Some are lucky enough to get that twenty-five-year-old bodybuilder, others are unlucky enough to land in the eighty-year-old woman suffering from Alzheimer’s, but there is one thing they all have in common.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “We drop into the mentally vulnerable. Maybe they’re suffering from depression, have a disease, or when it’s children, well they have the most open minds on Earth, so it’s easy to take over.” 
 
      
 
    Alison thought of her sister. Heather suffered from depression when the demon landed in her body. It made sense that her mind would be open to the evil that inhabited her body. 
 
      
 
    Alison swallowed and pushed the thoughts of her sister aside. 
 
      
 
    “And, what are you? I know you’re not like the others.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel never blinked, but a smile touched his lips. “My ranking is higher than what you’ve experienced in the past. I guess you would call me a General in human terms.” Samuel’s smile grew wider. “I can order my soldiers to go to war, or I can acclimate them to their time on Earth. Some take a little longer than others to adjust, as you’ve witnessed countless times.” 
 
      
 
    “I have.” 
 
      
 
    “Once they get over their initial shock of the human body, they become feral,” Samuel explained. “Their original instinct is killing, insult, torture, antagonize because that’s what we were made for. Once they adjust, they’re no different than the average human except some powers.” 
 
      
 
    Alison quieted for a moment because she dreaded asking the next question. She studied every religious text she could get her hands on when she first discovered her powers, and it had been hard for her to accept all these years. 
 
      
 
    She ran a hand through her hair as Samuel spoke again. “I know you want to ask it, Alison. I’ll answer the best I can.” 
 
      
 
    “I could have asked any of them over the years, but you seem like you’re the most knowledgeable.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s say, I’m privy to classified information,” Samuel replied.  
 
      
 
    Alison scoffed again. “What am I?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. He raised one eyebrow and his lips turned into a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “You know what you are, Alison. You’re a smart woman. You’ve studied ancient and modern religious texts,” Samuel said. “All hunters have one thing in common.” 
 
      
 
    Alison swallowed. It was true. Every single hunter she’d ever known had one thing in common. A missing parent. It didn’t matter if it was the mother or father. Brady never knew his father just like her. Her friend, Jasmine, never found her mother. She’d been adopted because her birth father couldn’t handle a newborn baby and she, like Alison, had searched for years to find her birth mother. 
 
      
 
    “My father used a fake name when he met my mother,” Alison explained, thinking back to her mother’s stories of the time she became pregnant with Alison. “My grandparents took my mother to discuss the pregnancy with my father’s parents, and all they found was an abandoned house at the address my mother knew of.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel nodded. “You’re special Alison. Unfortunately, those that made you, don’t like procreating with humans.  
 
      
 
    Alison drew her eyebrows together. Confused by Samuel’s words. “What do you mean? Others hunters have told me repeatedly that we’re doing God’s work.” Alison knew she sounded sarcastic and she meant it to sound that way. 
 
      
 
    Samuel looked up at the ceiling and raised his hands to the sky. “Yes, you are according to the enlightened ones.” He lowered his hands and met Alison’s gaze again. “You are a necessary evil to keep Earth ruled by humans.” Samuel shook his head in disbelief. 
 
      
 
    Alison sat back and asked, “As we should be. What do you think? That we would let you take over. It would cause the end of the world. The apocalypse and destroy us.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel laughed. “You defend your human brothers and sisters, but ask yourself, Alison, what are you defending? Are you defending more famine, war, and destruction of this lovely planet? Are you defending the man who comes home from the bar drunk and hits his wife as she holds their newborn child? Or the homeless killed by some unruly teenagers because he was in the wrong place at the wrong time?” 
 
      
 
    Alison rolled her eyes. Other demons have used the same argument before. “Still better than what you’re offering. Possessing children, killing the elderly who can’t handle your strong presence inside their bodies. What are you going to do with the Earth by taking it over? Turn it into a utopian state? Will you kill just the humans or does every living organism right down to a mosquito have to suffer from your ambitions?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel checked his perfectly manicured fingernails while Alison spoke. “They are the exception. Otherwise, we have orders that humans must go.” 
 
      
 
    Her anger boiled inside of her. No matter what evil humans commit on this planet, there were those who risked their lives every day to save others and those that made life worth living. Her sister might have been one of them if that thing hadn’t possessed her. 
 
      
 
    Alison could feel her powers rising inside of her. She lifted her hands and her fingers spread. 
 
      
 
    Samuel sensed the rising power but didn’t flinch. He only stared at Alison waiting for her to strike. 
 
      
 
    “Your higher power is only trying to do this because of His hatred of humans,” Alison said. Her voice echoed through the jail cell. Her voice had changed once her powers surfaced. “His sick jealousy and selfishness because daddy didn’t pay enough attention to him. He caused my sister’s death.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel never flinched. He kept his eyes trained directly on Alison. “Are you sure that’s all it is?” 
 
      
 
    Alison inhaled deep breaths. Her muscles screamed from tension as she waited for the right moment. 
 
      
 
    “I never wanted this,” Alison said. “All I wanted was to finish school, meet someone special, work a boring job, and raise kids. Instead, I’ve seen nothing but death and destruction because of your blackened souls. Who are the real monsters?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel sneered. “You’re such a cliché, Alison. The reluctant hero. The chosen one.” Samuel placed his hand over his forehead dramatically. “I never wanted this life. Oh, poor me.” 
 
      
 
    Alison tried to hold back her temper, but as she thought of her sister, she couldn’t hold in her rage any longer. All her memories of Heather came flooding back to her. Discovering her sister hanging in her closet that night. It tore her family apart. No. She never wanted this life. She didn’t care if she sounded like some kind of cliché from a trashy novel. She didn’t choose this horrible fate. 
 
      
 
    Her rage rose into her throat. The things she’d seen besides…. The way the demons destroyed human souls, and how they callously taunted the humans around them, destroying families and friends. Even before Heather’s suicide, she’d wondered if death would have been a sweet release from all the misery she’d witnessed over the years and how she had to keep it a secret from the rest of the world. How she’d never had anyone to talk to about her fears, her doubts, and her struggles in this life. She had other hunters, but they also struggled with the same thoughts as she did. 
 
      
 
    Alison jumped from her chair and reached Samuel before he could get out of her way. 
 
      
 
    She placed her hands over his head and felt the power rush through her when she met with the dark soul possessing him. 
 
      
 
    “I will destroy you,” she growled as she entered Samuel’s head and made her way through the maze of darkness, where tormented faces appeared and screamed to her for help. She would turn a corner and they would taunt her, ridicule her, and show her the world if they defeated the hunters on Earth. 
 
      
 
    Samuel grunted and groaned, but he said words that gave Alison pause. 
 
      
 
    “You can take me out, Alison,” Samuel gasped, “but you’ll be releasing a real monster.” 
 
      
 
    Alison closed her eyes. In Samuel’s consciousness, the demon appeared in humanoid form. He hissed and pointed to the real Samuel inside his cage. 
 
      
 
    “Alison, if you release me, you’ll regret it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He moved out of the way so Alison could approach the real Samuel. He sat inside the cage, rocking back and forth and as she drew closer on the path to the cage, pictures formed in front of her. 
 
      
 
    The real Samuel’s memories appeared. 
 
      
 
    A boy born from a mother involved in prostitution and drugs. He grew up without parental supervision. The kid would hear his mother behind closed doors sleeping with different men for money and more drugs. She would leave Samuel alone for days and beat him when he misbehaved. 
 
      
 
    Alison couldn’t help but feel sympathy for the little boy who had no one to help him escape from his horrible circumstances. 
 
      
 
    She watched as Samuel grew into a teenager. His classmates bullied him severely because of his mother’s profession.  
 
      
 
    He released his rage by killing small animals. He would run to escape the bullies, but he would hide in a thick forest and search for hours until he found an animal to kill. 
 
      
 
    The human Samuel looked about fifteen when one of his mother’s customers tried to rape him, and that was when Samuel snapped. 
 
      
 
    Samuel’s mother owned a gun that she kept in her dresser drawer. Samuel escaped the man and grabbed the gun.  
 
      
 
    Samuel never hesitated and shot the man through the forehead. He then turned the gun on his screaming mother and put a bullet in her chest. 
 
      
 
    Samuel fled and made it to New York where he lived on the streets for years, assuming new identities until he found work for a trucking company when the company gave him a shot. 
 
      
 
    Alison watched as Samuel picked up his life and turned it around. Except, he didn’t turn it around for the better.  
 
      
 
    Samuel’s hatred of prostitutes and women, in general, fueled his inner rage. He always pictured his drug-addled mother when he was picking up a prostitute and continued to see her ghost while he murdered each of them. 
 
      
 
    He was careful about his crimes and never murdered them in the same area, his job affording him that luxury. 
 
      
 
    Alison couldn’t look at any more of the gruesome memories as the life left the prostitutes eyes when Samuel murdered them. 
 
      
 
    She released Samuel’s head and staggered backward while Samuel inhaled shaky breaths of his own and the black veins disappeared from his skin. 
 
      
 
    Alison sat down in the chair, leaned forward, trying to forget the real Samuel Manes and the vision of his life.  
 
      
 
    “Ask yourself, Alison. Who are the real monsters in this world? Is my boss wrong?” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s breathing returned to normal. She lifted her head and stared at Samuel. 
 
      
 
    Did doubts cross her mind? Many times. She questioned her path in life so many times she’d lost count. She questioned if releasing a demon was the right thing to do after her sister hung herself that tragic night. There were times she let them go, knowing that the human underneath didn’t deserve saving.  
 
      
 
    It had been her choice. Brady exorcised no matter what the human did or how it affected their health. He never questioned his powers or questioned the morality of releasing the human. This was what he’d been born to do, he would say, and he would continue to do it. 
 
      
 
    Yes, there were monsters in human form. That was part of living on this planet, but Alison thought back to all the children who suffered at their hands, the elderly—whose bodies couldn’t handle the power within them and died of what doctors deemed natural causes although most hunters knew better. 
 
      
 
    The door opened behind her before she could answer Samuel’s question. 
 
      
 
    She turned to see a man in a suit holding a briefcase demanding they release Samuel right now and stating the charges were bogus. 
 
      
 
    The man was all human as Alison narrowed her eyes on his head. He must have been Samuel’s lawyer and he was not happy. 
 
      
 
    “This will kill your career, Carter,” the man yelled. 
 
      
 
    Chief Carter gestured to Alison and she stood. Her time with Samuel was done.  
 
      
 
    “Who is this?” the lawyer asked. “Who is this woman?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel lifted his hands to calm his lawyer down. “It’s all right, Preston. Alison is a friend of mine.” 
 
      
 
    The lawyer seemed to calm down but turned to whisper threats at Chief Carter. 
 
      
 
    Alison stood along with Samuel who now wore a smirk on his face. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over and offered her hand for Samuel to shake. “I won’t,” she said when Samuel hesitated. 
 
      
 
    Samuel took her hand and Alison repressed her powers while they shook. She leaned in and whispered in Samuel’s ear. “It doesn’t matter what this guy has done. You will never take this town or this planet. I will bring you down.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stood up straight and let go of Samuel’s hand. 
 
      
 
    His expression never changed as he said, “There are millions of us, Alison. You are few. When we get the word, this planet is ours.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    She turned and waited for Chief Carter to let her out of the cell while Samuel’s lawyer huffed near the door. 
 
      
 
    Alison ignored the lawyer and walked through the door and into the office area of the police station. 
 
      
 
    She turned when someone called her name.  
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel waited by Carter’s office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Kyle and Miguel dropped Olivia off at Carter’s house, they drove around town and checked every abandoned building they could find. 
 
      
 
    Kyle became frustrated because Miguel would make his way back to the car, shaking his head saying the buildings were empty. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Kyle waited in the car and held onto his cellphone, waiting to see if Alison would call him with some news on Samuel’s arrest, but instead of Alison calling, Miranda kept trying to text and call him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle wondered what she wanted. She said she wanted to visit her grandchildren. Did she change her mind? Did she stop by the church and see the new door on the closet? How did he explain away that one? 
 
      
 
    Kyle rubbed his eyes and adjusted the ice pack over his ribs. The ice and the Tylenol were giving him some relief but not much, and Miquel insisted he stay in the car while he searched the empty warehouses along Route 8. 
 
      
 
    Kyle remembered this sawmill. They were ready to shut down when Kyle first arrived and they called him in to do a group prayer for business to pick up and jobs saved. 
 
      
 
    It never happened. The mill closed not long after Kyle visited the mill and many lost their jobs. 
 
      
 
    Signs hanging on the mill were discolored and rusted, the paint had peeled off. Vines were sneaking their way up the brick building, giving it a contrasting color of red and green. Weeds choked the landscape, growing waist high, and local, bored teenagers redecorated the building with offensive graffiti.  
 
      
 
    He watched Miguel make his way around the building, trying to gaze through the grimy windows.  
 
      
 
    Miguel turned back to Kyle and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Kyle frowned and looked ahead. Where did Samuel hide those people? He wouldn’t dare leave them at his own house, would he? No, he wouldn’t. He was too smart for that. Kyle concluded the abandoned cabin where they found Billy Wilson was a decoy.  
 
      
 
    Miguel got into the car and sighed. “Nothing again.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Kyle said. “These places are too obvious. We have it all wrong. I can feel it.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded as he started the car. “Do you think Alison may have sent us on a wild duck chase on purpose?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t hide his snicker, and it made his ribs hurt. “Goose.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Wild goose chase. I don’t think she would do that.  She’s trying to eliminate locations.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded and they drove off. “Where to now?” 
 
      
 
    “We should head back to the police station and meet Alison there,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you want to be in the same room as Samuel?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shrugged. “He’s got a lawyer. We both know my accusations won’t stick.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel and Kyle drove back to town. Kyle’s ice had melted in the bag and the pain from his ribs flared up again. He hoped Markus had an ice machine so he could refill the bag. He’d brought some Advil and popped those, swallowing them dry. 
 
      
 
    “You should see a doctor, amigo,” Miguel commented. 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. “No. I’m good.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scowled when his phone rang. He checked the screen and found Miranda trying to call him again. 
 
      
 
    While Miguel searched for a parking space, Kyle finally answered her. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were on vacation,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Miranda huffed. “I was leaving when I got a phone call. Reverend, where have you been? I’ve been trying to call you all day.” 
 
      
 
    “I had to take care of some personal issues,” he said, turning to gaze at Miguel. “Now, why are you still in town?” 
 
      
 
    Miranda let out a long breath. “Reverend…” 
 
      
 
    The tone of her voice wasn’t cheerful or friendly. It sounded… disappointed and angry. 
 
      
 
    “Spit it out, Miranda.” 
 
      
 
    “Reverend, the church elders have called an emergency meeting tonight,” Miranda said. “Emma wouldn’t tell me why. She asked me to come back to town for it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle froze, and his heart skipped a few beats. He tried to swallow but the combination of his ribs hurting and the shock of this meeting made it feel like his throat was closing. If Emma called the meeting that meant she knew about Clara, and if she knew about Clara, that was bad news for Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Miguel placed the car in park and turned to Kyle in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand, Miranda. Why did she do this?” 
 
      
 
    “All she said was you broke church rules and a door? Kyle, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle rubbed a hand over his face. Shit… 
 
      
 
    “It was all a big misunderstanding. I’ll explain everything tonight—” 
 
      
 
    “They’re saying seven o’clock.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I should be home by then.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle hung up with Miranda, cursed as Miguel placed the car in park at the police station. 
 
      
 
    Miguel looked over in confusion. “What?” 
 
      
 
    “They know about Clara and Emma’s called an emergency church meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell them the truth. How long have you been Reverend? Your record is clean, right? That has to count for something.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. He was reeling from this meeting. He thought about the worst scenario. He could lose his job. Kyle could lose his collar and he’d become a pariah in the community. 
 
      
 
    Kyle closed his eyes. Was that such a bad thing, though? He’d been struggling for years about his beliefs. Even after discovering demons existed, he still struggled with what he preached. 
 
      
 
    Was God answering his prayers about his path in life? He had been bleeding worshippers for a long time. He didn’t care. His enthusiasm wasn’t there.  
 
      
 
    The shepherd could barely herd his sheep on a good day. 
 
      
 
    The terror of losing his job and the hopefulness of a new beginning dominated his thoughts.  
 
      
 
    Where would he go? What would he do? 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s lips turned up in a smile. Maybe Alison needed an assistant, or she knew someone who would, and maybe it would be close by where she lived. 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. Alison wouldn’t want him around. Not with all the stupid stunts he’d pulled over the last several days, he’d just be in her way. 
 
      
 
    With that thought, Kyle and Miguel exited the car with Kyle insisting he was fine when Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “If I’m terminated. I always have options,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel raised an eyebrow but motioned for Kyle to look behind him. Kyle turned and saw the car with Samuel’s little minion waiting outside. 
 
      
 
    Jason nodded at Kyle as they passed by the car. That meant Samuel was on the verge of getting released. 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel walked through the glass doors of the police station and were greeted by the receptionist who was a member of Kyle’s church. 
 
      
 
    Linda’s bushy eyebrows raised in surprise when she looked up to see Kyle standing at the desk. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Reverend,” she said. “Is everything okay? What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    Linda came in for counseling a lot. She and her husband were in the middle of a divorce. She found her husband having an affair with another man and she didn’t take it well. Linda struggled to come to grips with it since they’d been together since college, but she was improving. 
 
      
 
    It was then Kyle remembered how many people he helped over the years he lived in Wolfpine and it made him angry that he would lose not only his job but he couldn’t help the people who still came to him for advice. 
 
      
 
    He remembered encouraging Linda to find friends and that it was okay for her to move on with her children. She was coming out of the shell she built around herself and her husband and he remembered when she giggled shyly that she talked to a man in a bar while she was visiting an old college friend in Asheville. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Linda. God has blessed us with another sunny day,” Kyle said with a smile, hiding his growing anger. “Chief Carter is expecting us.” 
 
      
 
    Linda nodded and picked up the phone, she nodded and said, “You’re right. Chief Carter is expecting you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked around while they waited on Carter. He made some small talk with Linda but didn’t tell her the real reason for the visit, and Miguel had stepped in to talk about Olivia’s progress to Linda. 
 
      
 
    Linda’s eyes turned sympathetic. “I’ll keep praying for her, Miguel.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Miguel answered with a smile. 
 
      
 
    The door next to Linda buzzed and opened. Carter stepped through and waved them in. 
 
      
 
    “The charges won’t stick,” Carter said to Kyle as they went through the door. “The prosecutor won’t so much as give him a fine, I can tell you that right now.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle already knew Samuel would get away with beating the shit out of him.  
 
      
 
    “Better to let it go,” Carter said as they walked towards his office. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to. Alison is still with him, right?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Carter gestured for Miguel and Kyle to sit down in the two chairs on the other side of his desk. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing fancy about Carter’s office, with a big desk, an executive chair, shelves lined with books about police procedures, and other personal reading. Pictures of his wife, kids, family, and friends dotted the shelves between the books, and behind him on a table. Awards and other degrees decorated the walls along with other memorabilia from his days in the military. Kyle spotted the folded American flag on one wall. He recalled Carter telling him that was his father’s burial flag, a Korean War veteran. Kyle had seen one too many of those ceremonies in his time. 
 
      
 
    Carter sat down and rubbed his chin. He had stubble growing out already, probably from the stress of the day. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and I have the cameras turned off but an officer watching. I had to tell the officer he might see something strange and not to breathe a word about it if something happens and I promised him some perks, too.” 
 
      
 
    Carter rubbed his bald head. “Will Alison do the deed?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I think it depends on how much Manes pushes her, but I think she wants to eliminate them all at once.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish she would kill him,” Miguel mumbled, with a seething look in his eye. When Carter gave him a side eye, he shrugged. “I will never get justice for my wife in a court of law.” 
 
      
 
     “You will get your justice, my friend. It won’t be traditional justice, but you will have it,” Kyle said.  
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded rubbed his hands over his face, leaning back in the chair. 
 
      
 
    Carter glanced at the clock. “His lawyer will be here any minute.” 
 
      
 
    “Who is it?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Carter rolled his eyes. “Preston Hazard.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head and said, “I should have known it was Preston.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel raised an eyebrow. “Who’s Preston? And what the hell kind of name is Preston Hazard?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Carter laughed. “They call him the Duke of Hazard around the courthouse. The man has some slimy ways of representing his clients, but damn he’s good,” Carter answered. 
 
      
 
    “A few years ago, I had a beautiful drug sting going on. Working alongside the feds, and we were so close to busting a known meth lab,” Carter explained. “I mean this meth was the purist shit I’d ever seen. Ever watched Breaking Bad?” Carter asked gazing at Miguel. 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I’m talking Walter White pure, except this shit was white. We had them,” Carter raised his hand and pumped his fist. “We had a solid case when we busted them.” 
 
      
 
    “But...” 
 
      
 
    “One fucking technicality that Preston found—” 
 
      
 
    Someone cut Carter off with a knock at the door. An officer came in telling Carter that Preston was there and was demanding to speak with him. 
 
      
 
    Carter sighed and rubbed his head. “I fucking hate that guy.” 
 
      
 
    Carter ordered Miguel and Kyle over to some chairs near some empty desks. Kyle didn’t hear other activity about Alison, so Carter said he would go get her. 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel filed out of the office. He spotted the infamous Preston Hazard as Carter went to greet him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle often wondered why Preston never moved to a big city and started his own business there, but Preston was born and raised in Wolfpine and Kyle figured it was some kind of misplaced loyalty that kept him around. And, those drug cases were big money which always ran rampant in small towns such as Wolfpine. 
 
      
 
    Preston Hazard wasn’t a towering man like most people would think with a name like his. Kyle remembered he was shocked the first time he met Preston at a fundraiser and because the legendary Wolfpine lawyer was thin and lanky with dark hair and a huge nose. 
 
      
 
    He always reminded Kyle of Abraham Lincoln’s reincarnate and even with those looks, his mere presence demanded respect because what he lacked in the looks department, he made up for in intellect. 
 
      
 
    Kyle watched as Preston followed Carter through the office. His face looked calm but Kyle knew he was giving Carter a good tongue-lashing and naming every threat he could use against the department for Manes’ arrest. 
 
      
 
    Carter said something to Preston and Carter walked through the door back to the cells. 
 
      
 
    It was less than a minute later that Alison emerged through the door and ignored Preston as he eyed her suspiciously. Kyle almost laughed out loud. She didn’t care about who Preston Hazard was and he guessed that Preston was human.  
 
      
 
    Preston asked her a question on her way past him, but Alison rolled her eyes and ignored him. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes searched the office, and Kyle called her name. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked a little haggard and it made Kyle wonder what Samuel had said to her. Alison wasn’t the type to let a demon get under her skin. Her expression showed doubt and confusion. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over to them and greeted them. She tried to hide her emotions, but her tense muscles and clenched fist were giving it away. 
 
      
 
    “Are you all right?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I didn’t get him out, and I didn’t find out where the nest was either,” Alison answered with a look of defeat.  
 
      
 
    Kyle wanted to grab her and tell her everything was okay. His life may fall apart later, but that didn’t mean hers had to. He wanted to know what Samuel had said to her that made her so unnerved. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Miguel said. “We didn’t find it either.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “I didn’t think you would, but I had to try. We need to be creative.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s gaze drifted back to the door. Samuel Manes hadn’t yet emerged from the jail cells. 
 
      
 
    “I have another problem,” Kyle commented. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned her gaze back to Kyle and narrowed her eyes waiting on his response. 
 
      
 
    “The church council called an emergency meeting on me tonight,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “For what?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle sighed. “Emma.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to fire his ass,” Miguel chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to give Miguel a frown for which Miguel grinned. “You’re better off, amigo.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and still seemed distracted even with Kyle’s news. “I need to get out of here. You don’t have a chance in hell with nailing Manes, and I want to go check on Simon.” 
 
      
 
    As Alison finished her sentence, Samuel and Preston walked out of the cell block with Carter close behind. 
 
      
 
    Samuel straightened his suit and Kyle could hear him telling Preston it was a huge misunderstanding and not to worry about lawsuits. 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought he heard something about a meeting later in the day, but their hushed voices made it impossible to hear the whole thing. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood from his chair and said, “Let’s go. There’s nothing else to do here.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle, Miguel, and Alison turned to leave. Kyle didn’t bother to follow up on his police report. It wasn’t worth it.  
 
      
 
    He turned back to see Preston staring at him with a smirk on his face while Samuel Manes spoke to Carter. 
 
      
 
    Kyle clenched his jaw at Preston’s arrogant smirk and almost turned around to tell the receptionist he changed his mind but he felt a light hand on his arm. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t win this. We’ll find another way,” Alison whispered to him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle let out a deep and defeated breath. He knew Alison was right. They had to make other plans to rid this town of this infestation. 
 
      
 
    Kyle followed Miguel and Alison out of the police station. Even if Alison failed, he would find a way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry May 24, Early 2010s 
 
      
 
      
 
    The family and I sometimes sit around and reminisce about Heather. My mother no longer cries in front of us, but I hear her sobbing sometimes when she thinks no one is listening. 
 
      
 
    She made a shrine to Heather on the fireplace mantel. With Heather’s favorite items surrounding her high school graduation picture. 
 
      
 
    I stared at that picture sometimes to remember the person before the demon infected my sister, but all I see now is Heather’s eyes turning black, and an evil laugh exiting her mouth when I discovered the demon inside of her. 
 
      
 
    Then I remember the color of her face when I found her in the closet. Even in the dim light, her face had turned a purplish hue and her tongue hung from her mouth. 
 
      
 
    The image is fading with time. I thought with all the death and misery I’d witnessed over the years, I could handle my sister’s image, but it’s different. 
 
      
 
    Tonight, I informed The Network of my retirement. It’s not because my family asked me to, but because I can’t handle more death. 
 
      
 
    I need sanity in my life. I need… normalcy. 
 
      
 
    Brady sent me a private message wanting to know if I wanted to talk. I told him I was fine and I needed some time away to live normally.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t understand. He never would. His thrill in life was hunting. He lived and breathed it. It was his normal, but not mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison walked through the door of Kyle’s house to a waiting Simon. He gave his usual happy greeting when she kneeled and he licked her face. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so happy you’re okay. You’re such a good boy. We’re staying a little while longer, but I know you can handle it,” Alison said smiling to Simon. 
 
      
 
    Simon wagged his tail, but she knew he needed a bathroom break. 
 
      
 
    She grabbed the leash hanging on the coat rack and placed it on Simon.  
 
      
 
    Outside, Miguel had dropped Kyle off, but Kyle hadn’t followed Alison inside. Instead, he groaned from the pain from sitting down on the steps.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s emotions from her confrontation with Samuel Manes turned to sympathy. 
 
    If Emma called an emergency meeting, then that meant Kyle’s job was toast. He was too close to the truth and although they’d already beaten him, they would hit him right where it hurts, too. His career. 
 
      
 
    Alison made her way outside with Simon and said, “Did you want to walk around with me?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle withdrew his cigarette pack from his shirt pocket and lit one. “No. I should get ready anyway.” 
 
      
 
    He looked up at her and said, “You had a rough time, too. I’m sorry if I’m not responding to it.” 
 
      
 
    While Simon sniffed around the bushes, Alison sat down on the steps. 
 
      
 
    “He confirmed everything I’d ever suspected about my birth, but there was one thing he said that’s been bothering me.” Alison turned her head to make sure Simon wasn’t getting into any trouble. “He called me an abomination and said that’s what a higher power said.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to her. His eyes widened in surprise. “That’s bullshit. Come on, Alison. God wouldn’t put you and the others on this Earth if He thought so.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed as Simon sat down the sidewalk near their feet. “I don’t know what to believe.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a drag from his cigarette and blew out the smoke. “I have my doubts about God, but I truly believe you’re not an abomination. You and the rest of the hunters do God’s work. It might be in the shadows, but it is God’s work.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. She knew Kyle was trying to make her feel better, but it wasn’t working too well. Besides, he had his own issues to deal with. 
 
      
 
    “I know you have a lot on your mind too,” Alison began. “What are you going to do if they fire you?” 
 
      
 
    Alison sat there trying to resist her nicotine cravings as Kyle flicked his ashes away. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about leaving the church for a long time and now that it’s staring me in the face, I never thought about future plans.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to Alison in question. “I don’t suppose the network needs assistants, or are you in need of a sidekick?” 
 
      
 
    Alison chuckled. “We are always in need of help, but the pay isn’t exactly above the poverty level.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shrugged and ground his cigarette into the concrete and placed the butt on the step next to him. 
 
      
 
    “I was kind of hoping you’d let me hang around with you a little more,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed, but her heart skipped a beat. She was always aware of Kyle and tried to fight off her imagination on what she’d like to do with him. 
 
      
 
    Alison tried to avert her eyes from Kyle’s smoldering gaze, but she couldn’t tear them away. 
 
      
 
    He was not one of the many old and stuffy reverends she’d met in the past. Although he was impulsive—stupidly impulsive, sometimes—he was passionate about his work even with his own self-doubts and he cared about the well-being of his congregation. 
 
      
 
    “You’re quiet,” Kyle said. “I guess that means no.” 
 
      
 
    Alison tilted her head and smiled. “I didn’t say no.” 
 
      
 
    She saw Kyle swallow and he reached out to push her hair back as they stared at each other. 
 
      
 
    “The scar is on your right side,” he said. “You never told me about it.” 
 
      
 
    Alison tried to hide her shiver from Kyle’s rough and warm fingers, but she couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    “I walked into a violent entity without prepping first right after my sister died,” Alison explained. “He threw me against a glass mirror and it shattered underneath my face. Thirty stitches.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s brows came together in shock. “Jesus…” 
 
      
 
    “My partner pulled him off me, and…” Alison turned away as the memories came flooding back. “We couldn’t save the human.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes softened and Alison noticed his hand moved from her hair to her shoulder. “That must have been hard.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s when I understood that I had to leave it for a while,” Alison explained. “It left me with a souvenir along with a reminder.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle removed his hand from her shoulder and he turned to stare over the property. “Your stories sound similar to what I experienced in Iraq.” 
 
      
 
    He turned back to her and said, “It never goes away.” 
 
      
 
    Alison agreed as they continued to stare at one another. It was Kyle who leaned in first. Alison thought of resisting him. She thought that she was better off alone in her dark world, but deep down she missed the companionship and someone by her side. Her mind told her to pull away but her heart had other plans. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned over and parted her lips. She realized how much she liked Kyle Ellis, the good Reverend Ellis, and she wanted to get closer to him. 
 
      
 
    Alison gave one last glance to Simon who lay on the sidewalk watching them. She wanted to laugh but held back because of the intensity of the moment. 
 
      
 
    Kyle asked to be her sidekick. He would be much more than that to her if all went well. 
 
      
 
    Alison felt his warm breath against her lips and it woke up emotions inside of her that she long thought were dead. 
 
      
 
    Their lips touched ever so slightly when Kyle sucked in a painful breath.  
 
      
 
    “Kyle,” Alison whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I’m okay,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned in a little more, their lips connected. Every fiber of her being felt alive for the first time in years. She couldn’t deny that she’d been wanting this kiss, had been thinking about this kiss and longed for this kiss since this morning when she helped Kyle dress in the bedroom and they sat on his bed talking. 
 
      
 
    He must have felt the same way because she could feel his breathing quicken as mouths met in an erotic dance. 
 
      
 
    Alison was about to open her mouth to let Kyle in when a car horn blew in the distance and Kyle’s cell phone rang. 
 
      
 
    Kyle pulled away and cursed. Alison was left hanging in the air until she realized they’d been interrupted by a car sitting in the church parking lot. 
 
      
 
    Kyle angrily pulled out his phone and answered. Alison realized it was his assistant sitting in the parking lot and she’s the one who called him. 
 
      
 
    Alison wanted to laugh because he told that lady that they were cousins but held in her laugh because Kyle sounded angry on the phone. 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting dressed now,” Kyle said and hung up the phone. 
 
      
 
    He turned to Alison apologetically. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “No worries.” 
 
      
 
    “Raincheck?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. How about if I join you?” Alison asked as Kyle stood up. 
 
      
 
    Kyle grunted in pain as he stood up from the steps. He tried to stretch but he clutched his abdomen and cursed. “It’s fine. I can take care of it.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stood up from the steps and Simon stood up waiting for her instructions. “At least, let me help you dress.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to her with a smirk. “Are you making a pass at me?” 
 
      
 
    Alison grinned. “Maybe.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take it. I’m going to go shower and we’ll go from there,” Kyle said making his way up the steps after patting Simon on the head. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to give Simon a quick walk. Let me know when you need help,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked through the screen door and into the house. Alison couldn’t hide her disappointment over their non-kiss any longer. She frowned and looked down at Simon who wagged his tail with his tongue hanging out. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, boy,” Alison said. “Got a little distracted.” 
 
      
 
    Alison ran a hand through her hair as she walked Simon away from the house. She noticed that lady Miranda shooting her strange looks as they grabbed a bag from her car. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled brightly and waved to the woman, almost bursting out laughing with Miranda’s hesitant wave back. 
 
      
 
    Alison continued to walk Simon around the property, admiring the lush green of the forest, smelling fresh leaves and flowers in the breeze, and admiring the sky as it turned from blue to pink and purple. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long day, and her stomach growled from lack of food, but she would have to wait a little longer to eat. 
 
      
 
    Simon did his duty and Alison turned to make their way back to the house when he stiffened on the leash. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s senses heightened. The evil wrapped itself around her like a wet blanket. She drew in a deep breath as Simon growled.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned her head towards the parking lot and watched as a black car pulled into a parking space. 
 
      
 
    Whispers, screams, and cries penetrated her mind and overpowered her thoughts. She didn’t have to guess who it was from the car in the parking lot. She knew right away from the power that washed over her the moment the car came into view. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. She wasn’t surprised. Emma was in bed with Samuel Manes, Emma was a big donor to the church and Kyle had told her about a big donation Samuel made to the church when Olivia was still possessed. 
 
      
 
    Samuel wanted to take out Kyle. The beat down was a warning, but Samuel would try another route by hitting Kyle right where it hurt—in the wallet. 
 
      
 
    Alison watched as Samuel stepped out of the car, and fixed his suit. Simon growled and barked, and almost pulled Alison to the ground, but she kept control of her dog. 
 
      
 
    Alison kneeled next to Simon, trying to soothe him as Samuel turned and smirked at her. 
 
      
 
    Alison straightened up and held Simon back. She wondered if Kyle heard Simon barking and growling. 
 
      
 
    Alison took a deep breath. She couldn’t hold off any longer, she needed to call in reinforcements to sniff out Samuel’s nest. This wasn’t a one-time case when she exorcised Olivia. This was much bigger and she needed help. 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced at the house. Besides, her personal feelings were growing and it could hinder her job. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded despite no one else there besides Simon. 
 
      
 
    Yes, she needed to call in a team. They even had a hunter who sniffed out nests like a bloodhound. Alison remembered when Dennis found the one in New Mexico. They never thought it was in the barn of an old woman’s farm. The poor woman hadn’t known either. 
 
      
 
    Alison soothed Simon again and rushed back to the house. She entered through the screen door and wiped the sweat that formed on her brow. 
 
      
 
    She unhooked Simon from his leash and ordered him to stay, although he was restless, and whined to her as she told him to sit. 
 
      
 
    “Stay,” she said. 
 
      
 
    When she was satisfied, she walked down the hallway and entered Kyle’s bedroom. She saw the bathroom door was closed and heard the water running inside. 
 
      
 
    Alison opened the door and the steam made her squint, but saw Kyle’s blurry figure through the shower curtain. 
 
      
 
    Alison wanted to laugh at what she was about to do, and she would have if the situation hadn’t been so serious. Hell, she might have stripped and joined Kyle… 
 
      
 
    Now is not the time, she thought. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked up and pulled back the curtain. She swore she wouldn’t look down. She swore she wouldn’t admire bulging muscles and the nicely shaped abs. She turned her head so her gaze wouldn’t go any lower.  
 
      
 
    Kyle jumped back when the curtain opened and stared at Alison in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus, Alison…” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stopped what he was saying and a grin spread across his face. “Are you coming in here to make another pass at me?” 
 
      
 
    It was tempting. God, it was tempting. Alison wanted to. She wanted to forget what she was about to tell Kyle about Samuel Manes and join him in the shower. 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. Her serious look made Kyle’s playfulness turn to concern. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “You better get dressed,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Kyle…” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes narrowed. “Why was Simon barking? Was a squirrel around or something?” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “No.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t bother to shut off the water. He rushed past Alison not caring about his nude body. Alison only caught a glimpse of a smooth butt before Kyle grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist.  
 
      
 
    Alison shut off the water and followed him down the hallway into the living room. 
 
      
 
    Kyle cursed everything from the church to the elders, and even God.  
 
      
 
    Alison approached him. She reached out and put her hand on his shoulder in sympathy. 
 
      
 
    Kyle pulled away and circled the living room, running a hand through his soaked hair while saying the “F” word over and over again. 
 
      
 
    He turned to the big cross on the wall and started asking why. Why him? Why now? Where did he go wrong? 
 
      
 
    Kyle made a wrong turn while talking to the cross and grunted in pain. That seemed to only fuel his anger and he turned without another word to Alison and walked back down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Alison set her gaze to the church and watched as other cars pulled into the parking lot. She turned her gaze to Simon, who waited patiently for her orders. 
 
      
 
    Alison heard another string of curses and rushed down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    She stood in the doorway as Kyle struggled to put on his pants. His shirt and collar were halfway unbuttoned. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to let me help you or…” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. “I don’t need it.” 
 
      
 
    “Kyle, you need to get under control.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shot her a glare as he buttoned his shirt and fixed his collar. “I don’t need one of your lectures about this situation.” 
 
      
 
    Alison bristled and became defensive. “I wasn’t going to but since you’re saying something about it then maybe you should control yourself because look what happened the last time.” 
 
      
 
    Alison pointed to Kyle’s bruises. 
 
      
 
    He ignored her and finished dressing, all the while taking deep breaths and trying to hold in the pain. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” he said when he stood up from the bed again. 
 
      
 
    “No. No way.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle waved his hand. “Whatever. You couldn’t take him out earlier today, I guess you’re not going to do it tonight when the chance is placed right in front of you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison blinked at the insult. “Fuck you.” 
 
      
 
    She walked out of the room, and into the guest bathroom. She would still go because she’d come to know that Kyle was impulsive and she didn’t need him to mess with her plans to call in a team. If the demons moved the nest, they would never find those missing humans. The demons could organize again and infect another town even if she exorcised Samuel. 
 
      
 
    She turned to see Kyle standing in the doorway. She didn’t want to admit that his words stung and it was hard to look at him. 
 
      
 
    Alison averted her eyes to a small crack in the wall. 
 
      
 
    “If you want me to leave—” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes met sharp blue eyes. “Then what do you want?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle moved closer to Alison and stared into her eyes. “I can’t guarantee that I’ll hold my temper, but it’s better with the support of an angel.” 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed sarcastically. “I’m not an angel.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stared at Alison for a few seconds before saying, “You don’t think so, but I do.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned around and walked out of the bathroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle charged through the property with Alison next to him. His guilt over insulting her nagged at him, and he swore he’d make it up to her.  
 
      
 
    Kyle wanted her to bring Simon, but she refused. He understood why, since she didn’t want to scare the rest of the elders away. She was right. Now was not the right time to exorcise Samuel Manes. There was no reason to frighten them. 
 
      
 
    “They ought to see the truth,” Kyle argued. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned and smiled. “And, give half of them strokes or heart attacks? No, thank you. I don’t want that on my conscience.” 
 
      
 
    She showered and changed into a nicer blouse and pants to accompany Kyle. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t think she had brought nice clothes, but he found she was always prepared.  
 
      
 
    Kyle had to keep from pulling Alison into an embrace and taking her to bed instead of facing the loss of his job. He prayed that he could keep his cool with Alison and the elders. 
 
      
 
    He held open the door as they left the house and Alison’s floral scent was intoxicating as she breezed past him. 
 
      
 
    But underneath those nice clothes, Alison was well-armed with several knives.  
 
      
 
    “What can I expect from these people?” Alison asked as they approached the church. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sighed. His heart was beating fast in his chest because he wouldn’t receive good news. He eyed Samuel’s car and saw his assistant sitting in the driver’s seat with a sneer twisting his features. Kyle turned away, ignoring the man, but one day he would take that asshole out himself. 
 
      
 
    “I call them the elders because they’re my peers, but you can refer to them as deacons as well since we’re such a small church,” Kyle explained. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You’re well acquainted with Emma. She’s the biggest donor, so she gets a place because of her money,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison pointed to the parking lot. “She’s here.” She turned to Kyle. “Money talks more than God.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. “I can’t argue that. My assistant Miranda will be there. She salivates whenever we receive a huge donation.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve met Miranda. Who else?” 
 
      
 
    “Richard Collins. He’s a deacon. A widower with a preference for strippers,” Kyle said, rolling his eyes. “He says he it helps him live through his grief.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
      
 
    “Then there’s Denise Richardson. Only second to Emma with wealth and power in this town. Her husband—Jack—goes on business trips a lot so she prefers the pool boys and landscapers whenever he’s away.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m guessing you may air some dirty laundry?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shrugged. “If I have to. Last but not least. There’s my accountant, Charles Cox. He served in Vietnam and takes care of his autistic son alone because his wife couldn’t handle it. I’ll leave him alone. They have no other family except each other. The poor man should be enjoying retirement instead…” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s face softened. “A good one.” 
 
      
 
    As they approached the door, Kyle asked. “Anything else besides Samuel?” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head and said, “Besides his goon? No.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and opened the door to the church, letting Alison walk ahead of him. The night was cooling down but not enough to hide the sweat that had formed on his brow from what he was about to face. 
 
      
 
    He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face, hoping he wasn’t showing sweat stains. 
 
      
 
    He stopped to straighten his suit and tie. 
 
      
 
    “Do I look okay?” 
 
      
 
    Alison eyed him and based on her look, Kyle wanted to turn around, leave the church, and take Alison back to the house to fuck her until the sun rose in the east. It would have to wait.  
 
      
 
    His father wanted Kyle to return to Dallas and take over his church, but after tonight, his father would change his tune when Kyle called his parents to tell them the bad news. His father didn’t think highly of fired clergy.  
 
      
 
    “You’re there to serve God, not your own selfish needs,” his father would say. “That’s what gets most of them fired. They put themselves above the needs of the church, above the needs of their flocks, and most of all they stop listening to God.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle would become the person his father despised most in this world and as his gaze settled on Alison—who was straightening her hair—he was fine with that because of what he’d witnessed. The power Alison possessed turned his world upside down.  
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if your ex told everyone I’m not your cousin,” Alison commented with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Who cares? They’re firing me anyway,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned and placed her hands on Kyle’s shoulders. She gazed at him. Her eyes were the color of emeralds with gold flecks around the irises. They almost didn’t look real. It was like someone had photoshopped the color over her real color. The low church lights dulled them, but they still looked ethereal from Kyle’s viewpoint. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your cool,” Alison said. “I’m planning and when we’re done, I think you’ll like it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a deep breath and nodded. 
 
      
 
    They walked to the back of the church towards the private meeting room. Kyle kept the room for storage but cleaned up when the church elders needed to meet. 
 
      
 
    Kyle opened the door to a group of somber church elders. He hadn’t spotted Samuel yet, but by Alison’s small intake of breath, he was somewhere inside the room and it was affecting her. 
 
      
 
    Every member stood up to greet Kyle, except for Emma who stayed seated in a corner. Miranda looked away in guilt, but the rest of the group held Kyle’s gaze. 
 
      
 
    Emma spotted Alison standing next to Kyle and frowned. “Reverend, this is a private meeting.” 
 
      
 
    “I insist on letting my cousin stay. She’s my moral support,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    “She can stay,” a voice said from the corner. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned his head and standing in the dark corner was none other than Samuel Manes. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s body tensed. He ignored the pain in his ribcage and pointed at the mayor. “Why is he here?” 
 
      
 
    “Mayor Manes has joined us because we have an announcement on top of deciding your future with the church, Reverend,” Denise chimed in. “It was necessary.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head and stepped the rest of the way into the room. He caught Emma’s smug glance at Samuel. 
 
      
 
    Alison stepped into the room behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down, Reverend,” Richard said. 
 
      
 
    “Can someone bring Miss—?” 
 
      
 
    “Stark,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “A chair.” 
 
      
 
    Alison put up her hand and said, “I prefer to stand. I’ll make myself comfortable in a corner.” 
 
      
 
    Richard Collins shrugged and turned his attention back to Kyle. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend, it was brought to our attention today that you pursued charges against Mayor Manes for an incident that took place in the church yesterday,” Richard explained. “The mayor already told us his side of the story. He claims you thought he was an intruder. He came to make a hefty donation and you attacked him.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed and turned his gaze over to Samuel. “Did he now?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel never flinched. 
 
      
 
    “He also stated that he spotted an upset Clara Reid in the church, and there was damage to one of the closet doors. Miranda noticed someone changed the door,” Richard continued. “Do you care to explain what happened? Clara has been missing since yesterday. Her sister has filed a missing person’s report.” 
 
      
 
    “The door wouldn’t open, so I had to force my way in,” Kyle said. “My cousin…” Kyle turned to Alison for confirmation. “Was kind enough to have the door replaced by some professionals she knows in the area.” 
 
      
 
    None of them would believe that horrible lie.  
 
      
 
    Denise raised an eyebrow and turned to Alison. “You know other people in this area?” 
 
      
 
    “He actually drove from Tennessee. He’s a good friend,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “Tennessee? You could have fixed the door from a local contractor,” Emma chimed in. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned and stared down Emma. “He owed me a favor. I’m sure you’re familiar with that kind of thing. It didn’t cost your church any money, so what does it matter?” 
 
      
 
    Emma never flinched, she only plastered a smile on her face. “I’m unaware of that kind of thing, as you say, but I get the point.” 
 
      
 
    Richard Collins stared between the two women and cleared his throat. “What about Clara?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked Clara to help me with the signs for the festival,” Kyle answered. “She decided she wanted counseling too since her sister is harassing her again. She’d been upset about Audrey.” 
 
      
 
    “I spoke with Clara a week ago, and she complained about Audrey threatening to move back to Wolfpine,” Charles Cox spoke up. “Reverend Ellis is telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Richard nodded and the rest of the group quieted. Alison and Emma had been staring each other down since the group asked about Clara. 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced over at Samuel, who stood in the corner. He kept his face straight when Clara was mentioned and continued to do so as Charles voiced concern over her well-being and stated he tried calling her several times over the past day or so. 
 
      
 
    Something bad happened to Clara after she spoke to him and he would have to live with that guilt the rest of his life. He regretted dragging her into this fight. Even though it wasn’t her own soul inside of her anymore, she was still a living being and didn’t deserve that fate.  
 
    Kyle had to fight the urge to stand up and beat on Samuel Manes. 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes for a moment and inhaled deep breaths while counting to ten. His breaths weren’t too deep because of his bruised ribs but the effect helped calm his already frazzled nerves. 
 
      
 
    He knew they would get to Samuel next and he’d rather not do it. He had no story he could make up on a whim. 
 
      
 
    “Next we have Samuel here. Now, we brought him here for a reason, Reverend. You pressed charges against him for assault. We’re not sure why, since our mayor stated that he came here to make a substantial donation but you thought he was an intruder and it turned physical,” Richard said. “Care to explain?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard Alison scoff behind him and he laughed lowly. “If I told you the truth, then you’d think I’m crazy. I know that’s why Samuel is here. Only he and I know what happened, and why his thug assistant—Jason—kicked my ass,” Kyle explained. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood up when there was an audible gasp through the room. Alison stood steady in the corner. 
 
      
 
    Kyle lifted his clerical shirt and showed the bruises to the elders. Denise gasped, Richard shook his head and glanced at Samuel, and Emma’s expressions never changed.  
 
      
 
    “This is what your precious mayor did to me,” Kyle said. “All because I confronted him on a few issues. He’s not the perfect guy. He’s evil and should rot in Hell!” 
 
      
 
    “Kyle—” 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t hold back his anger any longer. He felt a cool hand on his forearm but he ignored it. 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting fired tonight, aren’t I? For what? Defending myself?” 
 
      
 
    Richard stood and put his hands out. “Yes, Reverend. We’ve already made up our minds. We feel it’s in the best interest of the church to let you go because of this incident. We’re already struggling to keep our congregation together, we don’t need scandals within our small community.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed. “Oh, really? So because something occurred between myself and the mayor and I just showed you the bruises the mayor gave me, I’m getting fired?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re victim shaming,” Alison said, speaking from the corner. 
 
      
 
    Richard’s eyes widened, and he shook his head furiously. “No, no. That’s not it at all. Miss Stark, you’re not aware of what our great mayor has done for this town. He turned us from a community on the brink of bankruptcy into a premier destination for tourism in the Smoky Mountains. Our streets are booming with business. I’m sure you’ve seen that.” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?” Kyle asked. “I’ve counseled every single one of you for years. I’ve kept your dirty little secrets. I gave you advice while you cried on my shoulder and you will throw me away like a piece of trash because this person—” Kyle spat the word “person,” knowing what Samuel Manes was in his former life, and what was inside him now. “Tells you that I assaulted him?” 
 
      
 
    Emma stepped around Richard and faced Kyle. Her blue eyes glimmered in the low light. “You did, Reverend and we’ve always appreciated you, but now you’re too much of a risk for us.” 
 
      
 
    “You already threw me away a long time ago, Emma. I helped you build that barn or whatever it is on your property and right after that you broke it off with me,” Kyle said. His eyes narrowed at Emma. “What are you using that for? You never said.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle caught Emma’s eyes widen a fraction before she huffed and said, “You and I both know we were rebounds. I lost my beloved husband and you were recently divorced.” 
 
      
 
    Emma turned and looked over the group. “There are no secrets here. I told you I was planning on using it to start a horse farm.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, please,” Kyle laughed. “You can’t stand to get your hands dirty, that thing will sit there and rot.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we move on please?” Denise asked. 
 
      
 
    “So, who’s my replacement? Have you hired him or her yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Kyle, you know I love you like another son,” Charles spoke up. “You’ve kept an eye on Rickie for me when no one else would, and we’re brothers, we always will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Charles, you agreed,” Richard pointed out. 
 
      
 
    The older man plopped back into his chair. “That doesn't mean I have to like it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded to Charles. “I know it wasn’t you, brother.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s all relax,” Richard said. 
 
      
 
    Denise and Emma returned to their chairs. Alison and Kyle exchanged looks. He noticed her expression changed as if a revelation had come upon her. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend, not only has Samuel made a tremendous donation to the church, but he also suggested your replacement. After reviewing the candidate’s resume, we think he’ll be a perfect fit,,” Richard informed him. 
 
      
 
    Alison was right. Kyle had impulse issues. They’d always been there beneath the surface, but he’d been able to keep his anger under control, even when he served in Iraq. 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know why these demons brought out the worst in him, but again, he would play into one of their hands. 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a step forward. He felt a hand placed firmly on his shoulder, but he ignored it. 
 
      
 
    “No, Kyle. This is what he wants,” Alison pleaded. 
 
      
 
    Her words echoed through his mind, and although she was right, he still ignored her and failed to control his temper.  
 
      
 
    In a rage, Kyle flew across the room, grabbed a sneering Samuel Manes by the collar and threw him to the floor. 
 
      
 
    He heard the audible gasps and yelling behind him. He felt arms try to wrap around his shoulders and arms to pull him off. His adrenaline rush made him forget about the pain in his ribs, and conjure the strength to fight off anyone who tried to stop him. 
 
      
 
    He loved this town and its residents, even if he hated preaching the gospel nowadays, but this town was his home and watching it decay from the evil that infested it was too much to bear. 
 
      
 
    The center of that evil was none other than the mayor himself and he would make the man feel the pain and suffering that he brought to the residents as well. 
 
      
 
    Kyle knew Clara Reid was dead. It was only a matter of time before they found her body and Kyle would avenge her death, he would avenge Olivia living with the guilt of murdering her mother, and he would avenge Billy for the abuse he inflicted on his family through no fault of his own. 
 
      
 
    Samuel put his arms up in defense as Kyle bent down and beat on him. Kyle didn’t want to stop. He only had one thing in mind and that was to kill the body of the demon inside Samuel Manes and send the demon back to Hell where it belonged. 
 
      
 
    Samuel screamed in pain when Kyle’s fist met his nose and blood came gushing out. Kyle was satisfied with that hit since it wiped the sneer off Samuel’s face. 
 
      
 
    The elders pulled Kyle off Samuel by three sets of arms. He turned to stare down Richard, Charlie, and Samuel’s assistant—Jason. 
 
      
 
    Someone had called 9-1-1 and Charlie escorted Kyle out of the building. He sank to the steps and sat down waiting for the police to arrive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry August 8, Present Day 
 
      
 
    This silly Reverend from some small hillbilly town named Wolfpine keeps contacting me about a possession. 
 
      
 
    I’ve informed him several times that I’m not interested.  
 
      
 
    He says everyone else is busy, and I came highly recommended. 
 
      
 
    I’m retired, friend. I don’t want to hunt anymore. I accept that the rest of my life, I will see what ordinary humans cannot. I realize I’ll be forced to exorcise demons here and there, but I’m finished.  
 
      
 
    Yet… 
 
      
 
    I’m staring at the picture of the little girl he emailed me, and my cold, dead heart is coming back to life. Could I live with myself for ignoring a child? All hunters have weak spots for kids. 
 
      
 
    Maybe I’ll do it. One and done. I exorcise her and come back home within 48 hours. 
 
      
 
    It’s not long. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You couldn’t control yourself, could you?” Chief Carter asked Kyle as the other police officers finished up their statements. 
 
      
 
    Alison sat next to Kyle on the steps to the church while the rest of the police officers questioned the church elders. 
 
      
 
    Samuel Manes sat in the back of the ambulance with an EMT wiping the blood from around his nose. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had done a number on the mayor. He had a broken nose and multiple bruises around his face. 
 
      
 
    Alison had hoped Kyle would have kept his temper in check, but once the church elders let Samuel choose the new Reverend, it was over. 
 
      
 
    Alison kept her thoughts to herself on what she’d discovered while observing the meeting. She would make a phone call later. She would set up the team of hunters to come to Wolfpine and they would plan to rid this town of its infestation.  
 
      
 
    Alison waited for Carter to arrest Kyle after the ambulance driver shut the door to take Samuel to the hospital. 
 
      
 
    Jason—his assistant—had been shooting glares their way the whole time and Alison thought it’d be best to retrieve Simon from the house like a silent warning for the demon to back off. 
 
      
 
    Simon had been pacing inside the house when she retrieved him and bared his teeth when he spotted the two demons outside. 
 
      
 
    She held Simon back but it sent the message and Jason stayed far enough away from Alison and Kyle. 
 
      
 
    “I should arrest you now,” Carter said, “but Mayor Manes insisted he isn’t pressing charges.” 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t mean we won’t, Chief,” Richard Collins said as the elders left the church. 
 
      
 
    “For what? Were you injured, Collins?” Carter asked, challenging the man. 
 
      
 
    “No, but—” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then what are you pressing charges for?” 
 
      
 
    “He damaged property,” Emma said. 
 
      
 
    Carter rolled his eyes. “No, he didn’t. I looked around the room myself.” 
 
      
 
    Emma stepped back. The only one who defended Kyle had been Charles Cox. It was obvious to Alison that the older man was not a fan of Mayor Manes. 
 
      
 
    Denise stepped forward and stood in front of Kyle with a disgusted look on her face. “You have one month to pack your things and leave the house. You’re lucky we’re giving you that long.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked up at the woman and said, “You’re making a huge mistake—” 
 
      
 
    “Save it, Kyle,” Emma said. “You’ve done enough damage to this town and our reputation.” 
 
      
 
    Emma set her gaze on Alison, who raised an eyebrow in question. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve caused nothing but trouble since you rolled into town. Kyle and the rest of the town were fine until you arrived,” she spat. 
 
      
 
    “Yep, it’s my fault. Everything was running smoothly under your watchful eye and controlling hand until I messed it up,” Alison said with a sarcastic smile. “I’m so sorry I interrupted your peaceful life, your grace.” 
 
      
 
    Emma bristled, but she stood her ground. “You did.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “I did, but soon you’ll learn a hard lesson of promises they won’t keep.” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group raised their eyebrows in question. Emma huffed and her face reddened. “I can’t wait until you and your disgusting animal leave this town.” 
 
      
 
    “I like German shepherds,” Charles Cox spoke up. “Beautiful and loyal beasts.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever,” Emma replied and turned back to Carter to ask a question. “Are we finished here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Carter answered as he spoke to one of his officers. 
 
      
 
    Emma stomped away and Alison shook her head at the departing woman.  
 
      
 
    While everyone else was being interviewed, Alison sent a text to John to assemble a team. 
 
      
 
    He responded: Do you have a week? 
 
      
 
    Alison: There’s a big festival happening here next week. Should be plenty of time. 
 
      
 
    John: Perfect cover. Are you sure it’s the location you sent me? 
 
      
 
    Alison: Not 100% positive, but I will confirm within 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    John: Let me know. Contacting now. 
 
      
 
    Alison: Thanks! 
 
      
 
    Alison waited for the police officers to leave. Kyle sat there with his head down in his hands. She wanted to reach out to him, but she wanted to wait until everyone left. Blood stained his fingers and hand, and his white shirt had splatters of blood over the collar. He’d pulled his tie off once they left the church. 
 
      
 
    His hair was sticking out in all places from running his hand through it while they waited for the police. He’d smoked about four cigarettes since his fight with Samuel Manes causing Denise to comment about stinking up the church. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I should consider myself lucky,” Kyle said after a few minutes. “He’s not pressing charges.” 
 
      
 
    “Samuel isn’t done with you,” Alison answered. “They fired you. That won’t be enough.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned and looked at her. “What do you think he’ll try next?” 
 
      
 
    Chief Carter had been taking a phone call while Alison and Kyle talked. Alison noticed his grim face as he approached them.  
 
      
 
    Most of the church elders had left except for Charles Cox and Miranda who were cleaning up before locking up the church for the night. Kyle had already turned his keys over to Charles. 
 
      
 
    Charles said he would help Kyle move his stuff out of the church the next day. 
 
      
 
    Alison liked Charles. He was spry and fast for a man in his late sixties, although taking care of a disabled son took a toll on his physical appearance. He looked like he could pass for a man in his eighties. Alison had a brief conversation with him before the police arrived and he narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something different about you, young lady,” he commented. 
 
      
 
    “Is that right?” Alison asked with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Charles cocked his head to the side and a slight smile played at his lips. “I’ve never seen someone’s eyes such a deep green before.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “They’re not contacts.” 
 
      
 
    Charles chuckled. “They’re not human either.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m all human, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Young lady, I served in ‘Nam. I saw things that would make the average person’s blood curdle, but you… you wouldn’t flinch. You’ve seen things, dark things. The worst the world can dish to a human. Samuel Manes ain’t right, is he?” 
 
      
 
    “No, he isn’t,” Alison said, softening to the older man. “I’m here to help.” 
 
      
 
    Charles shook his head. “I’ve lived in this town most of my life. When he came, everyone else thought he was an angel sent from God himself. I only saw the devil. Kept it to myself until now.” 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned in to whisper to the older man. “The day of the festival. There will be a lot of strange people here. People you’ve never seen before. They’re coming to help. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
      
 
    Charles shrugged. “I can’t attend anyway. My son can’t handle crowds, but I hope you can rid this town of this… whatever this is. May the Good Lord keep you both safe.” 
 
      
 
     “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “State patrol found a car in an embankment off of highway two,” Carter said after finishing his phone call. “Victim, female, found inside. The plates match Clara Reid. I’m waiting for identification.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Kyle murmured, as he ran a hand through his hair. 
 
      
 
    Alison hoped there was enough of Clara’s soul left to move through the veil. She only met the woman briefly, but the demon seemed benevolent which made Alison kind of depressed. If Clara had lived, she could have provided more information about Samuel if Alison needed it. 
 
      
 
    The demon inside Clara returned to where it came from, and Clara’s own soul was lost.  
 
      
 
    Alison glanced at Kyle who bowed his head and mumbled a few words. He looked more haggard than he did an hour ago. 
 
      
 
    Alison stood up and walked over to a corner while Carter talked to Kyle. 
 
      
 
    She told Miguel what happened over the phone and he sighed. “Did you think he’d do anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Alison smirked. “Not at all. I think he would have been okay if Samuel hadn’t shown up.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you need me to come over?” 
 
      
 
    “I have it handled. It looks like Chief Carter and the others are wrapping things up. Meet us at the house tomorrow. I have an interesting revelation,” Alison explained. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t tell me now?” Miguel asked.  
 
      
 
    “I’d rather not,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “Poor, Ms. Reid. She turned her life around and this happens,” Miguel commented. 
 
      
 
    “All the more reason to make our plan tomorrow,” Alison said. “It’ll be justice for you, Clara, and all the other lives ruined by them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be there,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    Alison hung up and walked back over to Kyle and Chief Carter. Besides Charles Cox, they were the only ones left and Charles had to pick up his son. 
 
      
 
    The older man thanked Alison for her work and apologized to Kyle one last time. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not you, brother. This is all on me,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Charles shifted on his feet. “It still ain’t right. I hope you can get this resolved.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and Chief Carter said goodbye when Charles walked away. 
 
      
 
    Carter ran a hand over his bald head and sighed. “Clara Reid was a good woman. Never hurt anyone even after that thing took over her soul—” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I don’t feel like shit about it or anything,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you’d left well enough alone with her, she’d be alive,” Carter pointed out. “Instead, you did what a lot of other people did for years with her and preyed on her weak constitution. It makes you as guilty as her sister, Kyle.” 
 
      
 
    Carter checked his cell phone and sighed again. “I have to go.” He turned to Alison. “Do you have a plan yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you be here tomorrow morning?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure I can. If I get held up, give me the rundown later,” Carter answered. 
 
      
 
    He turned back to Kyle with a glare. “You’re lucky Manes didn’t press charges.” 
 
      
 
    Carter turned on his heel and walked away. It was clear Clara Reid’s death upset Carter.  Their small group knew full well what the truth was and it frustrated Carter he couldn’t do anything to bring her justice in the human way. 
 
      
 
    Alison checked on Simon who had settled down and sat obediently beside her. She patted his head and smiled at him. 
 
      
 
    She stood up straight and eyed Kyle who never moved from his spot. Darkness now surrounded them. The clouds overhead threatened rain, the only noises were Carter’s departing car and the cicadas. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to sit there all night?” 
 
      
 
    “I might.” 
 
      
 
    “You said yourself that you wanted to move on.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle sucked in a long breath and rubbed a hand through his beard. “I’ve been fighting an inner battle about that for a long time, but I guess I never expected it to be real.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I take your mind off it for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    “Please.” 
 
      
 
    “I think Emma is harboring some of those missing people.” 
 
      
 
    This caught Kyle’s attention. His eyes widened and he stared at Alison waiting for an answer. 
 
      
 
    “You mentioned a barn. A barn you helped Emma build.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scoffed. “She said she wanted horses. Emma can’t stand animals. Their all dirty creatures to her. Emma goes on these tangents and never follows through. That place looked more like a storage facility…” 
 
      
 
    Kyle trailed off. Alison heard a low gasp and realization played across his features. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think it’s there?” 
 
      
 
    “She became nervous when you mentioned it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood up and paced back and forth mumbling. “I should have known. She didn’t build it until after Samuel came into town and then she abandoned the project.” 
 
      
 
    He turned back to Alison with a slight grin. “Emma is an immaculate person. Everything in its place. She doesn’t like clutter or messiness. When she changed her mind about the horses, I thought she’d tear that place down, but she never did. I always thought it was odd.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled at Kyle. “I could be wrong. I’ve been wrong before.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. He bent down to pet Simon. Simon wagged his tail in response. “I don’t think you are. It all makes sense now.” 
 
      
 
    “I want to look at the barn on Google,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle ran another hand through his hair and sighed. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyebrows furrowed in question. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s face turned somber. “I have to tell my father the elders fired me. My dad isn’t exactly forgiving with this kind of thing. It happens all the time, but my dad is so old school he won’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded sympathetically. 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed lowly and said, “I’m sorry. I’m sure it won’t be as bad as what you must have gone through with your family.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “Don’t take away from your situation, Kyle. What will happen?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been in this situation with them. All I know is, after Hannah died, I’ve walked on eggshells with both my parents my whole life and…” Kyle frowned and shook his head. “Maybe this will free my soul from Hannah’s memory.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. I’ll take Simon for a quick walk and meet you back at the house.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to leave when a hand grasped hers. She spun around to gaze into blue eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison narrowed her eyes in confusion. “For what? While I’ve been here a woman lost her life and you lost your job. I don’t think I deserve a thank you.” 
 
      
 
    A warm hand squeezed hers. “That woman is on me, not you. You saved a child and another man. You will save more. You also made me see what I was blind to for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “No, I didn’t. The answer was in front of you the whole time, but you didn’t see it.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
      
 
    Alison grinned. “Teach you some impulse control and we’ll go from there.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle laughed. “I suck at that, I know.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle let go of Alison’s hand and told her he’d meet her back at the house. Alison put a hand on his arm for strength when dealing with his parents. She knew that all too well and it was hard dealing with family when situations like this happened. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked away with Simon. The events of the night playing over in her head. She wished Kyle would have kept his temper under control. With each time Kyle lost it, Samuel won another battle that brought the humans over to his side and that meant bad news for this town. 
 
      
 
    Alison shivered when she thought about what could happen when demons took control of a town. 
 
      
 
    She’d seen it herself in New Mexico. 
 
      
 
    Alison scoffed. What happened in that town never made the news because no human could swallow what went on in the shadows of this world, no matter what their religious convictions were. The number of cover-ups was humongous. Alison sucked in a breath when she recalled the carnage. A whole town… wiped off the map. Authorities called it a natural disaster, but those on the inside and those that work with hunters knew better but to keep order, they had to call it another name. 
 
      
 
    That town was a test site. This town was the same, but Alison and her team would put a stop to it. 
 
      
 
    Alison heard Kyle’s voice carry over the humid air. The tone of his voice meant the conversation wasn’t going well. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head and made her way back to the house with Simon next to her. She would look up Emma’s property on Google Maps and zoom in to see this barn thing. 
 
      
 
    Were the missing people there? The expression on Emma’s face said she was hiding something in that barn. But was it the missing people? Alison couldn’t be sure. 
 
      
 
    Alison worried about how far along those people were in their possessions. How many could they free? Were they all feral or were some civilized and working behind the scenes to help Samuel on his full takeover of the town. Alison and the rest of the hunters never knew what they’d find when an infestation happened. 
 
      
 
    Memories of New Mexico flooded her mind as she opened the door to Kyle’s house and removed Simon’s leash. She watched as he made himself comfortable on his doggy bed. 
 
      
 
    Alison wanted a cigarette when she thought about how many innocent humans died before the hunters could arrive and help. 
 
      
 
    The news said a wildfire had devastated the town and wiped out a whole community. If they only knew… 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t want that for this town. She wouldn’t let it happen. She wouldn’t let them take over because if they did with this town, they would move onto the next one and the next, and before the hunters could make a dent, the world would be at their mercy. 
 
      
 
    Alison shivered at the thought. She sat down in front of the laptop and pulled up Emma’s address. 
 
      
 
    She turned on the Earth feature and zoomed in. On the left, next to a deep forest, a small road led to the barn. Alison didn’t see fences surrounding it, but as she tried street level, she couldn’t spot cameras but Emma probably had security on site. She’d had to ask Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Alison wondered if the forest was a good entry point. Again, she’d have to ask Kyle because who knew how much security Emma placed around the property. 
 
      
 
    Another thought occurred to Alison. It was a sobering one and one she didn’t want to think about but if Emma had the ability to hide these people on her property without notice, who else worked with her and Samuel? Who else had inside information about this? 
 
      
 
    “Dammit,” Alison mumbled and ran a hand through her hair. She didn’t want to fling accusations until she was sure the people were there but someone else had to know, someone who could keep the peace and deflect stories about the missing residents. 
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
      
 
    Alison gripped the edge of the table, trying to stifle her need for a nicotine fix. 
 
      
 
    She turned when Kyle cleared his throat from the front door. Simon stood up and wagged his tail but Kyle didn’t seem to notice the dog wanting attention. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t hear a good tone when I was outside,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle placed the phone on the table beside and walked over to Alison. He pulled the dining room chair out and sat down next to her. 
 
      
 
    Kyle ran a hand through his hair and over his face. “They told me they still loved me because I’m their only child and all they have left, but my dad said he’ll find someone else for the church.” 
 
      
 
    Alison reached out and placed a hand over his. “I’m sorry. Family may say they love you, but sometimes their words are the cruelest.” 
 
      
 
    “My dad said that he recommended a hunter to take care of the problem for me, not for me to step in and help,” Kyle explained. “How could I not help? Would God want me to step aside and watch you do all the work while I continue to preach to a bunch of hypocrites every Sunday?” 
 
      
 
    “If it wasn’t for you, Olivia might have murdered Miguel as the demon acclimated to her body,” Alison said. “If it wasn’t for you being so persistent then I wouldn’t be here now.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle adjusted his glasses with his free hand and shook his head. Alison understood the defeat that battled for control within him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle gave her a half-smile. “Can I still be your assistant?” 
 
      
 
    Alison chuckled. “The pay sucks.” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t be any worse than what I’m getting now.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle gazed around and shook his head. “I’ve given this town part of my life. I even stuck by it after my divorce when I should have fought for my marriage, but I said my parishioners came first. I counseled, comforted, and led by example, and what did it reward me with? Nothing. Not a fucking thing in return and not that I ever expected it. All I wanted was to bring hope when the town was at its worst before Samuel Manes  
 
    swooped in to save it.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe your time has come. You said it yourself that you’ve doubted your preaching for a long time. If there is a God, He gave you the answers you sought.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. “It doesn’t make the hurt any less.” 
 
      
 
    Alison squeezed his hand a little harder. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle inhaled a breath and said, “Not talk about this anymore tonight? Order some Thai takeout and drink a lot?” 
 
      
 
    A smile played at Kyle’s lips and Alison grinned. “Are you asking me on a date, Reverend Ellis?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s smile widened and his face turned red. “I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, yes. I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle woke up before sunrise because Simon was pacing around the bed alerting them that he needed to go to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was never a dog person but he’d grown fond of Simon over the past week and he was growing even fonder of his owner. 
 
      
 
    Kyle flinched a bit from his sore ribs, although they felt better this morning. The bruises turned from purple to yellow and faded in certain spots. 
 
      
 
    He wiped his eyes and put on his glasses so he could take Simon outside.  
 
      
 
    Kyle glanced over at a sleeping Alison. He thought about waking her up and asking if Simon needed his leash, but she was sound asleep and he didn’t want to disturb her. 
 
      
 
    He smiled thinking about the light conversations they had last night before they went to bed as he walked down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “So, you were homecoming queen and prom queen?” 
 
      
 
    Alison rolled her eyes and said, “And the winter dance princess.” 
 
      
 
    “You pretty much had your whole life laid out for you, even then,” Kyle said taking a sip of his beer. 
 
      
 
    “Yep. I was a straight A student, popular. I was involved in all these clubs and sports, you know the whole nine yards,” Alison said thoughtfully. “My life was an easy ride. Recruiters were falling all over themselves for me and all I wanted was a decent job, two kids, and a nice home.” 
 
      
 
    “Then?” 
 
      
 
    Alison studied her drink. “You know.” Her expression became thoughtful. “Even if I hadn’t discovered my powers, that accident would have changed me either way.” 
 
      
 
    “When I returned to the sorority house,” she continued. “Nothing was the same. It wasn’t what I was seeing. It felt like nothing about my world was important anymore. It was all so shallow. The girls didn’t look at me the same and none of them wanted to listen to me when I needed someone to talk to. They wanted to ignore what happened to me and go on living in their little bubbles.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you stay?” 
 
      
 
    “No, because a girl named Katie was one of them and I couldn’t stand to look at her anymore. She’d taunt me all the time, daring me to exorcise her. This was before I knew what I could do with my powers. I didn’t understand what she was doing and I had to move out.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed and said, “I became an outsider. I finished school and distanced myself from all my former friends.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you regret doing that? I mean,  you might have found some kind of support system before you found other hunters.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “Now that I look back on it, I don’t regret leaving that life behind at all. I never wanted what I have now, but the accident itself changed my perspective and I don’t regret that.” 
 
      
 
    Alison listened as Kyle said he felt the same way after his time in Iraq. 
 
      
 
    There were things he couldn’t talk about with his time in the military, but what he could say lifted a burden off his shoulders as he explained to Alison about his doubts as he preached to the men and women who were fighting on the front lines. 
 
      
 
    Then their conversation turned to going to bed when Kyle yawned. Although Kyle had other thoughts, he knew he was too sore and too tired for anything else and the smirk on Alison’s face told him she knew the same thing. 
 
      
 
    “You take the bed,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    Alison looked incredulous. “Are you kidding me? You’ve been sitting here squirming in the chair for a half hour.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I’m trying to be a gentleman here.” 
 
      
 
    Alison blinked and burst out laughing. She then reached for Kyle’s hand and helped him to his feet. 
 
      
 
    She touched her lips to his and said, “Who says I need a gentleman?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle grinned. “You know I’m hurting. You’re teasing me.” 
 
      
 
    Alison pulled away slightly. Her face turned serious. “I think we could both use each other’s company tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling Alison pressed against him made the rest of Kyle’s body awaken but his bruised ribs were screaming in protest. 
 
      
 
    He agreed with her although he didn’t want to. The night’s memories came flooding back to him and all he needed was her company tonight. 
 
      
 
    This was the first time Kyle had a person beside him in a long time and although nothing happened, it was nice having the company and the support after what they've been through. 
 
      
 
    Kyle gazed down at Simon as his thoughts turned back to the present. He decided against the leash. “Promise you won’t run away, dog. Your mother will kill me and I’m already in enough trouble.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle opened the door and said a small prayer that Simon wouldn’t run off. He may have been well trained but he was still a dog. 
 
      
 
    Simon ran outside and started sniffing around the property looking for a place to do his business. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood at the back door, with the church in full view. He didn’t pray last night. He didn’t pray for answers to why his life took such a sharp turn. He didn’t need to. He already knew the answers and the evil being responsible for ruining his career. 
 
      
 
    The only one he whispered a few words for was Clara Reid. He prayed she had enough of her soul left on her human side to move beyond to the afterlife and rest peacefully. 
 
      
 
    He thought if this were the last thing he would pray for, it would be to save Clara’s soul. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned and hit the button the coffee pot. Alison had set up the coffee the night before. 
 
      
 
    Kyle then stepped back outside and kept his eye on Simon while he lit a cigarette. He coughed a few times and flinched from the pain but welcomed the morning nicotine hit. 
 
      
 
    Why didn’t Samuel Manes press charges? He didn’t have to. He knew how Kyle would react and he knew that Kyle would play right into his game. 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head in shame. He fell for it, hook, line, and sinker. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was disappointed in Emma. He knew she was selfish and shallow. The only reason she ever attended church was the attention it gave her when she made a huge donation and everyone fawned over her. She liked to think of herself as a generous person, but in reality, she was a narcissist. However, Kyle never thought she’d run with the devil, so to speak. Alison mentioned that Samuel made her promises he never intended to keep and that’s why she fell in line with Samuel and his plans. 
 
      
 
    Kyle breathed a sigh of relief when Simon came trotting back to the door, ready to come in. 
 
      
 
    “Good boy,” Kyle whispered and moved out of the dog’s way. 
 
      
 
    He stayed at the door watching the sky turn from lavender to orange, and the mountains reflecting the morning sunlight in the distance. Birds chirped near the forest and the world was awakening to a new day. A new beginning, but as Kyle finished his cigarette he didn’t feel the same way. 
 
      
 
    A sudden feeling of emptiness came over him. He tried to shake it off, but as he poured his coffee, the feeling became more intense as he sipped the bitter black liquid. 
 
      
 
    Anxiety and other emotions he couldn’t pinpoint coursed through him and he didn’t know why he felt the way he did. The night before, he’d been angry, upset, and a little depressed. That wasn’t anything unusual. He’d punched Samuel Manes, lost his job, and felt the wrath of his father. Those were emotions anyone would feel after the events the night before. 
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to shake it the feeling again when he heard movement on the other side of the house.  He heard Alison’s feminine voice talking down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    She must have been the phone, he thought and decided to wait for her to make an appearance. 
 
      
 
    Simon had been relaxing on his bed and perked up when he heard Alison’s voice. The dog rose from his sitting position and ambled down the hallway to greet his mistress. 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt a smile play at his lips as he listened to her light voice filled with authority as she gave some kind of instructions. 
 
      
 
    She didn’t want to face that she was at her most lively when she was hunting. That boring accountant life was not her, no matter how much she tried to deny it. 
 
      
 
    He sipped his coffee as he listened to her bark instructions to whoever was on the other line. 
 
      
 
    He understood she lost her sister to evil and that would make anyone question their path in life, but Alison had to go on and fight the good fight and Kyle hoped this would give her the kick in the ass she needed to realize this was her fate and she couldn’t control it. This made her come alive no matter how much she lived in denial. 
 
      
 
    Forgetting the pain in his ribs for a minute, Kyle lowered himself into a dining table seat and opened his laptop. 
 
      
 
    Alison finally made an appearance in the kitchen and Kyle grinned. She stopped and brought her eyebrows together in question at this smile. 
 
      
 
    Alison walked over to the coffee maker in gray leggings and a black t-shirt. The leggings accentuated her tight ass and muscular legs nicely.  Her blonde hair was tied into a loose bun at the top of her head with straggles of hair hanging out around her ears. 
 
      
 
    She looked relieved that the coffee was ready and poured herself a cup. 
 
      
 
    The person she spoke to was named John. From what Kyle could interpret, he was some sort of team leader and a private investigator. 
 
      
 
    Alison sat down across from Kyle at the table and opened her laptop. She gave Kyle a smile and continued to talk on her cell phone. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s the one.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re moving in during the festival. Is that enough time to gather a team?” 
 
      
 
    “According to her ex, that barn was never used for horses like she originally intended.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. I suspected it too, but we need to confirm. They are onto me, so they could move them at any time and have plenty of time to do it.” 
 
      
 
    Alison gave the coordinates to what Kyle assumed was Emma’s barn. She said yes a few times and hung up the phone. 
 
      
 
    As Alison was talking, Kyle had logged onto his Facebook page and his heart sank. He made the local news that he would no longer oversee the church. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s mouth turned into a thin line as he stared at the small article. He didn’t bother to click on the comments. It wasn’t worth it. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” He heard Alison say. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, laughing lowly. “It seems I’ve made the morning news already.” 
 
      
 
    Alison tilted her head in sympathy. “I saw that. Did you read it?” 
 
      
 
    “Why bother?” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “Emma is quite the attention whore.” 
 
      
 
    “Emma always has to be front and center of everything,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison typed a few words into her laptop. “My favorite line is, ‘Reverend Ellis has been nothing but an asset to our community. I hope he will continue to do great things for Wolfpine, but the church elders decided to move into the future with another pastor. Our wonderful Mayor has volunteered to help us in our search. In the meantime, Mayor Manes has kindly volunteered to oversee Sunday services until a replacement is found. I’m so excited because I never knew our Mayor was ordained. What can’t our mayor do?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scoffed. “What can’t the mayor do? Oh, I don’t know… inhabit a body, take down a human soul, bring evil into the human world. You know, things like that.” 
 
      
 
    Alison read another line that made Kyle groan. “Mayor Manes will be dedicating a statue on Founder’s Day in honor of our fallen heroes in Vietnam to be placed in a park, and before that, he will fill double duty by leading the gathering crowd in prayer for those fallen.” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked up from her laptop in thought. Then she typed in more words. 
 
      
 
    “When are these speeches?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle ran a hand over his face as he continued to read the article. “Usually, his speech is around noon on Saturday. The dedication is later.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s at seven,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had his doubts about the festival. He wondered what rumors the church elders would spread about him. Well… he did punch Mayor Manes and broke his nose. That wasn’t a lie. 
 
      
 
    Kyle sighed and Alison noticed his doubts. 
 
      
 
    “You’re coming.” 
 
      
 
    “Should I? I might be a distraction.” 
 
      
 
    Alison pushed her laptop away from her and leaned her elbows on the table and placed her head on her hand. “Your impulsiveness will prove useful. You’re right about the distraction part.” 
 
      
 
    Alison grinned and Kyle bristled. He hated to admit that part of him. He did tend to be impulsive, however, he was never an angry person. It was only in recent months that his frustration with his failed exorcisms turned to anger. 
 
      
 
    “I was never like this before, Alison,” Kyle felt he needed to explain. “I’ve always been impulsive, but never showing anger.” 
 
      
 
    “After you fell asleep last night, I watched some of your tapes,” Alison explained tilting her head. 
 
      
 
    Kyle exhaled and grabbed his cigarette pack. “Great.” 
 
      
 
    “Kyle don’t get upset. It’s okay. You tried to save lives when no one else cared. I could see your frustration as time passed. I get it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle gazed at Alison and saw the sympathy in her beautiful green eyes. At least, it wasn’t pity. 
 
      
 
    Kyle decided to change the subject. “What are your plans?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain everything later.” 
 
      
 
    “Why later? Why not now? Are you waiting for Carter and Miguel to arrive?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no,” Alison said. She moved and pulled her laptop in front of her again. She took a sip of her coffee. 
 
      
 
    She suddenly became sheepish and Kyle didn’t understand why. 
 
      
 
    “When?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled lightly. “In a little while.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle realized he wouldn’t get anywhere with her right now, so he changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    “I have a question.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “So, what happens when someone like you has children of their own? Do you pass the powers to that child?” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked back at Kyle with a grin. “Great question. The short answer is no. I’ve never known hunters who passed our powers onto their children, but it doesn’t mean that it couldn’t happen in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. He had so many other questions, but Simon jumped from the floor and started barking and wagging his tail. 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard a car. He rose from the dining room chair to peer out the window and recognized Miguel’s car. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry, Present Day 
 
      
 
    I’ll update the date later once we resolve this issue. I’m sitting here watching the tapes Kyle made when he tried to help those that were possessed.  
 
      
 
    He never gave up, he never wavered. Even with each failure, he kept trying to save their souls. 
 
      
 
    How can one not admire that? It’s more than I’ve done in four years. I’ve been told repeatedly, that I need to accept the powers handed to me no matter what happens in my personal life.  
 
      
 
    Maybe one day I can find peace with it. I’m still not quite ready to accept what I am.  
 
      
 
    How do I feel about the Reverend?  
 
      
 
    I’m sitting here smiling. Happy? Such a rare emotion for me. Is that okay? Should I let myself give an inch?  
 
      
 
    A half-inch… Maybe? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison stood from her chair and watched as Kyle greeted Miguel and Olivia. Alison had wanted Miguel to bring Olivia. She would play a role in the plan, and after talking to Miguel about it—reassuring him that Olivia would never face danger—he agreed to let his young daughter in on the plan. 
 
      
 
    Alison let Simon out and walked outside behind him. He ran right to Olivia and greeted her much to the little girl’s delight. 
 
      
 
    “How’s it feel to be jobless and homeless?” Miguel asked Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Kyle rolled his eyes and said, “Not for long, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    Alison agreed. “It won’t be for long.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel lifted an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned and smiled at Alison, who smiled back. “I’ll find the good Reverend some work in The Network.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. “God set me on this path and I won’t argue or deny it.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel patted him on the shoulder. “Good for you.” He turned and pointed at the locked down church. “This is place was holding you back, amigo. I told you that when we first met.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle smiled. “And you were right.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle glanced at his phone. “Carter’s on his way.” 
 
      
 
    “How long?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    “About 20 minutes, why?” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to Miguel and said, “I don’t want you to worry. We’re planning on freeing those people during the festival. You and Olivia will play important roles for distraction.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel looked skeptical. He wrapped an arm around his daughter. “You promised, Alison. You promised Samuel would be mine.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “The hunters are aware and that’s why we’re saving the best for last.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel seemed satisfied and nodded. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned back to Kyle and said, “Take some painkillers.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because after Carter gets here, the four of us are taking a ride,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “The four of us? You mean Carter too?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, we’re going to Emma’s, ” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel raised both their eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked so confused he stuttered a few times before saying, “Alison, I doubt Emma wants me there—” 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do there?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s smiled widened. “It’s not what I will do. It’s what you will do.” Alison nodded at Kyle. “I know Emma doesn’t want to see you. That’s why I’m taking Olivia with me to talk to her.” She turned to Miguel. “I’m going to convince Emma that what she’s doing to Kyle is a huge mistake. It won’t work, but I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stepped back and raised her hands. “You two will break into the barn. I need evidence for my team. Kyle, if you go there and plead for your job, then she’ll get suspicious. Having me there with Olivia will throw her off.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s expression turned from surprise to worry. “Alison, I don’t want to put my daughter in danger.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia protested before Alison could speak up. “No, Daddy. I want to go.” 
 
      
 
    Alison kneeled in front of Olivia. “ I need you to do everything I say. Can you do that?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia lit up. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stood back up. “Miguel, I will keep her safe. I swear it.” 
 
      
 
    “I better take those painkillers. So, why aren’t we telling Carter?” 
 
      
 
    Alison hesitated. She didn’t want to tell either of the men her suspicions since they’d trusted Carter for a long time. 
 
      
 
    “Kyle, you’re in enough trouble and Carter might have to arrest you if you step foot on Emma’s property; it could mean trouble for us. It’s best you stay in the shadows,” Alison answered. She liked her answer.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned away. “You’re right.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the security cameras?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison brought out her phone. “I have a person to take care of that.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned and headed back to the house, urging the group to follow her. 
 
      
 
    Once everyone was inside, Olivia went to play on her iPad while Alison showed Kyle and Miguel what they needed to do. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a path that leads from Weddington Road behind the house,” Alison pointed out. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a running path,” Kyle commented. “Emma jogs it early in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “You will only have a ten-minute window once I tell my hacker to turn off the cameras before the security company notices, so you guys will have to be fast,” Alison explained. “I can hold her off, but I’ll give you time to park and make your way to the path.” 
 
      
 
    Both men nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Will we need pictures?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    “If you can, please, but if you can’t, make sure you get a good look.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds easy, but we won’t have much time,” Miguel commented. 
 
      
 
    “Be fast,” Alison answered. “I can't emphasize that enough.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned and grinned at Kyle, who was downing some Advil. “You’ll hold me back.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle made sure Olivia wasn’t looking and gave Miguel the one finger salute, much to Miguel’s amusement. “I’m not your preacher anymore, so I can do that.” 
 
      
 
    Alison and Miguel laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Carter should be here any minute. What are we going to tell him?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the best part. I’m sending him elsewhere and throwing him off,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    “What if Emma calls the cops on you?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “She won’t.” 
 
      
 
    Simon barked when Carter pulled up. This would be another time she couldn’t take Simon with her. Most of the time she worked alone and she would have investigated the barn herself with the help of other hunters, but this time she had two every eager human o face men who needed a purpose. 
 
      
 
    One for the vengeance of his wife and the other who needed revenge for Samuel Manes ruining his life. 
 
      
 
    Alison never felt comfortable getting regular humans involved. She didn’t like putting others in danger, but she’d never live it down if either of these men knew she executed her plans without them.  
 
      
 
    Both men needed a purpose and she was handing it to them. 
 
      
 
    Alison still didn’t trust Carter when he walked in and greeted them. She had John researching his background for her. She wanted to know more about Chief Carter. 
 
      
 
    The police chief seemed like a good man who wanted to do the right thing, but his dismissive attitude towards the missing people concerned her the most. The statistics he told her when they first met were correct and she found out from her FBI informant that the feds had been watching the town for years and they didn’t like his approach to the missing people either. 
 
      
 
    That set off Alison’s inner alarm bells. She understood there was only so much a small-town police chief could do, but he never showed much concern for the missing when she brought up news articles on the missing. 
 
      
 
    Although the town had the most found alive, many were never found. Carter had reassured the public that no serial killers or kidnappers stalked the area, but the town stayed on edge from the information she’d gathered and it kept the feds on edge too since none of the disappearances were explainable. 
 
      
 
    Alison closed her laptop, so Carter wouldn’t notice her plan as he spoke to Kyle about Samuel.  
 
      
 
    Broken nose confirmed. Samuel’s lawyer is screaming for charges but Samuel is not pressing them, saying that Kyle did enough damage to himself. 
 
      
 
    Alison could see the regret on Kyle’s face as Carter spoke to him. Carter thought it’d be best for him to keep a low profile and leave town quietly. Kyle resisted and that made Alison happy. She needed him and he said he would be at the festival whether or not Carter liked it. 
 
      
 
    She was even more relieved when Carter asked what they were doing today and Kyle said they were waiting on the team of hunters. He started packing to move and the others would help him. 
 
      
 
    She worried when Carter asked Olivia how she was doing. She didn’t know if the little girl would mistakenly tell the truth, but Olivia repeated their story like a pro.  
 
      
 
    Carter then mentioned that Clara’s sister Audrey would arrive today to decide for the funeral and that her car wreck had been a tragic accident.  
 
      
 
    They all knew better. 
 
      
 
    Alison heard Kyle voice his displeasure about not overseeing Clara’s funeral. 
 
      
 
    Alison listened to the men exchanging conversation, patiently waiting for Carter to leave. She grabbed two apples from the refrigerator and handed one to Olivia and sat on the couch next to her. 
 
      
 
    Olivia put down her iPad and snuggled closer to Alison. 
 
      
 
    “How are you doing, sweetie? Are you okay?” Alison asked after taking a bite of her apple. 
 
      
 
    Olivia nodded, looking thoughtful. “I miss my mom. Dad tries his best with my stuff, but he’s not that good at it. Not like Mom.” 
 
      
 
    “Your dad is happier you’re alive and well but he’ll catch on. You’ll have to guide him for a while. Do you remember anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia made a face and said, “No. I tried to remember the man in my room but I don’t know if it was the mayor or not.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m sure the truth will come out soon,” Alison said squeezing the girl’s shoulders. “Remember to follow my lead today. Word for word. You will be so important for the next few days.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    Alison heard Carter ranting about the festival and what a mess Main Street turned in to.  
 
      
 
    Carter walked over to Alison and handed her a pamphlet. 
 
      
 
    “This is the map of the vendors and other entertainment for the festival. Samuel is scheduled to lead prayer on Saturday at noon and will dedicate a statue to fallen veterans at seven that night.” 
 
      
 
    “That’ll be perfect,” Alison said as she studied the map. She took a picture and sent it to John with the same message. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled when Carter left.  
 
      
 
    Kyle and Alison stared at each other for a moment, and Miguel asked, “Are we ready?” 
 
      
 
    “We sure are,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded. “Let’s bring these assholes down.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle’s ribs were throbbing again, but he ignored them. He should have been at home resting or lightly packing. 
 
      
 
    On their way to Weddington Road, Denise called him to remind him that the elders revoked his privileges inside the church, and Miranda would leave his personal things on his doorstep when she finished packing them.  
 
      
 
    She also reminded him about his limited time living in the house.  
 
      
 
    “You’re lucky the mayor hasn’t pressed charges, Kyle,” she said with a sniff.  
 
      
 
    “I’m so appreciative of your generosity, Denise,” Kyle answered. “May I ask a question?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” she asked, her voice showing impatience. 
 
      
 
    “Is your current lover eighteen years or older? Because North Carolina has laws against that.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel snickered from the driver’s seat.  
 
      
 
    Denise huffed through the receiver. Without another word, she hung up.  
 
      
 
    “She hung up on me,” Kyle said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “You have too much to throw back in their faces,” Miguel said. “That’s why they’re not pressing charges. It’s not the demon.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle placed the phone back in his pocket. 
 
      
 
    “I hope Olivia stays safe,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “Alison will keep her safe, you know that.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel glanced at Kyle. “Why do you think she didn’t want to tell Chief Carter about our plans?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle had been thinking about that too. From what he’d learned about the hunter is that Alison did nothing without planning it first. There was a reason she excluded Carter from their plans and he would ask her why later. 
 
      
 
    She had to suspect something or she would have included him, Kyle thought. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, but I plan on asking her later.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned into the small park on Weddington Road. Alison and Olivia arrived at the house and waited for them according to her text.  
 
      
 
    “They arrived,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    The small park on the residential street contained a small playground, some picnic tables, and grills. Since it was a weekday and late morning, the park was empty. Kyle had been here a few times when he had been dating Emma, so he knew the path and knew where they could cut through the forest to her house. 
 
      
 
    Miguel placed the car in park and said, “Are you ready? How long will it take to find her house?” 
 
      
 
    “Once we enter the trail, less than five minutes,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “When will Alison give the signal to her hacker?” 
 
      
 
    “Once we’re on the property,” Kyle answered.  
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel exited the car. They would only have a ten-minute window before Emma’s security company noticed the cameras were down around the property. 
 
      
 
    Alison said before they left the house that the hacker was ready and all she had to do was send the text. 
 
      
 
    Kyle continued to ignore the pain in his side as he and Miguel entered the path. Kyle had the text ready. The path was empty except for the two men walking east. 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel walked past two houses and the forest became thicker. 
 
      
 
    He knew Emma’s house was right around the next bend. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes searched the forest and he grinned when he spotted the small dirt path off the main asphalt one. 
 
      
 
    “There it is,” Kyle pointed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle signaled Alison. She answered to wait for her confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll wait at the edge of the forest.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle led Miguel down the dirt path. Both men were skittish and jumped a few times when squirrels rustled through the leaves to hide from them.  
 
      
 
    “Those fucking things have made me so paranoid,” Miguel growled. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not the only one.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle pushed some brush out of the way and a white building appeared at the edge of the forest. 
 
      
 
    “I’m surprised she doesn’t have a fence set up,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “Emma said that fences made her feel closed in. She’s very claustrophobic,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think the doors are alarmed?” Kyle asked as he waited for Alison’s response. 
 
      
 
    Miguel scrunched his face in confusion. “I didn’t know we would break and enter too.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shrugged. “Might as well go all in.” 
 
      
 
    As Kyle waited, his eyes darted from side to side to make sure no other human was around. He remembered helping Emma put the plans together for the barn and how she insisted she wanted a modern facility. 
 
      
 
    This wasn’t a traditional wooden barn, it had metal siding, more like a small storage facility. Kyle had thought it was odd at the time, but now he knew why. 
 
      
 
    “The windows are on the side,” Kyle pointed out. “There and there.” 
 
      
 
    He stood up and extended his neck. “There’s side entrance on the other side.” 
 
      
 
    “You wanna try it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s gaze also darted around. “I don’t see anyone moving around.” 
 
      
 
    “Emma has security, but they show up at night.” 
 
      
 
    “What about a demon guard?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle chuckled at Miguel’s nickname. “Could be, but we’ll chance it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s phone vibrated. He looked at it and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “You have ten minutes. Go now,” Alison said in her text. 
 
      
 
    Kyle set the timer and nodded to Miguel. 
 
      
 
    The men exited the forest and tried the windows first. 
 
      
 
    The late morning sunlight beat down on their shoulders and both men were breaking into sweats by the time they reached the windows. 
 
      
 
    Miguel kept watch over the property while Kyle gazed inside. 
 
      
 
    At first, the interior looked like a regular horse barn complete with stalls and dirt on the ground. 
 
      
 
    He exhaled thinking they’d hit a dead end when something caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    To his left, he spotted someone crawling around on the floor by one stall. 
 
      
 
    Dark and foreboding emotions swept through him as he leaned closer to the glass. 
 
      
 
    The person was a female with long brown hair blocking her face. Her movements were unnatural as she crawled around the floor. Her clothing was torn and dirty. Her fingers were scratched and bloody. 
 
      
 
    Kyle guessed she’d sensed his presence because before Kyle could take his next breath, the woman crawled to the window and sneered at him. 
 
      
 
    “Jesus…” Miguel muttered the woman banged on the glass.  
 
      
 
    The woman’s eyes were black, she scratched at the window and moved her mouth, and Kyle guessed she wasn’t giving them a happy greeting.  
 
      
 
    He stepped back and took a few pictures realizing who the woman was. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Candace Taylor,” Kyle said as the woman continued to taunt them from behind the glass. “She’s that second-grade teacher who went missing about three months ago.” He turned to Miguel for confirmation. 
 
      
 
    Since Miguel was a custodian at the local elementary school, his mouth dropped open. “The school had all kinds of searches conducted for her. My wife and I helped in the search. They never found her.” 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t, but we did,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel asked how much longer.  
 
      
 
    “We have seven minutes,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel reached into his pocket and removed a lock pick. “Let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle smiled. “I knew you’d want to.” 
 
      
 
    The men moved along the wall and around the building still keeping an eye on the distant house, hoping they wouldn’t be caught. 
 
      
 
    “Six minutes,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    They made it to the door and Miguel checked for an alarm. “I don’t see an alarm, but it may be on the inside.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel tried to the door, but it didn’t budge.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll take the chance,” Kyle said. “Come on, time is counting down.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel cursed and kneeled. He put the pick inside the lock and within seconds he turned the knob and the door flung open to the most gruesome smell Kyle ever experienced. He’d seen a lot in Iraq but the scent of death, feces, and who knows what else entered his nostrils almost making him gag. 
 
      
 
    Miguel heaved and turned sheet white. 
 
      
 
    “No. Stay with me,” Kyle urged his friend. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t need more evidence. He heard Candace wheezing and laughing at them from her corner. He heard cries of pain, sometimes fits of laughter, other times groans of what could be construed as sexual pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Some heads popped up from the stalls. He heard chains clinking as the demons cursed their restraints. 
 
      
 
    Kyle focused on one man right across from the door. He couldn’t remember the man’s name but recognized him from missing posters around town. 
 
      
 
    “We’re in hell,” Miguel commented, his eyes wide in shock. 
 
      
 
    Kyle prayed for these lost souls. He took another tentative step inside the barn, keeping a close eye on Candace as she lifted her shirt and exposed her breasts to him, trying to coax Kyle into coming over and fucking her. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to his right and almost lost the granola bars he’d eaten on the way over. 
 
      
 
    A big carcass of an animal lay in the barn’s corner. Flies were swarming it, and he thought he saw some maggots crawling around it. 
 
      
 
    He tried to keep his bearings as he lifted his phone and took some fast pictures before the security cameras came back online.  
 
      
 
    They had two minutes and that was more than enough time for Kyle and Miguel to step out of the barn and lock the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, both men ran for the forest and once they were a safe distance from the barn, Miguel ran to the other side of the walking path and lost his breakfast in a bunch of ferns. 
 
      
 
    Kyle inhaled deep breaths and tried to calm his heaving stomach. Both of them needed water and some incense. 
 
      
 
    He walked over to Miguel who leaned against a tree heaving.  
 
      
 
    “I never expected that,” Kyle commented. 
 
      
 
    Miguel straightened up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His face had turned a scarlet color and tears ran down his cheeks from bloodshot eyes.  
 
      
 
    “That could have been my daughter,” Miguel said in a scratchy voice. “I never thought I would witness such evil in my life even when I served in Afghanistan, but that…” Miguel pointed to the forest. “Did you feel it, amigo? Did you feel the evil inside that place? It was pure and it got under your skin. I didn’t even feel that much with Olivia’s demon, but this… it was like those souls were trying to get into my head and take over my thoughts.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel inhaled a deep breath and had another coughing fit. After he finished, he said, “Now I understand Alison much better.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t disagree with Miguel. He was still trying to shake the deep whispers inside his head as they stood on the edge of the walking path. Kyle gripped the cross around his neck hoping to find some light in the darkness he witnessed. 
 
      
 
    He found new respect for Alison. Pushing his other feelings aside, he had a better understanding of her point of view, of the decisions she made in the past with hunting demons, and how hard those decisions must have been. 
 
      
 
    “Can those things create an army?” Miguel asked. 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering the same thing,” Kyle answered. “I think if they weren’t useful Samuel would have made them disappear.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel shook his head in disgust. “That’s fucked up. If those things stay like they are… like rabid dogs, our world is fucked.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why God made Alison.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
      
 
    Olivia sat wide-eyed when they pulled up to Emma’s driveway. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” Alison reassured her. “She won’t do anything to us.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia gazed at Alison in confusion. “Why are we here again?” 
 
      
 
    Alison sat back in the driver’s seat and sighed. “We…” Alison pointed to Olivia and herself, “need to convince Emma that she’s wrong. That what happened to you and other innocent people is wrong. Like your mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is she helping the dark things?” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled at the little girl. “I’m not sure. People do strange things when they’re desperate for power.” 
 
      
 
    Alison received a text from Miguel that he and Kyle had arrived on the walking path. She sent a quick message to Jamison, who was not only a hunter but a hacker to get ready. 
 
      
 
    Jamison sent back a message he was waiting for her green light. 
 
      
 
    Now that Alison sat closer to the huge house that Emma called home, she could feel the evil emanating from one particular area of the property. 
 
      
 
    There were demons here, but Alison’s brain nagged at the possibility these were another decoy.  
 
      
 
    “Alison?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw Emma in my room,” Olivia said. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned back to the little girl with raised eyebrows. “While the dark thing was inside of you?” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned in the car seat to face Olivia. “I need you to think long and hard, Olivia. Do you remember her saying anything?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia looked away with a finger on her lip. “I heard her say something about a shed but I’m not sure.” 
 
      
 
    What was similar to a shed?  
 
      
 
    Alison tried to think of alternatives when her phone beeped.  
 
      
 
    “Is that Daddy?” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “They’re ready and so are we. Olivia, I want you to remember anything else Emma said as we talk to her, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sent her last message to Jamison. She opened the car door and stepped out of the car. Emma’s car sat in the driveway in front of the house. Olivia exited on her side and waited alongside Alison. 
 
      
 
    Dark whispers entered Alison’s head as they moved closer to the house. The stifling darkness laid itself like a blanket over her body almost making her dizzy. The demons on the property taunted her, trying to make her cower and run away. 
 
      
 
    She ran a hand through her hair and pushed the gruesome images they showed her aside. She learned over the years those images were not real. They were a product of the darkness to torture the human psyche. 
 
      
 
    Jamison had turned off the security cameras. They had ten minutes. She sent the text. 
 
      
 
    Now was the time to distract Emma because she needed the actual physical proof of where the team would attack once they arrived. 
 
      
 
    It may not have been all of them but it was enough for now. 
 
      
 
    Olivia squeezed Alison’s hand and Alison reassured the girl that Emma would not hurt them. 
 
      
 
    They climbed the stairs and Alison rang the doorbell. 
 
      
 
    Emma answered the door, taking Alison by surprise. She expected a housekeeper or some kind of maid to answer it. 
 
      
 
    Emma seemed surprised at first and her eyes grew even wider when she realized that Alison had Olivia with her. 
 
      
 
    Emma tried to hide her surprise by placing an annoyed expression on her face. “This is pretty ballsy. What are you doing here?” 
 
      
 
    Alison planted a smile on her face. “I was hoping we might have a civil conversation.” 
 
      
 
    Emma nodded towards Olivia. “Why did you bring her?” Emma raised her hand. “No offense.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia shrugged but didn’t speak up. 
 
      
 
    “May we come in?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    Emma stepped outside and closed the door behind her. “No.” 
 
      
 
    “All right. I came here because of Kyle.” 
 
      
 
    Emma blinked but her expression stayed motionless. “Kyle? Did you come to plead for his job back?” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “No. That won’t happen after the stunts he pulled, but you and I both know that Kyle is a good man. I hadn’t planned on coming to this town. I retired from hunting, but Kyle convinced me to save Olivia’s life.” 
 
      
 
    Emma ran a hand over her face. “What does this have to do with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Emma, Samuel won’t stop until he destroys Kyle’s life. He may do nothing physically, but he will destroy Kyle. Kyle was only trying to help her.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia leaned into Alison as Emma became more annoyed. “What Samuel does… I can’t stop it, Alison. You and I both know that.” 
 
      
 
    “You can help me and stop this evil,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “Why would I help you?” Emma asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison gazed down at Olivia and back to Emma. “I hardly know you, but I’ve read about the charity work you do in town. You care about it, so why let evil take it over?” 
 
      
 
    Emma lifted her chin and crossed her arms over her chest. “You know that old saying? ‘If you can’t beat um, join ‘em?’” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. ” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what this is. I can’t beat Samuel. None of us can, so I had to decide. I made the right choice.” 
 
      
 
    Alison removed her phone from her pocket. She swiped through it while Emma waited. 
 
      
 
    “Turn away, Olivia,” Alison said as she pulled up the pictures. 
 
      
 
    Alison inhaled a shaky breath when the first picture appeared on her phone. 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked down at the little girl. “Because I said so.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s mouth turned down, but she did as she was told.  
 
      
 
    Alison held the picture up to Emma. “The news said it was a flash flood that killed all those people because New Mexico was in the middle of its monsoon season. It wasn’t.” 
 
      
 
    Emma turned away from the picture and asked, “Why are you showing me this?” 
 
      
 
    Alison swiped to another picture and forced Emma to look at it. “This is what they did, Emma. They weren’t helping humans, they were killing them. If powerful demons like Samuel continue to thin out the veil that keeps us safe, then we’re all dead.” 
 
      
 
    Alison tapped off the pictures as Emma turned back to face her.  
 
      
 
    Emma stood there trying to hide her emotions as Alison permitted Olivia to turn around.  
 
      
 
    “This is the face of one of his victims. Olivia has to live with what she did the rest of her life,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Emma looked down at Olivia. “Wait… you remember?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia lifted her chin. “You were in my room. I saw you.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned back to Emma and narrowed her eyes. “Why were you there?” 
 
      
 
    Emma turned to Alison in surprise and shook her head. “I wasn’t…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you were,” Olivia cried out. “You were there before I stabbed my mom.” 
 
      
 
    Alison tilted her head. “You were.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s shock turned to anger. Her face reddened but not from the sun beating down on them. “I don’t have to stand here and take this.” She motioned to Olivia. “From either of you. Your little guilt trip didn’t work Alison. Samuel is doing this for the greater good, and yes, there’ll be some hiccups along the way.” 
 
      
 
    Alison chuckled. “So that’s what Olivia’s mother is to you? A hiccup? You’ll learn the hard way, Emma. Demons are liars and master manipulators. Whatever Samuel promised you is a lie.” 
 
      
 
    “Get off my property before I call the police, you bitch,” Emma warned. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled and said, “Sure. I don’t trespass.” 
 
      
 
    Alison grabbed Olivia’s hand and both of them stepped onto the driveway. 
 
      
 
    “We’re onto you and your team, Alison. Once we have this town, the possibilities will be endless for a better world.” 
 
      
 
    Alison stopped and turned to the other woman. “And what will you be, Emma? I’m curious.” 
 
      
 
    Emma smirked. “I’ll be right there beside them.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and turned to walk back to the car with Olivia in tow. 
 
      
 
    Alison had what she wanted. She didn’t know if she planted the seeds of doubt inside Emma’s head. She doubted, but she had a few slips to work with. 
 
      
 
    Alison and Olivia seated themselves in the car and Alison checked her messages. Kyle and Miguel were making their way back to the car to head back to the house. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing happened,” Olivia said as Alison started the car. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, honey. Emma said much more than you realize,” Alison said as she pulled away. 
 
      
 
    Emma stood at her doorway with her fiery red hair blowing in the wind. Their eyes met momentarily and Alison wanted to laugh. 
 
      
 
    There it was. The seeds of doubt had been planted. Even from her perspective, the emotions playing over Emma’s face told the whole story. 
 
      
 
    Alison made sure she wasn’t being followed as she turned onto the main road. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Olivia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Olivia, people can change, I believe that. You may think Emma’s a bad person, but in reality, she’s convinced herself what happened to you and your mom was right. She believes that. It doesn’t make her a bad person, it makes her confused.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s eyes welled up with tears. “She knew my mom would die. That makes her bad.” 
 
      
 
    “It might, but that doesn’t mean she can’t change. She may help us, she may not. It’s up to her now.” 
 
      
 
    Alison reached out and ran a hand through Olivia’s hair. “What you have to do is rise above what people like Emma. Be the better person no matter how much it hurts.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia sobbed and said, “I’m scared.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay to be afraid. Never let anyone tell you differently, but when we go to the festival, I will need you to dig deep and find that bravery, because Simon and I will count on you,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s eyes lit up at the mention of Simon and asked, “Do you think my dad will let me get a dog like Simon? Because I want one.” 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed. “That’s your dad’s decision, but we can talk him into it.” 
 
      
 
    Alison winked at Olivia. The little girl stopped crying and sat back in the seat smiling at the thought of getting a dog. 
 
      
 
    Alison asked Olivia if she was hungry and they stopped at a local Mexican takeout to pick up lunch. 
 
      
 
    She sent a text to Kyle about the food and he responded that they hadn’t thought about food and thanked her. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes scanned the tiny hole in the wall but no demons were in the vicinity, but she knew they were watching her. She could feel them waiting for her to make the next move. 
 
      
 
    No matter how much the demons knew, the team had to come in and be wary of a trap. That’s where they made their biggest mistake in New Mexico. No one had thought the demons had caught on to their secret network until it was too late. 
 
      
 
    That was not a victory for them. They underestimated their enemy and it cost many innocent lives, including two hunters. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s next move would be a distraction. One where the hunters could move in and search for the rest of missing persons if there were any that were still alive. 
 
      
 
    Wolfpine’s festival would be obvious for a team to come in, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t complete their mission during that time. 
 
      
 
    Alison picked up the bag of food when it was ready and she and Olivia headed outside. 
 
      
 
    They walked towards the car when Alison looked up and something drew her eyes across the street. 
 
      
 
    Samuel’s assistant Jason stood at the crosswalk watching Alison and Olivia. Alison could feel the evil emanating from him as the demon swirled around his chest. 
 
      
 
    Alison stopped and the two stared at each other for several seconds. 
 
      
 
    Emma must have called Samuel. 
 
      
 
    Alison lifted her chin. A low growl came through her mind and the words made her blood run cold but she refused to show fear. 
 
      
 
    I will take away all that you love, the voice said. 
 
      
 
    No, you won’t, because I’ll send you back to where you belong first. Give Samuel my regards. 
 
      
 
    “Alison?” Olivia asked as she tugged at the door handle. 
 
      
 
    Alison jumped when Olivia spoke and realized she hadn’t unlocked the car door. She turned her gaze back to the street corner and Jason disappeared.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Alison said as she pressed the button on the remote and the car door unlocked. 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” Olivia asked as Alison handed her the food inside the car. 
 
      
 
    Alison gripped the steering wheel for a second and gathered her thoughts. 
 
      
 
    She hated those feelings of doom that coursed through her whenever one of those things was around. 
 
      
 
    “Everything’s fine,” Alison turned to Olivia and tried to smile at her. “I’m starving, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Olivia narrowed her eyes at Alison in doubt but didn’t ask more questions for which Alison was grateful. She didn’t want to frighten the girl anymore. She’d been through enough. Alison only needed her for one last job and then the girl and her father could live a peaceful life. 
 
      
 
    “The food smells good,” Olivia commented. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does,” Alison said as she started the car. She turned back to Olivia. “It’s a shame we have to share it with the men.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia giggled and Alison drove off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Miguel leaned over the kitchen table and sipped on some water as Kyle sat across from his friend. 
 
      
 
    Miguel was still a little green, but he improved because he was keeping the water down.  
 
      
 
    “Why did Alison have to pick greasy food?” Miguel moaned. “I can’t eat that shit right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I told her to pick up some salad, too,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel moaned again and raised his head off the table. “I know that place, and even their fucking salads are greasy.” He sighed. “Man, how are you handling it so well?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle grabbed a cigarette from his pack and said, “Remember, Olivia wasn’t the only one I tried to help.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed Simon was gazing out the door. He didn’t know if the dog was missing Alison or needed to go to the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    Kyle rose from the chair and flinched. The day had been hard on his bruised ribs and he downed more Advil when they arrived back at the house. 
 
      
 
    “The dog needs a walk. Keep drinking water. There’s more in the fridge,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded and pulled out his phone to check it as Kyle put Simon’s leash on. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever Alison wants to do I’m game,” Miguel said with a shake of his head. “I never felt fear like that before.” Miguel lowered his head and sighed. “I only hope she went fast and she’s happy up in Heaven.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood up straight and ignored the pain in his ribs. “She is in God’s arms and watching over you and Olivia.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel rubbed the shadow on his chin. “I look at Olivia and see her mother.” Miguel’s eyes stared at Kyle. “It’s almost frightening.” 
 
      
 
    “She lives on through Olivia,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel rubbed his chin. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle hesitated to leave Miguel alone. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” Miguel said waving his hand. “Take the dog for a walk.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded. “Nothing’s gonna bring her back.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle hesitated again but Simon was circling so he decided to take Simon outside instead of letting him run around. Kyle realized he needed a moment alone too. 
 
      
 
    Kyle stepped out of the back door and spotted Miranda’s car in the parking lot of the church. 
 
      
 
    When they arrived home Miranda had already left his things in a cardboard box. 
 
      
 
    Kyle wanted to lash out. Take the box over there and throw it at Miranda’s feet. He wanted to scream at her and ask her why she’d believe a demon over him after knowing him for so many years. After all the time they’d spent together working as partners to make the church great. The hours they spent with the congregation. Comforting those that suffered, those that fell on hard times, and those whose lives had been coming to an end. 
 
      
 
    He and Miranda had been through so much within those walls and he felt like she threw away not only their friendship but their partnership like a piece of trash. 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought about marching up to the doors and showing her the pictures he took not even an hour before. 
 
      
 
    This is what Samuel Manes has done to this town, he wanted to shout at her. This is all him. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned away from the church knowing that Miranda was drinking the Kool-Aid like everyone else. It wasn’t worth his breath to try to convince her otherwise. 
 
      
 
    Simon was sniffing around some bushes looking for the perfect place to pee when Kyle’s phone rang. 
 
      
 
    Kyle groaned when he pulled his phone from his pocket and saw it was his mother. 
 
      
 
    He thought about declining the call but a feeling blossomed in his gut that he should answer it. 
 
      
 
    Kyle took a deep breath and tapped the green button. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Kyle,” his mother said sounding surprised, “I thought you’d leave me to your voicemail.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t do that, Mom,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard his mother breathe a sigh of relief. “I know your father overreacted. You know how he is about being a pillar of the community.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle rolled his eyes. “Don’t make excuses for him, Mom. I understand his stance, but I’ve never said I wanted to follow in his footsteps.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree and you’re right, I shouldn’t make excuses. I don’t care what you do with your life, Kyle, as long as you’re happy. But, I want to know what your plans are for the future. Hannah never had these opportunities and I want the best for you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle spotted the familiar Toyota Camry pulling into his driveway. He smiled as Simon sensed his mistress and jerked the leash.  
 
      
 
    Kyle let Simon pull him along and said to his mother, “The hunter I’ve been working with has plans for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? A hunter?” He knew his mother frowned. “I don’t know…” 
 
      
 
    “It amazes me how much people like Dad have against these people,” Kyle argued. “These people risk their lives to save others and don’t ask for anything in return.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle heard silence over the phone and to his surprise, his mother burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Bless your heart, son. I didn’t fall off the wagon yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scoffed. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    His mother cleared her throat but continued to chuckle. “I hope she’s a good woman and I hope you’re happy. You better bring her to Dallas.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle smiled as Simon pulled him to the parked car and he watched as Alison and Olivia exited the car. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled at him and held up the bag of food. 
 
      
 
    “I will, Mom. In fact, she’s brought some food for us, so I better go,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    “I love you, Kyle.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle hung up the phone. He expected worse out of the phone call but his mother was more understanding than he thought. He didn’t know how a future conversation with his father would go but at least they could try to come to an agreement about Kyle’s employment situation. 
 
      
 
    Simon greeted Alison happily and Olivia ran over to her father to tell him about their drive. 
 
      
 
    Kyle decided he wanted a hug as Alison greeted Simon lovingly and the dog returned the affection. 
 
      
 
    “May I have one of those?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison laughed. “A sloppy wet kiss?” 
 
      
 
    “Later. I’ll settle for a hug right now.” 
 
      
 
    Alison handed the food over to Miguel who said he would meet them in the house. 
 
      
 
    Kyle wrapped his arms around Alison and closed his eyes feeling the warmth of her body against his. After the scene inside that barn, he needed this hug from the woman with the strange green eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What did you see?” Alison asked against his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve seen it before as you know, but a bunch of them gathered together…” 
 
      
 
    Alison pulled back but left her hands on Kyle’s shoulders. “How bad was the smell?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I smelled some pretty horrific smells in my life, but this was beyond horrible. I swore I stepped into Hell.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s facial expressions were sympathetic. “It is like Hell. That’s where they come from and they bring it with them when they arrive here.” 
 
      
 
    “Miguel didn’t handle it well. We found a teacher who’s been missing for months. She’s still…” 
 
      
 
    “Demonic?” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “That’s a good thing. That means her soul is still fighting for control of her body. Hopefully, she’ll keep fighting when we release her and she can live a normal life.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head and pulled Alison against him, ignoring his aching ribs. 
 
      
 
    “How was Emma?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, she knew we were up to something. I think they have another hiding place for the missing, though.” 
 
      
 
    It was Kyle’s turn to pull back. His eyebrows scrunched together. “Are you serious? How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “When we were driving to Emma’s, Olivia mentioned that she thought she saw Emma in her room when she was first possessed. Emma said something about taking her to a shed.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned his head slightly in thought. “A shed? That’s weird.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have to find out the hard way,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Kyle was confused. 
 
      
 
    “I was hoping we could take Samuel out sooner, but it looks like we need to keep him around a little longer.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stepped back and scratched his head. “Great.” 
 
      
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle smiled at Alison. “Have you heard from your team?” 
 
      
 
    Alison checked her phone and showed the text to Kyle. “Ten from last count. They're getting ready to arrive the night of the festival.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and said, “I can’t wait to hear your plan.” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged and placed her phone back into her pocket. “In order for my team to come in undetected, we’re going to need to work together. Remember when I said your impulsiveness would come in handy?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t know whether he should be insulted or burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be offended,” Alison said reading his facial expressions. “It will get the crowd worked up and all eyes on you. Can you handle it?” 
 
      
 
    “I can do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Meanwhile, I’ll have Olivia and Simon with me because they won’t think I would keep her with me,” Alison explained. “Miguel is going to meet with John from my team and give him directions to the barn. Hopefully, from there we can find out the other location.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle cocked his head at Alison. “Why aren’t you telling Carter about this?” 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed. “Kyle, I know he’s your friend but I find it odd that he called off  searches for those missing people and never wanted to alert The Feds—” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a small-town cop. You must know how they are. They let pride get in the way of good decisions sometimes,” Kyle said defending his friend. “Carter grew up here, but moved to Philadelphia and worked there for ten years before moving back here. He specifically said he did it to gain experience, but I know he’s sometimes blinded by his love of this town.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed. “I know you want to defend him.” Alison squeezed his arm. “If he’s innocent we don’t have anything to worry about, but I have to give him an alternate plan to protect us. Remember, New Mexico?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded.  
 
      
 
    “We lost two hunters that week. Why? Because we were betrayed by a government official there who promised to help us. 
 
      
 
    Kyle understood where Alison was coming from. She was protecting her people. She was protecting them and the fewer people knew of their plans the safer they would be. 
 
      
 
    After what he’d seen inside that barn, he understood so much more. 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought of something and it made him smile. “You know, I have money saved.” 
 
      
 
    Alison lifted an eyebrow in question. “Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think when this is all over we can go somewhere? A beach? Clearwater?” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes lit up with the mention of her hometown. “Do you need a tour guide?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scratched his head. “Yeah, because I’ve never been there.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle pulled Alison close and his lips met her soft ones. She opened her mouth to let him in and his body responded in ways he’d forgotten about for a long time. 
 
      
 
    He always thought after his divorce and his disastrous relationship with Emma that he’d never find another woman he’d fall for, but Alison appeared at his door. The woman with the mysterious powers to expel demons. He never thought he’d fall for someone like her. 
 
      
 
    Alison responded by pressing her body against his. If Kyle hadn’t been in so much pain— 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Alison separated and turned their heads to see Olivia standing at the bottom of the steps with her arms crossed. 
 
      
 
    “We’re hungry and kissing is gross.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia turned and stomped back into the house. 
 
      
 
    Alison and Kyle turned to each other and laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we better follow her,” Alison said taking the leash from Kyle. 
 
      
 
    She cooed Simon and thanked him for being a patient dog. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned back to the church and gazed at it. That life was now behind him and he was looking forward to a new beginning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Journal Entry Mid-August, Present Day 
 
    It's been a week and a half. All has been quiet with the demonic entities because they’re getting ready to execute their plans like we are. I’ve been watching for Samuel and he’s kept a low profile. No one appeared to threaten or attack us. They’re waiting for us like we’re waiting for them. 
 
    The chess pieces are in place. The annual Wolfpine festival has begun. The team awaits their signal. It will not be easy. It might take days, hell, weeks, but many lives will be saved and we will vanquish the evil from this town. 
 
    We’ve done it before and we can do it again. 
 
    I’m dreaming of Kyle and I walking Clearwater Beach at sunset. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison grinned when she sat up and stared at the cross hanging on the wall above Kyle’s bed. 
 
      
 
    She thought she should have some guilt staring at it while she was upright and naked with Kyle’s dick inside her. But, she didn’t. This is what two humans do.  
 
      
 
    Alison averted her eyes away from the cross. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned her thoughts back to the task at hand. She wanted to laugh but held back. She could see Kyle was still in pain but too stubborn to admit it, although there were moments of pure pleasure running across his face. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to stop?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Lord, no,” Kyle answered breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    His warm hands had been on her hips. He moved them up her belly past her ribs and settled on her breasts, making Alison moan with pleasure. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned over placing her hands above his shoulders and moved her hips up and down against his penis. 
 
      
 
    Alison moved faster, enjoying the sensation inside her. They had important work to do tonight, but she wanted to enjoy this one moment. She needed to feel something besides hurt, pain, and anguish and Kyle provided the perfect medicine.  
 
      
 
    He lifted his head to suck and lick each one of her nipples, making Alison shiver with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Kyle looked for Alison’s mouth and she obliged as their tongues and genitals moved in unison. Alison was close. Oh, she was so close. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was even closer. He moaned and bit his lip trying to hide his pain, but he didn’t let it stop him as he released her lips and growled with pleasure. 
 
      
 
    His dick pulsated, but that didn’t slow her down. A wave of orgasm rushed through her and she cried out as her muscles spasmed. 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned over Kyle. She was careful not to flop on top of him for fear of hurting his already sore ribs. 
 
      
 
    His hot heavy breaths caressed her cheek.  
 
      
 
    Alison lifted herself up and off Kyle. She lay on the bed next to him, trying to catch her breath. Her skin had a light sheen of sweat sticking to it. Hot cum leaked from her vagina as her body relaxed.  
 
      
 
    She stared at the ceiling for a moment with a grin plastered on her face. This was the first time in years she relaxed and enjoyed the company.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned on her side to gaze at Kyle, whose breathing had slowed.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Alison asked with concern. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned and smiled at her. “Yeah. I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    He turned away from her and reached for his glasses to put them on. He winced but still smiled at Alison as he turned to face her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” he mumbled as his hand caressed Alison’s arm, making her shiver. 
 
      
 
    Alison reached out her hand and caressed Kyle’s beard. “I love this, but you’ll want to shave it in Florida.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle chuckled. “I use to keep a clean shaven face in Texas for the heat.” 
 
      
 
    Alison gazed at Simon who lay in the room’s corner and giggled. She hadn’t realized he’d come into the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    “We had an audience,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned his head and upon seeing Simon his face flushed. “He needs a girlfriend.” 
 
      
 
    “No! I can barely handle him,” Alison answered with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned back to Alison and became serious. “Do you think this will work?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so, but history says something will go wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and said, “Alison, I know you’re a pro but—” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. Kyle’s concern touched her. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious,” Kyle said. His eyes turned to the cross above them. “You deny it, but I still believe and I’m praying the Lord will protect you and your team.” 
 
      
 
    Alison scooted closer to Kyle and snuggled against him. His lips touched her hair. “I said a long prayer last night.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes met Kyles and a smile touched his lips. “What did you think?” 
 
      
 
    Alison shrugged. “We’ll see if it’s answered.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle reached over and glanced at the time on his phone. “We’d better get ready. They’ll be here soon.” 
 
      
 
    Alison groaned and snuggled deeper into Kyle’s chest. “I don’t want to,” she whined. 
 
      
 
    Kyle chuckled. “Me neither.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed. “But, you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    Alison showered and dressed first. When she finished her shower, she found a text from John saying the team was in position and ready for her signal. 
 
      
 
    She sent a text back stating that everyone was ready to go. 
 
      
 
    “Stay safe,” John messaged back. 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled and placed her phone in her pocket while she finished tying her sneakers. The weather was hot and humid today, but Alison decided on jeans and a simple T-shirt because she needed comfort for the battle about to happen.  
 
      
 
    Kyle stepped out of the shower and was drying himself off in front of her. 
 
      
 
    His facial expressions seemed pinched from doubt.  
 
      
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Alison asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to her in surprise. His facial expression changed to embarrassment as a blush crept up his cheeks.  
 
      
 
    “Is it weird I’m more worried about running into my congregation but not fighting a bunch of demons?” His mouth turned down. “I used to look forward to this every year. We’d set up our booth, give out cookies and juice for free. We’d hand out flyers, and the congregation would buy us food and drinks. I’d meet new people and counsel anyone who needed it. It didn’t matter what religion they practiced. Now… I’ll be a stranger looking in.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s shoulders slumped. 
 
      
 
    Alison knew those emotions all too well but they came from within her own family. She didn’t say it out loud because she didn’t want to take away from Kyle’s pain. 
 
      
 
    She stood up from the bed and snuggled into his neck. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to face her. “You being here is enough for me.” He managed a small smile. “I still need your help with my shoes.”  
 
      
 
    “Sure thing.” She checked his bruises. They were fading fast, but he still complained of pain. “They look much better.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish they felt better.” 
 
      
 
    Alison waited until Kyle dressed. He tried to put his sneakers on by himself but he became frustrated when he couldn’t tie them. 
 
      
 
    Alison did it for him and that’s when the knock at the door came. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at the clock. 
 
      
 
    They were ready to rid this town of its evil infestation. Wolfpine, the small mountain town near the edge of The Great Smoky Mountains needed cleansing so they wouldn’t witness pure evil once it came out of the shadows.  
 
      
 
    Most residents didn’t know about the evil or who led them into this darkened abyss but those that knew would fight so they never had to deal with another case like Olivia. The child who killed her mother unintentionally.  
 
      
 
    Alison thought of Olivia. She’d hoped the little girl would never remember, but she did and had to deal with the aftermath. 
 
      
 
    She saw it in Olivia’s eyes when they drove over to Emma’s. The haunted stare told the whole story. The possession affected Olivia more than she’d let on and Alison hoped that Dr. Rodriquez could help her once they started therapy.  
 
      
 
    Alison opened the front door for Miguel and Olivia. Kyle had talked with Chief Carter the night before and told him a different story than what they had planned. Kyle didn’t enjoy lying to Carter, but Alison pointed out that Carter would be too busy controlling the crowds of people to notice or help them anyway. 
 
      
 
    “By the time he realizes what’s going on, we’ll be hunting the real victims,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    Miguel and Olivia entered the house. Alison could tell Miguel was ready for a fight and she had to remind him to keep his cool and do what John told him to do or their plans could blow up in their face. 
 
      
 
    “Did you do it?” Alison asked Miguel. 
 
      
 
    Miguel’s dark eyes were sharp. “It’s done. No one suspected anything because I’m the school custodian and they trust me.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and Kyle grinned. 
 
      
 
    The late afternoon sun had dipped behind the trees and Alison grabbed Simon’s leash. 
 
      
 
    “Are we ready?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re ready,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    The four of them took separate cars and they planned to fight for parking since they were arriving late in the day when the festival was at its busiest.  
 
      
 
    Alison kept watching her rearview mirror while Kyle kept his eyes on other cars. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we’re being followed?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Alison noticed that Simon kept gazing out of the rear window and pacing around the back seat with his ear pointing forward. 
 
      
 
    “He’s restless,” Alison commented. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned around to pet Simon but the dog ignored him. “I’ve noticed he loves a good scratch behind the ears but he’s not wanting one now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded in agreement. Her dog never turned down a good scratch no matter where he was unless he sensed danger.  
 
      
 
    She gazed into her rear-view mirror with her own senses heightened, but she didn’t hear the familiar whispers or voices that came with the demons once they were on her radar. Driving may have been distracting her and it was Simon who picked up on the evil around them.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll keep vigilant,” Alison said as she turned onto one of the main roads that led into downtown. 
 
      
 
    “Make another right at Paula Lane, there’s a parking lot there,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and made the right. She’d already spotted the guards blocking traffic from Main Street. She turned the radio down and heard loud music from a short distance away. People were walking on the sidewalks and crossing the street heading to the festival. 
 
      
 
    She spotted a Ferris Wheel spinning over to her right and a small roller coaster behind it. 
 
      
 
    “They set up fast,” Alison said. 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Kyle said. “It’s amazing how fast the city workers turn the streets into a festival every year.” 
 
      
 
    As Alison drove down the street, Kyle pointed to the yellow flashing sign that said, “Park Here.” 
 
      
 
    She turned into an otherwise vacant lot that had been converted into a parking lot for the festival.  
 
      
 
    A man in his forties with gray flecking his beard came over to greet her. Alison didn’t pick up the darkness in him and felt relieved that she wouldn’t have to start her job sooner. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” she said rolling down the window. 
 
      
 
    “Evenin,’” he said without a smile. “Price is $10 per hour and $50 until midnight when the festival shuts down.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to Kyle in surprise. “Wow. That’s robbery.” 
 
      
 
    The parking attendant’s expression never changed. “We’re the closest with spaces still available.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle handed Alison the ten and twenties. She’d noticed he hadn’t shown his face to the attendant. 
 
      
 
    “If you say so,” Alison said handing him the cash. 
 
      
 
    The man put a receipt on her dashboard and wished them a fun night. She found a parking space and pulled into it, waiting on Miguel and Olivia. 
 
      
 
    “That went way up from last year,” Kyle said with a shake of his head. “I was here all day and only paid thirty.” 
 
      
 
    “Remind me to never come here again, “Alison said as she got out of the car. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, we won’t,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison and Kyle waited for Miguel and Olivia. Miguel cursed the price of the parking too as they waited for Alison to adjust Simon’s leash. 
 
      
 
    “That’s insane,” Miguel commented. 
 
      
 
    “That’s our mayor,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    Alison was ready to take on this mission. She gazed around and memorized her surroundings, like the street they parked on, what buildings were close by and an escape route in case their plans went south.  
 
      
 
    She sent a quick text to John to let him know they’d arrived and were waiting for the mayor to speak. 
 
      
 
    Other festival goers were walking by which were mostly young families with children or groups of teenagers laughing and joking.  
 
      
 
    Alison could feel the growing darkness within her as she straightened her shoulders. The demons may not have been close to them now, but she felt their presence all around the group. 
 
      
 
    The sun would dip behind the Smoky Mountains soon, and Alison made sure she checked every shadowy corner before they walked towards the festival. 
 
      
 
    The music became louder with each step, and Alison got a whiff of sweet and savory food as they crossed the last street and crept closer to the police barriers. 
 
      
 
    She heard the loud chatter of people, the laughter of children, and sounds of carnival games along with the music. 
 
      
 
    She turned to see the roller coaster coming down from its highest peak.  
 
      
 
    But, on the outskirts of all the fun going on, the evil within this town was cloaking itself over the fun and activities. 
 
      
 
    It rippled through Alison as they stepped closer to the festival making her feel almost dizzy from the power emanating around her. 
 
      
 
    Alison tried to clear her mind. She needed to stay focused on their plan and for the first time, she’d have another life to protect. 
 
      
 
    Alison would have Olivia with her because if Olivia stayed with her then it would throw off the demons from their plans. She and Olivia would stay in plain sight because the demons didn’t know where the hunters may have set up shop.  
 
      
 
    Samuel’s speech was fast approaching and so was his unveiling of the Vietnam War statue. Samuel was in for a big surprise.  
 
      
 
    The group stepped into the crowd of people. 
 
      
 
    She turned to see Kyle keeping his head down. She could tell he was embarrassed about being there. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your head up,” she scolded. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s mouth turned down. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    “Before we separate, Olivia wants a drink,” Miguel said checking his watch. “We have a few minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded as Miguel walked off with his daughter to a nearby booth. 
 
      
 
    “You have to stay strong,” Alison said to Kyle after Miguel and Olivia walked away. 
 
      
 
    “I’m trying. I saw Mrs. Turner and if she had a gun, I’d be dead,” Kyle responded. 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be much worse after you cause your scene,” Alison commented.  
 
      
 
    Kyle was about to respond when some unexpected company approached them. 
 
      
 
    Preston Hazard made his way through the crowd. Although he was tall and lanky he still commanded a presence through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Alison scoffed. This was the last thing she needed right now. She only hoped that Kyle could maintain his cool around Samuel’s attorney. 
 
      
 
    Kyle had spotted him too and his eyes widened behind his glasses. 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to him and gave him a look that said, keep your cool. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend Ellis,” Preston said with a grin that could make a linebacker cry. “I’m surprised you had the balls to show your face here.” 
 
      
 
    Preston’s grin turned into a sneer. “I’m convincing Samuel to press charges.” 
 
      
 
    “You do that, Preston. Don’t you have an ambulance to chase?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Preston turned to Alison and said, “Hello, Miss… Stark, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “You should try controlling your cousin. A man of God shouldn’t hit innocent people and break their noses.” 
 
      
 
    Preston’s sarcasm made Alison want to grab her switchblade and teach Preston a lesson, but she held back. Now was not the time for fights with humans. 
 
      
 
    “Reverend Ellis did nothing wrong. I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Alison answered sweetly. 
 
      
 
    Preston laughed and took a sip of the drink he held in his hand. “Try using that line in court, ma’am.” 
 
      
 
    Alison rolled her eyes. This guy didn’t know what Samuel was and what he was capable of. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something else you need, Preston?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Preston finished his drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Alison could tell he was getting drunk, fast. 
 
      
 
    Good, that meant he wouldn’t be any more trouble. 
 
      
 
    Preston pointed a thin bony finger at Kyle. “We’re not done, Reverend. I will see you sitting in jail.” 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for Kyle’s response Preston turned around—more like stumbled—and walked away, almost tripping over his shoes. 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head in disgust at the lawyer, but no matter how shady Preston Hazard was, he was an innocent human. He didn’t know his client came from the darkest pits of Hell. If Alison were to take a guess, she’d say that Preston wasn’t the religious type. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alison said turning to Kyle. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I wanted to knock him on his ass, but I know karma will bite him in the ass one day,” Kyle answered. 
 
      
 
    His facial expressions were giving away his rage but Kyle held in his temper and Alison was proud of him. 
 
      
 
    Miguel and Olivia came hurrying back after a minute. “I saw Preston. Is everything all right?” 
 
      
 
    Both Alison and Kyle nodded. “He was drunk but I don’t think he knows anything. He didn’t give me that impression,” Alison answered. 
 
      
 
    All four of them turned towards the stage when the band started playing. Kyle perked up and strained his neck through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Samuel’s introduction,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Alison checked the time on her phone. “It’s time. We better separate.” She looked at the other three. “Does everyone remember what we’re supposed to be doing?” 
 
      
 
    All four agreed and Olivia stepped closer to Alison and Simon. 
 
      
 
    Simon had been pacing around the whole time. He had never been good with large crowds, but he was obedient and she was sure he was sensing the evil around them. 
 
      
 
    While Miguel gave his daughter a hug and a kiss, Kyle turned to Alison who leaned in for one of his own. 
 
      
 
    Alison raised her hand and smiled. “You’re supposed to be my cousin.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle scoffed and stepped back. “Very funny, but you’re going to make it up to me.” 
 
      
 
    Alison leaned closer to Kyle and said, “I’ll do more than that after this is over.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle grinned and started to walk away from Alison with Miguel. He turned around one last time and said something that Alison couldn’t hear because of kids laughing and shrieking nearby. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Alison asked wishing the kids would go away. 
 
      
 
    Kyle waved her off and said, “I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle wished those kids hadn’t been screeching when he called out to Alison, but what he wanted to tell her could wait. 
 
      
 
    Instead, he had Miguel next to him with a shit-eating grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Good job, Amigo.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” Kyle turned away and scanned the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Are we ready?” 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded. “I have to go, but stay safe.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle put out his hand for Miguel to shake it. “We’ll be fine. Alison and her team have it all taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel nodded and said, “As long as she doesn’t forget her promise to me.” 
 
      
 
    “She won’t. She knows what you want the most.” 
 
      
 
    They shook hands and separated. Miguel disappeared into the crowd and around a corner. Kyle spotted Alison with Olivia and Simon admiring something in one booth, but her eyes were darting around and she gripped her phone in her hand.  
 
      
 
    Kyle reluctantly turned away from Alison and Olivia and made his way through throngs of people. They were moving in the same direction as him and towards the stage. 
 
      
 
    As Kyle moved, he spotted a few people from his congregation. He couldn’t let any of them distract him besides most pretended he no longer existed.  
 
      
 
    His heart hurt over the cold shoulders of the people he preached to for many years. He admitted it stung that they turned on him so fast without hearing his side of the story. 
 
      
 
    Kyle knew exactly where to find the church booth because he made the reservations for the space four months ago. It would be four tents away from the stage on the left. 
 
      
 
    As he walked up to the booth, he spotted a flaming redhead and Miranda speaking with a bunch of people. They were laughing and one person placed a donation into the jar as Emma touched his shoulder and laughed at a joke.  
 
      
 
    Kyle inhaled a shaky breath as he spotted the painted signs and remembered Clara Reid. After what he’d been through with Olivia and other demons, he’d never forgive himself for what he did to Clara. He’d have her death on his conscience for the rest of his life. 
 
      
 
    Kyle checked his watch. He only had minutes before Samuel appeared.  
 
      
 
    The music from the local high school marching band grated on his already frazzled nerves.  
 
      
 
    He glanced at the stage and spotted Samuel speaking to Carter in hushed tones to the side. 
 
      
 
    He wanted to ignore Emma and Miranda and march right up to the stage and beat the shit out of Samuel, but he held back. He had to keep his temper in check. 
 
      
 
    Kyle pulled a twenty from his pocket and walked over to the donation jar and placed it inside. 
 
      
 
    Emma and Miranda stared at him in shock, neither could find the words when he appeared. 
 
      
 
    “I’d give more, but I lost my job,” Kyle said. 
 
      
 
    Miranda turned away in embarrassment and fiddled with some flyers. Emma pushed back her hair and leaned closer to Kyle, her facial expressions showing her displeasure. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got a lot of nerve,” she said. She had to yell because of the band. 
 
      
 
    Kyle acted surprised. “Nerve for what? I live here. I’m a resident of Wolfpine. I can donate to whatever I want.” 
 
      
 
    “Please leave, Kyle. You’re not welcome at this booth.” 
 
      
 
    “I came to donate to my favorite church and that’s how I’m treated,” Kyle sniffed. “I’ll take my twenty back, please.” 
 
      
 
    Emma was about to speak when Miranda practically pushed her to the side. “Thank you for your generous donation, Reverend.” She side-eyed Emma. “Some people don’t understand why you were invaluable.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s puffy lips turned into a thin line of disgust. “Please, leave.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miranda exchanged knowing looks. 
 
      
 
    Miranda gave him a half-smile, but Emma was looking around as if she wanted to find someone. 
 
      
 
    Realizing she might try to signal a police officer, Kyle said, “Have fun, ladies,” and walked away from the booth. 
 
      
 
    It made his heart swell knowing that Miranda still supported him although she had to do what the church elders told her. He hoped to one day speak with her alone and tell her everything from all the people he tried to exorcise to Olivia, and what happened to Clara Reid. He would have Alison by his side to confirm his story. 
 
      
 
    He told no one what he did over the years except for a select few. He kept it to himself because he didn’t want anyone else to get hurt while he tried to free those poor souls from their evil invaders. 
 
      
 
    Kyle eyed Samuel Manes as he made his way through the crowd of people.  
 
      
 
    He inched his way closer to the statue that would be dedicated to missing Vietnam soldiers.  
 
      
 
    Kyle stood behind a taller family while the principal of Wolfpine High School—John McCready—spoke to the crowd, greeting residents and visitors alike. He thanked everyone for attending the yearly festival which brings much needed revenue to their small and humble town. 
 
      
 
    Once he finished, Chief Carter stepped to the podium and again thanked everyone in attendance. He also reminded everyone about safety, where to find help, etc. 
 
      
 
    Carter introduced Samuel. 
 
      
 
    Kyle held back a smirk. The mayor was wearing a bandage over his nose. The bottom of his eyes turned black and blue.  
 
      
 
    Kyle may have lost his job, but it gave him satisfaction knowing he injured Samuel and the mayor had to face the crowd that way. Samuel had always been careful about his appearance and looking less than perfect must have been embarrassing for him. 
 
      
 
    Samuel shook Carter’s hand and stepped to the podium. The crowd hushed around Kyle as they waited for their beloved mayor to speak. 
 
      
 
    Samuel adjusted the microphone and spoke to the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Kyle begrudgingly admitted that Samuel was a great speaker. He rallied the cheering crowd like a politician on a campaign trail.  
 
      
 
    First, he spoke about the town’s accomplishments and how the town went from a rundown place that no one ever stopped at, to the premier destination of vacation goers who visited the Smoky Mountain National Park. 
 
      
 
    He welcomed all the visitors and new residents and thanked all the people who made the town run efficiently. 
 
      
 
    He never brought up his broken nose, but Kyle heard whispers about it through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Samuel moved on from the general speech and to the next part—the dedication. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve never had anything like this before in Wolfpine and it is a great honor to be here today among many who served in our United States Armed Forces. Because of the generosity of many people, we’ve worked on this memorial to the Vietnam Veterans who gave the ultimate sacrifice many years ago,” Samuel said. 
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes darted around. His heartbeat began to slam against his ribcage. It was almost time to step into his role. 
 
      
 
    He turned his head to the left and realized someone was making their way through the crowd right for him. 
 
      
 
    Jason… 
 
      
 
    “You asshole,” Kyle muttered. “I’m coming for you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle moved to his left and tried to bury himself deeper into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    He listened to Samuel’s words. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was almost to the stage. Jason was having a hard time stepping around the bodies in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Samuel said something about saluting our veterans and pulled the cover from the statue. 
 
      
 
    An audible gasp and a few screams echoed through the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Miguel had defaced the statue with red spray paint.  
 
      
 
    A simple circle with eyes, a mouth, and horns were painted across the chest of the bronze soldier. 
 
      
 
     Samuel’s shocked face made the damage glorious to behold.  
 
      
 
    Samuel turned back to the crowd and stared at them for a moment. Kyle watched as Samuel’s shock turned to fury.  
 
      
 
    Jason stopped in his tracks to stare at the statue with his mouth wide open. 
 
      
 
    It was now or never.  
 
      
 
    It was easier for him to step closer to the stage since most of the crowd had backed off. 
 
      
 
    Kyle was now only feet away from Samuel who was busy trying to reassure the shocked crowd that the authorities would find who was responsible for this abomination and give them swift justice. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell everyone who’s responsible,” Kyle called out. 
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t have to put on an act once he spoke. The past five years, the lives ruined, the missing, and the dead were enough to give Kyle the ammunition he needed to fuel his anger.  
 
      
 
    Some people turned to Kyle in confusion, and others were still staring at the statue. 
 
      
 
    “The devil spray-painted on the statue says it all, doesn’t it, Samuel?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle caught the horrified looks of people close to him. He noticed a few people glaring at him but he ignored them. 
 
      
 
    Samuel turned and stared at Kyle in shock.  
 
      
 
    “I’m... I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Reverend Ellis,” Samuel said, stepping back to the microphone. “You’ve had a hard week, Reverend, but—” 
 
      
 
    “Week? I’ve had a tough week? Try five years, Mr. Mayor.” Kyle turned towards the crowd and continued. “You say this man saved this town. You say he brought it back from the dead, but at what price? What price did we pay for that?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle spotted Marion Woods. “Marion. Where’s your daughter?” 
 
      
 
    The older woman turned away from Kyle, but Kyle wouldn’t give up. He reached for his phone and pulled the video of Marion’s daughter, Jamie. 
 
      
 
    Most of the crowd wouldn’t see the video, but he strolled closer to Marion and made her watch it. 
 
      
 
    “Remember this? You came to me for help. Where is she now?” 
 
      
 
    Marion’s eyes filled with tears. “She disappeared.” 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Woods, I’m sorry your daughter is still missing,” Samuel said from the stage. “It’s been devastating for you and your family. You don’t need to add to her pain, Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned to face Samuel and pointed a finger at him. “It’s because of you. We became a statistic because of you.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle noticed police officers moving closer. Carter stepped down from the stage and marched over to Kyle. 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” He whispered. 
 
      
 
    Kyle grinned at his friend and yelled, “He’s the devil. He’s Satan. This man who came to our town and became our mayor has killed and maimed good people. Clara Reid is dead because of him!” 
 
      
 
    The crowd gasped in unison. Kyle saw the anger play over Samuel’s expression. 
 
      
 
    Kyle lifted his shirt and showed his bruises and part of the crowd gasped. “His bitch Jason did this to me and then he killed Clara Reid. When are you people going to wake up? We have Satan right here with us.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle felt arms wrap around him and tried to drag him away from the stage. 
 
      
 
    As Carter was guiding him away, Kyle cleared his throat and yelled in his best evangelical voice. 
 
      
 
    “This man is the devil! He will destroy us all! You don’t know who this man is! He is Satan himself. He rose to the Earth from the fiery pits of Hell!” 
 
      
 
    Kyle let Carter and another officer drag him away as Samuel stared him down. His eyes never turned black like Kyle hoped they would, but at least the crowd had turned back to him and Kyle thought he heard grumblings of doubt in people’s voice. 
 
      
 
    Carter took Kyle to a back alley and dismissed the other officer telling him to control the crowd and make sure Mayor Manes stayed safe. 
 
      
 
    When the officer left, Kyle gave Carter a smirk. 
 
      
 
    “What in the fuck were you thinking? People will demand I throw you in a cell.” 
 
      
 
    Carter waved his hand around. “Was this your big plan? Where’s Miguel? Where’s Alison?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle cocked his head at the police chief. “She should be with her team by now and hunting the place where the real victims are, not Emma’s decoy at her barn.” 
 
      
 
    Carter flinched and shook his head several times. Kyle went from pride in his act to shear disappointment knowing his friend had been betraying them all along and Alison had been right with her suspicions. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve known all along haven’t you?” Kyle asked, his eyes narrowing at his friend. “All these years avoiding the feds as this town spiraled its way into darkness. Watching as I tried to save lives and you never said a word.” 
 
      
 
    Carter removed his hat and fiddled with it. His face flushed with guilt but he stared Kyle right in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “If it hadn’t been for me, you’d be in jail… or worse. Samuel wanted you taken out a long time ago when some of those things told him about your exorcisms. Once you brought in Alison, and Clara Reid confessed, you had a mark on you. I saved your ass again because, yes, the feds are breathing down my neck and I told Samuel if you die, then we’re fucked.” 
 
      
 
    The pain of Carter’s betrayal made him ball his fists, but he held back from punching the older man. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t win this, Kyle,” Carter said. “They’re too powerful.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stared at his friend. “We can if you let the hunters do their job. Now tell me where the rest of the nest is.” 
 
      
 
    “How were Alison and her team going to find out?” 
 
      
 
    “She had some plans for Emma, but you can tell me, so I can meet her there and help them.” 
 
      
 
    Carter was about to open his mouth when both men heard screams from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Carter took off down the alley and back into the festival. 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought he heard a dog barking and growling and followed Carter into the street. 
 
      
 
    Miguel was running through the crowd with an agitated Simon. 
 
      
 
    “Miguel!” Kyle called out several times while Miguel paced around with Simon in tow. 
 
      
 
    He turned and spotted Kyle and Carter walking towards them and moved closer. 
 
      
 
    Miguel was out of breath and sweating. Simon was circling while whining and barking. 
 
      
 
    Simon wagged his tail when Kyle kneeled to face him. “Hey, buddy. Where’s your mom?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t find them,” Miguel said. “I saw Simon with some woman who was taking him to a police officer and I claimed he was my dog.” Miguel held up his phone. “I gave Olivia a little throwaway phone after Alison healed her and she’s not answering and neither is Alison.  
 
      
 
    Fear and dread coursed through Kyle when he heard what Miguel was saying. 
 
      
 
    “Did you call the other hunters?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle stood up straight and looked around the festival. He searched faces hoping that Alison would appear out of the crowd with Olivia and they could go forward with their plans to take down Samuel Manes. 
 
      
 
    His eyes wandered over to the stage. Samuel had disappeared while some workers stood around the statue. 
 
      
 
    He searched the crowd of people for Samuel’s assistant, Jason, but there was no sign of him either. 
 
      
 
    His breath caught in his throat. Simon whined and barked again while thousands of thoughts rushed through Kyle’s mind. 
 
      
 
    “They’re regrouping. If they were taken, it’s obviously a trap,” Miguel said. The man was on the verge of tears and Kyle couldn’t blame him. He’d already lost his wife a month ago and now he could lose his daughter.  
 
      
 
    Kyle set his eyes on Carter and asked, “Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    Carter’s eyes darted between Simon, Miguel, and Kyle. He lifted his hands in the air. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I honestly—” 
 
      
 
    Realization widened Miguel’s eyes. His nostrils flared as worry turned to fury. 
 
      
 
    “You,” he snarled at Carter. 
 
      
 
    People stopped to stare but Miguel paid them no mind. 
 
      
 
    “It was you helping him,” Miguel’s voice turned to a low whisper. His face had turned an even deeper shade of red. “You stood by and watched as lives were lost. You were there the day a demon murdered my wife and said nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Carter lifted his chin in defiance. “If it wasn’t for me being compliant. Your little girl would sit in juvie charged with her mother’s murder.” 
 
      
 
    “Asshole!” 
 
      
 
    Miguel rushed Carter and grabbed his shirt and shook the man while he cursed in English and Spanish.  
 
      
 
    A crowd had gathered in shock and some were cheering on Miguel but others were looking for more policemen to intervene. 
 
      
 
    Kyle walked over to the men and said, “Stop! We need to find them” 
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t step between them since he was holding Simon’s leash. 
 
      
 
    Two police officers shoved their way through the crowd and pulled Miguel off Carter. Miguel continued to struggle and called Carter a few more names including a traitor. 
 
      
 
    The police officers started to cuff Miguel when Carter spoke up. “Let him go.” 
 
      
 
    The order stunned the officers along with the crowd and the two men tried to argue but Carter shook his head. “This man has been through a lot. Let him go.” 
 
      
 
    The three police officers stood there stunned, but they released Miguel who threw a few insults their way. 
 
      
 
    “Get back to work. We need to shut this shit down.” Carter turned to the small crowd and yelled, “Nothing to see here. Time to head home, folks.” 
 
      
 
    Carter straightened his shirt and adjusted his hat. He looked between Miguel and Kyle. “I don’t know where Alison and Olivia are. I don’t even know where the rest of the missing people are. I did what I needed to do to protect you two.” He nodded between the two. “Reverend, you’d be dead and the kid would be facing life in prison. I don’t know where the fuck they are, but this needs to end.” 
 
      
 
    Deep down Kyle knew Carter was right. Although he was helping Samuel cover up the missing people, in his own way, he helped Kyle and Miguel as well. 
 
      
 
    Miguel knew it too and his shoulders slumped. “I hope you’re not lying,” Miguel said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not,” Carter answered. 
 
      
 
    “He’s not.” 
 
      
 
    A female voice came from behind Kyle. 
 
      
 
    All three men turned to stare at Miranda. The shy and mousy woman stood there with her hands rubbing together. 
 
      
 
    “Miranda?” Kyle was confused. Did she know something? 
 
      
 
    “They probably took them to Samuel’s. Samuel bought his land and an old barn behind his property.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel stared at each other with mouths open. He had them all along. It had been obvious, but not. No one questioned Samuel and where he lived because he’d become a god in this town—a savior of sorts. 
 
      
 
    “Goddamn,” Carter muttered. “I never thought…” 
 
      
 
    Kyle approached his former assistant and asked why. Why did she work with an evil person? Why would she sell her soul to a demon? 
 
      
 
    She stared back at Kyle. Her watery eyes never wavering because she knew the question by the look on his face. 
 
      
 
    “I did what I had to do, Kyle. Samuel threatened my grandchildren if I didn’t cooperate about you and give him information,” she answered. 
 
      
 
    “All this over a church?” Kyle asked. 
 
      
 
    Miranda shook her head. “No. It’s not about the church. He never cared about that. He cared about how you were sticking your nose where it didn’t belong. I tried to keep it vague, but he was persistent. When he showed me his real self, I… I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t believe the devil entered our church.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle reached out and put a hand on the older woman’s shoulder as tears gathered in her eyes. “I understand. This is almost over and you’ll be free.” 
 
      
 
    “The hunters are coming to pick us up,” Miguel interrupted Kyle. 
 
      
 
    Kyle turned back to Carter. The two men stared and Carter gave a slight nod. Kyle could tell by the look on Carter’s face he was done with this shit and so was Kyle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison checked her phone. It wouldn’t be long before Samuel took the stage to speak and Kyle would distract him. That’s when Miguel planned to meet her, take Olivia, so she could get to Emma and find out where the rest of the missing people were hidden.  
 
      
 
    She sensed the dark souls watching her every move. She couldn’t pinpoint how many were surrounding her, but they were lurking on the outskirts of the festival.  
 
      
 
    Simon was restless from the crowd. He kept trying to lead her off the street while she struggled to keep him calm.  
 
      
 
    Alison questioned bringing Simon because she hated placing him in these situations. He was never good with crowds, but she needed him to send a message to those who would harm her and Olivia.  
 
      
 
    “How much longer?” Olivia asked.  
 
      
 
    “Not long.” 
 
      
 
    “May I play a game?”  
 
      
 
    Alison checked the time on her phone and nodded. “We have time for a few games.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia grinned and ran over to a booth where you throw darts at balloons. Alison followed her and checked her surroundings. Most people were walking by and not paying them any mind.  
 
      
 
    Alison handed Olivia some cash and the vendor passed her some darts while Alison kept her position diagonal to watch the crowd moving along the street.  
 
      
 
    Olivia missed every balloon and sulked.  
 
      
 
    Alison smiled and said, “How about we try another game?” 
 
      
 
    They moved to two more booths before Alison had to stop them from playing the games.  
 
      
 
    She placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “It’s almost time to meet your dad, so let’s get something to drink before we do.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia nodded and they moved through the crowd of people.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned towards the stage and saw Samuel getting ready to speak. She wanted to approach the stage. She wanted to take him out to show the crowd what he was, but she held back from the impulse. They had a plan and if they didn’t stick to it, many things could go wrong and innocent people could get hurt.  
 
      
 
    Alison averted her eyes away from the stage in disgust and concentrated on buying Olivia a drink before they met up with Miguel.  
 
      
 
    One thing that made Alison smile was watching Emma talking to people at the church’s booth. Emma looked distracted and she’d never know what hit her once Alison pounced on her.  
 
      
 
    Alison couldn’t wait. She despised people like Emma and never felt an ounce of guilt when they were punished like criminals.  
 
      
 
    They stood in line and Olivia spotted some toys for sale in the next booth.  
 
      
 
    “May I go look at those?”  
 
      
 
    Alison sighed. She wanted to say no, but the girl deserved some fun.  
 
      
 
    Alison debated it and said, “Here take Simon with you. Remember, he’ll listen to you. Make sure you keep control and make sure you stay close.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia took Simon’s leash and nodded. “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Alison thought she made a mistake, but Olivia was only six feet away and she could keep an eye on her.  
 
      
 
    She watched Olivia as she talked to the booth operator while Simon sniffed at some boxes.  
 
      
 
    Alison moved closer to order at the small window while she kept checking her phone, hoping Miguel would text her.  
 
      
 
    She moved up in line again, waiting for the server to acknowledge her.  
 
      
 
    She glanced to her left. Her eyes searched the next booth, but she didn’t see Olivia or Simon browsing the booth.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes darted around as she searched for the little girl and Simon.  
 
      
 
    “Ma’am?” 
 
      
 
    Fear crept over Alison as she ignored the server and walked out of the line. Her breathing became shallow as stepped over to the booth. She circled it twice hoping she’d find Olivia browsing at some jewelry. 
 
      
 
    The woman who ran the booth was following Alison around and asked, “Can I help ya?” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned to stare at the older woman in desperation. “There was a little girl here, only a minute ago.” Alison raised her hand to her waist. “This high, dark hair. She was with a dog—a German Shepherd. Which way did she go?” 
 
      
 
    The woman looked skeptical at first but nodded when she realized Alison was shaking.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she went that way.” The woman pointed into the crowd. “Her phone rang, and she said somethin’ about meetin’ her daddy and to bring the dog.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s mind reeled. She thanked the woman and turned to walk into the crowd. She had to push her way through since people were filing the opposite way to listen to Samuel’s speech, making it difficult to move through the crowd.  
 
      
 
    Had Miguel called Olivia?  
 
      
 
    Alison kept checking her phone as she called out for the little girl. The city had speakers set up throughout the street and Alison heard Carter’s voice coming through them as he introduced Mayor Manes.  
 
      
 
    “Olivia!” 
 
      
 
    Alison raced through the throngs of people, ignoring the annoyed remarks of people she was pushing out of the way.  
 
      
 
    Her heart pounded against her chest, her blood was cold with fear thinking Olivia could be in danger.  
 
      
 
    Miguel would have never called his daughter away from Alison.  
 
      
 
    Alison reached the end of the festival where the police had more barricades set up.  
 
      
 
    She did a 360-degree turn trying to spot Olivia or Simon among the crowd.  
 
      
 
    Tears burned her eyes and guilt-ravaged her insides. She only turned away for a second, a fucking second.  
 
      
 
    “Simon!” Alison cried out in desperation.  
 
      
 
    Some people stopped to stare, but others moved along the crowd, ignoring her.  
 
      
 
    Alison held up her phone and was about to call Miguel when the darkness settled around her. The whispers, the cries of despair reached her ears, the smell of sulfur made her want to gag.  
 
      
 
    “This way, Miss Stark,” a voice said behind her.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s body froze.  
 
      
 
    “Turn around, slowly,” the voice said.  
 
      
 
    Alison was about to press Miguel’s name on the phone when the demon spoke up. “Don’t. We’ll kill her if you make that call.” 
 
      
 
    People had moved away from this part of the festival, and even if Alison cried out for help, the demons would kill Olivia and Simon.  
 
      
 
    “It’s me you want,” Alison said as she faced the demon. “Let her and my dog go.”  
 
      
 
    It was the same man who Alison met when Samuel Manes wanted to speak with her. The man opened his mouth and the black smoke poured out and wrapped itself around the man’s chest.  
 
      
 
    Alison wanted to cover her ears from the screams and cries of despair that echoed through her ears, but she knew even that simple gesture wouldn’t make them go away.  
 
      
 
    “I said this way, Miss Stark.” The man’s voice had turned from a normal human into a low hiss.  
 
      
 
    The man had pointed into the alley. 
 
      
 
    Alison scanned the crowd for any signs of people she might know, whether it was Kyle, Miguel, or the team of hunters, but no one moved. They were waiting for the dedication.  
 
      
 
    Alison stared at the man and turned to walk down the alley. He yanked her phone from her hand and crushed it beneath his boot.  
 
      
 
    As they entered the dark alley, Alison waited for her chance.  
 
      
 
    She stopped and placed her hand on a cool brick wall.  
 
      
 
    “Why are you stopped?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “I need to catch my breath,” Alison said.  
 
      
 
    The man stepped in front of her. The shadows turned his eyes into black pits and cast his face in shadows. 
 
      
 
    “You seemed fine a moment ago,” the man commented.  
 
      
 
    Alison reached into the deepest depths of her soul. The power washed over her.  
 
      
 
    Her glowing eyes cut through the darkness and cast itself onto the demon’s face.  
 
      
 
    “You’re right. I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    Before the man could move, Alison grabbed him by the head with both hands.  
 
      
 
    The man tried to scream and struggled to push her away.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s power coursed through her veins and into her fingertips. Her mind opened up into the human’s mind. She ran down the path to the cage and found it empty. No sliver of his soul remained.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned away from the cage and rushed back down the path out of the human’s mind and into the present.  
 
      
 
    The man grunted and groaned until his body went limp next to her. He flopped to the ground and opened his mouth.  
 
      
 
    The black smoke came shooting out and surrounded her.  
 
      
 
    It disintegrated right before her eyes. She had removed the demon.  
 
      
 
    Alison leaned against the wall to catch her breath. She glanced down to the ground and found the man staring into the night sky without blinking.  
 
      
 
    Alison wanted to burst into tears, but there was no time. The man would forever be a shell until he drew his last breath.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned to stumble down the rest of the alley, exhausted from the exorcism.  
 
      
 
    She exited the alley and found herself on a deserted street with only the sound of Samuel’s voice echoing in the distance.  
 
      
 
    “Olivia!” Alison called out.  
 
      
 
    Headlights turned on, blinding her.  
 
      
 
    Alison moved her arm over her face as her eyes adjusted to the light.  
 
      
 
    Three figures moved into the light along with a smaller person and Simon.  
 
      
 
    Simon growled and barked, but the man pulled at his fur making him whimper.   
 
      
 
    Alison recognized the group right away as they came into focus. It was the teenagers from the convenience store from her first day in town. She remembered the leader’s name was Justin.  
 
      
 
    “There she is,” Justin said. “We were wondering what took so long.”  
 
      
 
    “She exorcised Rodney,” the girl holding Olivia spoke up. “I felt it.” 
 
      
 
    A gun cocked on her left. “Well, Rodney was expendable. No big loss.” 
 
      
 
    “Listen, it’s me you want,” Alison began. “You can take me, but leave the girl and the dog.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, hunter,” Justin answered, “you’re all coming with us.”  
 
      
 
    The woman of the group held Olivia by her shoulders.  
 
      
 
    Alison walked towards the trio of demons. She ignored the whispers and screams rolling around in her head while she moved closer.  
 
      
 
    “This child has been through enough—” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, she sliced her mom’s throat to the bone,” the woman said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    Olivia’s face fell at the comment. Tears continued to roll down her cheeks, but her expression changed from one of fear to one of disgust and anger.  
 
      
 
    Alison continued to creep forward, but her eyes were on Olivia.  
 
      
 
    Olivia sucked in a deep breath and opened her mouth.  
 
      
 
    Alison thought the little girl would scream, instead, she bit down on the hand of the female demon. The woman’s face turned from shock to sheer pain because Olivia wouldn’t let go even when she tried to pull her hand away.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, shit,” Justin exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    Olivia let go of the woman’s hand, her lips covered in blood. The woman grabbed her hand and turned to Olivia, slapping her across the face which made Olivia fall to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Alison had to make a choice. Justin argued with the woman about slapping Olivia, while the other man held onto a struggling Simon.  
 
      
 
    Olivia sat up sobbing while the woman and Justin continued to argue. They were too close to her for Alison to move in.  
 
      
 
    Alison inhaled and ran over to the man holding Simon. Before the man could react, Alison held out her hands and placed them over the top of his head.  
 
      
 
    Her powers rushed over her as the man screamed in pain. Simon yelped as all three fell to the ground but before Alison entered the man’s mind to release the demon, she saw the leash drop from the man’s hand.  
 
      
 
    “Simon, go find Kyle,” Alison ordered.  
 
      
 
    Simon growled and barked at the other two demons. He turned back to Alison when he heard her order.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t have time for Simon to hesitate. “Go! Go find Reverend Ellis! Run!” 
 
      
 
    Simon turned to gaze at his owner one more time before running off into the night as she told him to do.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned her concentration back to the demon.  
 
      
 
    She ran down the path and found the cage, but again, found the cage empty. She turned around and to face the demon, ordering it to leave the body it inhabited. The demon wanted a fight, but Alison’s powers were too strong and she forced the demon out of the body.  
 
      
 
    Alison exited the body, and smoke rose from the person’s mouth.  
 
      
 
    Someone pulled Alison away from the man and shoved her into the asphalt. Her head hit the ground, and stars formed in front of her eyes.  
 
      
 
    A fist came down hard on across her cheek. She heard Olivia in the background struggling to scream, but her screams were muffled as if someone covered her mouth.  
 
      
 
    “Get the little bitch into the fucking car,” Justin ordered.  
 
      
 
    “But the dog—” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck the dog,” the man said. “Go put the little bitch into the car.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s vision was returning but not fast enough. Justin leaned over her and grinned.  
 
      
 
    “Your dog is useless,” he sneered. “I thought it would attack us or something.”  
 
      
 
    Alison smiled at him. “Don’t worry, that dog will take care of you, eventually.” 
 
      
 
    Another hard hit sent pain shooting through Alison’s head and down her shoulder. Her vision became blurry, and waves of dizziness washed over as Justin pulled her off the ground and dragged her to the SUV.  
 
      
 
    Justin shoved her into the backseat alongside a sobbing Olivia. Alison tried to straighten herself up in the seat, but she was too dizzy to move. Instead, someone straightened her up and her hands were pulled to her back.  
 
      
 
    She moaned in pain as Justin locked handcuffs over her wrists.  
 
      
 
    He pushed Alison back into an upright position and slammed the door on her left side.  
 
      
 
    She slumped against the window, inhaling the fresh air, and trying to keep conscious while Olivia sobbed on her right.  
 
      
 
    “Olivia, I need you to stay calm, okay,” Alison whispered. She tasted blood in her mouth and spit it out. “The woman didn’t hurt you, did she?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Olivia sniffed. “But why did Simon run away?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I told him to,” Alison answered. “He wouldn’t have run unless I gave him the order.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia quieted down and Alison heard arguing outside of the truck. Justin got in cursing under his breath, but he didn’t start the car, he only rolled down Alison’s window.  
 
      
 
    Alison fought the dizziness and turned her head to the window. There she spotted Samuel Manes and the woman standing over the body of the man Alison released.  
 
      
 
    “Are we gonna leave him here?” She asked.  
 
      
 
    Samuel shrugged and said, “What are we going to do for them? They’re vegetables now.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel turned around and shook his head. “I swear I work with morons.” He glanced at Alison and made his way over. His annoyed expression changed to a smile.  
 
      
 
    “There she is,” he started. “That was quite a show Reverend Ellis put on, it’s a shame you missed it. I almost fell for it, I’ll admit. I thought the poor soul was losing his mind.” Samuel laughed to himself. “Well, I think he is, but who knows. The vandalism on the statue was a nice touch. I’d figured some teenagers were being assholes until the Reverend spoke up.” He laughed again. “Shame on me. Now, let’s get you home and cleaned up so we can await your team.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is home?” Alison asked.  
 
      
 
    “I’m a good host. I’m taking you to my home and you can meet more of my friends.” 
 
      
 
    The woman got into the truck’s passenger seat and Alison was forced to move her head when the man rolled up the window.  
 
      
 
    The truck fired up and they took off.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned to check on Olivia. She seemed fine physically.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” Alison whispered.  
 
      
 
    Olivia never glanced her way but nodded.  
 
      
 
    “That little bitch drew blood,” the woman said, holding her hand up for the man to see.  
 
      
 
    “Stop bitching,” the man answered. “It’ll heal.” 
 
      
 
    The woman turned around to glare at Olivia who sat stoically beside Alison. “I should have knocked your ass out.” 
 
      
 
    “Leave her alone,” Alison said.  
 
      
 
    “Shut the fuck up, hunter,” the woman answered.  
 
      
 
    “How about both of you shut the fuck up,” Justin said, shaking his head. “We have a team of hunters to deal with, not some kid.” 
 
      
 
    The woman smirked and turned back around in her seat still nursing her hand. “It’ll be more fun taking down the hunters and Reverend Ellis. Right, Justin?” 
 
      
 
    Justin laughed and imitated Kyle. “It was so funny watching him trying to exorcise me. He was so serious, and the faces he made were priceless.” 
 
      
 
    The woman joined in and said, “Come on, Karen. I know you’re in there. Fight it.” Karen giggled. “Karen’s gone, dumbass.” 
 
      
 
    Alison listened as they continued to mock Kyle when he tried to exorcise them. She remembered Kyle’s videos of these two and remembered how they antagonized him the whole time.  
 
      
 
    “Stop making fun of Reverend Kyle!” Olivia yelled.  
 
      
 
    Justin and Karen laughed at the little girl’s outburst and continued to imitate him.  
 
      
 
    Alison leaned over to Olivia and said, “It’s all right, honey. They’re demons. Reverend Kyle will have his moment.” 
 
      
 
    The little girl turned to Alison with tears welling in her eyes. “Where are they taking us?” 
 
      
 
    “Our amazing mayor is ready for you to meet the rest of the team,” Karen said before Alison could answer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle tried not to stare at all the hunters gathered around a table inside one of the abandoned mills in town.  
 
      
 
    He marveled at how they set up such high-tech equipment in such a short amount of time.  
 
      
 
    From lights to tables, chairs, computer monitors, and other surveillance equipment, one would have thought they were setting up some kind of sting for a drug bust.  
 
      
 
    There were ten hunters from various walks of life. It didn’t matter what their ethnicity or their race, but there was one thing they all had in common, the green eyes.  
 
      
 
    Kyle didn’t remember all their names, but he was grateful for their help.  
 
      
 
    A man in his early fifties with a head full of salt and pepper hair, tall and thin, introduced himself as John. He seemed to be the leader of the group. He said he was a private investigator, formerly a cop.  
 
      
 
    “When did you discover your powers?” Kyle asked him out of curiosity.  
 
      
 
    “I’m one of the younger ones,” John explained. “I was about ten. This kid was bullying me, and we were fighting outside of school. He punched me in the face hard.” John scratched his day-old growth. “I fell to the ground and wondered what was going on inside me. Everyone watching the fight screamed because my eyes were glowing. I turned around and saw the demon inside the bully.” John laughed at the memory. “Let’s just say I discovered my powers and did my first exorcism that same day.” 
 
      
 
    All their stories fascinated Kyle, but foremost on his mind was Alison and Olivia.  
 
      
 
    “Alison let them take her,” John commented.  
 
      
 
    “She was protecting the girl,” Kyle added.   
 
      
 
    Kyle glanced down at Simon, who lay beside him. This whole mess exhausted the poor dog, but Kyle knew he’d find more energy to help save his owner.  
 
      
 
    John brought over a picture of Samuel’s house for Miguel and him to view.  
 
      
 
    Miguel had been pacing and practically ripping his hair out over Olivia’s kidnapping. 
 
      
 
    “I should have kept her with me,” he kept mumbling until Kyle stood up to speak with him.  
 
      
 
    “You know they were onto us all along. She was safer with Alison because Alison can handle them better than us. She brought two down on her own.”  
 
      
 
    It was true. They’d listened to the police dispatch when they arrived at the old mill. They found two men unresponsive. One in an alley and one in the middle of the street. The police officers suspected ODs since meth has been a problem around the community, but they weren’t sure.  
 
      
 
    That didn’t convince Miguel but he sat down and tried to relax. Another hunter gave him some water to help calm his nerves.  
 
      
 
    “She took down those two,” John said, shaking his head. “She had no choice. Unfortunately, their souls are lost.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle said a prayer that those two men’s souls would find peace or maybe find their way back to the body they belonged to. It was the least he could do.  
 
      
 
    John pointed at the map and said, “This is an older picture, but it looks like Manes built his house near this barn.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shook his head. “I never knew there was a barn there, but I’m not a native to this town.”  
 
      
 
    “From this view, it looks like it had collapsed years ago, so he must have been working on it in secret.” 
 
      
 
    “My daughter thought they were talking about a shed, but they talked about the barn,” Miguel said.  
 
      
 
    John nodded. “Emma’s place was a distraction for us. This isn’t the first time we’ve had traps set.”  
 
      
 
    “What do you think he’s planning?” 
 
      
 
    John pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and read it over. “Reverend Ellis, Miguel, you’ve seen them at their feral stage. That’s when they’re the strongest and most confused. All they understand is violence, they have to kill until they acclimate themselves into their new bodies. Some never acclimate, because the soul is strong enough to resist, but Samuel will use those demons to his advantage.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s releasing vicious killers,” Miguel said.  
 
      
 
    “Exactly. He’ll use Alison and Olivia to trap us in that barn,” John explained. “There are two things these demons want the most. One is to kill humanity, and two is to rid the Earth of their greatest threat–hunters.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
      
 
    John smirked. “He’s waiting for us. Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kyle squeezed his cross inside the palm of his hand.  
 
      
 
    Miguel sat next to him, mumbling his prayers in Spanish and English. He kept running his hand through his hair, asking God to spare his daughter and Alison.  
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to stifle his concern over Alison, but he couldn’t. He knew what she meant to him and he would make sure he told her that once this was all over.  
 
      
 
    The group rode to Samuel’s house in the back of an old van. Kyle glanced around at the other hunters. Some stayed calm, and some sat there with their eyes glowing, ready to take on the dark souls that infested this town.  
 
      
 
    A man sitting next to him named Dennis told Kyle his story as they drove over. Dennis, a man about Kyle’s age with flecks of gray showing through dark hair, had been a career criminal before he discovered his powers in a bar fight.  
 
      
 
    Dennis smiled. Kyle could tell by his teeth that he was addicted to meth before Dennis explained.  
 
      
 
    “I thought it was the meth, and then I thought it was the recovery,” Dennis said. “I was on and off the stuff for years before I bumped into one on the street.” Dennis grinned at the memory. “I’d been hearing voices—whispers as I approached the dude. We ran into each other. Since I was a nice guy, I reached out to steady him with my hands. I couldn’t figure out why he screamed and I couldn’t figure out why all this power rushed through me.” The grin fell from his face as he lost himself in his memories. “I couldn’t let go and the dude fell to the ground. I somehow entered his mind and saw this cage thing. The thing was empty, but something compelled me to open it anyway. I did and suddenly I’m looking down at the guy whose mouth opened and this black shit came flying out.”  
 
      
 
    “How’d you become an official hunter?” Kyle asked.  
 
      
 
    Dennis leaned his head back against the van’s wall. “It gave me a purpose. I came from an alcoholic mother and an absent father. Like the rest of us—one parent missing. When John discovered me, I was still wandering the streets wondering what the hell happened to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I should have left you there,” John said from the passenger seat in the front.  
 
      
 
    The other hunters snickered and Dennis gave John a one finger salute but laughed.  
 
      
 
    Listening to the other stories from the other hunters was a good distraction from their worries, even Miguel sat wide-eyed and fascinated.  
 
      
 
    “We’re almost there,” John said. “Get ready. Demons aren’t above using weapons.” 
 
      
 
     The van became darker when they turned onto a desolate road. The only lighting was from the dashboard and the slight glow from some of the hunter’s eyes, otherwise, Kyle could only make out silhouettes of the bodies inside the van with them.  
 
      
 
    He clutched his cross one last time and placed the cross inside his pocket. He said a small prayer and asked God to watch over all the hunters, himself, and Miguel. He prayed that Alison and Olivia were safe and they could rescue them without many casualties. He prayed for the lost souls the demons had destroyed when they possessed those bodies and hoped the souls would one day find their way to the kingdom of Heaven.  
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to calm his pounding heartbeat as he breathed deeply.  
 
      
 
    “This life sucks, man,” Dennis said to him, “but we’re here to save lives. It’s not always pretty.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle was about to answer when John yelled out from the front seat.  
 
      
 
    The driver slammed on the brakes, and all Kyle remembered were the tires screeching on the street, being thrown against Miguel as the van lurched to the left, the other hunters grunting and groaning as they fell on top of each other.  
 
      
 
    Kyle was jerked around as the van veered off the road into the forest, and metal crushed against metal when the van stopped.  
 
      
 
    Kyle realized he was looking at the ceiling of the van, and something lumpy was underneath him when they stopped.  
 
      
 
    He reached for Simon and realized the dog was trying to step over a pile of arms and legs. He didn’t look hurt as he walked around and one hunter cried, “Ouch, damn Simon,” when Simon’s nails dug into his arm.  
 
      
 
    Kyle called Simon over to him when someone screamed from the front.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned towards the voice and that’s when he heard popping noises and breaking glass.  
 
      
 
    “Get out! Get out now! Go, go, go!” John screamed.  
 
      
 
    Miguel said something to Kyle and it took a moment for Kyle to come out of his daze. Popping sounds continued to sound around them, and flashes of Iraq fluttered across his mind.  
 
      
 
    Oh, shit. They have guns!  
 
      
 
    Kyle sat up and pushed his way out of the van. He didn’t know where he was, or where he was going, but someone grabbed his shirt and pulled him farther into the dark forest with Simon running alongside of him.  
 
      
 
    “Run!” 
 
      
 
    He followed dark bodies into the forest. Some of them turned around and returned fire through the forest.  
 
      
 
    The popping sounds stopped and Kyle realized he was running next to John with Miguel on his other side.  
 
      
 
    John pulled them against a tree. The man pulled a gun from his waist and said, “You two all right? Is Simon okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Miguel answered. “I didn’t know they would have weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s only two. I bet they’re the ones that kidnapped Alison and your daughter,” John commented.  
 
      
 
    “Anyone else hit?” Kyle asked.  
 
      
 
    He listened for the rustle of leaves, but everything had gone silent. The only light was from the van’s headlights, and that wasn’t helping them see where the demons moved to.  
 
      
 
    John shook his head. Sweat and some blood poured from his brow. “I don’t know yet.” 
 
      
 
    Another shot rang out and John whispered. “They’re close.” Simon kept moving around and John leaned over to keep him quiet.  
 
      
 
    Tension settled over the forest like a wet blanket. Sweat ran down Kyle’s back and he didn’t dare breath or move an inch from where he stood.  
 
      
 
    Another shot rang out through the forest and the two demons laughed. “Come out, come out wherever you are,” the woman taunted. “We see you.” 
 
      
 
    John turned to Miguel and Kyle. “Do you know where the house is from here?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded. “It’s about a mile north.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll take care of them. On my signal, run and get to the house. Don’t do anything. He’s waiting to unleash the feral ones on us.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel wanted to argue, but John cut him off. “You’ll have your revenge for your wife. I promise you.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m keeping you at your word, amigo,” Miguel answered.  
 
      
 
    John turned back around. Leaves rustled and all went quiet.  
 
      
 
    The two young demons were close by.  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes scanned the forest. The other hunters were hidden behind trees and bushes.  
 
      
 
    “Come closer, you evil shits,” John muttered.  
 
      
 
    John moved to the other side of the tree. Kyle watched as the now familiar glow lit up the bark next to him. He turned around and almost blinded Kyle with his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Go!” 
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel stood there for a few seconds in shock as John’s eyes glowed through the darkness.  
 
      
 
    Before Kyle could open his mouth, he was being shoved away from John and Kyle realized if they didn’t run now, they might not make it out of the forest alive.  
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel ran through the forest with Simon. Brush, other plants, and sticks made them stumble around. Shots were ringing out around them as they ran as fast as they could through the wooded area.  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s chest burned from the exertion, but he didn’t dare stop to see what was happening. The yelling and the gunshots were now behind them.  
 
      
 
    “I think we can exit here,” Miguel said.  
 
      
 
    “Where?”  
 
      
 
    Kyle barely made out the trees with only a dim light behind them.  
 
      
 
    Miguel turned on a flashlight from his phone. He stopped for a second and said, “The road is right over there. I see the opening.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle thought it was a miracle he hadn’t lost his glasses in the accident.  
 
      
 
    He also noticed the opening through the trees. The two men made their way through light brush and pushed branches out of the way until they reached the asphalt.  
 
      
 
    Gunshots echoed in the distance, but everything had gone dark.  
 
      
 
    He hoped the other hunters stayed safe behind him.  
 
      
 
    Both men caught their breath as they walked down the street farther into the darkness and Kyle checked on Simon who sniffed around the street as they walked.  
 
      
 
    “I’m turning my phone off. If those demons are alive, they’ll come after us,” Miguel said.  
 
      
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel turned off his phone and all Kyle could see was Miguel’s outline. Clouds had moved in, covering what little moonlight they had to go by.  
 
      
 
    They walked faster, both men jumping at every little sound coming from the forest and beyond.  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes darted around. Every little trick of the eye made his skin crawl, knowing the demons could strike any moment.  
 
      
 
    “Look,” Miguel whispered.  
 
      
 
    Kyle looked straight ahead. Dim lights shined from windows down the street.  
 
      
 
    Both men and Simon moved to the side of the road.  
 
      
 
    “The barn is right behind the house,” Kyle commented.  
 
      
 
    “I think we need to take another trip through the woods,” Miguel said.  
 
      
 
    Kyle nodded and they left the roadside.  
 
      
 
    This time Kyle brought out his phone and shined the flashlight around the forest. He saw what looked like a small dirt path and both men tried to stay as quiet as possible while they made their way to it.  
 
      
 
    Simon barked twice into the darkness making both men stop and hold their breaths. When they realized it was only a small animal they moved again.  
 
      
 
    Kyle stopped and kneeled to come face to face with Simon. “You have to stay quiet.” He gave Simon a quick head scratch and they moved on.  
 
      
 
    “I hope the others are okay,” Miguel said.  
 
      
 
    “The gunshots stopped,” Kyle said, looking behind him.  
 
      
 
    “We may have to go this alone, Reverend,” Miguel said.  
 
      
 
    “I think you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle swallowed the bile that threatened to choke him. His mouth was already dry and this only made it worse.  
 
      
 
    Simon started to whine and Kyle had to bend over to shush him. Alison had given him commands to keep Simon quiet even with a demon around.  
 
      
 
    “We’re close to your mom, but you need to stay quiet,” Kyle said trying to calm the restless dog.  
 
      
 
    “I did some work for the mayor when I needed some extra cash,” Miguel said. “I remember the old barn was right behind the house. I asked him if he would do anything with it but he didn’t answer. He smiled that creepy ass smile of his.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we go around the house?” Kyle answered.  
 
      
 
    “I think so, I don’t remember fencing,” Miguel answered.  
 
      
 
    Kyle and Miguel stayed at the edge of the forest.  
 
      
 
    “There’s the barn,” Miguel whispered.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned his head but kept an eye on the big two-story home making sure no one peered at them through the windows.  
 
      
 
    The barn sat in the shadows of the forest. Kyle couldn’t see much except for a few pale yellow lights shining through some of the windows that looked too high to climb into to rescue Alison and Olivia.  
 
      
 
    As they approached the barn, Simon growled and Kyle had to quiet him again. The dog tugged at the leash, making Kyle almost lose his balance.  
 
      
 
    “Simon,” Kyle whispered. “Slow down.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you had him under control?” Miguel asked, eyeing Simon.  
 
      
 
    “I’m trying” Kyle answered with annoyance. “Do you remember the door?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s circle around,” Kyle suggested.  
 
      
 
    The men and Simon moved through the clearing that led to the barn. Kyle kept turning around hoping that the other hunters were right behind him, but no one showed up to help them.  
 
      
 
    He swallowed hard and tried to stifle a cough from a tickle in his throat. The only noises they heard were the cicadas and the occasional movement of leaves within the forest, which made them both jump a few times.  
 
      
 
    A blanket of dread settled over Kyle as the approached the barn. The feeling was a thousand times more intense than the time they entered Emma’s barn.  
 
      
 
    A core of pure evil lived inside the old and abandoned barn and it made Kyle even more determined to stop it before it spread its sickness over the rest of the town and beyond.  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s heart pounded against his ribcage, but he tried to focus on Alison and prayed they hadn’t hurt her.  
 
      
 
    Simon grew even more restless but didn’t bark or growl for which Kyle was grateful.  
 
      
 
    They moved closer to the building, and sweat continued to pour down Kyle’s back.  
 
      
 
    Miguel felt around the old wooden building and didn’t dare turn his light on.  
 
      
 
    Both men held their breath as Miguel searched for a door.  
 
      
 
    Miguel stopped and leaned in to listen while Kyle waited.  
 
      
 
    Simon was practically bouncing around now, eager to attack the blackened souls.  
 
      
 
    “I hear something,” Miguel whispered. 
 
      
 
    Miguel stiffened from the noise inside.  
 
      
 
    “Someone's crying,” he said. “It sounds like Olivia. 
 
      
 
    Miguel reached for the door handle.  
 
      
 
    “Miguel, no!”  
 
      
 
    He turned around but Kyle couldn’t see his facial expression. “I’m sorry, Reverend, but my daughter needs me.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel pushed the door open.  
 
      
 
    At first, all went silent. Kyle held his breath while Miguel peered inside.  
 
      
 
    A pale-yellow glow shone over Miguel and spilled onto the ground.  
 
      
 
    That’s when Kyle heard the noise. The low growls, the shrieks, the evil laughter, and hisses.  
 
      
 
    Those were the sounds that made Kyle’s skin crawl and his heart beat even faster inside his chest. His breath caught inside his throat when a shadow moved in front of Miguel and his eyes became wide with fear.  
 
      
 
    Kyle jumped when he heard a scream from someone inside the mill.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t realize he’d dropped Simon’s leash. The next thing he remembered was Miguel trying to fight off a dark figure and being pushed face first into the damp soil and leaves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 51 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison watched as Karen shoved Olivia into a small room and locked her inside. Olivia screamed and cried, begging them to let her go.  
 
      
 
    Alison couldn’t help her now. In fact, Olivia was in the safest spot inside the barn.  
 
      
 
    To Alison’s left was a fence and from behind the fence were figures of what were once human beings. Their skin oozed pus and blood from scratching at it violently. Their eyes were bloodshot and devoid of human life that once inhabited them.  
 
      
 
    Alison wanted to cry for these poor souls. They might save some, but the rest would have to burn and she knew firsthand that was mercy more than murder.  
 
      
 
    When they spotted Alison they hissed at her, laughed, and taunted her calling her a whore and a slut. They brought up Heather and how she was a coward for running away from hunting them.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned away from the group behind the fence and standing near an empty chair were Emma and Samuel.  
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Alison,” Samuel said as he gestured to the chair. “Are you ready for the show?” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll know it’s a trap,” Alison answered.  
 
      
 
    “We know but we’re ready,” Samuel answered with a wave of his hand.  
 
      
 
    Justin pushed Alison into the chair and handcuffed her to the back while Emma stood off to the side and waited for them to finish.  
 
      
 
    Once Justin finished locking her to the chair, Samuel walked off with the two other demons and spoke to them in hushed voices. The three of them walked through the door and into the night.   
 
      
 
    Alison listened for Olivia, but the young girl had quieted behind the door.  
 
      
 
    “Can you give her some water please?” Alison asked Emma. 
 
      
 
    Emma pushed her fiery red hair behind her shoulder. “That’s a supply closet. There’s plenty for her to eat or drink if she figures out how to turn on the light.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sat straight as Emma circled her.  
 
      
 
    She felt fingers run through her hair and tried to pull away, but Emma persisted. Emma stood in front of Alison and grinned.  
 
      
 
    Alison averted her eyes. She didn’t want to look at the woman who betrayed her species for moments of temporary satisfaction.  
 
      
 
    Emma bent over and stared at Alison, a smile never leaving her face. She stood up and sat down on Alison’s lap.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s piercing blue eyes met Alison’s. “You could have so much more than the horrible life you live. As a hunter, you could provide insight into your plans, your actions, and you’d have the world at your feet. Don’t you want to live an easier life? Have it all?” 
 
      
 
    Alison cocked her head. “Have what? Will I get a front row seat while watching the world burn? Watch as billions of humans die and the living ones enslaved? No, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Emma laughed lightly. “It won’t go that way.” 
 
      
 
    “It will. The more the veil thins out, the more they will escape the darkness and people will suffer for it.” 
 
      
 
    “So pessimistic,” Emma said.  
 
      
 
    She traced her finger down Alison’s arm. Her expression turned from amusement to seductive as she continued to trace her finger over Alison’s belly and around her breast.  
 
      
 
    She leaned in closer and asked, “Have you ever been with a woman?” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s anger turned to amusement. “Not my thing, but who am I to judge? Kyle was nice, though.” 
 
      
 
    Emma’s eyes sparkled. “He wasn’t bad, but I like to have fun, too.” 
 
      
 
    Emma leaned in and gently took Alison’s lips into hers. She kissed Alison and leaned into her while she gyrated on Alison’s legs.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t respond at first, but Emma was persistent and forced her mouth open.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s lips were soft and plump. She slipped her tongue into Alison’s mouth and Alison tasted a minty flavor.  
 
      
 
    Alison responded by kissing her back, but Emma had full control.  
 
      
 
    Alison waited for Emma to push her tongue between her lips.  
 
      
 
    She opened her mouth wider and Emma took it as an invitation, kissing her harder and faster, her tongue deep inside Alison’s mouth.  
 
      
 
    Alison opened her mouth wider and with all her strength, she clamped her teeth down on Emma’s tongue as hard as she could.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s eyes flew open. Her shock turned to pain as Alison kept biting down on the muscle.  
 
      
 
    Alison felt her teeth break flesh and Emma tried hitting her, but Alison would not let go as Emma cried out in pain.  
 
      
 
    Alison coughed on the thick liquid that entered her mouth. She let go of Emma’s tongue. The woman jerked back and then forward, her hand went to her mouth as she gagged on her blood.  
 
      
 
    Alison grinned and head-butted Emma, who cried out and fell backward to the floor.  
 
      
 
    She blinked several times from the pain that rushed through her head from the headbutt, but it was worth it as she watched Emma struggle to turn over on the dirty wooden floor.  
 
      
 
    Alison grinned at the woman who writhed around the floor in pain. The demons behind the fence laughed and antagonized Emma as she struggled to sit up.  
 
      
 
    When she came to a sitting position, her hair was in her face, streaks of blood ran down her mouth, and she held her forehead with her hand.  
 
      
 
    Emma stood up trying to fix her dignity along with her clothing. She pushed her hair away and revealed a face red with rage and mixed with blood.  
 
      
 
    “You fucking...” Emma stopped when the pain of trying to speak hit her. Her words turned lispy as she tried to talk.  
 
      
 
    The demons laughed even louder as Emma turned away for a moment.  
 
      
 
    “You bith!” Emma yelled as she spat blood.    
 
      
 
    “What was that? Your voice changed for some reason,” Alison taunted.  
 
      
 
    Hands wrapped around Alison’s neck. Emma squeezed hard enough for Alison to lose her breath.  
 
      
 
    She struggled to breathe as Emma tightened her grip around her throat. Alison tried to release her grip. She struggled to stand up, but Emma didn’t let go. Alison’s vision blurred and dark spots formed around her eyes. If she didn’t do something soon, she’d be dead.  
 
      
 
    She lifted her leg, trying to kick Emma, but Emma was too fast and kept her grip around Alison’s neck.  
 
      
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
      
 
    The grip loosened and fell away. Alison gasped for air and leaned forward to gag and cough as she breathed deeply into her lungs.  
 
      
 
    As Alison regained her bearings and her vision cleared, she saw Samuel and Jason leaning over Emma. Samuel instructed Jason to retrieve a fresh towel and some water.  
 
      
 
    “I told you not to go near her,” Samuel scolded as he sat Emma down in another chair. "She dangerous." 
 
      
 
    “I tried to…” 
 
      
 
    “You were supposed to keep your distance,” Samuel interrupted. He lifted Emma’s chin and told her to open her mouth. “That’s quite a bite.” 
 
      
 
    Jason walked back into the barn with water, a towel, and ice.  
 
      
 
    Emma took the towel and dipped it into the water. She placed the towel over her mouth and apologized for what she did.  
 
      
 
    “You might have ruined our plans,” Samuel said. “Maybe you should let Jason drive you to the ER.” 
 
      
 
    Emma shook her head. “I’m staying. I want that bith to suffer.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel turned to Alison with a smile. “That was good.” 
 
      
 
    Emma scowled as Jason helped her apply ice to her mouth.  
 
      
 
    Samuel checked his watch. “Any minute now.” 
 
      
 
    “Any minute now? What do you mean?” Alison asked.  
 
      
 
    Samuel’s smile turned bigger.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned her head when she heard a popping noise from outside the barn.  
 
      
 
    Her smug satisfaction turned to fear from hearing the sounds.  
 
      
 
    “No…” she muttered.  
 
      
 
    Alison lowered her head. Tears burned her eyes as the shots continued to fire in the distance.  
 
      
 
    She hoped they had prepared better this time, and not like the last time in New Mexico where the demons ambushed them and not all hunters made it out alive.  
 
      
 
    Alison struggled against the handcuffs to where her wrists were screaming in pain. She tried to stand, but Jason was right there in front of her to push her back down. He held her shoulder until she stopped struggling. She almost vomited from the odor coming from his body as the demon swirled around his chest.  
 
      
 
    Alison bowed her head as the gunshots trickled down to nothing. She tried to ignore the feral demons behind the fence trying to convince Samuel to take one last shot at Alison.  
 
      
 
    “We want the hunter,” they hissed.  
 
      
 
    Samuel grinned and walked over to the fence. “Soon, my children. Soon, you’ll forget about this hunter and this town will be at our mercy.” 
 
      
 
    Alison glanced over at the cheering demons. Some begged Samuel to let them take care of Alison first, others licked their lips anticipating the carnage they’d bestow upon the town once he released them.  
 
      
 
    Samuel turned away from the demons behind the cage and smiled at Alison.  
 
      
 
    “I was hoping for a bigger army, but it’ll do,” Samuel commented. “Reverend Ellis was quite the thorn in my side. The man doesn’t scare easily.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smirked. “Yes, he is. He won’t give up until you fall.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel nodded. “No. That’s why I made Miranda tell him and the girl’s father where we were.” 
 
      
 
    Alison turned back to Samuel sharply as he grinned again. She realized what was happening as Jason let go of her shoulder and walked down a dark hallway.  
 
      
 
    Alison struggled against the handcuffs, but she couldn’t escape them.  
 
      
 
    Emma moved away from the side entrance to the barn, still nursing her tongue. She walked over and stood by Alison.  
 
      
 
    “This will be quite a show,” she remarked.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes widened, and her heart pounded against her chest. Sweat broke out on her brow in fear for her friends.  
 
      
 
    She closed her eyes, trying to shake away the dizziness when the door opened and the light spilled onto Miguel, who stood there staring at Alison in shock.  
 
      
 
    Someone made a grunting noise and thought she caught Simon run past Miguel, but it was hard to tell with the lights in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “No, Miguel!” Alison screamed.  
 
      
 
    Someone pushed Miguel inside the doorway. He opened his mouth, but the words froze on his lips when he turned to his left.  
 
      
 
    The chains holding the demons fell to the floor and the scrape of metal against wood made Alison nauseous.  
 
      
 
    Alison strained her neck, trying to find Kyle but didn’t see him or Jason.  
 
      
 
    Miguel backed up in terror as the demons filed out of their cage. Some stepped through, others, tried to climb the walls to the ceiling. Others crawled across the floor in unnatural positions that would break the bones of any normal human.  
 
      
 
    Miguel’s terror-filled eyes darted back to Alison. “Alison…” 
 
      
 
    “Run!” She screamed, but Miguel never moved.  
 
      
 
    Emma stepped behind Alison and laughed as the demons moved ever closer to her and Miguel.  
 
      
 
    Alison tried one last time to free herself from the handcuffs, but they were secured around her wrists.  
 
      
 
    She felt the power within her build from her belly to the top of her head. But what good would her power do for her now? She couldn’t move. Where was Kyle? 
 
      
 
    Samuel shook his head in amusement and his eyes turned black. “That power is useless when your hands are tied.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel screamed when a demon jumped on him. He struggled against the powerful being, but it knocked him to the ground, trying to bite at his exposed skin.  
 
      
 
    Alison tried to move away from the demons coming for her, but Jason stood in her way. One jumped near her from the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    Alison grunted as a hard body knocked her on her side and she fell from the chair, but still attached to it by the handcuffs.  
 
      
 
    Alison gained her bearings and tried to scoot away. Her powers came through her hands, and without her hands, she would be at the mercy of the demon.  
 
      
 
    A body pressed down on her. Hot, wet breath that smelled of rot brushed over her face. Alison tried to turn away, but she gazed into the face of a man whose eyes were black as a moonless night, his face gray with rotting flesh and red streaks where he clawed at his face when the demon entered him. His teeth had turned brown with some missing in the front.  
 
      
 
    “Hunter,” he hissed as hot saliva dripped from his mouth and onto Alison’s cheek.  
 
      
 
    A figure kneeled to Alison’s left.  
 
      
 
    “He’s been salivating over you since we brought you in,” Samuel said.  
 
      
 
    Samuel turned to the demon and said, “Keep her alive for a little while. Let her feel the pain we feel when she and her kind exorcise us.” 
 
      
 
    The demon moved excitedly on Alison when Samuel gave his order. The demon kept repeating hunter while more saliva dripped on her face.   
 
      
 
    Alison turned her face into the concrete floor and waited for the demon to have his way with her. She was helpless even with the power she possessed and the demon was smart enough to stay away from her hands.  
 
      
 
    Miguel screamed for help a few feet away, and she thought she heard banging on the closet door behind her.  
 
      
 
    No, Olivia, she thought. Stay quiet. Please!  
 
      
 
    She groaned when the demon hit her hard in her side, a pain shot up from her side and into her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    He taunted her, mocked her, and told her his plans for her. She was powerless to stop him.  
 
      
 
    Alison resigned to her fate. She didn’t know what happened to the team or Kyle. Miguel hadn’t been able to tell her since he’d been attacked right when he entered the barn.  
 
      
 
    She turned to see Emma and Samuel standing over the demons with glorious smiles plastered on their faces. Once they released these feral demons, they would have full power over them and it would spread like a virus to the surrounding areas, and who else knew how far they could go.  
 
      
 
    Alison laid her head down on the concrete and tried to hold back her sobs of defeat.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t last long because a blur of brown and black fur ran through the door, jumped through the air and landed on top of her and the demon.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t mind the weight on top of her although it was becoming hard to breathe. She smiled as Simon went right for the demon’s neck. He bit down and the demon screamed in agony as he fought to push Simon off him.  
 
      
 
    Alison took a deep breath when the weight lifted off her.  
 
      
 
    Samuel and Emma stood with their mouths hanging open from the shock of what they were witnessing. 
 
      
 
    Emma backed away from Simon and leaned into the wall. Her eyes darted away from Simon for a second and her eyes widened in shock.  
 
      
 
    Alison followed her gaze and grinned when the team came filing into the barn one by one.  
 
      
 
    Alison did a head count and relief washed over her. They were all alive.  
 
      
 
    The demons froze in place as the hunters piled in. John came in last dragging Karen’s body behind him and asked, “Who’s next?” 
 
      
 
    The demons hissed at the man and several sets of eyes lit up the inside of the barn with a golden glow making some of them cower where they stood.  
 
      
 
    Alison felt a jerk behind her and turned to see Kyle unlocking her handcuffs.  
 
      
 
    “Miss me?” He asked with a grin.  
 
      
 
    Alison bit her tongue after Kyle released her. Her wrists were red, raw, bruised, but she was strong enough to help the team fight.  
 
      
 
    She stood and hugged Kyle fiercely.  
 
      
 
    “Where did you go?” 
 
      
 
    “That asshole, Jason, chased me into the forest, but Simon, chased him off. Then John and the team were already coming up the road,” Kyle explained.  
 
      
 
    Alison looked around and said, “We have to get Miguel and Olivia out of here.” 
 
      
 
    The demons attacked the hunters before Kyle could say anything.  
 
      
 
    Alison bent down and ordered Simon to let go of the demon he was holding down with his teeth.  
 
      
 
    The man was still alive when Alison placed her hands on him and heard his soul crying out for help inside his cage.  
 
      
 
    Alison released the man from his cage and the demon exited from the man’s mouth. Simon had taken a stance protecting them in the room’s corner, barking and growling at any demon who tried to come near them.  
 
      
 
     Kyle and an injured Miguel found the closet door open and no sign of Olivia.  
 
      
 
    She glanced around and saw no sign of Emma or Samuel.  
 
      
 
    “Alison, I saw them slip out the back way,” one of the other hunters said. “Find the kid, we’ll take care of this here.” 
 
      
 
    Alison pointed to the man regaining consciousness on the floor. “He’s good.” 
 
      
 
    The hunter nodded and waved for them to go while they took care of the others.  
 
      
 
    Miguel took off in a sprint down the hallway.  
 
      
 
    Alison handed Simon’s leash to the hunter. “He’ll help you take them down.” 
 
      
 
    The hunter nodded and took Simon from Alison.  
 
      
 
    Kyle eyed Alison in confusion. “Don’t you want him with us?” 
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “No. He’ll protect the hunters here better than us.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they’re gone?” Kyle asked.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s hope not.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel was screaming for his daughter when they exited the back door.  
 
      
 
    All three were out of breath and trying to find the slightest movement around them.  
 
      
 
    Miguel bent over in anguish while Kyle and Alison searched the immediate area.  
 
      
 
    Before Alison could say anything else, she heard a noise behind her. She turned just as Jason appeared out of the darkness and jumped on Kyle from behind.  
 
      
 
    Alison ran over and placed her hands on Jason’s head, but he was strong and pushed her away. Alison fell to the ground, but that didn’t stop her. She immediately got up and was about to try again when a noise rang out in the distance.  
 
      
 
    All four of them froze for only seconds when the gunshot echoed through the trees.  
 
      
 
    Kyle and Jason were fighting and Miguel took off in a run towards the gunshot.  
 
      
 
    “Go!” Kyle yelled out to Alison. “Just go find the girl.” 
 
      
 
    Alison was torn between wanting to help Kyle and wanting to find Olivia.  
 
      
 
    Kyle kicked Jason off him. Their eyes met for only seconds before Kyle yelled for her to run again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kyle couldn’t see Jason’s eyes since they turned black. His superhuman strength made Kyle weaken quickly as they rolled around the ground, each trying to gain the upper hand.  
 
      
 
    Jason had taken a cheap shot into Kyle’s already screaming ribs, which made Kyle grunt in pain and move into a fetal position on the soft dirt.  
 
      
 
    Kyle groaned. Jason moved around him while Kyle tried to stand.   
 
      
 
    A single spotlight had been lit behind them when Miguel, he, and Alison had exited the barn.  
 
      
 
    A body covered that spotlight and cast a shadow over Kyle as Jason stepped towards him.  
 
      
 
    “You’ve been nothing but a pain in the ass for us for years,” Jason spat.  
 
      
 
    “The feeling is mutual, asshole,” Kyle stuttered in between hard breaths.   
 
      
 
    “Because of you, I had to off Clara,” Jason commented.  
 
      
 
    Kyle turned over. Anger and guilt rose within his chest. “You enjoyed killing her.” 
 
      
 
    “The demon was weak,” Jason said. “It deserved to return to the darkness.” 
 
      
 
    John had provided Kyle with a knife when they met up at the edge of the forest. Kyle never wanted to use a weapon on one of them. These people were his neighbors, some had been involved with his church, and some he considered friends. They were good people and proud citizens of Wolfpine when darkness descended on this town and now because of Kyle’s persistence, it would all end tonight… starting with this asshole.  
 
      
 
    Jason lifted Kyle from the ground and made him stand up.  
 
      
 
    “We were always on to you,” Jason explained, “but we always had a good laugh about it. ‘Look at that crazy Reverend with his piece of wood and his book filled with lies. He’ll never know what hit him.’”  
 
      
 
    Kyle backed up and the two men stared each other down. “Except I knew what hit me when I discovered there are people out there trying to save this planet from your kind.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle had a hard time keeping his balance. His legs turned into butter and wouldn’t support him. The pain of the hits almost made him black out and Jason forcing him to stand made it even worse.  
 
      
 
    All Kyle had was a moment, a moment where he needed to distract Jason long enough to plunge the knife into him.  
 
      
 
    “Who were you in a previous life?” Kyle asked.  
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyebrows came together in confusion. “What the hell do you care?” 
 
      
 
    Kyle shrugged. “Because I want to know before I meet God.” 
 
      
 
    Jason let go of one of Kyle’s shoulders. He laughed and pointed at himself. “This guy was a real gem. A real boy scout with a perfect life, until one night his drunk friends gave him some soda laced with some kind of drug. His mind opened, it was my turn and here I am. You would have liked him, Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe I will when Alison comes back,” Kyle said.  
 
      
 
    Jason chuckled. “That soul is long gone.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle grinned. “Since his soul has moved on, then I won’t have to pray for forgiveness.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle reached for the knife under his shirt. He pulled it out as fast as he could and tried to stab Jason in the abdomen, but the demon was too fast and realized what Kyle was doing.  
 
      
 
    With lightning speed, the demon gripped Kyle’s wrist so hard that Kyle thought the bones would break in half, but he refused to let go.  
 
      
 
    The knife came between them. Jason tried to direct it into Kyle’s stomach, but Kyle let go and the knife dropped to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Jason let go of Kyle’s wrist and pushed him to the ground. Kyle landed on his back and groaned from the pain. His chest burned so bad he thought he’d stop breathing any second, his heart thundered against his ribcage.  
 
      
 
    Footsteps came closer and stopped next to his head.   
 
      
 
    “I would kill you with my bare hands, but this’ll do,” Jason said.  
 
      
 
    Kyle reached his other arm out, trying to find a weapon. A branch, a rock, anything.  
 
      
 
    Jason squatted and toyed with the knife in between his fingers. “There’s nothing there, Reverend. Tell God… He’s a failure.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle gripped the clump of dirt in his hands. He only had seconds as Jason positioned the knife to plunge into his chest.  
 
      
 
    Kyle threw the dirt into Jason’s face and Kyle hoped it hit both of his eyes.  
 
      
 
    He smiled when the knife dropped onto the ground next to him and Jason reeled back in surprise and fell back while trying to regain his eyesight.  
 
      
 
    Kyle ignored the pain and sat up, reaching for the knife as Jason rubbed his eyes, cursing his human form.  
 
      
 
    He moved quickly and with all his strength he pushed the knife through Jason’s chest.  
 
      
 
    Kyle ignored the sound of tearing skin as he pushed with all his strength.  
 
      
 
    “Tell Satan I said hello, asshole,” Kyle said.  
 
      
 
    Jason’s hands fell from his eyes, his mouth opened and closed as if he wanted to say something but was too shocked to form words. He lowered his head and panted as he eyed the knife in his chest.  
 
      
 
    Kyle watched in horror as Jason’s eyes turned between black and the blue color from his human form. Kyle expected him to open his mouth and release the demon but it didn’t happen. Instead, Jason slumped over on his side without another word.  
 
      
 
    Kyle caught his breath and stood up. He should run off right away and see where the others were, but he needed a minute to regain his bearings.  
 
      
 
    He glanced around as he stood on his feet. Everything was so quiet. No noise from inside the barn, and no noise from where the others ran.  
 
      
 
    Kyle tried to remember the direction Alison and Miguel ran off to. His heart sank in his chest as he thought the worst.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s beautiful green eyes flashed before him.  
 
      
 
    He needed to find her and Miguel. He prayed Olivia was safe and that Miguel and Alison would overpower Samuel Manes and Emma.  
 
      
 
    Kyle started walking in the direction he remembered they ran off to.  
 
      
 
    They’d run off towards the house. He remembered it was northwest of the barn.  
 
      
 
    Kyle jumped when a gunshot echoed through the forest.  
 
      
 
    Oh, God, please keep them safe, he prayed as he stepped into the edge of the forest.  
 
      
 
    With his friends on his mind, Kyle never knew someone was behind him until Jason said his name.  
 
      
 
    “Reverend.” 
 
      
 
    On instinct, Kyle turned around and came face to face with Jason once more.  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s eyes widened in surprise and before his could react a sharp, blurring pain swept through his abdomen.  
 
      
 
    He whimpered when he looked down to see the knife’s metal glint in the light from the mill.  
 
      
 
    Kyle cried out when Jason twisted the blade inside of him. Kyle screamed in pain as he felt his insides being torn to shreds.  
 
      
 
    Dizziness swept through him. Jason’s face became a blurry mess as Kyle tried to blink and focus on him.  
 
      
 
    “You told me to tell Satan hello. Tell God we’re coming for his hunters,” Jason said.  
 
      
 
    Kyle felt the knife slide out of his abdomen. He gripped the area and placed a hand over the wound. Hot liquid poured from the wound and over his fingers as he tried to apply pressure.  
 
      
 
    Sweat dripped from his face, and his mouth turned to cotton. His legs went numb and he realized he’d fallen to his knees.  
 
      
 
    His vision cleared just in time to watch Jason’s mouth open and the demon exit the body of the younger man who now lay dead in front of him.  
 
      
 
    The black entity circled Kyle twice and Kyle was never sure, but he thought he heard laughter coming from the black fog before it dissipated in front of him.  
 
      
 
    Kyle collapsed onto his side. His hand weakened and the blood poured from the wound.  
 
      
 
    The dark forest and light shining from the spotlight mixed in a swirl of black and white.  
 
      
 
    He tried to speak but nothing came from his mouth.  
 
      
 
    Frantic voices echoed through his head.  
 
      
 
    He perked up when he heard a female voice. Someone had lifted his head and told him to look at her.  
 
      
 
    It was hard enough to breathe, he thought, and they want to give him commands? Can’t he sleep for a while? 
 
      
 
    Kyle struggled to open his eyes. He used the last of his strength to blink them open.  
 
      
 
    Glowing green eyes were staring back at him. He knew who it was, but he couldn’t say her name although he wanted to. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 52 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t want to leave Kyle behind when Jason attacked them. She wanted to burst into tears when she made her choice to run after Miguel. She only hoped that one of the other hunters would make their way outside and help him.  
 
      
 
    But Alison’s fate turned her in a different direction. She had a little girl whose life was in danger and Kyle would have done the same thing.  
 
      
 
    She followed a desperate Miguel through the forest and towards the house.  
 
      
 
    Alison couldn’t see much, and both of them tripped over roots and brush in the dirt.  
 
      
 
    Those moments didn’t stop Miguel as he ran through the forest.  
 
      
 
    Alison realized they were approaching the house and she wondered if Samuel and Emma would run off with Olivia or do worse.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s heart sank into her stomach. She didn’t want to think about what those two were capable of with the little girl and she hoped that Miguel wouldn’t do anything stupid either.  
 
      
 
    Miguel and Alison came to the edge of the forest and stopped. She could see the darkened figures making their way towards the house.  
 
      
 
    Alison noticed another person come out of the forest and approach the others.  
 
      
 
    Miguel started to run again, but Alison pulled on his shirt.  
 
      
 
    “Wait,” she said. “Who is that?” 
 
      
 
    Miguel tried to struggle out of Alison’s grip. “I don’t care.” 
 
      
 
    “Miguel!” Alison scolded while she gripped his shirt. “Don’t. Do you want to endanger Olivia or save her?” 
 
      
 
    Alison heard voices rising. A woman and two men’s voices sounded like they were arguing with each other.  
 
      
 
    Alison tried to hear the third person, but blood was rushing through her ears from their run through the forest.  
 
      
 
    Miguel and Alison waited for seconds before they heard a scream and a gunshot.  
 
      
 
    Both of them gasped when they saw the light from the gun. 
 
      
 
    Alison released Miguel’s shirt and he shot off running towards the three. She followed behind and came upon Emma holding Olivia at gunpoint while Samuel stood over Carter who was nursing his arm and moaning in pain.  
 
      
 
    Emma spotted them first and pressed the gun into the sobbing girl’s head.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill her,” she said.  
 
      
 
    Emma’s eyes were as wild as her flaming red hair as she held Olivia against her.  
 
      
 
    Miguel stopped in his tracks and Alison stopped and raised her hands in surrender.  
 
      
 
    Samuel turned around and smiled. “Welcome, Alison. I knew you’d come. The good Reverend is busy with Jason, I assume.” 
 
      
 
    Alison swallowed and said, “Yes. What do you want, Samuel? If you want to leave, fine. I won’t exorcise you and you can start a nest somewhere else, but the little girl stays.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel cocked his head. “No. I’m afraid that won’t work.” His voice was smooth and calm while Emma breathed heavily beside him. “The little girl comes with me until I’m safe—” 
 
      
 
    Miguel stepped forward to protest, but Samuel pointed a gun right at him to stop him.  
 
      
 
    Carter was lying on the ground and Alison couldn’t tell how badly hurt he was, but it was Emma who spoke up.  
 
      
 
    “I?” she asked incredulously. “What do you mean?” Her voice went from the usual low and sultry to a high-pitched squeak. “I thought I was coming with you.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel grinned. He approached Emma and drew Olivia away from the desperate woman.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, my dear. You know I wouldn’t forget about you,” he said. “You are one of us. I told you all along you’ll see things that’ll blow your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel moved Olivia away from Emma and turned to walk the other way.  
 
      
 
    Emma stood there confused with her gun at her side, not sure of what to do next. She glanced between Alison and Samuel and followed Samuel as he stepped away.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes widened when Samuel turned around with lightning speed and said, “Literally, blow your mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Emma!” Alison screamed, but it was too late.  
 
      
 
    The pistol discharged before Alison could finish Emma’s name and Alison watched in horror as blood spattered from the back of Emma’s head and she fell onto her back on the ground.  
 
      
 
    Carter had been struggling to get up, but his injury made him reel back in pain.  
 
      
 
    Olivia screamed and started sobbing again, calling for Miguel.  
 
      
 
    “Please, sir,” Miguel said stepping forward with desperation over his face. “Please let my daughter go. She’s all I have.” 
 
      
 
    Samuel smiled again and said, “I will, Miguel. You’re a good man, but first I need to disappear with her. I’ve already endured prison in a different place. I don’t want to endure it here on Earth in this body.”  
 
      
 
    Samuel held Olivia in front of him while he pointed the gun at the two of them.  
 
      
 
    Miguel bounced on his feet, his eyes darting around trying to find anything to free his daughter.  
 
      
 
    Alison glanced at Carter, who lay still on the ground. She swallowed again and hoped the man was still alive.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll keep her safe, I promise,” Samuel said.  
 
      
 
    Miguel stopped and said, “Can I say goodbye?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel didn’t hesitate. “No time.”  
 
      
 
    Olivia looked between her dad and Alison with tears streaming down her face.  
 
      
 
    Alison tried to think of a plan, but nothing was coming.  
 
      
 
    She needed help, but if she moved the wrong way, she might end up like Emma and Carter.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s thoughts frantically ran through her mind. How long before they could find a working vehicle and how far ahead will Samuel get before they could track him down to find her?  
 
      
 
    Alison’s thoughts ran a mile a minute and then it hit her like a brick in the face.  
 
      
 
    “Olivia,” Alison called.  
 
      
 
    She was in shock, so she didn’t turn to acknowledge Alison’s voice at first.  
 
      
 
    “Olivia!” Alison called.  
 
      
 
    “She’ll be fine, Alison,” Samuel said, annoyed.  
 
      
 
    Olivia glanced at Alison. Their eyes met, and Alison raised her arm to mouth and acted like she was biting it.  
 
      
 
    Alison tried to hide her smile. The little girl was smart enough to realize what Alison was doing.  
 
      
 
    Samuel placed a hand on her shoulder as he guided her over to the waiting vehicle.  
 
      
 
    “Can you hold my hand?” Olivia asked.  
 
      
 
    “As long as you keep quiet,” Samuel answered.  
 
      
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia reached out her hand and Samuel took it.  
 
      
 
    “Get ready,” Alison said to Miguel.  
 
      
 
    Olivia brought Samuel’s free hand up to her mouth and bit down hard.  
 
      
 
    Samuel yelped in pain and tried to shake Olivia off of him. Olivia held onto Samuel’s hand until he finally pushed her off and onto the ground.  
 
      
 
    Neither Miguel nor Alison needed to say another word as they rushed the demon to subdue him, so Alison could do the exorcism.  
 
      
 
    Samuel stood up straight, but couldn’t gain his balance fast enough before Miguel tackled him to the ground, making the gun fly off into the darkness.  
 
      
 
    Miguel shoved Samuel to the ground and jumped on top of him while he punched anywhere he could around Samuel’s face and chest. 
 
      
 
    “This is for my wife, gilipollas,” Miguel yelled. He hit Samuel again. “This is for ruining our lives, you evil fuck!” 
 
      
 
    Alison landed on the ground beside Miguel and told Olivia to step as far away as she could as she stood up.  
 
      
 
    She watched as Olivia ran off to hide somewhere.  
 
      
 
    Alison needed to work fast or Samuel could overpower both of them.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s power coursed through her. The energy ran from the bottom of her toes to her fingertips.  
 
      
 
    Ancient darkness screamed and cried out inside her mind because Samuel was a powerful demon and while she was trying to exorcise him, he was trying to throw off her concentration.  
 
      
 
    Miguel and Samuel struggled, and Samuel’s eyes turned from black to red. Alison had only seconds.  
 
      
 
    She placed her hands on his head. A rush of power seared through her veins, and she entered into the mind of Samuel Manes.  
 
      
 
    Alison found the path. She knew no soul would be inside the cage, but she still had to open the door.  
 
      
 
    Obstacles stood in her way. Smoke clouded her vision, lightning struck right in front of her. It was all an illusion. She’d been through this before with more powerful demons, but Samuel was the most formidable demon she’d ever dealt with.  
 
      
 
    Hands grabbed at her from the fog and mist. A branch came out of the darkness and tried to wrap itself around her throat to force her out of Samuel’s mind.  
 
      
 
    Alison stopped and tried to free the branch that held in her place as it squeezed tighter around her throat.  
 
      
 
    It lifted Alison into the air and she screamed in fear and pain. Voices around her sneered and laughed. They said she would die here.  
 
      
 
    Before her, a dark figure appeared with eyes shining crimson through the fog.  
 
      
 
    “Alison, I thought maybe you’d listen. I’m not the real monster here,” it said. “I would have let the kid go, but you’ve left me no choice but to kill you all. I don’t enjoy killing humans, we need them for our future.” 
 
      
 
    “You bring this world to its knees and still murder as many as you could,” Alison gasped.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, but we’d leave some alive,” Samuel said. “I have my orders and I intend to follow them, whether in this body or another but until then…” 
 
      
 
    Alison felt a weight slam against her chest and the next thing she knew she was flying through the air and landed hard on her back.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t catch her breath for many seconds as pain ripped through her shoulders and back.  
 
      
 
    She heard a thump next to her and realized Miguel had landed the same way as he moaned in pain from landing on his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Alison lifted her head from the ground. Samuel stood up, his eyes glowing scarlet in the darkness while the rest of him was cast in shadow. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, Samuel reached for his gun and cursed. “I guess I must have some fun.” 
 
      
 
    With those words, Samuel opened his mouth and the shadow exited. 
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes widened and she pulled at Miguel to get up and run, but they were too late.  
 
      
 
    The shadow wrapped around their bodies. All Alison felt was a skin-crawling fear wrap around her chest.  
 
      
 
    Samuel lifted them both high in the air.   
 
      
 
    Alison struggled against the dark mist that wrapped around her. She tried to use her powers to free herself, but something trapped her hands behind her back.  
 
      
 
    Samuel looked away for a second and said, “I think you’ll be joining the good Reverend soon.” 
 
      
 
    Alison looked at Samuel in confusion. “What?” 
 
      
 
    Samuel grinned but didn’t say another word because the dark mist started to squeeze the life out of both Alison and Miguel.  
 
      
 
    Blood rushed to Alison’s head. Her insides were being crushed. She tried to scream, but the act failed her. She looked everywhere to see if they had any help coming but nothing came out of the darkness.  
 
      
 
    Just as Alison and Miguel were weakening Samuel spoke up. “Nice. I will crush your soul—” 
 
      
 
    Samuel never finished his sentence. A gunshot rang out from behind him and before Alison knew it she was falling to ground once again.  
 
      
 
    She landed with a hard thud on her left shoulder and moaned from the pain that shot through her arm and head.  
 
      
 
    But she had no time to feel the pain as she turned to watch as a hole appeared through Samuel’s forehead. His eyes turned dark and his hands fell to his side. His body convulsed and his mouth opened wide and the shadow exited his body and dissipated into the humid air.  
 
      
 
    As his body crumpled to the ground, Alison spotted Olivia rising from behind him still holding the pistol in front of her.  
 
      
 
    Miguel stood up on shaky legs and stumbled over his daughter. Olivia dropped the gun and ran sobbing into her father’s arms.  
 
      
 
    Alison stood up and made her way over to Samuel.  
 
      
 
    Dark blood spread from beneath his head. His eyes stared into nothingness. Alison bent over and checked, anyway. No pulse found.  
 
      
 
    She stood up and tried to catch her breath, relieved it was over. Thanks to a brave little girl who only weeks ago, could have been something very different.  
 
      
 
    Alison watched with a slight smile on her face with the father and daughter reunion.  
 
      
 
    Alison remembered that Carter was not far away and went over to check on him.  
 
      
 
    “Chief?” She asked.  
 
      
 
    Carter’s eyes fluttered and he said, “Is it over?” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled and said, “Yes. I’ll get help.” 
 
      
 
    Carter nodded and closed his eyes but his face remained creased with pain.  
 
      
 
    Alison heard voices calling her name from behind her. She turned and smiled at the other hunters but the grim look on John’s face made her smile falter.  
 
      
 
    John came up and placed his hand on her shoulder. “We need a car… now.” 
 
      
 
    Alison’s heart jumped into her throat so fast she couldn’t ask why. 
 
      
 
    John squeezed Alison’s shoulder. “It’s Reverend Ellis. He killed Jason but Jason stabbed him too, Alison. He’s still alive. Dennis and Simon are with him. He needs to go now or—” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t hear the rest of the words, her eyes darted over to Carter who was now sitting up with the help of another hunter.  
 
      
 
    His and Alison’s eyes met, and he said, “Go. I’m fine. Get him out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Alison heard yelling behind her, but she ignored it. She had one thing, one person on her mind.  
 
      
 
    Alison tried to bite back tears as she ran through the forest towards the barn.  
 
      
 
    She ignored the brush scraping at her arms and kept her balance when she tripped over a root in the path.  
 
      
 
    She came out to the other side where the barn sat, and she frantically looked around for Dennis and Simon.  
 
      
 
    Alison heard a small bark to her left. Dennis had moved Kyle against a tree and was pressing down on his abdomen.  
 
      
 
    Simon came over to greet Alison but her mind was on one thing.  
 
      
 
    She skidded into the dirt and said, “Kyle. Kyle, wake up, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Is someone bringing a car?” Dennis asked.  
 
      
 
    Even in the darkness, Kyle’s face had gone pale, his skin was clammy, and his eyes only opened and closed twice when Alison said his name. Blood stained the whole front of his shirt and the top of his jeans.  
 
      
 
    Dennis had removed his shirt and had been stopping the blood flow. He checked on it and said, “Someone needs to get their ass over here.” 
 
      
 
    Alison pressed her forehead against Kyle’s. Hot tears flowed down her cheeks. “Hang on,” she said. Her voice became panicky. “Remember, we’re supposed to walk the beach in Clearwater.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle opened his eyes and blinked a few times before closing them again.  
 
      
 
    “Where’s the fucking car?” She cried out.  
 
      
 
    Alison raised her head when an SUV skidded around the corner of the forest and pulled up in front of them.  
 
      
 
    Out jumped Miguel and John, along with Olivia.  
 
      
 
    “This is Carter’s truck. The hospital is not far,” Miguel said, opening the back door.  
 
      
 
    Alison ran around the other side and hopped into the backseat while the three men lifted Kyle into the SUV, and Alison pulled him so his head sat on her lap. Dennis handed her blood-soaked shirt and pushed Kyle’s legs in. Miguel let Simon into the back area, and Olivia jumped into the front seat.  
 
      
 
    Alison looked at Olivia. “Olivia, maybe you should stay here. You’re safe now.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Olivia said. “I won’t leave Reverend Kyle.” 
 
      
 
    Alison checked Kyle’s pulse. It was weak but there. His breathing became shallower and he was delirious, mumbling things Alison couldn’t understand.  
 
      
 
    “We saved some of them, but we need to burn the rest,” Alison heard John say. “We’re calling in the other team and Carter’s calling for help.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel hopped into the driver’s seat and Alison jerked when he placed the car in gear.  
 
      
 
    Alison reached over and turned on an overhead light, so she could keep an eye on Kyle.  
 
      
 
    “How far is it?”  
 
      
 
    “Not far. About four miles,” Miguel answered.  
 
      
 
    Alison kept the pressure on the wound. Kyle cried out in pain and tried to push her hand away.  
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes to stare at her, but she didn’t know if he saw her.  
 
      
 
    “Stay with me, okay? We’re almost there.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle opened his mouth to say something as they sped along the streets. Alison caressed his face and his hair.  
 
      
 
    “You lost your glasses. We’ll buy you a new pair,” she said.  
 
      
 
    Kyle kept trying to talk, but they only came out in whispers or grunts.  
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” she said with a smile. “We’ll talk when you’re better.” 
 
      
 
    Alison jerked against the door and looked up to see the red emergency room sign and an arrow pointing to the doors.  
 
      
 
    She said another prayer when Kyle closed his eyes again.  
 
      
 
    Miguel skidded the SUV to a halt in front of the emergency doors and barely put the truck in park before he jumped out and ran inside.  
 
      
 
    Alison looked down at Kyle. His mouth hung open and his eyes were half-closed.  
 
      
 
    She tried to hold back her sobs because Olivia had turned around to gaze at him over the seat.  
 
      
 
    “Is he going to be okay?” She asked. Her voice was so innocent.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s lips trembled as the door flew open and a bunch of nurses and what Alison thought was a doctor were running through the doors with a gurney.  
 
      
 
    Simon barked a few times, but Alison made him quiet down.  
 
      
 
    They pulled Kyle through the door and set him on the gurney while the doctor gave orders, and the nurses pushed him through the doors.  
 
      
 
    Alison was left staring at her bloody hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 53 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison waited outside on a bench with Olivia sleeping next to her and Simon resting at her feet. It had been chaos since they arrived at the hospital with the other victims coming in for medical help.  
 
      
 
    Police officers and other law enforcement were in and out along with other medical staff and families.  
 
      
 
    There were others that showed up as well. What John called the “Federal Team” were their helpers on the government side of things to give them cover for incidents such as this.   
 
      
 
    Alison wasn’t allowed inside because of Simon and she refused any medical attention while she waited on news of Kyle’s condition.  
 
      
 
    Miguel had come out to tell her they’d rushed him into surgery and that was all he knew, and then went back inside because they wanted to examine him. Olivia decided to stay outside with Alison and refused any medical attention.  
 
      
 
    A nurse was nice enough to bring Alison some towels and other toiletries so she could clean up, although her shirt and jeans were a lost cause.  
 
      
 
    Then the same nurse brought them ginger ale and chicken salad sandwiches left over from the employee cafeteria. Alison couldn’t eat so she let Olivia take her share of the sandwich, but drank two cans of ginger ale.  
 
      
 
    She heard from one of the agents that helped that Carter’s wound wasn’t serious and he was expected to recover but nothing on Kyle.  
 
      
 
    Alison leaned against the concrete wall. It was cool and it kept her from dozing off.  
 
      
 
    Her mind raced through the events of the night. She tried to hold back more sobs as her guilt swept through her. Kyle had told her to go, but she shouldn’t have. She shouldn’t have left him alone.  
 
      
 
    Fresh tears ran down her face and she swiped them away. Another agent arrived. Alison knew him and they talked for several minutes about the events of the night.  
 
      
 
    He said he’d find out Kyle’s condition as soon as he was able. He also gave her a cigarette, which Alison was grateful for.  
 
      
 
    She lit it up right there, not caring about the red “No Smoking” sign above her.  
 
      
 
    Olivia had sat up again and rubbed her eyes trying to fight off sleep.  
 
      
 
    Alison rubbed a hand through her hair and said, “We know who the real hero is tonight.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia turned to Alison with her tired dark eyes and said, “Reverend Kyle. I finished it.”  
 
      
 
    Alison smiled sadly. “You did. You were so brave and smart.” 
 
      
 
    The glass doors at the entrance to the ER slid open.  
 
      
 
    She saw Miguel walk outside. He turned and stared at them for several seconds without saying a word.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t need him to say anything. His eyes were wet and bloodshot. His whole body trembled as he stumbled over to them.  
 
      
 
    Alison knew it in the car on their way over, but the shock of the news made her whole body turn numb.  
 
      
 
    She never heard Olivia cry or felt Miguel’s arms wrap around her as he sobbed into her shoulder. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 54 
 
      
 
      
 
    Journal Entry, Present Day  
 
      
 
    Kyle’s parents will be arriving soon, so I’ll have to leave the house.  
 
      
 
    I can’t even stand right now. All I want to do is stay here forever. I’m tired of losing those I love.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 55 
 
      
 
    Alison threw down her laptop and turned over in bed, ignoring her body aches. She brought Kyle’s pillow closer to her face and buried it into the soft fabric until she had to come up for air.  
 
      
 
    She stared at the wall. The house was silent except when the central air conditioner kicked on. Sometimes, she’d hear the clock ticking away on the wall in the living room.  
 
      
 
    Simon was on the floor next to her. She fed, walked, and played with him, but she would crawl back into bed and stare at the walls or the ceiling. She ignored texts and voicemails.  
 
      
 
    Alison hadn’t slept since she arrived at the house, and after walking through the door, she raided Kyle’s liquor cabinet.  
 
      
 
    She needed to clean up the broken glass and the spill she caused when she threw the glass at the big wooden cross in the living room in a fit of anger. She didn’t want Simon to cut himself, but she didn’t have the energy to clean up her mess.  
 
      
 
    Alison ran a hand through her hair and swallowed several times. She needed to drink some water but wanted to stay in bed.  
 
      
 
    Simon perked up and ran through the bedroom door barking.  
 
      
 
    “Simon, come back here,” Alison said weakly.  
 
      
 
    The screen door creaked, and her eyes opened wide when a familiar male voice greeted Simon. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, buddy! I’ve missed you.” He said. “You’ve gotten so big!” 
 
      
 
    Brady laughed at Simon’s happy barks with his nails scraping against the wood flooring.  
 
      
 
    Alison sat up on the side of the bed and waited.  
 
      
 
    Dog and human footsteps made their way down the hallway.  
 
      
 
    Simon entered the bedroom first and Brady stood in the doorway with a sympathetic smile.  
 
      
 
    “Hi, beautiful,” he said softly from the doorway.  
 
      
 
    Brady and Alison had their differences in how they hunted, and they had their differences in their personal lives, but they’d always stayed friends although they’d broken up years ago. She hadn’t seen Brady in two years, but when he appeared in the doorway, Alison realized she needed someone familiar to lean on and his timing couldn’t have been better.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s eyes blurred and fresh tears fell down her cheeks.  
 
      
 
    She stood and stumbled into Brady’s open arms.  
 
      
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and his hand stroked her hair while she sobbed into his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    His words soothed her as he directed her back to the bed. He sat down next to her while she cried and her grief flowed through her.  
 
      
 
    Brady stood up and searched for some tissues.  
 
      
 
    “In the cabinet under the sink,” Alison said.  
 
      
 
    “Ah. There they are,” he answered.  
 
      
 
    Alison gazed at him as he exited the bathroom and despite her mood, she chuckled.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Brady asked as he handed her the box of tissue.  
 
      
 
    “A man bun? Really?” She asked, blowing her nose.  
 
      
 
    Brady reached up and tugged at the bun on the back of his head and laughed. “I was stuck in Brazil for six months training Damita because she was having a hard time, and the rainforest doesn’t exactly have salons on every corner.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “How is she doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Much better. She’s more confident with her abilities.” 
 
      
 
    Brady adjusted his light brown hair again and said, “Chelcie likes the hipster look.” 
 
      
 
    “Is she here?”  
 
      
 
    Chelcie was Brady’s girlfriend and also a hunter from Yorkshire. She grew up on a horse farm and a fall from a horse sparked her powers.  
 
      
 
    Brady checked his phone. “She’s on her flight now.” 
 
      
 
    Brady put his phone away and let out a breath. “They only saved ten.” 
 
      
 
    Alison lowered her head and shook it. “It’s not a horrible number, but I wish it had been more.” Alison turned back to Brady and asked, “How is everything else?” 
 
      
 
    “The federal agents are helping and trying to keep order in the town. They’re concocting a serial killer story since the past life of Samuel Manes had a sick thing with prostitutes. It’ll be easier to explain it away. They will pin Emma as an accomplice.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sighed. Well, that wasn’t a lie. Poor Emma, Alison thought. No matter how selfish and shallow she was, she didn’t deserve her fate.  
 
      
 
    “They’re trying to keep the media away until it’s cleaned up more.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
      
 
    Brady smiled at her. “Miguel told me Kyle’s parents landed in Charlotte an hour ago, I thought I’d warn you before they arrive because he said the old man is on a warpath for us.” 
 
      
 
    Alison scoffed. “Shocker.” Fresh tears burned Alison’s eyes. “I should have stayed with him. I should have never left him alone.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sobbed again. Brady squeezed her shoulders. “You had to make a choice and you decided on the child. It’s not your fault.” 
 
      
 
    Alison dabbed at her eyes and blew her nose. “I knew he was gone in the car right when we pulled into the ER. He tried to say something to me, but I’ll never know what it was.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned into Brady again and cried.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll bet he was telling you what he felt for you. I also see the feeling was mutual.” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “I know we never had an official rule about becoming involved with the ones we help, but Brady he…” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, it’s okay. You’ve been through Hell with Heather and now Reverend Ellis. From what John told me about the guy, he wasn’t like other preachers we’ve come across.” 
 
      
 
    Alison sniffed and tried to suppress her grief for a moment.  
 
      
 
    “How’s Miguel and Olivia?” Alison asked.  
 
      
 
    She stood up to gather her things. She still had the cabin rented out and she could go there and stay until after the funeral. Brady stood up and helped her.  
 
      
 
    “They’re fine. Miguel is pretty beat up, but it’s minor. The kid seems okay. She’s taking Reverend Ellis’s death hard, though,” Brady said.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t say much more while Brady helped her pack. Brady cleaned up the broken glass while Alison walked around the house one last time, lost in her memories.  
 
      
 
    In Kyle’s bathroom, she found another necklace with a silver cross. She lifted the cool metal into her palm and stared at it. She glanced in the mirror but didn’t care that she looked like a mess.  
 
      
 
    Alison placed the necklace into her pocket. She then took her phone from her pocket. In her photos was a selfie she took with Kyle and Simon before they left for the festival. She would cherish that picture forever.  
 
      
 
    She placed the phone back into her pocket and left the house, placing the spare key back where she found it.  
 
      
 
    As she and Brady were packing up her car, Alison glanced at the church. Flowers, balloons, and stuffed animals were already piling up outside of the church doors.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t have the heart to walk over and read the messages. She wanted to leave and be alone for a while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 56 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hundreds of people attended Kyle’s viewing and funeral. All the attendees packed the church to capacity. Most of the residents of Wolfpine attended except the possessed who still ran loose around the area. Hunters were scouting the area with Simon searching for the ones that escaped, but Alison knew they were long gone.  
 
      
 
    The town was still in shock over their beloved mayor’s past coming to light, the victims, and Emma Leavens’ violent end.  
 
      
 
    No one knew how Kyle found out the truth about Mayor Manes and no one cared because Chief Carter hailed him as a hero for trying to rescue those people that Samuel supposedly kept “prisoner” in a news conference. 
 
      
 
    Alison kept her distance from Kyle’s parents but John told her how Kyle’s father screamed at him for two hours, threatening to take down The Network. John had been able to calm the man down temporarily but from Alison’s viewpoint, the man might have burst like a balloon any minute.  
 
      
 
    Alison walked to the front of the church. Two big portraits sat on either side of the casket of Kyle dressed in his military uniform and his clerical collar. Kyle’s parents greeted mourners and family members. Kyle’s mother stood by her son’s casket struggling to keep her composure. Her heart went out to the woman, she’d lost both of her children and Alison could tell she barely held it together for the service.  
 
      
 
    Brady and Chelcie were behind her as she gazed at Kyle inside his casket. He seemed at peace. His calm expression made it seem like he’d finally completed a lifelong mission.  
 
      
 
    Alison’s body shook and she almost had to grip the casket’s side to stay upright as Brady placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    She gazed down at Kyle again. His parents chose a light gray suit and tie. His hands were folded together with an American flag and small wooden cross underneath them.  
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t like his shaved face, but it wasn’t for her to decide. 
 
      
 
    Above his head on the lid, was a gold embroidered cross, a Bible, and the Army logo. It was beautifully and tastefully done.  
 
      
 
    Alison intended to say her last goodbye when something caught her eye. A wine-colored birthmark circled Kyle’s right ring finger.  
 
      
 
    She furrowed her brow. She didn’t remember the wine-colored birthmark before as she searched her memory. For a moment, her grief turned to confusion as her gaze returned to his face trying to remember if she’d noticed from all the time they’d spent together.  
 
      
 
    A strange thought came to her but she ignored it and blew it off thinking she may have missed it.  
 
      
 
    Alison shook off the weird feeling and bent down to place a kiss on his cold forehead. She didn’t care that Kyle’s father was glaring at her a few feet away.  
 
      
 
    “I love you,” she whispered before stepping away to let other mourners view Kyle’s body to say their personal goodbyes.  
 
      
 
    Alison turned and Kyle’s mother stood in her way. The woman didn’t say a word to Alison.  
 
      
 
    Her dark hair was cut into a bob at her shoulders, with streaks of gray running through some strands. She wore a black dress with a shawl over her shoulders. Her eyes were bloodshot and her mouth turned down in her grief.  
 
      
 
    His mother embraced Alison which took her by surprise and at first, she stood there with her arms hanging to her side. She returned the embrace after a moment and when Kyle’s mother pulled away, she gave Alison a slight smile and walked back to her husband who never turned to acknowledge Alison.  
 
      
 
    As Alison walked away, she noticed a woman with wavy dark hair and wearing designer clothes sitting front and center in the first pew. The woman eyed Alison curiously but did not speak to her. Alison guessed that person was Kyle’s ex-wife.  
 
      
 
    Alison walked to the middle of the church and took her seat beside Olivia and Miguel. Olivia leaned into her and Miguel took her hand and squeezed it.  
 
      
 
    The church was hot, and the overpowering smell of flowers and perfume were driving her crazy, but all her thoughts were on Kyle and the little memories she had of their time together.  
 
      
 
    From the day he showed up at her apartment to the night they separated for the last time, Alison wished she’d told him how she felt before she walked away with Olivia that night at the festival.  
 
      
 
    Alison cleared her throat, trying to hold back fresh tears as the last of the mourners settled in.  
 
      
 
    Another army chaplain and a friend of Kyle’s presided over the service.  
 
      
 
    The man stood up and welcomed everyone, started off with a prayer, and then told funny stories about their time in the army.  
 
      
 
    Many others stood up to read their eulogies including Charles Cox, who broke down in the middle of his speech. Kyle’s father’s voice boomed through the church and Alison’s stiff muscles relaxed when he finished.  
 
      
 
    Olivia and Miguel stood up. Olivia insisted on eulogizing Reverend Kyle.  
 
      
 
    Alison sat there like a proud mother as Olivia read her eulogy with grace and stoicism, calling Kyle her friend and how he helped her through her grief when she lost her mother.   
 
      
 
    Her tears flowed when Olivia’s voice cracked at the end and her father escorted her back to the pew.  
 
      
 
    Alison held Olivia’s hand for the rest of the service which took hours from all the speakers.  
 
      
 
    After another hour, Alison decided to leave the church for some air as the service came to an end. It was hot outside, but it was better than the stuffy church.  
 
      
 
    She walked outside with most of the other mourners and made her way to some trees to stand in the shade a short distance from the cemetery.  
 
      
 
    Kyle requested burial in the cemetery next to the church, although his father talked about moving his remains back to Dallas.  
 
      
 
    Alison pushed strands of hair from her face that blew in the summer breeze. She reached into her handbag and grabbed a cigarette and a lighter.  
 
      
 
    She watched the rest of the service from afar as the Honor Guard carried Kyle’s casket—covered in an American flag—into the cemetery. She listened with her eyes closed when the Honor Guard shot their rifles and TAPS played to honor their fallen brother.  
 
      
 
    She tugged at her dress and removed her heels, standing barefoot in the dirt. 
 
      
 
    “Alison,” Dennis called.  
 
      
 
    She turned and lit up when she spotted Simon running to her with Dennis towing behind.  
 
      
 
    Alison kneeled down and let Simon lick her face, so happy to see him after this rough day.  
 
      
 
    Dennis stood next to her for a few moments as he listened to the chaplain speak from afar.  
 
      
 
    “I only knew the guy for a few hours, but he was a great guy,” Dennis said.  
 
      
 
    Alison nodded. “Did you find any?” 
 
      
 
    Dennis shook his head. “Nah. They’re long gone, but they’ll always be more.” 
 
      
 
    Dennis walked over to join the service to say his goodbyes to Kyle, but Alison stayed since she had Simon back with her.  
 
      
 
    Alison watched as the crowds broke up and people were talking in their own respective circles.  
 
      
 
    Alison spotted Miguel and Olivia making their way through the crowd and over to her.  
 
      
 
    Olivia ran up and wrapped her arms around Alison’s waist and Alison returned the embrace.  
 
      
 
    “Take Simon for a minute while I talk to your dad,” Alison said, handing the leash to Olivia.  
 
      
 
    Miguel loosened his tie and cringed from the pain of his injuries.  
 
      
 
    “Fucking hypocrites,” he muttered as he bummed a cigarette from Alison. “Those church elders eulogies were so fake.” 
 
      
 
    “Karma has already been handed to them,” Alison said.  
 
      
 
    “I hope it gets worse,” Miguel said puffing on the cigarette. He turned to Alison with an eyebrow raised. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us to California? The doctor said he would love to have you around.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel and Olivia decided to move closer to Dr. Rodriquez so Olivia could receive the mental help she needed. They would stay with Miguel’s cousin for a while, which was a good thing since his cousin had children Olivia’s age.  
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head, but she smiled, appreciating the offer. “No. I’m flying home and visiting my family, and then I’ll be back out there.” 
 
      
 
    Miguel put out his cigarette and embraced Alison. “You better keep in touch.” 
 
      
 
    “I will. I promise and the same with you,” Alison said.  
 
      
 
    Alison felt small arms wrap around her waist again, and she kneeled down to embrace Olivia.  
 
      
 
    “Alison, please come with us,” Olivia pleaded.  
 
      
 
    “I wish I could, sweetheart, but my job takes me other places,” Alison said.  
 
      
 
    Olivia pulled away and Alison wiped a tear from her cheek. “You are the bravest, most courageous girl I know. Take care of your dad.” 
 
      
 
    Olivia nodded and hugged Alison one more time before Miguel had to pry her off.  
 
      
 
    Miguel and Alison turned back to the crowd and most of it had dissipated except for family and friends.  
 
      
 
    “Are you going to stay for food?” Miguel asked.  
 
      
 
    Alison shook her head. “No. I’m leaving and driving back to Charlotte.” Alison’s voice caught as she said, “There’s nothing left for me to do here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 57 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison said her last goodbyes to her friends and made her way to her car. She ran into Chief Carter and his wife along the way.  
 
      
 
    Carter’s arm was still in a sling. He tried to hold back his emotions when he said, “Can you forgive me?” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled softly at him and said, “It’s not me who needs to forgive you.” 
 
      
 
    Carter’s shoulders slumped and Alison rushed past him. She didn’t want to speak to him after what he’d done to them and to Kyle.  
 
      
 
    She reached her car and turned around to gaze one last time at the church where it all began.  
 
      
 
    She opened the door for Simon and waited while he became comfortable.  
 
      
 
    “Miss Stark?” 
 
      
 
    Alison held in her sigh and turned around to see a chunky woman with light brown hair guiding a man walking with a cane, with bandages covering his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Alison had seen Billy Wilson and his wife in the church, but she decided against speaking to them.  
 
      
 
    The couple stopped in front of her and the woman asked, “Are you Alison Stark?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Miguel pointed us to you. I’m sorry to interrupt you, but I thought we might speak for a moment. Do you remember my husband?”  
 
      
 
    Alison commanded Simon to stay in the car as she approached Billy. She made sure he felt her hand before shaking it. She shook the wife’s hand, who said her name was Sarah.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Wilson…” Alison began, trying not to choke on her emotions. “I never meant to hurt you.” 
 
      
 
    Billy squeezed her hand and said, “I know you didn’t.” Billy cleared his throat and said, “I’ve been having nightmares about what happened to me, and a man named John came and explained everything to me and Sarah. We didn’t believe it but I just lost my mother and I was close to her. I was in a bad state mentally and it all made sense.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah gazed at her husband with sad eyes and turned back to Alison. “We were wondering what we could do to get through these nightmares. They didn’t start until two nights ago and with Reverend Ellis gone and all…” 
 
      
 
    Alison nodded and said, “Then you understand what I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Sort of,” Billy answered.  
 
      
 
    Alison let go of Billy’s hand and opened her car door. She grabbed a card and handed it to Sarah.  
 
      
 
    “This man is like me, but he’s also a psychiatrist and helps victims of possession,” Alison explained.  
 
      
 
    Sarah gazed at the card and then turned back to Alison. “But, we can’t afford to move to California, and we can’t afford a psychiatrist.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled. “You don’t have to worry about either. Dr. Rodriquez will point you in the right direction if you need help closer to home.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah visibly relaxed and placed the card into her handbag.  
 
      
 
    Billy reached out for Alison’s hand and said, “I want to thank you for saving my life. I can live without my sight, but it’s worth it because I’m alive.” 
 
      
 
    Alison smiled taking his hand in hers. “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    Sarah ran a chubby hand through her hair. “I’ll miss Reverend Ellis.” 
 
      
 
    Alison didn’t want to shed tears again, so she did her best to blink them back. “Me too. He was a good man and he’s the real hero in this mess.” 
 
      
 
    Billy and his wife Sarah said their last goodbyes, and Alison watched as Sarah led Billy away before she turned back to Kyle’s house.  
 
      
 
    She stared at the house one last time and started her car and pulled out of the parking lot.  
 
      
 
    Alison stopped at a rest stop along the highway, and changed out of the dress, and into shorts and a T-shirt, while she took Simon for a quick walk before they returned to Charlotte.  
 
      
 
    Alison had one more thing to do before they drove back to Charlotte.  
 
      
 
    Alison removed the necklace from her handbag and placed it around her neck. She made sure it was secure in her rear-view mirror. She then placed the picture of her and Kyle she’d had printed at a local pharmacy onto the dashboard.  
 
      
 
    Alison bit her lip and blinked back tears as she held the cross between her fingers. She had to keep her bearings. She had a long drive ahead of her.  
 
      
 
    She turned to Simon and asked, “Ready boy?” 
 
      
 
    Giving Simon a head pat, she started the car and exited the rest stop and maneuvered back to the highway.  
 
      
 
    Alison never noticed the black SUV pull into the parking lot as she was leaving and then pull out behind her. 
 
      
 
    To be continued… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Reader,  
 
      
 
    Thank you for purchasing The Soul Healer! The sequel, The Soul Killer, will be out in 2020.  
 
    If you would please leave a review after finishing this book, it would really mean a lot to me. 
 
    Thank you again, and happy reading!  
 
      
 
    Barbara  
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    Claire Westcott recently inherited a house from her estranged grandmother—Rose. A house she didn't know still existed. A house with a deadly secret.
Deciding she needs a fresh start, Claire travels to Lingate, North Carolina to move into the house and learn more about her family history including the brother she barely remembers.
After Claire moves in she starts seeing her brother. That's great... except her younger brother —David—drowned in the river behind the house when he was three years old.
Or did he?
For twenty-three years, Claire lived with the knowledge that her parents died in a tragic car crash, where she and brother are sent to live with Rose. Then another tragedy struck when David drowned in the river behind the house, Rose went mad and sent Claire to live with other family members.
David's appearance releases the memories of what really happened when Claire and David lived at Kinsey House.
As Claire races to uncover her past, the truth becomes a terrifying nightmare. 
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    There is more to Foxworth House than dirty towels.
Lacey Marshall hates flying and drives whenever she needs to take a trip. Once a year she drives from a work convention in Las Vegas to her home in Denver, CO.
She’s never had trouble with the drive until this year when Lacey is caught in a freak snowstorm.
The storm forces Lacey to stop and spend the night in a creepy bed-and-breakfast on a lonely road in the middle of the desert.
Her room is dirty, the towels are moldy, and the clerk was rude, but Lacey has no other choice.
There’s more to this bed-and-breakfast than just bad service.
The bed-and-breakfast has a horrifying secret. One that reveals itself to Lacey after she checks into her room and that secret will change her life forever. 
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    A small town rocked by tragedy. Two people shattered by a horrific past. What drove Margo to kill? A sinister secret turns deadly.
Female mass shooters are very rare. In fact, they are so rare no significant studies have ever explored a female mass shooter. On March 20, 2005, Margaret Elise Ryan went on a rampage in her school, killing 5 students, and injuring 10 others. Why? There are never easy answers. Her sister, Gabrielle Ryan, witnessed not only her sister's killing spree but ultimate suicide. 10 years later Gabrielle returns to the fictional town of Seven Hills, New Jersey, not only to put Margo to rest but to find the answers after reading Margo's diary.
Dean Walker was one of Margo's victims. His best friend—dead—by her hands. He has held resentment and anger towards the Ryan family ever since that day. Not only that, he was about to speak to the girl of his dreams when the shooting happened. The girl of his dreams was none other than Gabrielle Ryan.
Can Dean find it in his heart to forgive Gabby and her family for what Margo did to him? 
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