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    Thank you for taking the time to read my book. I hope you enjoy the journey. When you are finished, please take a moment and head back to Amazon and leave me a review. It really helps me to establish myself and for others to find the book. Please head over to my website to sign up for my mailing list and check out what other books I have available. I wish you the best. 
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    ~ Special Thanks ~ 
 
      
 
    Inspiration can often come from the strangest places. That couldn’t be more true regarding this series of books. After I completed my first novel, I was looking for some inspiration for a short story. I went onto Reddit.com, and specifically the subreddit, /r/writingprompts. I was paging through, looking for something that might spark an interest. I found this post, a 2015 writing prompt with no comments. The title of the writing prompt: 
 
      
 
    “You are a modern necromancer, and while you’re an invaluable resource for the city detectives, you want more out of your life and power.” 
 
      
 
    I thought the concept of a modern-day necromancer, which is normally a medieval/fantasy character, would be an interesting topic. I was hoping for a short story. After some character development and world building the short story ballooned to a novella, then into a book series. It was a writing prompt gone wild. As I write this, I am working on additional threads within this world that will likely lead to future books. I would never have guessed that something as small as a writing prompt would trigger an urban fantasy series. In the end, it was a blessing in disguise. I’m sincerely thankful to /r/writingprompts for enabling this work of fiction. 
 
      
 
    www.reddit.com/r/writingprompts 
 
      
 
    Get an account and subscribe. It’s a wonderful community that produces entertaining fiction all day, every day. 
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    ACT 1 
 
      
 
    The Necromancer’s Apprentice 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Do not participate in the unfruitful deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them 
 
      
 
    Ephesians 5:11 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Beyond… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ester Grey lay suspended face down on the invisible wires beneath her shoulders and waist. Her arms dangled into the endless swirling black smoke. The boiling underworld glowed a faint red, backlit by unseen fires and fueled by the souls of sinners. Waves of warm and cold air rolled over her naked body. Her dry and folded skin and sagging breasts hung through the mesh as if her body were slowly melting through the supports. Beyond her vision the world spanned endlessly in a smoky expanse that disappeared into a featureless horizon. 
 
    She had screamed her voice hoarse. Slowly breathing in the black smoke that had no smell or flavor, her lungs tightened as if chemicals were softly burning her insides. The smoke was never ending. It boiled, rising and falling before her as if she dangled above a lake of fire. The swirling was all she saw. The initial terror of her predicament gave way to an inescapable monotony, a boredom that grew more intense with every moment. 
 
    Time was lost to her. For all she knew, she had been marooned on this floating island for hours or months or years. This world never shifted between day and night. It was an endless wakeful state. She was tired and her eyes were crusted over. She felt as if she was ready to drift off to sleep at any moment, but relief never came. She needed a drink. She needed one bad. In her previous life she always ended the evening with at least a small glass of wine.  
 
    She scanned the horizon and shifted her weight, bouncing lightly on the wires. It was smoke as far as she could see, just smoke. Above the burning plane was a starless black sky. The dull black dome curved overhead and blended with the distant horizon. 
 
    Ester felt the first tug against her back, and then the pain as if someone had dug hooks into her loose flesh. She desperately coiled her body and out of the corner of her eye, she saw her old and sagging skin lifting like tents up toward the dome above. Something pulled against her, removing decades of slack that had accumulated. Her skin reached the limit and her body jerked as she lifted off the wires, which had etched permanent lines in her chest and legs. She shifted and turned her head to the sky behind her. There was a small slit in the black dome as if someone had drawn a scalpel over it. This world had been pierced, and for the first time she saw a visible imperfection. Flames licked the edges of the opening.  
 
    Her body slowly lifted toward the imperfection. She could feel the rising heat as the flames popped and crackled above her.  
 
    “Help!” she cried out. “Help! Please help me!” Her voice echoed over the smoking expanse and disappeared over the edge into nothingness. 
 
    The swirling smoke directly below her parted, revealing the horrors beneath. She could see an open lake of fire surrounding a small island. A featureless black mountain pushed up from the center of the island to the edge of the smoke. The curtain had been pulled back and the inferno below sent a wave of heat that struck her in the face. Her mouth hung open as she fought for air. 
 
    Ester saw a figure staring at her from the mountainside. Its face was like a lion’s and draped with long brown hair that flowed in the hot breeze. Beneath its long-necked body were six legs with cloven hooves. As Ester closed in on the opening in the dome, the creature broke toward the mountain peak. The six legs worked in a circular fashion, tearing at the ground at fantastic speed. Rocks tumbled down the mountainside as a plume of dust lifted in the creature’s wake.  
 
    The creature reached the mountaintop. Two lanky arms unfurled from beneath the creature's mane. The three-fingered hands reached for a long spear dug into the rock side. As it pulled on the shaft, a chain of fire fell from the end. The fire ran along the ground and wrapped around the creature's hoof. The creature set the spear in his hand and reared back, throwing the black shaft towards Ester. She could see the sharp tip as it flexed and bobbed in the air. The long chain of fire chased behind, still tethered to the creature's leg. 
 
    Ester shifted her head quickly and her body rolled. The spear grazed her leg leaving behind a bloodless open cut. The spear fell harmlessly back towards the mountaintop. She could hear the anger in the distant howls that came from the creature as her body reached the fiery opening. The heat danced on her back and she could feel her skin boiling as she was pulled through. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty Minutes Earlier... 
 
      
 
    Foothills of the Cascades 
 
    Northeast of Seattle  
 
    1977 
 
      
 
    Lazarus stood in the clearing with this hands resting on his hips, his heel slowly digging into the loose sandy earth. The smoke from the fire mixed with the rotting smell of the surrounding pine forest. The old trees swayed gently in the evening breeze, their interwoven branches rustled and clapped in rhythm as insects and frogs added their melody to the evening song. His fingers thumbed a long line of beads that emanated from his pant pocket. The thumb and forefinger counted through the beads in a rhythmic pattern. His lips pulsed as he whispered in an unknown language. His eyes were transfixed on the smoke as it rolled and climbed up to the stars above. 
 
    He had been called different names over the many years. He enjoyed the creativity in describing his profession. Those terrified would pull from old tropes, satanist, witch, and blasphemer. Others would marvel at his accomplishments and abilities. They would be more respectful, Prophet, Saint, or a God. In some respects, they were all true, but he always preferred his official title, necromancer. Lazarus enjoyed how it sounded as it rolled off the tongue. It required the face to wince softly when spoken as if causing the pain to speak it. But for him, the name carried a dense weight when spoken. It stopped conversations and controlled meetings.  
 
    Behind his profession's curtain was a life beyond anything laypeople could imagine. He could touch and taste other worlds. Planes of existence relegated to an old dusty book and cheap stories told on Sunday morning. For a chosen few, he transformed myth into reality. He was a speaker for the dead, that bridge to the other side, resurrector, and if commanded, a warrior for the cross. 
 
    Ahead of Lazarus, a thin young man dressed in a black shirt edged in red crouched in front of a pile of kindling. His hands fumbled with the small axe as he split the wood, guiding the metal down the grain and growing the pile with every strike. He tossed a piece into the fire and it grew red, illuminating his face and thin beard.  
 
    “Nathaniel,” Lazarus called out, “we need to make sure the candles are placed opposite the fire, on the corners.” He pointed at the boundary encircling the fire pit.  
 
    “Yes sir,” he answered. 
 
    “With what we're doing tonight, I'll need to maintain a perimeter. The family should be here soon.” 
 
    “I'll get right on it.” 
 
    The fire sat in the middle of the clearing surrounded by sand. Along the edge of the fire pit, a large red ring was spray painted onto the ground. Six torch stands were placed inside the circle and a green triangle was painted outside the ring. Lazarus walked the edge of the circle observing Nathaniel working. The young man carefully placed new kindling into the fire and topped up the candle stands.  
 
    Nathaniel had been his apprentice for nearly two years. It was a struggle at first; he was wholly unprepared for the challenges of the position. Lazarus had been patient. He taught Nathaniel biology and Latin. He helped guide him through his first resurrection, cast out his first spirit, and execute a flawless séance. They still had years of training ahead, but Nathaniel was proving an effective apprentice. Nathaniel placed the last of the candles onto the stands and lit the wicks. 
 
    “Give me the fire incantation,” Lazarus asked. 
 
    Nathaniel stepped out of the circle, lifted his arms, and slowly recited, “I conjure thee, O fire, by him who made thee and all other creatures for good in this world, that thou torment, burn, and consume this spirit. I shall burn thee in the immortal fire and bury thee in immortal oblivion; unless thou immediately come and appear visibly and affably, friendly and courteously here before this circle, in this triangle, in a form comely and fair. Thou shalt make rational answers unto my requests, and perform all my desires in all things, that I shall make unto thee.” He paused to catch his breath. He looked back at Lazarus and motioned with his hand, “Then I toss in the bleaching powder to make the fire blue.” 
 
    “And your stance?” 
 
    Nathaniel opened his legs, bending slightly at the hips, his left arm in front with palms up, and his right arm high above his head. “I present the palm and the powder is hidden in the right.”  
 
    Lazarus walked over nodding. “Correct. But remember, and I can't stress this enough, we are showmen. This is an art. You need to accentuate and sell yourself. Fingers tight.” He pressed down on Nathaniel's hand. “Sharp lines. Always sharp lines. When you sag the arms and fingers, the guest will lose confidence. Always, always remember, we create memorable experiences. The delivery must be tight, the performance perfect.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nathaniel nodded sheepishly. 
 
    In the distance, a cracking and popping sound moved through the pines. Nathaniel and Lazarus turned to the black wall of the forest edge. “I believe our guests might be arriving. Finish the preparations and I'll greet them.” 
 
    The party carefully stepped over the downed blackberries as they emerged from the tree line. Their faces glowed orange from the fire. A priest led a man and two women behind him. They crossed the clearing and approached Lazarus. 
 
    The priest put out his hand. “Good evening.” 
 
    Lazarus reached out and took up the gaunt man's hand and smiled. “Father Luke, how are you?” 
 
    “I'm a man of the cloth and I don't get out hiking much. This little trek was a test of my will,” he chuckled. 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “I understand. It's important we ensure a peaceful process.” 
 
    The priest nodded, looking down to the ground and rubbing his temple gently. “No, I understand, I understand.” 
 
    “Have you met my apprentice, Nathaniel?” 
 
    “No, I haven't.” Nathaniel came around the circle and reached out a hand to Father Luke. “It's a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Nathaniel's soft voice responded, “Likewise, sir.” 
 
    The priest turned to the nervous group behind him and motioned with his arm. “Why don't you guys come up here and introduce yourselves? Alright…alright. Lazarus, my old friend, this…this here is the Grey family. They are the surviving family members of Ester.” 
 
    The tall man with broad shoulders approached Lazarus. “My name is Jonathan and these are my two sisters, Casey and Baye.” Lazarus greeted each of them. “You will have to understand this is all very strange to us.” 
 
    “That is completely understandable. People experiencing their first communication will often be nervous. It's normal to be a little apprehensive. I want you to know that we're professionals and we'll make sure your experience is smooth. Even Father Luke has attended a number of séances over the years.” 
 
    “Father Luke explained some of this to us earlier. I just have to ask, will we actually be allowed to speak to her?” 
 
    “The short answer is maybe. But let's give you a little tour and maybe I will be able to get a better answer in a few minutes when she arrives.”  
 
    The group slowly walked down to the center of the clearing. “This is where we will be working tonight. The setup is simple but effective. In the center here is the Seal of Solomon. Notice the triangle at the top and the candles forming the points of the star.” The family members nodded. “This is the portal we hope to pull your mother through. The configuration can be crude or extravagant. I once saw a seal in a small church in France adorned with marble and polished brass. It was quite beautiful. Since we are outside tonight, we will have to make do with a simple setup. While it is simple, it is no less effective in what we are trying to accomplish.”  
 
    Nathaniel rounded the site and approached carrying an armful of red fabric. Lazarus clapped his hands and smiled as he pulled a red scarf and placed it around his neck. “As this is a ritual, the design is key. We see that with the seal here, but we will also need to be wearing the colors. Red is key and represents the resurrection and allows us to open the window to the other side. We have enough for everyone tonight so please pass them around. Just place them over your neck to hang down across your chest. The colors provide protection, but also welcome you and your soul into the ritual.” 
 
    Jonathan's hand rubbed the back of his neck as his voice hesitated. “Lazarus, this is very interesting, but it does feel a little off. I've been to Sunday school when I was a child and this seems like something those nuns would object to. Are you talking about a resurrection? Whose resurrection?” 
 
    “Well, Christ of course. The red represents the blood of Jesus. We need to pull your mother's spirit across. The portal requires red. Just think about the Eucharist, the body and blood of Christ. It is all symbolic but has real meaning.” 
 
    “This is just different. Not at all what I expected.”  
 
    “Jonathan, I can assure you we are on the good side. In my field, we run into this all the time. People often confuse things like Satanism and popular culture with reality. I am part of an old tradition. A very long line of Necromancy.” 
 
    “I believe you, but this is all new to us.” The two sisters nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lazarus turned and addressed the three, “This is a moment of deep faith for me, you and all of us here at the ceremony. We'll see and maybe touch someone who has been lost to the other side. That is not a moment you or I should take lightly. You are privileged to be part of this. You will be shown something that only a few get to see, proof of an afterlife. Many would interpret that as a miracle. My hope is that you will be able to speak with your mother. It's one of the pleasures of my job, seeing the light in the eyes.” The three nodded. “Why don't you three take a moment and get your minds in the right place. You can pray and think about your mother and what you may want to say to her. I will step aside for a moment to speak with Father Luke.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lazarus.” Jonathan turned to his sisters and quietly spoke to them. 
 
    Lazarus escorted Father Luke to where Nathaniel was completing the final preparations. “They are a tough crowd. I thought you prepped them.” 
 
    “I did…I did. Please excuse them. They are a little stressed about speaking with their mother and they had a hard time believing some of the descriptions I told them about. They are good candidates and they have been vetted for the ritual.” 
 
    “No, I understand. Nathaniel and I spend so much time in this world that we have to know the mental challenges others may face.” 
 
    Nathaniel chimed in, “Sir, I am sorry to interrupt, but we are ready to go.” 
 
    “Fantastic. Thank you for getting this ready so fast. I need you to go out there and give them a little prep show. I've got some extra powder in the bags. People always enjoy a few fireworks. No spells or incantations, we don't need anyone listening in on what we are doing.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Nathaniel walked over to the ring surrounding the fire. He pulled small pouches filled with various powders from a bag. His hands palmed the bags, hiding them from the view of the family. 
 
    He greeted the family. “Good evening, everyone.” 
 
    The two young sisters smiled when Nathaniel greeted them. 
 
    “Again, my name is Nathaniel and if you have any questions feel free to ask. Right now we are going to start with the ceremony as we prepare the site. We like to involve the families with this. I know this is the first time all of you are doing this. So first, would you mind following me into the circle?”  
 
    The trio followed Nathaniel. Each person carefully stepped over the chalked circle as if stepping over some small invisible fence.  
 
    “Ok. Ok. First, we need to space out evenly around the fire. Good, good. Now please lift your arms up, about chest high, with your palms out, as if you are warming your hands by the fire.”  
 
    The three followed the orders and lifted their arms. Nathaniel placed the red sash across his shoulders and orbited the fire pit. His feet shifted in a dancer's rhythm around the circle. The family stared in amazement as this thin man had now dipped into some unseen reservoir of confidence.  
 
    His soft voice gave way to an unseen side. His voice suddenly deepened, releasing its gravelly texture over the fire.  
 
    “Oh God, the giver of all wisdom and knowledge to them who are without sin, Instructor and Master of all Spiritual Learning, by thy Angels and Arch-Angels, by Thrones, Potestates, Principates and Powers, by Cherubim and Seraphim and all the hosts of Heaven, I adore, invocate, worship and glorify thy Name, and exalt thee: most terrible and most merciful, I do humbly beseech thee this day to illuminate and fill my Heart with the grace of thy Holy Spirit, thou who art three in one, Amen.” 
 
    Nathaniel reared back sucking in the white smoke. He exhaled a slow stream that swirled and danced in the light breeze. His hips snapped back and his arm dropped a hidden bag of powder into the fire. His voice cried out, “COME!” The bag struck the fire and exploded giving off a brilliant green flame. The family's eyes widened as they watched the possessed man scream into the blaze.  
 
    Lazarus smiled leaning into Father Luke, “The boy does a good job.” 
 
    “Should we be tricking them like this?” 
 
    “It is just part of the show. You know the real goal.” 
 
    “I do, but I'm sure the real show is exciting enough.”  
 
    “It is, but this boy has been working with me and I enjoy watching him working the craft. He will take over from me and he needs this time. You know it's like a father watching his son.” 
 
    “He does look the part. Just try and get through all of this. I promised to deliver this family to you and I have.” 
 
    “You've done your job and now it's time for me to do mine.” 
 
    Lazarus's face opened into a smile, revealing his yellowed teeth. He pulled down on his black tunic and left Father Luke.  
 
    Nathaniel saw Lazarus approaching and broke from his routine, falling back into the circle, mimicking the Greys with their arms outstretched. The clearing fell silent except for the popping of the fire. Lazarus glided into view. His movements were unnaturally smooth as he crossed the boundary to meet Jonathan's face. “We are about to pull your mother from the other side.” He looked at the two women. “I need to know you are all right. Are you?” 
 
    Jonathan swallowed and nervously answered, “We are, we have things that need answering.” 
 
    “You've heard this type of warning before, but I need to say it again. With what we're doing here tonight, I can't promise we'll be safe. There's always a chance something could go wrong. If it does, I need you three to back off and we'll handle it. Father Luke has instructed you on this. You must listen to him. He is your guide in and out of this forest. Do you understand?”  
 
    The three faces nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Then let's begin.” Lazarus walked around the circle breathing deeply. His mind relaxed as he closed his eyes. There was a calm silence surrounding the fire. All eyes were trained on the man's graceful movements. His fingers popped and his elbows tucked back against his  sides.  
 
    Father Luke had seen this ceremony before, the pomp and pageantry, but there was always something special watching Lazarus move. He would often tell his colleagues that it was the deliberate actions that impressed him the most. When watching Lazarus, it felt like you were watching an old master at work. A biblical creature channeling wisdom from the ages. 
 
    “Everyone lock hands.” Lazarus reached into his pocket and pulled out a small parchment wrapped with an old linen cloth. He kneeled before the fire and pressed the object into the fire. The family members stared in amazement as Lazarus's arm remained untouched by the heat. There was no pain, no burning or curling flesh. Lazarus was quiet and focused. His eyes were filled with flames. Around the edge of the necromancer's arm was a dull blue aurora. It pulsed with the rhythm of a faint heartbeat. Around the fire was an audible but faint static. The white noise popped and sizzled as Lazarus lowered his head, gently whispering an incantation into the fire.  
 
    Jonathan could not contain himself as his shock spilled over. His voice whispered out, “How is this possible?” 
 
    Lazarus leaped up and the fire fell back to its orange color. His eyes were wide as he stared into the burning coals. A small slit opened in the coals. It was dark like a well deep in a forest. All around the pit, the fire fell down into the hole as if being pulled through. Lazarus's voice was deep and commanding. “Everybody freeze, no one move. She is almost here.”  
 
    The fire melted into the ground and plunged the site into darkness before erupting like a geyser into the sky. The flames fell over their heads and down behind them. It continued to flow endlessly from the pit forming a tunnel over the participants. The fire rolled and swirled in a burning fury. A warm breeze blew down the tunnel taking up Baye's long hair and plunging it into the inferno. The edges of her blonde hair curled and smoked. A terrible thundering sound surrounded them. Lazarus's face was wild, teeth exposed as he yelled out like a roadside lunatic, “Hold fast!” His voice dropped. “She's coming.” 
 
    The tunnel pulsed like a wave rolling over their heads. As soon as the fire tunnel appeared, it fell into the sand and disappeared. The glowing red coals remained in the center of the pit. They pulsed as if they contained some new life trying to breathe for the first time. The necromancer dove into the coals with his bare hands and pulled a pile to his chest. His clothes and arms steamed from the heat. 
 
    He screamed out, “Everyone back!” He released the coals into the air and they sparked as they struck the ground. The embers lifted up and illuminated a figure hidden from view. “Nathaniel, the smoke! Get it!” 
 
    Nathaniel broke to the bag and pulled out a chained urn. He lit a stick of incense and approached the figure that was dying into nothingness. He quickly fanned the smoke over her body, covering her like a fine powder. Her face and features appeared with each new layer of smoke.  
 
    Lazarus whispered to Nathaniel, “A little more so we can see her.” 
 
    He fanned again and once more. Her face was solemn and her eyes were glued to the tree line, as she ignored the pageantry surrounding her. She swayed gently like a branch in a soft breeze, flexing and bending. Her transparent body flickered as firelight shone through. Fine wisps of ash were slowly pulled into empty voids where there were once soft blues eyes.  
 
    “Jonathan, fall in behind me and grab your sisters,” Lazarus broke the trance as the family moved quickly. “Nathaniel, a little more.” The smoke fell on the woman's body again. 
 
    “Lazarus, I think that's my mother.” 
 
    “Speak her name.” 
 
    It was barely a whisper, “Ester Grey.” 
 
    Lazarus approached the woman. “Are you Ester Grey?” There was only the sound of static in the air. 
 
    “Lazarus, it looks like my mother.” 
 
    “She may look like your mother, but we need to know for sure.” His response hung in the air as Jonathan's eyes narrowed.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Ester, I shall have occasion for thy presence, and not to part without my license until thou hast duly and faithfully performed my will.” The apparition turned slightly to meet Lazarus. “Are you her?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Jonathan, did you bring something of hers?” 
 
    “Yes, a family ring.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the object. Lazarus took it from his hand and kneeled down before the woman. 
 
    “Ester, we have something of yours and I want to give it to you. When I give it to you, I want you to tell me who you are.” He placed the ring at her feet and backed away. “I need you to tell me you are Ester. Can you do that?” 
 
    The smoky jaw shifted and a cloud of ash puffed from her mouth. “Yes. I am Ester. What do you want?” 
 
    “Jonathan, what is your question?” 
 
    Jonathan stepped forward alongside Lazarus. “Mother, this is Jonny. Are you OK?” The ash fell from her lips, but no answer. “Mother, we have a question for you. It is about the will you left behind.” 
 
    The smoke wisped off the edge of her mouth. The fine layer of ash cracked as her faint lips curled. Pulsing clouds of smoke fell from her lips as she laughed at the question. 
 
    “Mother, this is important.” 
 
    “I'm floating above a web of fire and you bring me here to ask me this?” She continued to laugh. 
 
    “Mother, we have to know if you wanted your estate to be left to Penelope.” 
 
    The woman's eyes shifted between her children. Her voice penetrated the night in a firm cadence. “You ungrateful sacks of shit. You just waited for me to die. Waited for a fortune to fall to you. Now, you are here wondering why it turned out this way?” 
 
    “But everything going to Penelope? How will we live and manage?” 
 
    “You'll have to find your way. In the end, that dog meant more to me than any of you children.” Her cheeks curled in enjoyment. “It never left my side and it was there in the end. So, she'll be taken care of for the rest of her life and you will be stuck on the outside. Much like how I feel right now.” Her hand swiped at her chest and she parted the layers of smoke crystals. 
 
    Jonathan was seething in anger. “But, it's a dog! What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I was very clear in what I was thinking. It was my money and I chose what to do with it.” 
 
    “What about us? How are we supposed to move on?” 
 
    Her body began to glow a dull red and the air boiled around her. Lazarus and Nathaniel could feel the heat pouring down from her body as she became visibly angry. Lazarus stepped up to Jonathan and whispered into his ear, “Is this the information you needed?” 
 
    “Who are these two men? Why are they part of this discussion?” 
 
    Lazarus continued into Jonathan's ear, “I think we need to end this now.” 
 
    Jonathan turned and let loose into Lazarus's face, “I'm not done!” 
 
    Ester stepped forward. “You’re not done with what, little boy? What do you think you are doing here? Is this some lawyer here to posthumously change the will?” 
 
    “You are deranged, Mother. Insane. Do you hear me? I hope you are in hell where you belong. I can see the flames in you and we hope you burn.” 
 
    The sand at Ester's feet began to glow red and Lazarus pleaded with Jonathan, “This has got to end now.” Lazarus looked to Nathaniel and nodded his head. They slowly shifted away from the family towards the fire pit. 
 
    “My children even disappoint me in death.” 
 
    “We'll fight this, I promise.” 
 
    She laughed. “Good luck with that. I believe my lawyers drew up solid documents.” 
 
    Jonathan stepped closer to Ester's face. “When you fall back into that pit, you'll be gone forever, just a bad dream.” He smiled. “I'll make sure that I kill that dog. I'll have it skinned and turned into drinks coasters.” 
 
    As the words fell out, Lazarus and Nathaniel both turned to see Ester glowing. Fire dripped from her fingertips like water and pooled on the ground giving off a bright orange color that reflected off Jonathan's face. They both knew that this invocation was over. 
 
    Lazarus yelled out to Luke, “Father! Get them out of here! Jonathan, take your sisters and leave now!” 
 
    Nathaniel looked at Lazarus's face which was wide-eyed and focused. “Lazarus, what's going on? What's happening?” 
 
    “I think Ester might be drawing attention from the other side. Someone might be taking advantage of the situation.”  
 
    Father Luke rushed to Jonathan's side. “We are leaving now. Get your sisters and move!” 
 
    “Casey, Baye, let's go.” The group broke from the clearing and sprinted to the tree line. They looked back to see their mother slowly taken by fire, her arms now ablaze and burning brilliantly. Her voice broke the commotion as she began to scream out in anger, flailing her limbs and leaving a burning trail behind. Lazarus and Nathaniel were crouched at the fire digging through a bag and rapidly exchanging inaudible words. 
 
    Father Luke grabbed Jonathan's elbow. “Leave them. They know what they are doing.” 
 
    “But she's out of control.” 
 
    “And more reason for us to leave now.” 
 
    “I…I just can't believe all of this.” 
 
    “There's always more out there than you know. We need to leave.”  
 
    The family and Father Luke disappeared into the dark clearing leaving behind the flickering light of a flaming woman who was now being encircled by two men gripping objects in their hands. The light continued to dance on the trees above them as they made their way down the walking path and out of the forest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Breath of Fire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ester Grey's hands dangled at the end of her limp arms. The fire raged across her body giving off a brilliance that illuminated that forest clearing. From the edges of her fingertips, fire drops cascaded off into pools on the sandy ground. The grass on the clearing edge smoked from the heat and sweat pooled on Lazarus and Nathaniel's faces.  
 
    “She's going to light the whole clearing on fire. Do you have any of the salt bags left?” Nathaniel could hear the fear in Lazarus's voice. He knew this was one of those moments where their jobs became serious. 
 
    “I think we do. Do you think she has one of the walkers with her?” 
 
    “I don't know, but we need to get her back to wherever she came from. Move fast!” 
 
    Nathaniel broke off towards the fire where their black supply bag sat. He reached into the bag and rummaged through it pulling out small cloth sacks and oils. His hand found a white sack with a black line down the middle and he reared back to throw. “Lazarus! Here!” 
 
    Lazarus caught the sack in his hand and faced Ester. She had picked up a tree branch that was lying in the clearing. Her fingers were drenched in flames as they wrapped around the wood. Fire raced up the branch quickly illuminating the veins in the wood. She made a rapid motion and threw the branch at Lazarus. He turned as it broke across his back sending embers flying around him.  
 
    “Who are you two?” her voice wailed and pitched. Lazarus knew she was in pain from the fire but there was nothing he could do. Sending her back through the opening was the only way to end her suffering. 
 
    “We need you to go back, Ester!” 
 
    “Back? Back to that purgatory. That sinful web?” 
 
    “Ester, we don't want to hurt you, we just want you to go back. You can't stay here any longer.” 
 
    Her burning lips curled upwards. “You don't make that call anymore. I've seen where I'm going and I'm not going back.”  
 
    Lazarus leaned back and threw the cloth sack, striking Ester in the chest. The bag split open and a white cloud of dust exploded across her body. The powder chased the fire down her limbs and left smoking ashes where Ester's feet stood. The clearing went dark. Lazarus breathed hard scanning the darkness for any movement. He could feel a warmth on his back and a tightness in his neck as he scanned.  
 
    He called out to Nathaniel, “You OK?” 
 
    “The question is are you?” 
 
    “I think I might have a burn but I'm OK.” 
 
    “Is she gone?” 
 
    “Shhh…I don't know, just listen.”  
 
    The two men stood with their arms up. Lazarus slowly moved across the clearing blindly reaching out, feeling for Ester. He stepped through Ester's footprints in the sand but felt nothing.  
 
    “Tell me if you feel any static.” 
 
    Nathaniel slowly scanned the black space. His eyes began to adjust as the stars showed above them framed in by enormous evergreens. 
 
    From the clearing, Lazarus could hear a quick shifting of sand as if someone was shuffling their feet. A small red glow grew from the center of the fire pit, sending light across Lazarus's face.  
 
    He whispered, “I think she's still here.” 
 
    A hollow scream grew up from the clearing. It seemed to be emanating from every leaf and blade of grass. Lazarus and Nathaniel stood firm, scanning the clearing for any movement. Their black clothes fluttered in the warm breeze as they could feel the heat beginning to rise all around them.  
 
    “Nathaniel, we need to get that fire out. She's tied to it. Get my bag and fill it with this sand.” He kicked the ground around him. “Douse that fire now.” 
 
    Nathaniel moved slowly towards the bag, still scanning ahead for any movement. 
 
    “Ester, are you here?” Lazarus moved slowly with his arms out feeling through the air. “I understand you might be upset, but you need to go back. You're not allowed to stay.” 
 
    A hissing sound engulfed Lazarus as his shirt lifted to his chest.  
 
    Ester's voice popped and crackled in the darkness. “No, you brought me here so I'm going to stay.”  
 
    Lazarus was spun around and flung into the sand next to the fire. The center of the pit began to glow red hot as flames re-emerged causing the remnants of the wood to ignite. Ester's body came into view. The heat boiled up as she sprinted towards Nathaniel who was now rapidly filling the bag with sand. Her body was a collection of clear ripples and Lazarus could see a distorted view of Nathaniel through her chest. 
 
    Lazarus called out to Nathaniel, “Nate! Get back! She's behind you!” 
 
    He spun to see Ester bearing down and bringing her hand across his face. He was thrown to the edge of the clearing. He choked back trying to regain his breath. A soft stream of blood ran down the edge of his face from an open cut above his eye. Pressing down, he lifted himself and began to sprint to the tree line. Before he could make it, Ester was on his back and tackled him to the ground. She rolled him over and pinned his arms. Her eyes opened as her face turned red hot. Before Nathaniel could yell for help, her mouth opened and fire poured out onto the ground like lava.  
 
    Lazarus watched as Nathaniel's face was lost in flame. His body kicked and writhed under her hips. He bucked twice and was still as Ester closed her mouth. She swiped at the loose ground sending a cloud of dust over the smoking charred remains of Nathaniel's face. His mouth was open, still searching for that final breath. Lazarus knew there was nothing he could do and broke for the bag of sand. He reached it and clawed his way back to the fire pit pushing his feet through the loose ground. He could hear Ester's feet closing the distance behind him as he dumped the contents onto the fire. He dove over the pit and reached into his pocket for a salt bag. If the fire was not out, he would have one shot to hit her. A cloud of dust kicked up as he rolled across the ground finishing in a prone position looking back for Ester. 
 
    The last thing he saw were two shimmers of feet sliding down through the middle of the fire pit. The image disappeared and the surrounding area was left in total darkness. His breathing was labored as he pressed down on his knee to lift himself up. Deep inside his chest, a knot was building, his eyes began to cloud as he rubbed his eyes with the back of his arm. Across the clearing, he could see Nathaniel's body lying motionless, staring up at the sky.  
 
    Lazarus kneeled down and placed his hand on the boy's chest. Down Lazarus's cheeks streamed his sorrow. His eyes overflowed as he mumbled towards the dead boy, “I’m…I’m sorry for this.”  
 
    He paused for a moment as he gathered himself. He ran his sleeve over his face, clearing away the last of the tears. His face looked up to the sky. “I'm certain you are in a good place now.” 
 
    His hands rummaged through his pockets looking for any objects, paperwork, or potion bags. He would not be able to carry the boy's body out of the woods and would need to burn it. The boy had no home to go to and no family. Lazarus was all he had. He stripped the boy down and placed him on a new fire pit outside the circle. With the remaining wood, Lazarus built a small funeral pyre and burned the body. The evening was cool and his breath clouded his face. Lazarus whispered incantations ensuring the young man good passage. 
 
    “God, and Lord of heaven and earth, the source of peace. I offer you the body of Nathaniel and seek your eternal healing. He is your servant. He has taken of the wine and bread. He is baptized and confessed. Lead him safely to the kingdom of light. We ask this through Christ our Lord. Amen.” 
 
    Lazarus packed the candles and clothes alongside the fire pit. His stomach felt ill from the stench of burning flesh. To his left, the fire pit moaned, the gravel shook at the base and charred wood tumbled down. Lazarus stood up and let out a hissing voice. “I was wondering how long you would make me wait.” 
 
    From the ashes, two coins popped up into the air and tumbled down at Lazarus's feet. One was plain gold with a marking of the cross. He knew this coin. It was payment for his duties, but the second coin was new. It was jet black and very cold to the touch. In the middle of the coin was a cross covered in a shroud and along the edge was an inscription that read “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner”.   
 
    This was the second payment for Nathaniel. Lazarus's fist closed, squeezing down on the black coin. His face winced, still feeling the pain of his loss. He was alone for the first time in years. Nathaniel was competent; he would have made a good replacement. But now, so close to the end, he was forced to start again. 
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    I never intended to kill those children.  
 
    That's what Zinn Mara told the jury and her lawyer repeatedly. She knew they were born good, but somewhere they changed. She never understood why they changed or why the darkness globbed onto them. At first, it grew in them slowly, creeping along like a river moving under a thick canopy. She would watch from the far side of the house hiding behind banisters and door jams obsessively analyzing their every action. She would watch their hands grasp at unseen ghosts floating across the room. She saw their legs shift and float unnaturally across the carpet as they chased each other. Their cold eyes would dart about the dark nursery as if watching figures walk along the walls. Zinn's nightmares were filled with their little voices squealing from locked rooms. They terrified her. 
 
    Over time, the children were greeted by a figure that Zinn called the tormentor. At first, he was just an aberration, a blurred vision following the children. By the end, she could see the tormentor walking with them clear as day. His black hooves echoed through the old wooden walls of the house. His body was consumed by a dying black smoke that flowed like a waterfall from his face and died away like a vapor when it reached the ground. He was always at their side, playing with them. She could hear his whispering as he bent to their little ears, guiding and instructing.  
 
    For Zinn, it was pure terror to see their innocence corrupted. How could this have happened by accident? Hell doesn't choose randomly. She was resolved that these children must have welcomed this beast into their home. She couldn't imagine any other reason. She would walk into the children's rooms looking for evidence of the dark arts. He would be there in the doorway, watching her. 
 
    Time moved on and the tormentor stayed. A resolute fixture in a dark and cold home. The days and weeks flooded by and it began to tug as her soul begged her to take action. She was a prisoner in this house and the children were the guards. She felt trapped in her own home, a wooden cell in a quiet neighborhood. 
 
    She would wake after long sleepless nights to see his face hovering above her. The tormentor flooded her brain with images and words unspoken. The smoke flowed faster over his face as he peered into her eyes. 
 
    They deserve relief and peace. Will you give it to them? 
 
    Most days she would push back by yelling and throwing objects. The tormentor ignored her advances, deflecting both words and objects. She became angry at his presence and began to take it out on the children. She cursed them for bringing this creature into the house. They sat quietly taking the abuse and absorbing the hits. As she continued to rage, the only thing she could hear was the tormentor continuously asking his question. She wanted the relief and peace and she wanted her children.  
 
    The court documents corroborated her efforts. She spoke with the police, the schools, and finally the Church. She explained the children, the tormentor, and the long days and nights. She still remembered the priest ordering her from the premises. He cursed her and doused the children's faces with holy water. A faint smoke lifted from the cross as he drove them from the pews.  
 
    I never intended to kill those children, but he commanded me to.  
 
    One early morning, she rose to see the tormentor standing along the far wall. His black smoke enveloped a small stand covered in newspapers and poured out onto the ground. She was at the endpoint. She would be the reliever. He nodded and pointed to the hallway. She rose mechanically out of the bed and he followed her out of the room. 
 
    It wasn't hard for her. She thought there would be more struggle in their little bodies. She expected her hands to protest the unnatural deed. He promised relief and peace, and they received it. The children didn't splash as hard as she thought they would. They didn't scream or beg and she knew why - the tormentor explained it to her as she stood waist deep in the river.  
 
    The little demons are accepting their fate and giving up on their bodies.  
 
    She released the children down the river where they floated for days eventually emerging in the Puget Sound. Their bloated and bouncing bodies danced along the shore and rolled in the waves kicked up by the evening winds. A woman jogging on the beach discovered the youngest tangled in a dried kelp field. The tide was out and the rotting smell caused her to faint in the sand.  
 
    He wanted me to kill those demons, and she did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Queen's Room 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her room was spartan with painted gray cinder walls. In the corner sat a small single bed wrapped in a navy blanket. Occupying the opposite corner was a small toilet and sink adorned with pictures of her dead children. Zinn stood in the center of the room staring up at the corner of the ceiling. Her hair draped down the side of her face and looked as if it hadn't been washed in weeks.  
 
    In the corner of the room along the ceiling edge was the tormentor, his dark shadow covered in a swirling vanishing black smoke. His hooves dug into the edge of the wall as he perched above her. Fire danced in his eyes as his claws tapped against the concrete wall. He made no sound as he stared at Zinn.  
 
    Her face showed the years of abuse. She pleaded with him, “I did your bidding. What do you want?” Her voice fluttered, gasping for breath, “What do you want from me?”  
 
    The creature stood in silence, smoke pouring out of its face exposing only its eyes to her. Her fingers curled around her shirt pulling up at the waist. “Please leave me be, you need to leave. I gave them relief. I killed for you. I have nothing left to give you.” 
 
    A rap on the door broke her concentration and plunged the room into silence. Her heel danced rhythmically against the ground, pulsing in anticipation. A voice called out from the slit in the door, “Zinn, who are you talking to?” 
 
    “No one.” Her eyes never left the creature in the corner of the room. “I'm not talking to anyone.” 
 
    The soft female voice spoke through the slit. “Are you feeling anxious, Zinn? Do you need help? It is time for you to take your medication. Will you please take your pills?” 
 
    Zinn's hands ground together as she whispered, “Red, blue, red, blue, red, blue, take them and you are through.” She shook her head, her hair lifting from the momentum. “No…no, no, no, no. I don't need any more pills. I don't need any help. I just want to be left alone.” Tears slowly fell down her cheeks. 
 
    The woman's voice sounded as if she had given up, “I'm going to pass your pills through, honey, and I need you to take them.” 
 
    Zinn's attention was pulled back to the corner of the ceiling. The whites of her eyes spoke. She lifted herself up and pointed to the door. “I’m not taking your pills.” 
 
    The slat on the door was lowered and the metal clanged, echoing through the room. A muffled voice spoke on the other side of the door and Zinn leaned in to hear. She knew what was coming, a walk in. She heard the two male voices outside the door. Zinn slowly backed to the wall directing her voice to the corner, “They're coming in. Is this part of the plan? Is this the relief and peace you promised?” 
 
    The tormentor's gaze never broke as he nodded to her question. His hand lifted from the wall and pointed to Zinn. She nodded and slowly pulled her shirt over her head exposing her pale chest to the room. Her breasts sagged with age as the shirt fell to the ground. Her hands slid down her waist pushing her thin linen pants into a small pile on the floor. She was naked and exposed to the room. Her skin pimpled in the drafty air. She lowered herself, squatting, as her hands splayed open in preparation. Her shoulders danced with anticipation as she looked at the door handle for the first movement. She yelled at the door, “Come on in! You're not the worst thing I've seen today.”  
 
    The woman outside the door peered into the room. “Well guys,” her lips curled slightly, “she's in her evening attire.” 
 
    James and Isaac stood behind the woman, slowly applying surgical gloves to their hands. Their pressed white uniforms were firm under the starch. Isaac towered over James and would test the limits of the door as they rushed in. He always ducked when rushing any of the cells.  
 
    Isaac peered through the slit and saw the nude woman crouched along the wall. “As she said, it's not the worst thing I've seen today.” 
 
    James looked up to Isaac. “Are you ready? I'll go for the legs and I'll need you to secure the upper body.” Isaac nodded as he pulled back on his uniform sleeves exposing his large meaty forearms. 
 
    “OK.” Isaac was focused on the door looking through the open slit. “Let's get this over with.”  
 
    The woman pulled out the keys and unlocked the door. “She's going to be slippery. When you have her pinned, let me know. I've got the injection here. Good luck, guys.” 
 
    The woman flipped the key and stepped back, swinging open the painted steel door. James rushed the room and Isaac followed close behind. Zinn pushed off the wall breaking for the open doorway to meet the men in the center. Her face contorted as she howled and screamed, lifting her flailing arms into the air. She connected with shoulders and forearms as the two men blocked and encircled Zinn. James dipped beside Zinn and reached for her thin legs. She pulled back, lifting her knee and struck him in the throat. A dull moan escaped James as he clutched his neck stumbling back into the sink. He could see Zinn's eyes turn a bright red color. Two small flames burning as her madness swelled. Her mouth was open as she curled her lips and exposed her teeth and blackened gums. He questioned in his mind if this was the same woman. 
 
    Behind Zinn, Isaac's enormous frame closed in over her shoulders. His arms reached around her chest and she disappeared beneath his white uniform. She struggled against his grasp as flashes of exposed skin popped and oozed out from the white wall. Isaac could feel her cold and loose skin as she fought and clawed against his grip. Her strength was enormous for such a small woman. He could feel his frame giving and shifting with each punch and kick. 
 
    James returned to the melee reaching down to grab the squirming legs beneath Isaac's grasp. “I need you, man!” cried Isaac. “She's strong!” 
 
    “I know!” James could see the strain on Isaac's face as he pulled her legs and stumbled forward. His face slid up her leg and grazed her unshaven patch. His cheek ground against the curled hairs leaving a foul trail against his face. 
 
    Zinn could feel James's face in her midsection and she let loose a muffled cry, “You like that, pervert?”  
 
    “What are you doing?” Isaac cried out. 
 
    “I got her!” James responded. The three bodies tumbled to the ground, sandwiching Zinn in between white uniforms.  
 
    James pressed up against the pile and pulled Zinn's legs back. “I've got her le…” He never finished the last word as Zinn kicked. For a brief instant, her body glowed a dull red and her eyes shone brightly. The kick sent James through the air and crashing into the far wall.  
 
    Isaac could feel a warmth in his arms as Zinn released a primal growl that consumed the room. Isaac watched as James fell to the floor and struggled to get up. His hand reached for his head. He stumbled along the wall in a confused state, passing Isaac on the floor and heading towards the open doorway.  
 
    “Where are you going?” cried Isaac. “I need you here!” 
 
    James mumbled, waving his hand at the room as he disappeared into the dark hallway. 
 
    Isaac was alone still holding on as Zinn fought in his arms. He could not believe the scene he just saw. How could this little woman lift a man into the air like that? He looked back to the doorway looking for help but found nothing. “Carly, we need more help.”  
 
    The frightened woman's face peeked over the edge of the door. “I've already called. They're on their way,”  
 
    Isaac looked back down at the struggling woman. He was startled as the metal door closed behind him. Isaac was alone in the center of the room as the naked woman kicked in his arms. He yelled to Carly through the door, “I need you to be faster! I don't have all day!” 
 
    “Let me go!” Zinn cried. 
 
    “I'm sorry, lady,” he struggled. “You need to calm down or I can't help you.” 
 
    “Help me? Help me how? You don't understand.” She struggled and fought against his hold. “We…we are not alone in here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He's in here. He's in this room.”  
 
    Isaac's head quickly scanned the room and walls. “Lady, I don't see anything other than you fighting me on this floor.” 
 
    Zinn stopped fighting and relaxed against Isaac's chest. “He's here. I can smell the burning smoke.” 
 
    Isaac's face was confused at the woman's ranting. He lifted his nose and checked the air. There was a distant smell of a burning sulfur match. His feet shifted on the floor moving his weight into a better position. His ears were listening for the muffled voices of additional staff outside of the door. He knew he just needed to manage for a few minutes more and help would arrive. 
 
    All around the room, Isaac could hear a faint ticking sound as if someone was impatiently tapping. He scanned the room but still couldn't see anyone or anything. He looked down to see if the noise was coming from Zinn, but there was nothing. Zinn was motionless as if in a trance. “Lady, lady?” He shook her gently but no response. “Are you awake?” 
 
    The tapping continued. He scanned the room but there was nothing. He leaned back to the door. “Hello? Is anyone out there? Are you guys coming in? What the fuck are they doing out there?” The door was silent. 
 
    The tapping grew and now circled the room quickly before stopping behind him. His eyes opened wide as the room fell into silence. He felt a static popping in the air around him. There was a heavy pressure slowly pushing down on his shoulders. His heart began to race as the burning smell grew. Zinn's head slowly looked up. The fire was gone and her hazel eyes looked past his shoulder. “He's here.” 
 
    The last thing Isaac heard before his head hit the ground was the click of the hooves as they approached from behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Wakey Wakey… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac's mind was foggy as he woke. His first sensation was the pain in the back of his head as if a nail had been driven into his skull. His arm lifted to pull the steel from his bone. His hand blindly searched and grasped through his hair, but found no object. He pressed against his head, rolling himself along the floor. Above his body, Zinn perched on the edge of the cot like a bird. Her lips moved and she spoke but he was deaf to all sounds.  
 
    Who is she talking to? he wondered.  
 
    Her neck craned unnaturally to the empty ceiling corner of the room. Her feet gripped the edge of the small bed and her arms wrapped around her legs. She rocked slowly like a small tree caught in a breeze. 
 
    Realizing he was still locked in the room, he rolled to his shoulder and leaned towards the door. He cried out to the room and could feel the breath flowing over his vocal cords. He cried for help but was unable to hear his own voice. Were they out there? Was someone coming for him? 
 
    A shadow moved around him and he felt her weight fall onto his back, spreading his arms out. He kicked but felt as if every inch of his body was pressed into the concrete. She lowered her head to his and slowly engulfed his face with her hair. Her eyes burned bright and he could feel her hot breath on his face.  
 
    Through his silence, Zinn's voice appeared as she whispered into his ear, “I told you.” He was shocked he could hear her. “I told you we were not alone. You were interfering and he had to intervene. You understand that, right?” 
 
    Isaac was confused by her words. How could he hear her but nothing else? How was she able to get through? He struggled against the invisible force holding him down. His mind raced trying to explain the situation. Was he paralyzed or was he just injured? He wanted to move, but all his attempts were thwarted by the heavy pressure holding him down. 
 
    He looked into her face and she spoke with her solitary voice. “Your friends are coming for you.”  
 
    Isaac responded. “You're a witch.” 
 
    “A witch, oh no, not me. I've got good friends.” 
 
    “You're insane, let me go.” 
 
    “He likes you, he really does. He liked my children too. But he's worried.” Isaac's eyes were wide. He struggled to comprehend what she was talking about. Her feet dug into his back. “He says you should be baptized. You've got too much sin.” 
 
    Isaac struggled to lift again. 
 
    “Here. They. Come.”  
 
    Isaac's hearing rushed back as if plugs had been pulled from his ears. He could hear the voices on the other side of the door. He could hear the woman's laughter on his back. He cried out for help and recognized his echoing voice. 
 
    The door clicked and the pressure lifted from Isaac's back. He could see the woman had left him as her feet landed beside his head. She hovered above him and screamed towards the door. It sprang open and a team of white uniforms rushed into the cell.  
 
    From above Isaac's head, he could feel a warm liquid splashing down across his face. The salty putrid smell of urine flooded his nostrils and caused him to wretch on the floor. The liquid splattered and pooled on the floor below. He could see the woman's feet lifted from the ground and driven to the far wall by the men. He pressed down into the floor and pushed himself up. An arm hooked around his elbow and pulled him up, ushering him out of the room. 
 
    The hallway echoed with screams from the cell behind him. The commotion was soon silenced as Zinn was put under. 
 
    Isaac brushed the liquid off his face with a towel that was passed to him. 
 
    Carly maintained her distance. She carefully asked, “Are you OK?” 
 
    Isaac took a deep breath and scanned his body for injury. He found none. He wiped the last of the drops from his forehead and asked, “Did she do what I think she did?”  
 
    The hallway was silent and Carly nodded her head. Standing next to her was James. Isaac could see his lips beginning to curl up as he fought his natural instincts. Isaac knew he would never live this down. Muffled chuckles were audible from the support staff around him. 
 
    Isaac began to walk down the hallway, still holding his head and toweling himself off. “All of you can go fuck yourselves.” The laughter chased him down the hallway as he turned the corner toward the locker room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Getting Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wooden door hinges whined against the years of rust as the door to the locker room slowly closed. Isaac lowered himself onto the wooden bench and let his body drop like a dead weight. The wet towel rested over his shoulder. His hair was still plastered to his forehead as a rogue drop of urine fell down the side of his face. He was alone in the locker room.  
 
    Isaac could still hear the echoes of the laughter inside his head. He could feel the gnawing humiliation snaking its way through his body towards his stomach. It slowly gripped him like a vice. The crank turned and forced his insides to compress until he felt them threatening to explode and ooze out onto the floor. 
 
    He shot up from the bench and sprinted into the bathroom. His hand pounded the door to the stall, swinging it open as he collapsed to his knees. His body wretched and he could feel the rumble of vomit spewing up and into the toilet. He heaved once more, empty and frozen in position, as bile dripped from his lips. He spit into the bowl and fumbled for the flush.  
 
    He felt empty as he staggered out from the blue stalls walking gingerly towards the sink. His hand flipped the sink handle and the warm water poured out forming a shallow steaming pool. Isaac lowered his hands into the porcelain basin and spread the liquid over his face and hair. The water dripped down into the sink turning the contents a light yellow color. He gripped the edge of the sink with all his strength, turning his fingertips white. The small veins in his neck throbbed against the rising pressure. His voice broke and a torrent of profanity streamed. The words bounced off the mirror and concrete walls. The anger and depression rose like a tide and threatened to bury him alive in a watery tomb. His mind raced.  
 
    What was he doing here? Why this place? 
 
    It was more than just the smell, the abuse or humiliation that caused the first tear to fall down his cheek. It was the feeling of failure and his ongoing struggles at university. He was often overcome by a crippling anxiety to succeed. To succeed where his family had not. To push through the struggle and emerge a better man. The first to finish college. The first doctor in the family. To secure a lifetime free from want. For months now, he had felt it slowly slipping away. Every effort to reach out and grab the lost opportunity was met with the sting of disappointment. Tonight was just another failure spreading out into more corners of his life. 
 
    He could still hear James's voice, Just cut out the extra, focus on the core. 
 
    But he couldn't cut this out.  
 
    Tennison. Tennison.  
 
    He thought to himself, Why did I chose this internship. Why here? Why this God awful place? 
 
    Isaac started a shower, peeled his clothes off and tossed them into the corner. The steam lifted up and swirled wrapping Isaac's body in a warm haze. He stood naked with his arms resting against the cheap tiles as the water poured over his head until he felt the last vestiges of Zinn wash away. He emerged from the shower feeling the anxiety withdraw like an evening tide pulling the humiliation down the rusted drain.  
 
    He quickly dressed and slipped out the back entrance of the Tennison center. His feet clicked against the pavement in the cool evening. Up above, the sky opened up revealing the dense field of stars against the shadow of the Milky Way. He walked quietly down the street towards the glow of the city. 
 
    It took a long bus ride and a short walk to get to his neighborhood. He felt the hunger pains in his stomach. This late at night, the only places open were convenience stores populated by drunks and drug dealers or Teriyaki restaurants run by Vietnamese families.  
 
    He stepped up to the restaurant and sat at the white counter that wrapped around the kitchen. His large frame sank into a small stool as he hunched over, consuming the limited space. He thumbed through the menu as the tiny man cleaned the cutting table. 
 
    “Hey you, what you order?” The man's broken English always made Isaac smile. 
 
    “Gyoza, three orders, please.” Isaac held up three fingers.  
 
    The man behind the counter pulled back. “Three order? You big man.” He began to quickly prepare the meal. 
 
    The bright lights shined down over Isaac as his thumb played with a lifted section of the linoleum counter. The entrance to the restaurant was all he could see as the street seemed blackened as if he were staring out into an abyss. There was no city, no streets, or people. Just a sidewalk and the trunk of a tree guarded by two trash cans. For a brief moment, Isaac felt at peace. He was alone at the counter and he felt invisible to the world outside. 
 
    There has to be something else I can do. Somewhere other than Tennison. 
 
    Isaac lightly ran his index finger over the back of his hand, lighting up the nerve endings and singing a shiver up his arm. It was his way to relax, a trick he learned when he was young sitting in the woods with his back against the tall oaks. For him, simple strokes of pleasure hid any ill thoughts or anxiety.  
 
    The man behind the counter dropped down the large plate in front of Isaac. Isaac's face shined as the steam condensed across his cheeks and nose.  
 
    “Gyoza for big man.” The man behind the counter smiled as he dropped down the check. Isaac paid him no attention as he began to vigorously work through the lines of pan-fried dumplings. 
 
    He dropped a ten-dollar bill and walked out of the restaurant and onto the sidewalk. He looked up at the large clock tower. It read just after 5:00 a.m. He continued down the street passing drunk men sleeping in the alleyways. He waved off two women who offered a discount for early morning customers. Isaac rounded the corner and crossed three more blocks before reaching his flat.  
 
    He entered and locked the door behind him. The long walk had helped him relax from earlier events. The event with Zinn was not only hours but many miles away. For Isaac, putting distance between himself and his problems was the easiest way to forget. 
 
    He flipped off the light and fell onto his bed.  
 
    He didn't know how long he had slept before his phone rang. His arm reached for the receiver and his tired voice fell out, “Hello?” 
 
    “Isaac, it's Nan.” 
 
    He lifted himself up out of the bed rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He scanned the room looking for his clock. The early morning winter light told him it must be before 8 a.m.  
 
    His voice was soft, “Hey Nan, how are you?” 
 
    “Well, I was just calling you to see how you are doing. Your grandfather was asking about you after church this morning.” 
 
    “Well, tell that old man I'm doing just fine.” 
 
    “You sound tired. I figured you would be up early.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was up late studying last night.” 
 
    “Oh sweetie, did I wake you up?” 
 
    “No Nan, you didn't wake me up. I was gettin' up just now to head over to the library.” 
 
    “Smart boy. But make sure you get your sleep.” 
 
    “I am, Nan.” 
 
    “How are classes?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, hard. Hard and difficult.” 
 
    She chuckled on the other side, “Are you and James studying together?” 
 
    “Of course. He needs me. We'll probably get together after breakfast. How'd he be able to get anything done without me?” 
 
    “Take care of him. He is a good boy. His mom and dad send their best.” 
 
    “I promise to tell him when I see him today.” 
 
    “That's good. How's everything else going?” 
 
    “School?” 
 
    “No sweetie, any ladies?” 
 
    Isaac's face turned a light red. “Nan, I don't have time for that right now. But I promise when a woman lets me know that I'm dating her, I'll make sure you are the next to find out.” 
 
    “Don't give me such a hard time. I just worry.” 
 
    “I know. You worry too much sometimes, but I love you for it.” 
 
    “Well, that's good to hear. You know your grandfather and I are not going to live forever, so it's important for us to be there when you do.” 
 
    “Nan, no mortality talk, please.” 
 
    “I know, but I'm just saying.” 
 
    “Yes, ma'am.” 
 
    “Are you eating well?” 
 
    Now Isaac knew she was stalling, trying to figure out a way to ask a question. 
 
    “Nan, I'm eating great. Pizza and Beer. Now tell me what you are trying to ask me.” 
 
    There was a long pause on the other side of the phone. “I ran into your mother at church.” 
 
    Isaac sat quietly, like a statue frozen in place. The light buzz of the phone connection hummed in his ear. Both sides of the phone knew the gravity of the situation. 
 
    Isaac finally broke the silence. “What did she want?” 
 
    “She came by the church today. She looked good, better than when I last saw her.” 
 
    “Was she drugged out?” 
 
    “Isaac, she came by asking how you were doing. She said she sent you a letter the other month and she wanted to know if you'd received it.” 
 
    “I don't remember. I don't check the mail very often.” 
 
    “Honey, you need to see if that letter is there.” 
 
    “I'm not that interested in what it says.” 
 
    “I know, but just look for it and let me know.” 
 
    “Why was she going to church?” 
 
    “I'm not sure.” 
 
    “Did she ask for money?” 
 
    The woman's voice shifted slightly, more curt and to the point, “No. She just came by, Isaac. She asked about you and I promised to relay the message.” 
 
    “I don't have faith in her. I'd prefer to move on.” 
 
    The softness returned to her voice, “I understand sweetie, but Jesus forgives and so shall we.” 
 
    He hated when she dipped into the book for some higher moral ground. “We forgive until she lets us down again?” 
 
    “Yes and then we forgive again.” 
 
    Isaac could feel his blood pressure rising and he didn't want his anger to overflow on this call. “Nan, I promise I will look for the letter and I'll let you know.” 
 
    “Thank you, hon. I appreciate it and I know she will too.” 
 
    “I think I need to head out soon.” 
 
    “Sweetie, do what you need to. I don't want to keep you any longer. I appreciate you looking, I know it's hard.” 
 
    Isaac ignored the last statement. “I love you, Nan.” 
 
    “Always and forever, my sweet. Study hard.” 
 
    The phone call ended and Isaac fell back onto his bed and pulled the sheet over his body. It would be nearly two hours before he would fall back to sleep. He couldn't ignore the continuous stream of images of his mother knocking on his flat door. Her face staring up at him when he opened it.  
 
    He buried his face in the pillow trying to drown out the world around him. His mind finally relented and he drifted off, sleeping deep into the afternoon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Life, Death and Embalming of Dennis O'Malley 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennis O'Malley was the first son of his displaced Irish parents. They left Belfast as refugees seeking a more peaceful life for their family. After leaving Boston when Dennis was eight, his family, including two brothers and a sister, settled in the quaint Washington neighborhood of West Seattle. He grew up within walking distance of Alki beach and spent his mornings sitting on the shore with his feet in the coarse sand looking out over the Puget Sound as the cold rainy clouds mixed with gray fog in the early morning light. He spent his youth curled up under large rocks watching tug boats push container ships into Seattle harbor, delivering goods from around the world. He was obsessed with water and boats, and when the harbor union offered him a job at 18, he jumped at the chance of being on the high seas. That dream would be sidelined as he spent 20 years working as a union lineman tying off ships as they pushed into the harbor. He would never sail more than two miles outside of the city and he never saw the open ocean that was beyond the Sound.  
 
    One day, a rugged ship captain walked into the local bar and ordered a glass of single malt. He sat on the stool and nursed the drink for hours as Dennis watched from the far side of the bar. Every set of jealous Union eyes were on the man, his pressed uniform, the tight hat, and the way his fingers rolled the glass directing its movements in a hypnotic sway. Dennis spent the rest of his life mimicking that motion. He sat rigid with a slight weighty curl to his shoulders as he rolled a small glass of whiskey on the TV stand next to his favorite chair. He would stare off at the distant wall dreaming of walking into a bar and tipping his hat to the lovely tender. He could see himself straddling an old wooden stool and sharing his stories of the open ocean as his arms danced and flowed to great delight. 
 
    Dennis was a quiet man who never missed church and wore his love for his wife and two daughters on his sleeve. It was their shock when they found 47-year-old Dennis slumped in his tweed armchair late on a rainy November afternoon. His heart gave out as the glass of 14-year-old whiskey shattered on the ground to be sniffed and licked by the white Pomeranian his children forced him to buy. The only shock greater than his early departure was his will, drawn up without his wife's consent, which requested his body be donated to the university medical program. His wife protested as the lawyer read the document and stated that there was nothing she could do.  
 
    After a short service, Dennis was taken to the morgue and attended to by a veteran mortician, Joseph Thompson. He pulled Dennis's body out of the refrigerator and disinfected his face with a light bleach solution. He then rolled Dennis over and split his rear cheeks, spraying the solution over his anus and wiping with a light cloth. With a barber's care, Dennis's body was slowly shaven clean. His thick and nested chest hair that his wife loved to run her hands through was removed and deposited into the waste bin.  
 
    Joseph then massaged Dennis slowly, helping to break up any rigor that had set in on the arms and legs. His fingers ran gently over the years of scars deposited by the harbor work. The lines and patterns dug deep into his skin. Joseph's hands worked in a deliberate pattern pushing and squishing the death out of Dennis. Using a small pump and an embalming needle, Joseph slowly drained all the blood from Dennis's system. His veins and arteries were slowly filled with nearly 3 quarts of formaldehyde and phenol solution. He pulled out a second needle and proceeded to fill the chest cavity with additional formaldehyde in order to preserve his internal organs.  
 
    After a short wash, Dennis was zipped into a black transport bag and loaded into the university medical van. The van navigated through Seattle and backed into a short alley behind the university. Dennis and five other bagged passengers were unloaded into the refrigerator room for storage. Two months later, Dennis was wheeled out into a large room and loaded onto a cold stainless steel table. The door read Anatomy 101. The students began to file into the room and stand next to their assigned tables. Isaac and James nervously stood over the black body bag that bulged in the center. Inside the bag, Dennis rested quietly in his plastic tomb. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Class 
 
      
 
      
 
    Professor Randolph Foley entered the classroom and quietly walked to the chalkboard. He pulled out a small piece of chalk and wrote Abdomen.  
 
    “What does this word mean to you?” The room was silent as the students stood alongside their cadavers. “Nothing? Really…you are just going to sit there and stare at me. I think the cadavers have more life than you people.” 
 
    There was a long pause and James slowly lifted his arm. “It is where most of your vital organs live.” 
 
    “Correct, but more exactly this is where your guts are. Intestinal fortitude. Some would say your bravery.” He paused for a moment. “It's a metaphor, you idiots,”  
 
    He scanned the room to see blank stares. “You all need it. That man over there has some. What's your name?” 
 
    “James, sir.” 
 
    “James, huh? James here has some guts. First, he is here, in this program. That takes guts. He's here in this class and he managed to do the easiest task, which was to answer a simple question. He has guts.” The professor walked around his desk and motioned to the students. “All of you have paired off and have been assigned a body. That body is in the bag before you. I don't want to be pedantic here, you all signed the waivers. There are clear rules to this lab. If I…or anyone here catches you fucking with these bodies, in any way, you are out. And I am not talking about the class. We won't tolerate anything. We will not have a repeat of last semester.”  
 
    A young girl raised her hand slowly. 
 
    “No, you idiot. I will not tell what happened last semester.” She lowered her hand. “If you want to know, I'm sure there are some third-year students who would be happy to tell you. You must realize that before you are people, real people. These people had loved ones, they had lives, and dreams. Respect that.” He scanned the room making eye contact with the students. “Now, to today's task. We will be examining the guts of the body before you. You will be making an incision above the belly button and you will open the cavity. You will find the stomach and identify the curvatures, both lesser and greater. You will finish by massaging the pyloric sphincter. Because we are going for the stomach, we will be digging around. That will require guts, thus our metaphor. Many of you, who might be dreaming of being a surgeon, may change your mind today. Scalpels and reverse clamps are on the table as well as the instruction printouts if you've forgotten where the fucking stomach is. Let's begin.” 
 
    The tools clanked and chimed against the stainless steel tables. Nervous eyes shifted over the numerous black bags. Slow zipping sounds signaled the braver individuals in the class. Isaac was not nervous; he and James had dealt with bodies in the past. Isaac's large arms reached into the black bag and lifted Dennis up. A quick swipe of his arm and the bag was pulled out. He lowered the body onto the table as James lowered the short sheet over Dennis's waist, obscuring his genitals. 
 
    The professor spoke again, “Oh, I forgot to tell you, if you are new to cadavers, you will notice that you may get a little hungry. It is a side effect of formaldehyde. Happy cutting, y’all.” 
 
    James looked at Isaac smiling. “Good thing I had a big breakfast.” 
 
    Isaac responded, “Sucks for me, I'm always hungry.” 
 
    “What are we going to name this fool?” 
 
    “Name? Why would we name it?” 
 
    “We are not going to call it the body the whole semester, that is for sure.” 
 
    “What name do you want?” 
 
    “Something regal or pretentious.” 
 
    “Let's just call him Dick.” 
 
    “Did you get a look?” 
 
    Isaac was confused. "What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Did,” he paused, “you get a look?” 
 
    “No, I didn't.” 
 
    “You went for a look before the sheet dropped.” 
 
    “I swear I will climb over this table.” 
 
    “Climb over the dick and do what?” 
 
    “Go to hell.” He smiled at James. 
 
    “Alright, my Buddha friend,” James gently rubbed the belly protruding from the table. “We hereby rename your sorry ass Dick.”  
 
    Isaac bowed his head. “Thanks, Dick.” 
 
    “Are you going to start?” 
 
    Isaac picked up the scalpel and pressed it into Dick's skin, pulling and splitting it with ease. Yellow bubbly tissue rolled out of the incision as the gap widened. Isaac continued up the abdomen exposing a narrow slit into the dark cavity of the man's bowels. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait. Are you gutting this man? We only need a small incision to get to the stomach.” 
 
    Isaac blinked and looked at the incision. “I was just making a cut.” 
 
    “No no, we need a small median cut above the belly.” 
 
    “I just started cuttin'.” 
 
    “Alright, man. I think we only get one of these guys, so let's not chop him up into pieces.” 
 
    Isaac took a deep breath. “OK, so just a small cut. I guess I spaced a little.” 
 
    “That's fine. How about I keep going?” James stepped in and slowly placed his fingers into the incision opening the cut. He picked up a small metal retractor and pressed it into the incision. He squeezed and the hole opened and froze in place.  
 
    “Have you ever been noodlin'?” 
 
    “Noodlin'? No, I don't know what that is.” 
 
    James was wrist deep in the cadaver, working his hand around the cavity. “Well, these hicks out in the Midwest Arkansas area go out fishing in the rivers for catfish. They don't use any poles or bait, just their fist, and arm.” 
 
    “How the hell do they do that?” 
 
    “Well, these female catfish are pregnant and have backed into a little hole in the bank. But they got to eat. So this fish comes along and looks like some tasty grub. The catfish latches on, fist and all, and the guys just pull them up out of the water. Damnest thing I've ever heard of.”  
 
    “They just latch on?” 
 
    “Yup, some odd fish biology.” James stopped and looked at Isaac. His eyes went wide and his neck popped forward. “Isaac, I dun think I gots one of them stomachs.” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “James ole' boy, don't let that lil'lady go, bring 'er in!” 
 
    “She's a big one.” 
 
    “Don let'er go, we gots to eat.” 
 
    James slowly lifted the burgundy stomach from the opening and laid it out across the man's belly. Both men pulled back at the strong stench of formaldehyde. The organ was covered in a bright sheen that reflected the overhead lighting. 
 
    James turned the stomach over. “Well, she's an ugly fish, but we have to eat, ole boy.” 
 
    Isaac nodded his head with eyes closed. “Life on the river.” 
 
    The room was quiet and solemn. The students were hunched over covered bodies. Their arms fidgeting and poking the splayed organs. Each table was bookended with a blank face and two feet pointed towards the ceiling as if watching some unseen film projected onto the chalky tiles suspended above.  
 
    James leaned down and finished writing notes on the lab handout. “We'll have to copy this for our notes. I think it should be easy. I'll try to get that ready for you tonight.” 
 
    Isaac sat in the chair quietly and stared across the table at the cadaver. His face was empty and eyes peeked through their narrow slits. His mind was lost dreaming of that evening with Zinn. He relived those events in that cell, as his lips moved gently mouthing empty commands. 
 
    James leaned over at the blank man sitting in the chair. “Hello?” He waved his hand. “Earth to Isaac. Amigo?” 
 
    Isaac broke his stare and looked up at the hand waving. “Huh?” 
 
    “Where did you go? I lost you there for a few.” 
 
    “I was just…just thinking about some things.” 
 
    “Did you black out, napping, or were you just daydreaming?” 
 
    Isaac shifted his large frame in the chair. “Just daydreaming.” 
 
    “If it is something more serious, you know, with your brain, please let me know. We are surrounded by future shitty doctors and professors who have given up on practicing medicine. We might be able to misdiagnose you.” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “No…no. I just got a little lost.” 
 
    “You've been doing that sleep staring thing again.” 
 
    “I've been a little distracted.” 
 
    “Well, I've got the lab notes finished and I will copy them for you.” 
 
    “You…you don't have to do that. I can do the copying if you want.” 
 
    “It's alright, man. I will be able to do it faster and I need the notes to review.” 
 
    The frustration began to rise in Isaac's voice. “OK, but I can do it if you want.” 
 
    “No stress, man. What distant land were you on?” 
 
    Isaac's mind could still see Zinn standing over him swaying, as her hair moved from side to side. “Nothing, just thinking about nonsense.” 
 
    “Don't go drifting on me, buddy. I need you here in the lab.” 
 
    Isaac stood up, gently brushing off his pants. “Well then, what do we have left to do?” 
 
    The two men looked back at the body on the table. James said, “We've got to put that man's stomach back where we found it and sew him up.” 
 
    James offered the needle and thread to Isaac who reluctantly took it. He walked over to the body. He pressed the organ back into the cavity and with large arm movements began to close up the man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Ask 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac and James sat on the limestone wall edging the entrance to the medical building. A misting rain coated the brick walkway with a fine layer of water that reflected the gray light of the early afternoon. Students moved in and out of the entrance as Isaac stared blankly out at the blue-green Douglas Firs that stood along the open courtyard. 
 
    James broke the silence, “Man, this is a new level of hungry. This is formaldehyde hungry. How are you not chewing on your books?” 
 
    “I know, man. I could eat a house.” 
 
    “So where are we going? Sally's, Pizza, or the cafeteria?” 
 
    “Pizza. It's all I can see right now.” He shifted and stood up arching his back. 
 
    “We walking in this?” James looked up to the sky as the mist began to open up into a light drizzle. 
 
    “It's Seattle, man. This is like a sunny day.” 
 
    “For you. I'm still getting used to this.” 
 
    “Just think of it as a perpetual baptism. All them sins are just fallin' off you.” 
 
    “I'm sure that is what the good Lord is thinking.” 
 
    James stared out onto the opening. “Shall we go?” 
 
    Isaac looked back to the large double doors leading into the building. “How about I catch up with you. I need to speak with Dr. Foley for a minute about a score.” 
 
    “What? That quiz from last week?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Dude, it is just one grade. Don't worry about it. I bombed a few quizzes last semester and it never affected me.” 
 
    “I know. I just need to clear up a few things.” 
 
    James sighed. “Alright, do you want me to wait?” 
 
    “No, if I have to sit in the pizza place and wait for pizza, I might just tear the place apart. Go ahead and order for me. Pepperoni and extra cheese. I'll take my own pizza, please. I'm not sharing shit with anyone after that class.” 
 
    James clicked his heels and softly saluted Isaac. “Yes, sir. One monster pizza.” He spun around and disappeared down the short stairs and out across the green. Isaac turned and followed a group of girls through the building entry and down through a dark hallway.  
 
    Dr. Foley's office was on the third floor just off the rear stairwell. His was in a converted janitor's office and enjoyed an open vent window view to the neighboring brick building. The walls were lined with shelves that sagged under the weight of an assortment of textbooks and journals. The cracked brown leather chair was the doctor's prized possession. The swivel creaked at the slightest movement and the leather popped as his weight shifted.  
 
    James knocked on the door molding and Dr. Foley looked up from his papers. “Sir, could I have a minute to speak with you?” 
 
    “Yes.” There was a slight pause as Foley scanned his brain for a name. “Isaac, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I'm in your anatomy class.” 
 
    “Well, you are a large man so it's hard to forget.” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “Yes, my genetics have always been winning that battle against gravity.” 
 
    Foley leaned back in his chair as it let loose an audible symphony. “Sit down. Sit down. So Isaac, what can I do for you?” 
 
    Isaac lowered his large frame into the small office chair. “I wanted to speak with you about my current internship.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Where are you putting in your time?” 
 
    “I am currently working at the Tennison Center in Seattle.” There was a short pause as Dr. Foley's eyes widened. “I'm there with another student, a friend of mine, James. He is in the anatomy class as well.” 
 
    “James? Right? I remember him from today's class.” 
 
    “Yes, James. Well, we work together on the weekend. We have the night shift together.” 
 
    “I am well aware that Tennison can be a challenge. I've heard stories from past students.” The professor smiled slightly as he leaned into his desk. “I can tell you that you are doing the Lord's work in that place. How did you get that position anyway?” 
 
    “I didn't know what the center was. We were late getting to the list of internships and it was one of the last spots open, so James and I put our names down.” 
 
    “So what is the issue?” 
 
    “Well, to be frank, I don't want that internship anymore. I mean, I just don't want to work at that center anymore. I just don't think it is for me. I was hoping to get some medical experience, but in the end, we are often just orderlies, tackling people and administering medications. And there have been some incidents where it's gotten pretty violent.” 
 
    “OK, well the university doesn't want you to feel unsafe. Do you feel in danger? I can't believe that the Tennison center would put you at risk.” 
 
    “Well, the night shift can be understaffed at times. When we are the only two students there in the evening, it can be a struggle.” 
 
    “Son,” Dr. Foley leaned closer folding his hands on top of a stack of papers, “things that are a struggle or tough are different from not feeling safe. I can assure you that the other students are likely having a tough time or are struggling with their internships.” 
 
    “I may have been unclear. I have no issue with putting in physical work, sir.” Isaac shifted nervously in the chair. “I just feel that there have been some incidents with the patients that are uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Well, a place like the Tennison center will really help groom you for your future residency. If you work downtown, you are going to get all sorts of…” he paused, shifting in his seat, “interesting people walking into the emergency room. Also, having the patience to deal with Tennison's finest will make other jobs easy in comparison. Just think of it as steel sharpening steel.” 
 
    “I understand that sir, but I have been thinking about it over the last few days and I would like to know if I could change roles. Is that even possible at this time?” 
 
    “Well, let's take a few steps back. I want to get the whole picture. How are your grades in your classes?” 
 
    Isaac buried his frustration at the professor changing the topic. “Well, they could be better sir.” 
 
    “What are we talking here? B or B-?” 
 
    “I'm more like a B- or C+ student.” Isaac could smell the patronizing stench from the professor. “I'm working hard to get them back up. I have trouble sometimes with exams. I know the information, but my mind struggles taking the tests.” 
 
    “OK, I see. Well, keep working on that. It will be important as you move forward to improve your marks. With respect to your internship, the department doesn't care if you have a new internship, but you need to work it out with the folks at Tennison. The department's only requirement will be that you have an internship to transition into. Tennison might be able to connect you with another person or organization. I would speak with them. If you find something else, just come back in and speak with the secretary to get the details changed in the file.” 
 
    A smile and a sense of release came across Isaac. “I really appreciate the help, sir.” 
 
    Dr. Foley stood and put out his hand and Isaac shook it. “Isaac, get your grades up. No one wants a C Doctor, OK?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Isaac walked out of the office and down the hall. The last comment stung him and it showed on his face. His shoulders hung low as he pressed the door and walked out into the rain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Just a Hand 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac stood on the street corner staring across the road to the park. The crosswalk sign glowed red as cars streamed across his view, leaving behind dull blurs in his vision. Isaac was focused on the stand of oak trees bordering the road. The trees formed a black and impenetrable wall casting a dark shadow onto parked cars lining the street edge. Overhead, low gray clouds rolled and danced as they streamed by leaving a fine mist in their wake.  
 
    Nestled high in the gnarled branches of a naked oak tree was a dark figure. The shape caught Isaac's eye. He paused on the street corner allowing the waves of pedestrians to break around him. He stared impatiently, trying to explain what he was seeing. He looked down, scanning the sidewalk to see if anyone else had joined him in the observation. He was alone.  
 
    Isaac reached out and tapped a man's shoulder. “Hey man, I have a question.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don't have any change.” 
 
    “I'm not asking for money.” 
 
    “I'm in a hurry.” 
 
    “Do you see that thing in the tree over there?” Isaac pointed to the tree line. 
 
    The man turned his head. “Sorry, I don't see anything.” 
 
    “Doesn't that look like a person there?” 
 
    “Hey man, you might want to lay off of the…” He brought his thumb and forefinger to his lips. 
 
    “Never mind, sorry to bother you.” 
 
    People bustled along ignorant. Their feet scraped and shuffled along the cracked concrete. Isaac stood like a large rock as the river of pedestrians parted around him. 
 
    He watched the shape in the tree as it began to move. The arms and legs shifted and grasped at the tree. He leaned his head forward trying to focus on the tree's edge when he saw it begin to twist. The shape revealed its head half hidden behind a large branch. 
 
    It was unmistakable to Isaac. The dark figure, like a child, was now looking in Isaac's direction. Even in the failing light, Isaac could see the eyes were a maroon hue. They seemed to be illuminated against the peeled bark. He wondered if this creature, this aberration, this thing, was looking at him. 
 
    A cold sensation swept across his body as if the temperature had suddenly dropped. A large raindrop struck him in the nose and went cascading down his lips as his chin shuddered against the cold. Another struck his face. He ran his sleeve over his skin removing the loose water. 
 
    There was something unnatural about this figure. The lines and edges seemed too sharp. Isaac could feel a nervous energy building. His throat tightened and a soft thud of his heartbeat could be felt through his jaw. Isaac felt like someone was crouched and hiding outside a window watching him. Down his neck and back, he could feel the hairs moving and shifting sending their distorted waves up his spine. There was a prickling sensation that started in his shoulder and slowly crawled down his arm, wrapping itself around his large bicep. Isaac instinctively reached to brush his shirt sleeve. He swiped across his arm and met the frail hand that was clasped down on him. He spun quickly, shocked at feeling this rough touch.  
 
    He struggled to suppress the urge to yell. The voice was raspy and different to what he remembered. “Do you like my friend up there?” 
 
    It was Zinn from the Tennison cell. The stench of urine filled Isaac's nose and transported him back to the previous night. He could still feel the liquid dripping down his neck and back. The memories flooded back and consumed him. Her greasy hair was draped down along the side of her cheeks and fell across the white patient gown. Dirt stains covered her legs as if she had been crawling through mud to get to the street corner. He stumbled back in shock and began to fall. He reached out with his hands grasping for anything. His feet shuffled and caught the edge of a sidewalk crack. There was nothing he could do as he fell back into the street. His mouth felt filled as if fingers were being stuffed slowly down his throat. He struggled to breathe as he slowly fell. Zinn continued to stare with her arm up and hand reaching out to his face. 
 
    From Isaac's side, he heard someone scream as pedestrians watched him fall into the street. The deafening roar of a commuter bus blotted out all sound as it bore down on Isaac. The driver smashed the pedal and the brakes pulled on the wheels, lurching the bus forward. Isaac's face winced as his outstretched hands lifted to protect his head from the impact. The wheels popped and skidded along the asphalt stopping the bus inches from Isaac's face. The bus clumsily fell back on the rear tires and rested. The engine continued to idle, spitting out white smoke that mixed with the misting rain. 
 
    Isaac's eyes shot back to the crowd of people standing on the street corner. Through the crowd of panicked eyes, he looked back for Zinn's face. She was gone and in her place was a stranger's face. The old woman stared back in shock as Isaac stared into her eyes expecting Zinn to return any moment. There was nothing. He could feel the heat from the front of the bus and the smell of oil and gas. His jeans were wet as his feet rested in a steady torrent of water flowing through the open storm drain. An arm reached down and wrapped around Isaac's bicep and helped to pull him up. 
 
    The man spoke into Isaac's ear. “Kid, are you alright? What the hell were you doing?” 
 
    Isaac stammered, “I…I don't know what happened. Just felt someone touch my shoulder and I…I lost my balance.” 
 
    “Fuck kid, that could have been bad.” The man looked back at the bus. 
 
    The bus driver exited and approached Isaac. “Are you OK?” 
 
    “I'm fine, I'm fine. Thanks for stopping, I…I really appreciate that.” 
 
    “Well, thank the city work crew. I just smashed a peddle.” 
 
    “Well, regardless, thanks.” 
 
    Isaac brushed off the back of his pants and stepped up to the sidewalk. The old woman he swore had been Zinn stared at Isaac. He leaned in. “Did you touch my arm?” 
 
    She blinked. “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “I said, did you touch my arm? I felt a hand on my arm.” 
 
    “No, I didn't touch you. Are you trying to say something, young man?” 
 
    “No…I just thought someone touched my arm.” 
 
    “I didn't do anything. Don't blame me for your mistake.” She walked around Isaac muttering to herself. She crossed the street in front of the stopped cars and disappeared into the flow of pedestrians. The bus hissed as the driver cleared through the intersection. People streamed by Isaac as he slowly regained his composure. The terror was receding and he could feel the embarrassment building. He turned back to the tree line. He still expected to see the figure staring down from the tree. There was nothing. Just twists and knots of tree branches eagerly waiting for the first days of spring. Isaac quickly scanned the streets and sidewalks for any explanation. He found nothing. After taking a deep breath, he blended into the pedestrians and continued down the street towards the pizza place to meet James. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eats 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ahead of Isaac were three young women walking shoulder to shoulder down the sidewalk. Their umbrellas fought to keep the rain off their hair as the mist swirled over the nylon sheets. Their school bags swung and danced against the curves of their hips. Isaac kept a comfortable distance behind them, periodically stealing glances as they strolled and swayed. His mind needed a break from the earlier event and this lovely view was just what he needed.  
 
    Along the sidewalk, storefronts released their tempting aromas to the host of students and faculty. Noodle shops and coffee houses provided color to the city block. Students gathered in corners talking and laughing over lattes and heavily sugared drinks. Waves of heat blasted across Isaac's body as he passed street kitchens. Gas burners and metal woks played by chefs would clang in rhythm as lines of students waited eagerly for their takeout.  
 
    Isaac paused at a side street waiting for the light to change. He lifted his head and took a drag of the musty air. He could smell the pizza from a block away. Isaac never missed an opportunity to praise the good name of Don Carlos' Pizza. He reached the tall windows of the pizzeria and slid by the throng of waiting patrons. His large frame parted the sea of people, much to their displeasure. James was in the back corner and waved Isaac down. The table was steaming with a quarter-eaten pepperoni pie. 
 
    James carefully wiped his chin of grease. “I had to start without you, man. I had some sorority girls staring me down for the table.” 
 
    “You should have invited them.” 
 
    “I would have, but I knew you would kill me if I let them eat any of this.” 
 
    Isaac garbled his words as he shoved a piece of pizza into his mouth. “Living the Hippocratic Oath, I see.” 
 
    James sat back and sipped on his beer. “Always. No harm to you, bud. Did you clear that shit up with Foley?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Honestly, you don't need to worry about that quiz. You need to study with me. I cracked that sucker across the face, 95%. Just come over the next time and I'll help set you straight. I guarantee a B at the least.” 
 
    “We'll see.” Isaac was quiet as nursed his beer. His face sagged and showed the strain he was feeling. His hand covered his face as he squeezed and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    James put his beer down on the table. “Your face says it's more than just the quiz, amigo.” 
 
    Isaac sat back and sighed. “I just had a close call on the walk over and I'm still a little shaken up.” 
 
    James leaned in. “What the fuck happened?” 
 
    “I fell into the street and nearly got creamed by a commuter bus.” 
 
    James's eyebrows lifted in amazement. “Holy shit, how the hell did that happen?” 
 
    “I was at a light and I thought I saw something. Then I felt a hand on my arm and this old woman startled me. I fell back into the street.” 
 
    “The fuck? Some old lady pushing you around?” 
 
    “She just surprised me is all.” 
 
    “Did the wafting smell of mothballs knock you on your ass?” 
 
    “No man, it's complicated.” 
 
    “Please, in all seriousness, what did she do?” 
 
    “It's not so much what she did but who she was and what she said.” 
 
    “OK, you've got my attention. Go on.” 
 
    “Well, I…I turned and it was the face of that psycho from last week.” 
 
    James blurted out, “The crazy bitch that pissed on you?” A number of heads turned to look at James and Isaac. 
 
    Isaac whispered to James, “What the fuck, man? I don't need everyone in this joint knowing about that shit. Listen, I swear, man, I swear it was that woman. She spoke to me. The same voice, I swear it was the same voice. I heard it and saw her face and I stumbled back. When I got back up, it wasn't the woman. It was someone else. I don't know what is going on. I think that shit from last week is still on my mind.” 
 
    James nodded in agreement. “I know, man. I understand. Getting peed on is not everyone's cup of tea.” 
 
    “It's not just what she did. I couldn't give a shit about what she did to me. Hell, she could have been some monkey throwing shit all over the place. I think what is bothering me was how I was knocked out. I just don't think it was her. At least, that's not what I remember.” 
 
    “Man.” James drew out the word and shook his head. “We're not going there again, are we? There was nobody in that cell but you and her. You must have hit your head or she might have knocked you out. You're not so tough. You might be a big guy, but that bitch is crazy. Some inspired shit. You saw what she did to me, right?” 
 
    “I saw it.” Isaac reached for another piece of pizza. “The whole thing is fucked. I just didn't like it one bit. In fact, I don't know if I want to continue there. If some crazy bitch can do that, what about the other patients? There are big dudes in that place. What do you think is going to happen if some three-hundred and fifty pound guy is all hopped up on meds and starts tearing ass through his room.” 
 
    “I think we would just get more guys. I agree, two people are not enough. We need at least four or five next time.” 
 
    “I know, but I just don't like it. That's one of the reasons I was talking to Foley. I was asking for both of us. Maybe we can get another position.” 
 
    “What, somewhere else in Tennison?” 
 
    “No, like a normal internship. Like everyone else. Clinical stuff, not glorified bouncers.” 
 
    “Did he have something available?” 
 
    “No, he told me to speak with the people at Tennison to see if they can place us somewhere else.” 
 
    James pulled back on his beer. “I kind of like Tennison. You know, dealing with the psychos. It makes me feel better when I leave. You know, like we know the worst. It can't get any worse than that. Honestly, I don't know if I would be good doing paperwork and changing bed pans. I might just keel over.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I don't like dealing with the worst. I'm going to ask if there's another position.” 
 
    “Alright man, I guess I'll stay.” 
 
    “I don't want to feel like I am abandoning you but I just need that change. I'm having a hard enough time getting through classes let alone getting my ass physically kicked at work. Maybe they'll have something for both of us or maybe I can work part time at Tennison. I just want to work in something more Doctor-ish. I feel like a prison guard.” 
 
    “What did Foley say about switching?” 
 
    “He said that Tennison was preparing us for ER life downtown. That it was the best place to train to manage the crazy we'll see in our residency.” 
 
    “Well, at least we have that going for us.” 
 
    Isaac leaned in and plowed through another piece of pizza. The roar of the pizzeria was deafening. The room was filled with first and second-year students, sororities and fraternities, and a number of faculty. Isaac and James sat in the corner finishing their meal and stared out the window at the rain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Opportunity 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even the administrative offices at the Tennison center used cinder block and gray paint for the walls. The attempt at wall decor didn't shake the overwhelming feeling of being in a prison. Isaac sat in a red cloth chair staring across the entryway as Director Rowe's secretary typed away on carbon paper. The sound of her fingers blasting away on the keys overlaid the never ending monotonous sound of the building's HVAC system. On the far wall hung an old dusty image of a moustached man from the turn of the century. The bottom of the image read a small plaque, Dr. Louis Tennison.  
 
    Without breaking stride on the typewriter and never looking up, the secretary, for the first time in nearly a half hour, acknowledged Isaac's existence. “I think it will be just another minute.” 
 
    The woman's voice shook Isaac out of his trance. “Thank you,” he responded.  
 
    He had been practicing his speech for hours, focusing on tone and pacing. Isaac's lips danced as he silently mouthed his points to the empty chair across from him. His head bobbed slowly as he tapped on the armrests in a rhythmic pattern.  
 
    Isaac's mind was flooded with images of that evening. He could see Zinn again from the viewing window in the cell. He could still see her swaying against the wall before they rushed the room. He heard those steps rushing up behind him before everything went black. Saw her standing above him as he woke. There were answers somewhere in that cell but he didn't care to find them. He just wanted relief and he wanted out. He had an opportunity and it was sitting quietly on the other side of the office door. He knew if his story was clear and his reasoning sound, he would get a new internship. 
 
    From the open doorway Isaac heard the approaching click of wingtips on the cold floor. Director Rowe emerged from his office and stood alongside his secretary. His hand held a short stack of papers. “I'll need these notes copied and filed away for the meeting next week.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” For the first time, the secretary lifted her head from the typewriter. She motioned to Isaac in the chair. “Sir, you have a member of staff here to speak with you.” 
 
    Rowe turned to face Isaac. “Is this the internship guy?” 
 
    “Yes sir, he has been here for fifteen minutes now.” Isaac knew it was more like 30, but he kept that to himself. 
 
    “Fine.” Rowe turned and walked to Isaac. He was a tall man, but average compared to Isaac. He wore a tailored suit and his pants snapped at the ankle as he walked. Isaac could see a large cross bouncing under his shirt. Isaac stumbled briefly as he lifted himself out of the chair. “What's your name?” 
 
    “Isaac, sir. Thank you for tak…” 
 
    Rowe cut in mid-sentence. “I've only got a few minutes so follow me into my office.”  
 
    He turned and Isaac chased behind him. They entered Rowe's office and it was as Isaac expected, covered in papers and short on pleasantries.  
 
    “Why don't you move that box and take a seat.” 
 
    Rowe rounded the desk and fell into his chair.  
 
    “Thank you, sir, for seeing me.” 
 
    “No issues, no issues. Now, Isaac, what can I help you with?” 
 
    “Thank you, I spoke with my professor about my internship here at Tennison and he let me know my options. While I have been here, there have been some incidents I have been involved in that have caused me some concern.” 
 
    “Yeah, you're the piss guy, right?” Isaac blushed and looked down to the floor. “Sorry, kid. It's just that, well, you're that guy, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Well, I'm sorry for the incident you were involved in. From time to time, things like this happen here. We don't work with the most stable of people. You understand that, right?” Isaac nodded. “To be honest, it sounded like a bad incident, but it is not the worst thing I've heard happening to an intern or staff. In some respects, it could have been worse since you were knocked out. You're a big guy. I'm a little surprised that little lady got the best of you.” 
 
    Isaac was struggling to process the director's comments. “I am not sure if she actually knocked me out. I'm still wondering about that. I think something might have fallen on my head and knocked me out.” 
 
    Rowe smiled at Isaac's obvious excuse. “Regardless, you are fine now, right?” 
 
    “Well, not really. I wanted to speak with you about the possibility of, maybe, shifting out of Tennison and into another internship. My professor told me that all I need is your approval, and to have something lined up to transfer into.” 
 
    “I see. Working the night shift and this incident is getting to you. We see this all the time. You are not the first person to get a little burned out and want to switch. I hope one or two nights isn't causing this. Normally the people who check out have been here for a few years. I wouldn't give up if I were you.” 
 
    “Well, with all due respect, it isn't just getting to me. I actually don't feel safe.” 
 
    Rowe lifted his right hand as if testing some unseen breeze. “I would be careful there. That isn't just a statement about your feelings, but a statement about us. About this facility. I think this facility is very safe. We have worked long and hard. We've put in good protocols that protect our staff from incidents. I can promise you we are reviewing your incident to see if there is anything that might need to change to avoid what happened. But understand this very clearly, things like this happen and a good facility doesn't just sweep it under the rug. Understand? Here at Tennison, we are happy to learn from our mistakes and we strive to make ourselves better.” 
 
    Isaac could feel the defensive tone in Rowe's voice. “I understand that, sir. I don't mean to make accusations or anything of the sort. I just want to ask if there is another role or position I could have? That is all I am asking. I just want something new. I am not trying to accuse Tennison of anything.” 
 
    Rowe leaned back in his chair and stared off at the ceiling contemplating ideas. His finger gently rubbed the cross under his shirt. He quickly sucked back on his bottom lip as he squinted his eyes. “Alright, you're a medical student, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What year are you?” 
 
    “This is my second year. I've got an undergrad in biology.” 
 
    “Alright, you're tired of working the shit shift here at Tennison, right?” He paused taking a deep breath. “You need to understand that I'm short staffed right now. In the beginning, the interns were just side workers, but now we're relying on you guys. So if I let you go, I'm going to have to try and fill the role. It'll leave me in the lurch.” 
 
    “I understand, is there some way we could make it work?” 
 
    “Well, how about this. I keep you on the Saturday shift. You continue to work your current shift, with that friend of yours, while I try to connect you with another job.” 
 
    “I completely understand if there is a transition period. There's another position you know of?” 
 
    “Isaac, there are always other jobs available. I know of a job. But I can't promise it will be any easier than what you are doing now. If there is any consolation, I know for a fact you won't be dealing with jailed criminals every day.” 
 
    Isaac's face brightened up. “Well I'm open to any opportunity. Do you know what that role is?” 
 
    “The job is hard to describe. If you want the position, and if he is willing to take you, you will be working for a doctor who works with the dead a lot. That is probably the best way I can describe it.” 
 
    “Is he a coroner or mortician?” 
 
    “Well, sort of. I've known this man for a long time. We go way back. I know he's been looking for some new help for a while. You would have to interview with him so I can't promise you will get the position.” 
 
    Isaac's eyes were wide with excitement. For the first moment in nearly a week, he felt like things were turning in his favor. “Sir, I'm very grateful that you are willing to help like this.” 
 
    “Well, I owe this guy a favor so sending you his way will be good for me too. It will get him off my back, at least for a while.” 
 
    “Do I need to call him to set up the interview?” 
 
    “No, I will give him a call and I will get back with you later tonight or tomorrow.” 
 
    “This is amazing, sir. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “No problem, but let me ask you a few questions that will help me when I speak with him.” Isaac nodded excitedly. “You're a strong guy, right? I think this job will require it.” 
 
    “Well, I'm no slouch.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, at least if it's not some pint-sized fireball in D cell. He will like your size and strength a lot. There is some physical labor involved with the position, so you should fit in nicely. He doesn't mind too much about having to teach people, he just needs a strong guy who is willing to learn.” 
 
    “I think I can be that for him.” 
 
    “You need to understand that this job, if you get it, will be something that will help define a career. Are you prepared for that?” 
 
    “Well, I think so. It is just an internship.” 
 
    “It is, but it could be more for you.” 
 
    Isaac sat and stared at Rowe thinking over the moment. He could feel a chill roll over his back. In the past, he was guilty of backing out on opportunities and missing those rare chances presented to people as they journey through life. More than ever he was determined to succeed and push off that past self. He nodded at Rowe, indicating he understood the gravity of the situation. 
 
    “OK Isaac, I need to get back to this work. I will give him a call and try to set up an interview.” 
 
    Isaac stood up and could barely contain his smile. “I can't believe you are willing to help me out. I was very nervous about asking.” 
 
    “Tennison is always happy to help.” Isaac stood and shook Rowe's hand and turned to leave. “One last question.” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “What do you think happened in that cell the other day? After you woke up.” 
 
    “I'm not sure what you mean?” 
 
    “Why do you think she was having all those issues? She was normally a quiet woman.” 
 
    “I think she was hallucinating. It was as if she were speaking to someone. I still can't remember much.” 
 
    “Alright, that is good to know. Have a good night, Isaac.” 
 
    Isaac's large frame bent through the doorway as he left the office. He was smiling from ear to ear as he walked down the hall to join the others in the locker room. If things worked out, it might be one of the last night shifts he would have to work in a long while. 
 
    Behind Isaac, Director Rowe walked out into the office. He whispered to the secretary, “Can you get me the number for Lazarus?” 
 
    She replied in a hushed tone, “Lazarus, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. He will be happy with the new find.” 
 
    “A new apprentice?” 
 
    “I think so. We'll see how the kid interviews and if he gets the position. He has the right build. Especially after what happened last time.” 
 
    For the first time that night, the secretary stopped working and looked down the hallway as Isaac disappeared around the corner. She had shown no emotion up until that point, but her forehead arched and her eyes looked sad. “I hope he does better than the last guy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Man in Black 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fear again bubbled up to the back of Isaac's throat as he released the last of his stomach's contents over the edge and into the smoky abyss below. His bare feet dragged along the ground, struggling to grip the rippled edges of the narrow onyx stone surface. His arms and feet were bound in metal shackles that dragged along the ground sending out a rhythmic chime. The ground extended ahead like a narrow rib, no more than a foot wide, into the horizon. All around him was a sea of smoke. He felt like he had been walking for hours. His legs burned with exhaustion as he was dragged. There was an ever-present tension as if someone was standing behind Isaac and pushing down on his neck. He was barely able to withstand the pressure and fight the desire to escape by plunging into the swirling darkness below. What was beyond the smoke he didn't know and he didn't care to find out.  
 
    The smoke would rise on a plume and crest over the stone's edge licking at his feet. He would swear he could feel the soft touch of fingertips along his skin. Like lovers playing and goading in bed. It was gentle and almost inviting. But still, there was the desire to fall into the smoke, to explore this temptation, to touch back against those hands. 
 
    The chains pulled again and snapped his mind back to the path. He was not alone on this road. His bondage was proof of that. Ahead, a creature walked with yoke tied around his shoulders. From the edge of the aged wood, gray-black chains dropped and swung freely down the pathway and back to Isaac's legs. Its body was bulbous and round with thin long legs that bent up and back down to the path. The initial terror had long passed. Isaac had spent the last hour debating with himself if the creature was more spider or ant. The legs stood like a spider's but the ends were thin like pincers that reached down to the path. At the end of the points were string-like fingers wrapped around the edge of the path, gripping like a hand would a pole. Isaac could not see a face, nor did he want to.  
 
    At first, Isaac tried to catch up to the creature. He clumsily jogged along the thin ledge, but every time the distance was closed, the creature would speed up, flopping its fingers down on the surface and maintaining the distance. Stopping was no option either. The creature would dig into the stone with its claw-tipped fingers. The stone surface would groan under the strain as gouges were left behind. The chains tightened, dragging Isaac along. He would fight against the creature by reaching down and holding the path but his hands found only smooth stone. 
 
    The relenting beast kept him on the move. Isaac's legs burned from exhaustion. Pain welled up from the chains rubbing and digging into his flesh. It seemed like hours. No sound except the warm breeze lifting up from the smoky abyss.  
 
    From in front of the lumbering creature, Isaac could see someone in the distance, standing on the path. Two legs stood like smoky black timbers threatening to stop the procession. Isaac was hopeful for some type of relief. The creature and Isaac moved ever closer to the man in the path, slowly closing the distance with each step. The creature was nearly on top of the figure when the legs disappeared as if they had never been there. Isaac's disappointment fell across his face as he scanned the road ahead. There was nothing. Was it just an aberration? Some vision or hallucination from this torturous march? 
 
    Isaac called out, “Hello!”  
 
    There was no response as his cry was lost in the expanse. 
 
    Isaac's eyes were drawn up to two red dots above the creature. Perched on top like a large bird was a person covered in a thick black smoke. He rode on the back mound of the creature that was oblivious to the new passenger.  
 
    Isaac's stomach turned. This man, if he could call this figure that, was staring down at him. Isaac froze for a moment before the chains popped again pulling him back onto the path. His breathing quickened and a shiver came over his back as if a draft found its way into his shirt. It felt like this figure was looking into his soul, searching for something to grab onto, something to hold. 
 
    “What do you want? Where am I?” These questions had been stored up inside Isaac. He had long since given up trying to talk to the creature. But this new figure offered up the first chance of escape. “Please help me!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “I don't know where I am.” 
 
    Still no response. Isaac began to panic, nervously looking around the path. He turned quickly to check behind him. His feet twisted and the chain caught, sending him tumbling below into the smoke. The last image he saw was the figure rising up and jumping down to the path. He closed the distance at a tremendous speed and his smoky hand grazed Isaac's foot. The chains dissolved in the smoke and he could feel himself falling. The wind whipped against his shirt and hair as he tumbled. He screamed out, choking on the smoke before he hit the ground. 
 
    He sat up in a daze. His room was quiet as the blue-gray light poured in through the far window. His clock read 7:06 a.m. He had been dreaming. Some type of nightmare. 
 
    He rubbed his forehead. “Jesus, that felt real.” 
 
    He crawled out of bed and walked across his studio apartment to brew his morning coffee. He stood in the kitchen still rubbing his wrists that echoed the pain from the chains. There were no marks, but there was a tight tingling sensation running through his arms and legs. 
 
    He poured his coffee and dropped in milk, stirring the brown liquid with a dirty spoon. His phone rang on the wall.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “This is Director Rowe. Is this Isaac?” 
 
    Isaac stumbled with his coffee, spilling some drops on the floor. He placed it quickly on the table and grabbed a rag while negotiating the phone cord. “Yes, sir. Thank you for calling.” Not really, it was 7 in the morning, who calls that early, Isaac thought. 
 
    “I'm sorry for how early this was, but I wanted to let you know that you have an interview with Lazarus.” 
 
    The smile consumed Isaac's face. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “The bad news it is today at nine a.m. over at Ravenna Park near the softball field. I'm sorry for the short notice or if you had earlier plans.” 
 
    “No sir, that's not a problem. It's Sunday after all.” 
 
    “Great, please make sure you are not late. I've called in a favor to arrange this.” 
 
    “Yes sir, thank you so much for the opportunity. I will not let you down. Do you have any advice?” 
 
    “For the meeting?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Anything that would help me out?” 
 
    “Just don't be late. He hates people who are late.” 
 
    Before Isaac could say anything else, there was a click on the other side of the line. This was his shot at something new and hopefully an internship with less risk. 
 
    He went to work hunting for a pair of pants and a nice shirt. He looked outside. It was raining, it was always raining. Ravenna Park was a good 30-minute walk from the flat so Isaac grabbed his bicycle and headed out across the district. 
 
    The park was filled with tall pines covered in moss and lichen. Walking paths cut through the grounds like arteries weaving throughout the grassy expanse and clumps of bushes and blackberries. Surrounding the park were small Seattle bungalow homes on postage-stamp properties, each adorned with small grass yards, chain link fences, and unkempt herb gardens. One could barely cross the long lines of parked cars, each squeezed into spots not designed for their vehicle. 
 
    Isaac crossed the road and glided into the park. He chained up to a bike station, strode over to an unoccupied pavilion and sat on a park bench. His eyes scanned the park and walkways for Lazarus. He was alone save the random stumbling homeless man pushing a cart full of bottles and plastic bags. The cart shook as it crossed the gravel and the bottles sang rhythmically in the early morning air. The homeless man approached the restrooms and reached into his pocket to pull out what looked like a kit. He licked his lips and entered the stalls. Isaac could hear the muffled cries of the man. A stall was slammed and the man went quiet as he had found a safe place to disappear. 
 
    A small wiry man came around the corner dressed in a long black raincoat and a fedora hat. He approached quickly and addressed Isaac, “Are you Isaac?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good good, I'm a few minutes late and I'm sorry about that. My name is Lazarus. Mr. Rowe called me and told me you might be interested in a new job.” His eyes were dark with deep lines moving down his cheeks. Isaac guessed the man was in his late 50s but he couldn't be for sure. There was a crispness to his voice that told Isaac he was not born in the States. He guessed European, though the accent was all but washed away. His hands moved about his jacket hunting for something. They settled on the breast pocket. He pulled out a pair of glasses and nervously placed them on his face. He pulled a paper out and sat down next to Isaac. 
 
    “So you work at Tennison? That is a good place. I've done a lot of work over there in the past.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I'm currently a staff member on the weekends.” 
 
    “An orderly?” 
 
    “Well, not just an orderly, but yes I work with the inmates on a daily basis.” 
 
    “Inmates?” There was an exasperation in his voice as if Isaac had insulted someone. “I can tell you, most of those people are suffering from something that drives their madness. I prefer to call them patients. It's not always your fault the cards you're dealt.” 
 
    “Well, most of them have committed some heinous crimes.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, that is what we're told. There's no doubt they did those things, but why they did them is what I'm generally concerned with.” 
 
    “I don't follow, sir.” 
 
    “In time, in time. So you had a run in with a patient according to Director Rowe?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There was an issue a week back and it has forced me to begin to look for alternatives.” 
 
    “Rowe said it was Zinn.” 
 
    Isaac was surprised that this man knew about the woman. “How do you know her?” 
 
    “Oh, well, she is a character alright. Grade A in my book. She is definitely not alone in her head.” 
 
    “I believe she is diagnosed as psychotic, and maybe schizophrenic.” 
 
    “Something like that. I spent time with her when she was brought in. She is an interesting case. Would you mind if I could inspect something on you?” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” Isaac was surprised at the request. 
 
    “Well, it's just that Rowe told me of the incident, and I wanted to check something out. Would you allow me to inspect the back of your neck?” 
 
    “Is this part of the interview?” 
 
    Lazarus rolled his head slightly back and forth. “I just need to make sure of something before we proceed.” 
 
    Isaac was confused, but relented. “I don't see any issue. What are you looking for?” 
 
    Isaac bent forward and Lazarus carefully placed a glove on his hand and pulled back on Isaac's shirt collar. He ran his fingers along his spine carefully counting the vertebrae and looking for any abrasion on the skin.  
 
    Lazarus pulled back. “Well then, you look OK.” 
 
    “I'm a little confused, sir…” 
 
    “Please, just Lazarus. If we are going to be working together, you can use my first name.” 
 
    “OK, Lazarus sir, I'm a little confused as to what we are doing here.” 
 
    “Well, Zinn has been known to leave some interesting marks on people and I wanted to see if she had done that to you. You were knocked out for a few and that is when she typically does it. It looks like she spared you.” 
 
    Isaac nervously responded, “I'm glad I am finding this out now.” 
 
    “Trust me, you would have known. Alright,” Lazarus clapped his hands. “You're a student, right?” 
 
    “Yes at the university, a second year.” 
 
    “Have you had your anatomy class?” 
 
    “I'm in the class now.” 
 
    “Fantastic. Could you do me a favor and stand up.” Isaac slowly stood up from the bench. The man inspected him as he rose. “Great, now would you mind taking off your jacket? And sprint to that tree there across the grass?” 
 
    “You want me to run to the tree?” 
 
    “Yes, I just need to see. And if you don't mind, please try to move as fast as you can. Once you get to the tree you can stop. Then turn around and on my mark, run back.” 
 
    Isaac's face was thoroughly confused, but he removed his jacket anyway. Isaac executed the down and back as Lazarus timed him on his watch. 
 
    “That is a good time. That is great.” He reached into his jacket pocket and removed a canvas bag with some twine holding the top closed. “Would you mind throwing this bag of material as far as you can? You are a big guy so I'm expecting a good throw.” 
 
    At this point, Isaac was still breathing hard from the sprinting. He took up the bag and released it through the air. The bag crossed the grassy clearance before striking the ground and giving off a small poof of smoke. He looked back to Lazarus, who was smiling. 
 
    “Yes, sir, that will do. Now one last question and I think I'm good here.” 
 
    Isaac was beyond confused. “Sure, what is it?” 
 
    “Are you easily scared?” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “Yes, scared. What if you were to see something you've never seen before? Would you run or become panicky in any way?” 
 
    “I'm not sure. I don't think I'd be scared. But I'm not sure what this means for the position.” 
 
    “Well, it matters.” Lazarus's voice paused. “It matters a lot.” 
 
    “Well, I have been putting up with Tennison for some time so think I should be just fine.” 
 
    “That's a good answer. We'll see what happens in real life.” Lazarus stood up and reached out to Isaac. 
 
    Isaac slowly grabbed the man's hand and shook it. There was a strength there that Isaac didn't expect and a tingling sensation ran through his arm. The comic relief that just played out washed away and Isaac had a newfound appreciation for the man. 
 
    “I think you will be a good intern. I would like you to start this week on Wednesday. My office is on the south side of Pioneer Square in a red-brick building. Look for my name Lazarus on the door.” 
 
    Lazarus began to walk away leaving Isaac standing next to the park bench.  
 
    Isaac jumped in as the man walked away. “Lazarus, what is the position for?” 
 
    Without turning around Lazarus returned, “I will see you on Wednesday and the dress code is black.” 
 
    The man continued down the path and disappeared around the corner. Isaac fell onto the park bench and stared out across the grassy clearing to the neighboring houses. Traffic was beginning to build up on the streets as people dressed in their finest sped along to church. It had all been too quick as Isaac shook his head and wondered what he was getting himself into. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Sink 
 
      
 
      
 
    The water cascaded down Isaac's face dripping gently against the porcelain sink. The razor sloshed through the water, splashing the soapy foam against the edge before falling back into the dark pool. He stared into the mirror, turning his face slowly and inspecting the curves and slopes of his cheek.  
 
    For him, shaving was always a calming act. Always providing a solitary outlet, a relief, to let loose a well of pent-up energy. Each morning he would stare across at his reflection. A phantom figure in a mirror to review and judge. He took his job as an impartial observer seriously. He was cruel and vicious. He relished being free from harm and retribution. He could take on the task of cutting down a shell of a man and picking up the loose pieces, leaving behind the waste for someone else to clean up. There was no fear of retribution or anger or any type of petty feelings one navigates in normal human interactions. This man was emotionless, a target of his judgment. Just a person on the other side of a framed wall. He enjoyed berating this man. It was liberating. 
 
    Some days, his criticism was a simple expression of disappointment and others would be filled with tirades, insults, and lectures. His words would echo off the walls as he called out the worthless man across from him.  
 
    Why had he failed that test?  
 
    What was he going to do with his life?  
 
    Medicine, really? You're a fuck up, you know that, right?  
 
    The man in the mirror would take the abuse, absorb it. No emotion, or anger, or retorts. He would let it filter down his throat to be digested and shipped up to the mind. At the end of a judging, he could feel this depression lift. He and the mirrored man would be refueled with hope, enough to make it to the next day.  
 
    Today his words were cautionary.  
 
    “Don't fuck this up, man.” He looked down, shaking his head. “You got lucky, just don't fuck this up.” 
 
    He dipped his razor in the sink and brought it down across his cheek slowly. The sound of popping and crackling of the metal reverberated in his ears as it slid down his skin. Hairs and old skin were caught between the blades and left behind a smooth and acceptable landscape. His skin blushed red and awoke flush with new life. He knew he was lazy and facial hair was his excuse to avoid looking at himself. But life periodically forced him to engage the mirror. 
 
    The razor sloshed again in the water. He tapped it against the sink and pulled it up against the throat slowly. He repeated over and over. His face was clean. His eyes closed as he ran his fingers over his skin, his mind searching out for any friction and untouched grain. He felt some and directed the razor to clear the last of the holdouts. 
 
    He could feel the taut skin catch as he pulled, the sharp metal grabbing and pulling before cleaving through to continue along his throat. The open exposed skin screamed as the cold air welcomed it with a furious embrace. Isaac's face winced as he dropped the razor in the water. A meandering red trail had formed, running down his throat and towards his Adam's apple. He reached down and pulled on the toilet paper. Lifting his head, he inspected the cut. 
 
    The blood stood on the edge and fell slowly into the sink. It mixed like ink in the water. Sending out shoots and swirls, catching the shallow currents and mixing slowly in the bowl.  
 
    “Goddammit, you piece of shit.” His voice was venomous. 
 
    He leaned in and splashed the bloody water over his face and stared at the new man. He dried himself with a small towel, tearing a sheet of toilet paper and placing it over the cut. A bright red dot appeared as the paper formed a crude bandage. 
 
    Beneath his hands, the sink bowl continued to swirl slowly, pulling the soapy bubbles in an arc. The blood began to mix as if guided by some unseen force. Isaac's eyes were transfixed. His mind shrunk to a point as the world fell away into a black abyss. His sole focus was the spinning bubbles in the water, his eyes glassy as he fell into a deep trance. From the base of the sink, more blood mixed from the sealed drain. The water shifted from a soft pink to a deep auburn brown.  
 
    Isaac slowly lowered his finger into the water and began to make a circle. The blood left a soft sheen on his fingertip as he mixed the substance. He could feel a tingling warmth coursing through his flesh, radiating a sexual pleasure. Waves of short shocks moved up his arm, ebbing and flowing with pain and numbness. The water was calling for him and his mind was there to answer. He lowered both hands into the sink cupping and pulling a small pool of the red liquid. Errant drops fell back into the water giving off a dull plopping sound. He brought his face slowly to his hands and spread the water over his skin. The red mask covered him as trails fell across his face.  
 
    His hands dropped. He could feel a pulling sensation as if a rope had been tied around his neck. His mind opened up and he rushed back to reality. He could feel himself again and he was in his bathroom. His back strained as he fought against the pressure pushing down. His mind tried to search for explanations but he couldn't find any. Was this some retribution for his assaults? Was this his judgment?  
 
    His heart was pounding as he strained. His back cracked, giving slightly under the pressure. His palms dug into the sink edge as his ashen face strained. He looked up to the mirror out of the corner of his eye to see his reflection blankly staring back at him. The terror rose as a muffled struggle escaped his mouth. His hands were firmly planted on the sink edge. It was the only thing keeping his head from dropping into the water.  
 
    How could this be happening? he thought to himself.  
 
    The reflection in the mirror continued to stare down. It shook as if caught in a blizzard. The jaws clenched, stressing its teeth beyond the breaking point. The cleanly shaven face pulsed and flexed. Isaac stared up at the reflection knowing that this was the source of his struggle. He knew that the reflection was the one pushing down his shoulders. 
 
    The reflection breathed deeply and exhaled black smoke out from his nose as if a charcoal fire burned in his lungs. The mist enveloped his face, covering it in a swirling wind. Isaac fought back and the muscles in his arms rippled as he pressed down. His mouth hovered a hairs width away from the bloody water. The damp air rushed into his lungs as he gasped.  
 
    The force disappeared and Isaac stumbled back against the wood floor, his body sprawling across a rug. His chest popped as his lungs fought to bring fresh air to his muscles. He slowly lifted himself up and approached the sink. The reflection in the mirror mimicked his every move. He kept his distance and stared down. The water was nearly clear and he could see the remnants of the single drop of blood in the sink.  
 
    He rubbed his eyes and sat down on the toilet. He fought to regain his composure. His eyes showed a nervousness. “Isaac, what the hell are you doing?”  
 
    It must have been a dream, some type of waking dream, or maybe he passed out and hit his head? Every time he closed his eyes, he could see the face and that black smoke. His chest tightened and his stomach felt like a pool of acid trying to burn its way out. He had suffered from anxiety most of his life and it tormented him even to this day. Taking tests at school was a nightmare. He remembered vomiting before high school graduation. He nearly crushed his homecoming date when he passed out walking into the dance hall. His doctor had given him breathing exercises and drills to focus his mind, but they rarely worked. In all his time in Seattle, there was only one thing that was able to calm him. 
 
    Isaac stood and walked out into the kitchen area, the tile flooring popping gently under his steps. He pulled out a small tin-foil ashtray and lifted the large bowl of fruit to reveal two long white joints. From the drawer, he pulled out a small pair of tweezers and took the items to the window ledge. He pulled back the curtain and saw the empty alleyway bordered by trash bags and old cardboard boxes. He lifted up the window and lit the white roll. He pulled back as it disappeared, leaving behind a red amber trail. Isaac held in the smoke for a moment before blowing it out the open window. The cool morning breeze fell in through the screen across Isaac's bare chest. His skin lifted as the chill set in. He pinched the remaining joint with the tweezers and finished taking up the last hit. He could feel his mind relaxing as the stone melted over him. It was a couple of hours until he needed to leave for Pioneer Square. He would be coming down off the high just in time. Until then, Isaac enjoyed relaxing in the window trying to put the event in the bathroom behind him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Welcome 
 
      
 
      
 
    The red-brick building was tucked along a back street on the north side of Pioneer Square. The cracked sidewalks were pushed up by old tree roots searching out pockets of runoff from the metal roofs. A homeless encampment was situated along the far side of the street. The tattered makeshift plastic roofs covered the wretch hiding in rusted-out shopping carts and overturned boxes.  
 
    Isaac walked up the short steps holding on to the iron stair railing. The entrance was nondescript and plain. If he didn't know Lazarus's name, he would have suspected the building to be an empty set of apartments and continued on. Alongside the old wooden door was a small bronze nameplate with the name Lazarus etched in the face. The name was surrounded by two angels wearing skull helmets with dropped horns. Isaac reached for the winged door knocker. It let loose a hollow thud that faded into some distant space. As he waited for an answer, he scanned the front stoop and noticed an empty planter box in front of the short window. It was filled to the brim with caked gray salt and looked to be a protective line keeping the window free from someone or something. Isaac reached out to the touch the edge of the planter as the front door opened. In the doorway was the same man from the park.  
 
    His breathing was firm as his eyes shifted to Isaac's fingertips. “I wouldn't touch that if I were you.” 
 
    “Is it salt?” 
 
    “Yes a…” he paused briefly, “a type of salt. Again, I wouldn't touch that.”  
 
    Isaac nervously pulled his hand back, brushing it against his pants and trying to remove any of the substance that might have drifted through the air. “I'm sorry. I just didn't know why it was there.” 
 
    “Never mind that, come in, come in.” Lazarus waved Isaac through the door. “Come, we've got lots to do today.” 
 
    They walked into a barren and bleak entryway. They were alone except for the spider web in the upper corner of the front door. The door closed behind them and Isaac was plunged into total darkness. His eyes slowly adjusted to the low light. He could see Lazarus's shadow moving in front of him towards the end of the hall where an orange light hung from the ceiling, helping to guide unsuspecting visitors into the basement cellar.  
 
    Lazarus shuffled his feet, giving off a playful swishing sound as he reached the end of the hallway. He turned back to see Isaac slowly making his way along the walls. “Oh sorry there, I like to keep this entryway quiet and dark. Just feel along the walls and follow the light here.” 
 
    Isaac's hand ran over the rough cedar-wood paneling. His fingertips lifted small fibers into the air and he could smell the sweet and sour note of old wood. He reached the doorway and followed Lazarus down the steep stairs to the bottom floor. He could feel a light draft on his face as the air transitioned from a musty wood to a clean industrial smell. 
 
    “Normally we come in through the back, but I figured you'd get lost trying to find the back alley.” Lazarus moved quickly down the stairs like a man who trusted the creaking old panels and who had practiced this descent many times in the past. Isaac's large frame struggled as his shoulders brushed against the wall and his hair touched against the ceiling top. 
 
    “A little claustrophobic, eh?” 
 
    “Ah yes, it is not often I get someone of your size in the facility. Trust me, the bottom floor is better for people of your genetics.” 
 
    They emptied onto the floor and the turn-of-the-century architecture gave way to a large room that felt like an industrial shop. Metal shelves housed bottles and bins filled to the brim. The concrete floors had drains for water and white tiles ran up the walls to the ceiling. Along the far wall were open exam rooms where autopsy tables stood adorned with rolling carts filled with tools and equipment.  
 
    “Welcome to my main office. This is where we typically do most of our work. The other times we are in the field, on location. You are OK with traveling around the Seattle area?” 
 
    The question broke Isaac's curiosity. “Yes, sir. Traveling won't be an issue. I've got a small truck.” 
 
    “A truck? Well, well, that might come in handy.” 
 
    The eagerness could be heard in his voice. “Absolutely, I'm happy to help.” 
 
    “Let's go on a little tour of the place.”               
 
    Isaac followed closely behind Lazarus as they walked across the cold concrete flooring to the empty wall on the far side. Lazarus turned and looked back across the floor. “You can see we have a lot of storage. Everything is cataloged in alphabetical order. We store relics and religious objects on one set of shelves and materials and chemical stores on the other.” 
 
    Isaac broke into Lazarus's speech. “I'm sorry, did you say relics and religious items?” 
 
    “Of course, very often we need assistance with our work and these objects can help with family members and ceremonies.” 
 
    “Ceremonies? I was under the impression this was a coroner's position.” 
 
    “Well, you are right. We almost always deal with the dead here or assist with people and their struggle with the dead.” 
 
    Isaac narrowed his gaze, showing his obvious confusion, but he was determined to give this job a chance. “OK, I'm just trying to understand what tasking I will need to do.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “For the most part, you'll be assisting me in the ceremonies. In fact, that's what you'll be doing today. Your primary role is to help me set up, perform, and close down the performance with our customers.”  
 
    Lazarus walked over to a set of closed doors. He opened them to reveal a large open conference room. The walls were draped in maroon curtains and adorned with yellow accenting light that gave the room an ominous feeling. Isaac's eyes scanned from corner to corner as his feet shuffled along the cheap tile flooring.  
 
    Lazarus turned to Isaac. “I am sure you have questions, but I prefer teaching through doing. It is the best way to introduce people to this profession. Seeing is believing.” He motioned to the closeted wall on the far side of the room, “Inside these closets, you'll find everything you need to prep the room for tonight. I've prepared a list of items and the layout we need.” 
 
    Lazarus handed the rough parchment to Isaac. The material felt old, like a soft felt or a baby's skin. He unfolded the material and reviewed the drawing. 
 
    Lazarus pointed down and indicated key points. “What you need to understand is how important this design is to this séance. We need to copy it exactly. I need the candles in the correct place and the salt poured in a perfect circle. I suggest placing the salt down first using an anchor in the center and some string.” Lazarus turned and started to walk away. He lifted his hand up and pointed to the ground. “The design is key. Especially tonight since the man we will be speaking with was not a shining member of society.” 
 
    It was almost too much to understand all at once. Isaac struggled to comprehend what Lazarus just said. So many words and descriptions that Director Rowe had left out of their initial conversation. He hesitated for a moment and then spoke up. “A séance? Director Rowe gave me the impression this was more of an autopsy position.” 
 
    There was a long pause in the room as Lazarus carefully thought about what he said next. “Isaac, you might, if you choose, begin working in an unorthodox profession and there's often a learning curve and an adjustment. It's nothing we haven't dealt with before. I understand that Rowe may have been a little vague and that might be concerning. How about this? Just give it a try tonight? Just try it once and we will see where it goes. Is that something you can do?” 
 
    Isaac nodded his head. “I really don't know. I'm not a religious man and the thought of working with a séance seems a little like snake oil.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “You aren't religious?” 
 
    Isaac shook his head. 
 
    “You are a better fit for this position than you know. The problem is the religious folks who aren't comfortable with it the first time. For you, it's just something silly. How about this, naturally it is up to you, it is always your choice but give it a try, just once. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    Isaac paused for a moment. “A séance, a séance.” His voice drifted. He lifted his head. “I've got nothing to lose so I think I can do it.” 
 
    “I need help here. I've been doing this for too long and it is starting to wear me down. I need a young man like yourself to assist me. You are a smart man. Just think, I can't promise you much in this world other than life and death, but I can tell you there will be zero pill-popping crazy people jumping around in cages.” 
 
    They both exchanged a wide smile. Lazarus clicked his right heel and walked back out of the large meeting room. He stopped for a moment, holding the door with his hand. “Everything you need is in that closet over there. Just follow the instructions on the parchment. The setup is key. Don't get lazy on me.” 
 
    Isaac nodded as Lazarus walked out of the room. The door clanged against the supports and Isaac was left alone in the room. He looked down at the parchment where a circle was drawn and points indicated candle placements. In the center was a large circular table with chairs. He felt a twinge of nerves as he saw the outline of a body. The placement was in the center of the table where the arms and legs were spread in a cross. An annotation was penciled in charcoal that read Donation. 
 
    Isaac wondered carefully, donation for what?


 
   
  
 

 Lift With Your Legs 
 
      
 
      
 
    The black body bag sat carelessly along the edge of the wall. Ripples in the plastic fabric folded over the curves of the young woman contained within. Isaac couldn't take his eyes off the clear form of a hand pressed against the side as if fighting the plastic bondage. He expected to see the bag move at any moment, the woman tear through the edges and run screaming out of the room. 
 
    The muffled voices of the police officers edged into his mind and distracted him from the discarded life on the floor. Lazarus was speaking quietly with the two police officers and the middle-aged woman. She clutched a small piece of fabric in her hands, the plaid pattern oozing out between her fingers. When she thought no one was looking, she brought it to her nose and took in a short breath. Her eyes narrowed as she smelled the perfume and a light mist clung to the edge of her eye. Isaac assumed there must be some connection to the corpse lying against the wall.  
 
    Lazarus turned to the main room. “Isaac, are we ready?” 
 
    A short nod. “Yes, sir. Everything is set up in the room.” 
 
    “Can you help Officer Castillo with the body? Please place it on the table with the head facing north.”  
 
    Lazarus turned to the woman still clutching the fabric and placed his hand on the small of her back. He gestured to the room. “Mrs. Jones, let's go into the room and find a seat.” 
 
    Isaac crossed the room to join the officer next to the body. Officer Castillo was a stocky Mexican man with a tightly cropped beard. A small gold chain hung from his neck and Isaac could see the cross swinging and flickering in the fluorescent light.  
 
    Isaac didn't expect the Boston accent in his voice. “Alright, wado you want the bitch's feet? She gotta a nice set, but she ain't using them no more and it a damn shame.” 
 
    The officer's comments caught Isaac off guard. His eyes bored into the man's flaking scalp. “I'll take her head. Why don't you focus on her feet instead?” 
 
    “Whatever you want. I was just joking, you know?” 
 
    Isaac's hands locked behind the woman's head as the plastic crinkled under his fingertips. He could feel the woman's hair gathered beneath her neck like a soft pillow. They shuffled their way into the main room to greet the others. The body let loose a hollow thud as it hit the wooden tabletop. Isaac slowly unzipped the black plastic bag. The woman's soft white skin was a bright contrast against the dark wooden tabletop. The bloodless autopsy stitches cut a patchwork across her chest and abdomen. He couldn't help but try to imagine the woman's story and how life's choices brought her to this basement room surrounded by cops and candles.  
 
    Where was her family? he thought.  
 
    What would they say about their daughter or niece being removed from a body bag and placed naked onto a séance circle? That word, séance, still floated through his mind.  
 
    Isaac caught Lazarus's face. What did Lazarus mean by séance? He didn't actually believe he was going to speak with someone who was dead. He mentioned a man earlier, so what is this woman's purpose? 
 
    The group shifted and moved towards the table. Isaac could hear their footsteps on the tiled floor as Lazarus spoke softly with the officers. His experience with Lazarus was limited, but he felt that the man's voice had changed. There were layers of dominance and confidence that could be heard as he spoke with the guests. They all stared into his eyes. They hung on every word as he confidently described the facility and lightly joked, reassuring them that the ritual would be safe for everyone. 
 
    Isaac pulled the black plastic body bag out from under the woman. She was nude and sprawled across the table. Her exposed dead body stared up at the suspended ceiling tiles. Isaac's forearm brushed up against the woman's leg and he could feel the bend of the light blond hairs. Her skin was smooth but firm like the cadaver he worked on in class. The smell of formaldehyde slowly worked its way through his nose causing his stomach to ache. He kicked himself for missing lunch. It would be a long evening and the smell would work its evil.  
 
    He felt a chill rush over his body. Somehow the room seemed colder than normal, as if a window was left open to the cool evening air. Light goose pimples scattered across his forearms as he reached under the table and pulled out two small cloths and laid them across her exposed breasts and midsection. The white fabric draped down and tucked between her legs and breasts. 
 
    Officer Castillo's disappointment was palpable. His face looked like a young boy who just had his toy taken from him. His eyes remained on the cloth covering the woman's midsection. A small ‘V’ marked her pubic region as her thighs rested together. The pressure in Castillo's pants softened as the hairless view washed from his mind. 
 
    All of the eyes were focused on the woman laid across the table as Lazarus broke the silence. “Well, could everyone take their seat at the table? We can go ahead and get started in a few minutes. I just need to borrow Isaac for a minute and step outside. Is that OK?” 
 
    A muffled agreement could be heard as the guests slowly sat in their respective seats. Their heads dipped slightly towards the nude body before settling into the wool-lined chairs.  
 
    Lazarus closed the room's door to just a crack and leaned in close to Isaac. He whispered softly, “You're doing just fine. Please make sure everyone is comfortable. Drinks. Food. Anything.” 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Yes, make it quick.” 
 
    “I don't mean to be rude.” Isaac paused a moment catching his breath and debating in his mind the next words. “Could you please tell me what the fuck we are doing here? I mean we…I…I am dragging some woman's naked body around with some fucking pervert cop? And who the hell are these people?” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “And waste all of the fun? Seeing is believing and right now I need you to believe. Don't worry about the…decorations. Just focus on the event.” 
 
    The thing that Isaac hated more than anything was cagey answers to direct questions. He didn't appreciate the direction this new job was taking, but he was determined to try to make it work.  
 
    “I'm just very confused about what is going on. I just placed a woman's body onto a table. The candles, salt on the ground? This…this doesn't feel right. I have no idea what we are we doing here.” 
 
    “I understand that, but right now you need to watch. Your world view will change in a few minutes, but until then, it's not worth talking about. Just stand and observe, OK?” 
 
    Isaac took a deep breath and looked up to the corner of the room and back down at Lazarus. His voice was uneasy. “Maybe, I guess.” 
 
    Lazarus reached into his pocket and pulled out two canvas bags with small ribbon ties. “There's one last thing. I need you to hold these. If something starts to get a little out of control.” He shifted his weight and his voice dropped. “Out of control means something crazy. Like people saying odd things in languages that don't seem normal. Do you understand? Especially those cops." 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “And so help me god, if you see a levitating person, I need you to act. If that happens, you jump on the body and you to break this across my face and the second goes into the face of the girl on the table.” 
 
    Isaac held the bags in his hand and thumbed them across his palm. They were light and had the consistency of sand. He rolled the bags, placing them into his pant pocket.  
 
    Isaac shook his head softly and bit the edge of his tongue. “OK, I will wait to see if anything odd happens. And you want me to throw this across your face when it does?” 
 
    “Naturally, only if it gets out of control.” 
 
    Isaac lifted his eyebrows. “And out of control means floating people and speaking in strange tongues? Sure. That sounds logical.”  
 
    Isaac spun around in a circle and was exasperated lifting his hands to his face. He turned back to Lazarus. “Did you hear what you just said?” 
 
    “Listen, I don't have time to convince you. Just sit in that room and if something beyond your imagination occurs, do it.” 
 
    Isaac's anger boiled over. “Sure, what the fuck. You want this shit thrown in your face then fine. You've got it.” 
 
    Lazarus's face turned as he heard the sarcasm in Isaac's voice. He reached for the door and paused, whispering, “I am depending on you. I will be lost for the ceremony, but you are my anchor.” 
 
    There was a pause before Lazarus spoke again. “If you don't want to be here, then the door is right there up those stairs. You are free to leave and never come back. But if you stay, you are committed. It's your choice. But listen to me, if you stay, and talk to me like that again, you won't remember hitting the floor.”  
 
    Before Isaac could respond, he was alone as the wooden door slowly closed. He looked around the main room and debated whether or not he should return. It was quiet except for the slow hum of the fluorescent lights. He was forced with a choice. On one side, he could walk out and return to Tennison and accept the devil he knew and continue dealing with psychotic inmates, having feces thrown at him, being pissed on, kicked, punched, and generally harassed. The other option was staring him in the face. Through the double doors and into the dimly lit room where a séance was about to occur. A séance. He still couldn't believe he was only a few feet away from some voodoo ritual. A voodoo ritual that was now part of his medical degree. He was studying to be a medical student during the day, and training in Lazarus's mystical basement at night. 
 
    He whispered, “Fucking trapped.” 
 
    Lazarus's words ran through Isaac's head, Right now you just need to watch.  
 
    Watch what? Some psychic ritual? Some snake-oil ceremony?  
 
    With everything running through his mind, he thought of the woman on the table. They had to be breaking some law dealing with dead bodies. Was it fair to leave her alone? For some unexplainable reason, he felt he needed to stay to make sure the dead woman would be protected. Lazarus said he just needed him to watch. He needed to be an observer and nothing else. Isaac knew he could do that task.  
 
    What was the risk? Just hang in the back of the room for an hour and then head home.  
 
    He dropped his head knowing that his future, for now, was with Lazarus. He entered the room. Everyone was sitting at the table. Isaac could see the small smile on Lazarus's face. It wasn't a mocking smile. There seemed to be an honest joy that had been missing in their previous interactions. As if a father was watching his son walk for the first time. 
 
    Lazarus pointed to the empty chair next to him. “Why don't you take a seat, Isaac?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Breaking Free 
 
      
 
      
 
    “How do you know? Do you actually feel something?”  
 
    Isaac was twelve with not a hair on his face. He was sitting on the porch staring up at his grandfather whose gray hair plowed decades across his scalp.  
 
    The old man took a deep breath and thought about the question. “Well, I'm not sure I feel something specific, like a slap on the back or anything of the sort. It's more of a warmth. You know when your Nan makes you up some hot chocolate like she did over the holidays?” 
 
    The young man smiled and nodded his head. 
 
    “That warmth is what you feel. More of a comfort. Your Nan and I pray every day. Not everything is acted on, but we're heard. We know that's the truth.” 
 
    “But how do you know someone is listening?” 
 
    “You've got to trust it.” 
 
    “It's hard to believe something you can't see.” 
 
    “It's not that hard. You know when you go off to school each day that your Nan and I will be home when you get off that school bus, right?” 
 
    The wind moved through the trees, shaking the branches and the new spring leaves. “But that's just school.” 
 
    “Yes, but your Nan doesn't look at you each day and say ‘we'll be here when you get back’, you just trust it. She gives you a kiss and you say goodbye and it all works out.” 
 
    Isaac was skeptical. “I guess.” 
 
    “It's sort of like that. Faith ain't nothing big, it's just a small thing that builds and builds in your mind. You go about your day like we all do, focusin' on things that matter in the moment. You worry about school, or sports, or your homework. We all do. But at the end of the day, there's that little spot left over, that moment when you remember you are not alone. That someone is looking down on you.” 
 
    “I wish I could just see something. I'm not asking for some miracle. Just something small.” 
 
    The old man shifted in his seat and smiled. “Every night you close your eyes and while you sleep, your heart keeps going, your lungs keep breathing, and blood keeps moving through your body. That's a miracle in and of itself. You close your eyes and dream away the night. You can see anything inside your mind's eye, but are you focused on what you see? You've got a brain, you can dream. Hell, you've got more senses than just sight, but is that the only way you will believe? There's more to it than just seeing.”  
 
    He reached back and ran his fingers through his hair. In the distance, the cicadas chirped their song. The silence fell over them both before the man leaned in again. “Isaac, think about this. You are like a river and there are many streams flowing in. They each feed more and more water. As the river flows, it gets bigger and bigger. Eventually, you can't believe that this large river was built from a small stream. So don't lose focus on the river by concerning yourself with some small stream. I'm losing you again, eh? Well, just give it time. Time is always your friend.” He reached out and squeezed Isaac's shoulder.  
 
    Isaac closed his eyes and sought out the gaps in his mind. He tried to focus on the river. Seeing himself floating along. But his mind narrowed and he was lost trying to trace back to that first stream. He reached out and pulled gently at his grandfather's fingertips. He wanted to touch the faith that he talked about. He didn't want to feel like an outcast. He tried plumbing the depths of his mind, looking for that spark. He could feel the pounding pulse of his heart through his throat, his rhythmic breaths desperately moving oxygen into his body, and the tingling of his fingertips against his plaid shirt. He could not find it. That thing he was looking for was just a void. 
 
      
 
    It was almost a decade later and Isaac stood in the entryway to the conference room deep in the belly of a Pioneer Square historic brick building. His eyes were closed as he focused on the darkness. His mind was far from empty. He could see images slowly melting, their colors merging in a kaleidoscope of reds, blacks, and oranges. He was searching through and replaying the events in his mind. He could see the woman's body lying on the table, the cops surrounding them and Lazarus at the head. He could still smell the burning candles giving off smoke that swirled through the air and over the group. 
 
    In the center room, Lazarus lay still on the couch outside a medical office. From his waist up, he was covered in a fine gray powder. It collected across the face where Isaac had struck him. Through the powder, a red welt could be seen forming on his right cheek just below his eye. His breathing was shallow as his body melted over the edge of the cushion. His arm hung loose with his fingers resting on the ground. Beneath the cracks of folded skin was a soupy mixture of powder and blood that streaked back across the floor to the conference room and to the base of Isaac's shoes.  
 
    Isaac lightly swayed. In his mind, he could feel something new. He felt like he was sitting in a bathtub naked watching the warm water slowly climbing up the edge of his skin. Each piece of exposed flesh wanted and craved the warm relief. He was flooded with new emotions. Each one nestling in like a flash flood in a desert canyon. He knew what this was. He could feel it birthed from that night's experience.  
 
    Seeing is believing. 
 
    He opened his eyes and pushed open the doors and walked into the conference room. He could hear the squish as his feet walked through a thick line of blood. It had pooled in the center of the room and was now overflowing, finding lower areas to travel and gather. 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” His voice cracked as his lungs purged. 
 
    He still couldn't close his mind around what had happened. Somewhere deep in the recesses of his body, he rejected it as a hallucination. He was a man devoting his life to a science, a physical science, one predicated on touch, reason, and evidence. But here in this room, he had seen things. Things that would forever change how he viewed the world. He was feeling that warmth he had once heard about from his grandfather. Having had the time to reflect, he knew he felt it. It was that warmth, a comforting feeling. He knew he would never be able to run away from his faith.  
 
    On the center table was the woman's body. Parts of her flesh were still clean, giving off the pale white color that reflected so brightly in the fluorescent light. The rest of her was a different story. The autopsy incision was opened and the fleshy remains draped over her rib cage like paper hanging off the edge of a stack. It was frayed at the edges and loose and stained red.  
 
    The candles were on the ground, their fire long put out by the breath of the hot beast. The footprints could still be seen in the blood smears around the table. Amazingly, the salt barrier held. How it stopped that creature was still a mystery to Isaac. The claw marks could be seen where the creature had pulled itself out of her body. Clawing at the table and digging inch deep channels into the wood. The shavings piled up along the edge and along the base of the floor.  
 
    The cries and crawling still echoed in Isaac's head. He felt mad, like he belonged in a padded room. It was all too much. Isaac's hands gave off a subtle tremor and his mouth went dry. He reached out for the edge of a chair and slowly fell into the seat. His breathing shuddered as he held back his emotions. It was no time for tears. He was too deep and there was so much of him still in the room. 
 
    Isaac slowly lifted out of the chair and made his way across the room to the closet. Inside, he pulled out buckets, mops, and brooms. He was surprised earlier when he saw the amount of cleaning materials but assumed Lazarus liked a clean facility. He knew now there were other reasons. 
 
    It took him two hours to collect the blood into the center of the room. He ran a small hose and began to slowly wash the sticky soup of blood and powder down the main drain. He loaded the woman back into the body bag and cleaned off the table. There was nothing he could do about the claw marks. He scrubbed the grooves down to try and remove all of the dried and caked matter. Isaac was a ghost, slowly moving methodically across the room. His face was lost in a blank stare. He scrubbed and lifted and cleaned. He was numb and working was all he could do. 
 
    Beneath the woman's body was a small coin. He held it in his fingers and looked over the inscription on the edge. He assumed it must have been something dropped by one of the attendees. He placed it into his pocket and continued.  
 
    He was nearly finished when a crack sounded from the back of the room. Lazarus slowly walked in, hobbling gingerly on his left leg. He crossed the floor and sat in one of the chairs along the side of the table. Isaac stood like a statue watching the man as he held a trash bag filled with paper towels that were red and soaked through with a bloody soapy bleach solution. The room smelled of chemicals and bleach. 
 
    Lazarus looked around and leaned back in the chair. “You did a good job.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Isaac was cold and his eyes stared at Lazarus. He was waiting for some type of explanation. 
 
    Lazarus shifted, taking a deep breath. His arm went to his shoulder and he pulled down, releasing a loud popping noise as if a series of tree branches had broken under the strain. “That was an eventful night, well, the parts that I remember.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Where's the girl?”  
 
    “I cleaned her up and put her back in the bag.” 
 
    “Good, good. I will have to call Eddy to come and pick her up.” 
 
    Isaac wasn't going to wait any longer. “What happened to that woman's body was disgusting. She didn't deserve that.” 
 
    Lazarus gave off a small snort of a laugh. “What do you think that girl was doing?” 
 
    “She was dead. She didn't do anything.” 
 
    “No no, why do you think we used her?” 
 
    “I don't know why you sick fucks did that to her.” 
 
    Lazarus patted the air with his hand. “Cool it, cowboy, I get you're upset, but that woman…that one…was deep in the occult. She was a Satanist, she welcomed the dead into her life, and she was a practicing conjuror. I don't see what happened to her as a bad thing. She was an imposter at best.” He shifted again in his chair. 
 
    “I don't care what she did in her life. She was dead and that's not a way to treat a body.” 
 
    “I hear you, but that woman had something in her. She was a monster as you clearly saw. Let me tell you something. That woman sitting there in that bag has been dead for almost two years.” Isaac was silent. “Did her body look it? No, it didn't. She looked like she was still alive, like a body in a coma. On top of that, we know that every month, she climbed out of whatever hole she was buried in and went off to kill someone.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “After this night, you are telling me…me, bullshit? There was a spirit inside her. She brought it there and it was her undoing. It was guiding her body and we needed to stop it.” 
 
    “I wouldn't call that a spirit.” 
 
    “Actually, it was an old spirit.” 
 
    “It looked like a demon of some sort.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “First, you don't know the difference. And if it was a demon, you would have known and you would have been chasing me out of the room. We would've had to call in the big guns to stop a demon.” He chuckled. “We don't waste our time with those.” 
 
    Isaac was confused. “That wasn't a demon?” 
 
    “No, sir. That was your average spirit. That girl called it up and they bonded together. Consider it a symbiotic relationship. It's no matter anymore. It's all taken care of. You wouldn't have happened to see a coin lying around here when you were cleaning up?” 
 
    Isaac reached into his pocket and pulled out the gold coin. “Yes, I found it under her body.” 
 
    Lazarus stood up arching his back. He relaxed and took the coin, slowly examining the markings. There was a shawl draped over the cross and on the base were small flowers. He slowly looked up to Isaac. “You were really a non-believer?” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” 
 
    “You didn't believe in Him?” Lazarus pointed up. 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “The coins always tell a story. I haven't seen this marking in a while. I'm glad you've been brought here. It will be helpful for us going forward.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, brought here? Going forward?” 
 
    “Yes, you are my apprentice now.” 
 
    Isaac backed away, uplifting his hands to Lazarus. “Oh no, no. I'm sorry. I can't help you out. All of this is, just, well…this is not for me.” 
 
    Lazarus put his hand on Isaac's shoulder. “It's OK to be nervous. You did a good job tonight. That was not a trivial event. Most of these go easy. We do a séance and it ends perfectly fine. You just happened to catch a bad one.” 
 
    “Lazarus, I appreciate your confidence but I'm not staying around here. I cleaned up mainly in an effort to hide the fact I was here. I didn't know if you were ever going to get up.” 
 
    “Listen, just head home. Get some sleep and we can talk about this in a few days.” 
 
    “Lazarus, I don't think you understand, I don't want to do this with you. I tried to get a new position to get away from the crazy and that shit last night was beyond anything I can imagine. I'm leaving and I'm not coming back.” 
 
    Isaac was shaking as he walked past Lazarus and exited through the double doors.  
 
    “Isaac, just relax…” Lazarus struggled to keep up as he limped along the ground. “You can't run away from this.” 
 
    By the time Lazarus made it to the doors, Isaac was around the corner and heading up the stairs to the street above.  
 
    Lazarus stopped in the middle of the room and rested his hands on his hips. He was alone. “Well, Isaac, if you don't want to listen, it doesn't matter. You don't really have a choice anymore.” 
 
    In the distance, Lazarus heard the entrance door close. 
 
    Across the room was an old wooden box that sat on the edge of a table. Lazarus slowly walked over and rested his hands on the oiled surface. There was a small slit in the top just wide enough to accept a small coin. An old faded cross was etched on the side and the carved lettering was lost to time. Lazarus reached into his pocket and pulled out the gold coin. It disappeared. A white glow emerged from the box seams and then died back. He tapped the box with his hand and slowly made his way across the room to his office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Review and Analysis 
 
      
 
      
 
    The doctor sat across from the table from Zinn. He had read the case file and spent the weekend studying up on the gory details of the event. This was his first time meeting with her since being appointed by the defense to assess Zinn's state of mind. There was only one question that he was tasked to answer:  
 
    Was Zinn mentally fit to stand trial for murder?  
 
    At the beginning of the meeting, he spent time reviewing the evidence and data surrounding the murders. She had been quiet, answering most of his questions using short phrases and one-word answers. She was more shocked at her predicament than remorseful for the situation. She seemed to have little sympathy for the children. It was as if she had separated from two people, the woman before the murders and the woman after. She spoke with a detached tone, like a woman under the influence of some medication. Her words floated out in a drunk rhythm and she seemed content and relaxed, as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  
 
    They discussed her childhood, focusing on her relationship with her family. The doctor could not find any indication of severe trauma that might have caused her behavior. He furiously scribbled detailed notes across his pad, pausing from time to time to clarify her comments. Along the margin, the doctor added his analysis, marking specific points, answers, and bodily movements. He paused for a moment as the silence strung out across the room. His pencil hovered before scratching in the margin “Rational Woman”.  
 
    She knew that she had murdered the children. There was no doubt. She talked about her emotions while she was in the water. The void-like feeling as she leaned her head back to keep the water from splashing on her face. She reflected on how they fought back, clawing her arms and wrists, but giving up fast. She told the doctor she thought it would have taken longer.  
 
    “Why did you feel you needed to kill the children?” 
 
    Zinn paused for a moment. It was the first time she hesitated and the doctor noticed. When her voice opened, it cracked at first. She fought her answer as if her mind wrestled with the correct words. As the answer flowed, the doctor could see the hesitation leave her and her comfort level return. She spoke in paragraphs. The doctor stopped writing and absorbed her. He looked for cues as her story unfolded. When she finished, the doctor could see the release on her face. She looked at peace. She went through in great depth describing the evil nature of the children, their actions that built over the year, and eventually the arrival of the tormentor. The woman who had been having a sensible conversation for 45 minutes had suddenly, and without a noticeable change in her appearance or tone, shifted into what the doctor would later diagnose as a schizophrenic nightmare. The conversation continued, but she was stuck on the tormentor. The conversation was caught in an eddy of fear and terror. Her descriptions of him flowed out like a river into an open delta. She spoke as if she were staring into the creature's very eyes. As if the doctor were him. She didn't hold back. She choked back tears as she described the smoke, how his arms swayed heavily as he walked, how his knees bent and shook after each step. As she detailed her madness, the doctor finally understood what drove this woman to the unspeakable act.  
 
    This wasn't the first time the doctor had seen a schizophrenic patient, but he became unnerved each time she described the tormentor, each time she referred to him by that name. His skin crawled hearing this small frail woman speak so calmly about a smoking demon that followed her throughout the day.  
 
    How could the human mind be so fragile and weak? A woman who seemed normal one moment was able to commit such an abhorrent atrocity the next. Her mind had been broken and poisoned by this figure. This thing watched her every move, observing how she slept, ate, and showered. There were no boundaries as her delusion seeped into every aspect of her day. 
 
    He finally asked Zinn, “You've described this creature that follows you around. Can you tell me, do you still see him? Is… Is he here right now?” 
 
    Her eyes had been calm and focused during the interview. For the first time, he saw her pupils dilate and her eyes grow wide. Zinn stole a quick glance over the doctor's shoulder towards the blank wall behind. “He's been here since the beginning.” 
 
    The doctor's heart was racing and he almost didn't want to ask, “Since the beginning of what?” 
 
    “The interview.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “He's behind you in the corner.” 
 
    The doctor shifted in his seat, curling his back to see where she indicated. There was nothing. An empty wall. He turned back to her. “I don't see anything. What do you see?” 
 
    “Him.” 
 
    “Who is he looking at?” 
 
    “Well…you, of course. He is interested in you.” 
 
    The doctor's eyes locked with Zinn's. For a brief moment, the doctor felt a warmth on the back of his neck. As if a draft had dropped down from the ceiling. His hairs felt the tug of the breeze as he slowly lifted his hand to his neck and rubbed. 
 
    For the first time that day, Zinn showed a wry smile.  
 
    The doctor brought his hand back down to his notes. “What are you smiling about?” 
 
    “Never mind.” She shook her head gently as if brushing some dust off her head. 
 
    The doctor shifted nervously and pondered his next line of questioning. “Does he talk to you? How do you communicate?” 
 
    “No, no talking. He never speaks. We communicate in a way that is hard to explain. I kind of…just, you know…know what he is talking about or what he needs. Almost like he is beaming something into my mind. That's the worst part of it all.” 
 
    “What's that?” The doctor was jotting down notes as fast as he could. 
 
    “It is the silence. Real silence. He looks at me and I then have some type of image in my head. It's almost instant. I just know what he is saying. That's the hardest part. The silence. It's like you are alone except he's there watching. He's always watching. Can you imagine that? You are up at night, you're sleepy and you get up from the bed to head to the bathroom and you pass this thing on your way. He's there watching you walk by. You are eating dinner, he's there. I…I just have a hard time with it. You don't get used to it at all. It can cause you to do things. Believe things you otherwise wouldn't. Become someone you never were. Can you understand that doctor? How it consumes you?” 
 
    “I am empathetic, but not sympathetic. You killed those children. You had the choice and you chose to kill them. That can't be forgotten.” 
 
    “Is that what you think? Am I forgetting them? I had to do it and I regret it.” Tears were now falling from her face. “I didn't have a choice. You think I chose this? You think I wanted this to happen? I would trade anything to have them back and be free of this monster.” 
 
    The doctor stood up and gathered his things. Zinn was now standing, her hands gripping the side of the table.  
 
    “Zinn, we will see how your trial goes. I don't doubt you suffer from some type of psychosis. But I am just a piece of the trial. It is up to the jury to decide your fate.” 
 
    “My fate?” she snorted. “My fate is in hell.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Jailbreak 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been nearly a year since Zinn won her insanity plea, a month since her last conversation with the tormentor, and a week since her run-in with Isaac and James. Tennison didn't change her life's outcome at all. In her mind, she was still stuck in a cage in a hospital, as opposed to a cage in a prison. She ate three meals a day, jammed down her medications faithfully, and endured the regular abuse from the hospital staff. Regardless of what they called it, this place was a prison to her. 
 
    The faucet dripped slowly, giving off a plinking sound as it struck the stainless steel sink. In the reflection of the drops, Zinn sat curled up on her cot with her back against the corner wall. The cracks in the walls darted out from the edges like lightning bolts searching for a place to discharge. Dirt and mildew collected in the openings accenting the monotone gray walls with a dark green color. She had aged these few weeks. Gray now fell through her oily plastered hair. Her arms wrapped around her knees and her eyes hid behind the thin loose flesh. Her fingers picked at her elbows and released a light dust of skin that collected on the navy blue comforter. She had been there for hours, just picking and digging, as if in a trance. A casual observer would have to place a hand on her back to know she was breathing. 
 
    Across from Zinn, her tormentor sat staring at the dark recessed door at the far end of the concrete cave. Through the black smoky vapor, his eyes focused. She could see what he was saying. The Door.  
 
    “How are we going to do that?” she asked out loud. “Please let me know how that will happen.” 
 
    There was a click on the door and the riveted steel panel began to slowly open. Zinn expected another wave of orderlies to storm the room and give her another sedative. The door creaked open revealing the empty hallway to the open block. There were nine other doors to rooms on the wing, but they all remained closed. Zinn looked at the smoky-faced creature. His arm lifted slowly and pointed to the opening. Inside her mind, she didn't hear a voice. Images and words floated across her mind. 
 
    Leave. 
 
    Zinn seethed in anger; her words spit through her teeth towards the creature on the bed. “I've been in this rat hole for a year and you have the ability to just open the goddamn door? When were you going to let me know?” 
 
    Another flood of images. 
 
    Go. 
 
    “Well, what if I don't? They'll hunt me down. Find me and bring me right back here. Huh? How am I going to get past the guards? Any ideas on that or are we going to just float out of here?” 
 
    Zinn's mind didn't broadcast a new phrase. It was silent. Instead, she could feel his anger and frustration. She could feel a warm gathering in her stomach as if a fire had been lit and the flames finally struck a pool of gas. The fire licked up her esophagus and threatened to boil out through her lips. It was the only warning that she needed. She backed down and slowly walked through the dark opening and out into the hall. Behind her, she could hear the clicking of the tormentor's hooves as he followed behind. She reached the dark opening. A moment passed before her eyes adjusted to the hallway. She slowly inspected the common room. The ceiling was taller than she remembered. Vaulted stonework towered two stories above and arced overhead. It reminded her of a church. She expected to hear an organ sound announcing her presence, but there was only silence. Her hand rested on the edge of the opening as her neck craned. It was the first time in nearly a year that she had been let out of the room. 
 
    Right. 
 
    She began to slowly inch her way down the wall. Her shoulder pressed into the damp stone. She could feel the ripples of the cracks as she glided along. At the end of the long hall was another doorway. As she approached, she heard another click and the door moved as if controlled by some unseen actor. She broke through the doorway and entered into an empty guard area. A small TV hissed with static and showed a distorted image. She could make out a group of people dancing in some variety show. Along the wall was a line of folded chairs. Hanging above on hooks was a line of batons. 
 
    Take one. 
 
    She turned to see the creature. He was lost in the dark shadow behind her. The light of the TV reflected off his side illuminating the smoky vapor. Zinn looked incredulous. “And do what with it?” 
 
    Take one. 
 
    She paused for a moment and then reached up to grab the wooden baton. It was heavy and it hung low, rapping against her leg as she continued down the hallway.  
 
    Ready. 
 
    Ready for what? she asked. 
 
    Around the corner, she heard a door close and the residual sounds of a toilet refilling with water. There was a loud zipping sound followed by footsteps. Her eyes looked back at the creature, but he gave no solace. He was focused on the hall in front of her. She adjusted her stance and brought the baton up over her head. The shadow of the man appeared on the ground in front of her. As he rounded the corner, he caught a brief glimpse of Zinn before she brought the baton down across his face.  
 
    Zinn's eyes rolled back and she felt the tormentor guiding her hands and arms. Performing each strike with surgical precision. For her, it was like a rush, a surge of uncontrollable emotion, an invisible power coursing through her veins. Her blood vessels dilated and the surge of new blood filled her tiny muscles. When the tormentor moved through her, she could feel his anger and joy. It was the violence and the feeling of operating in the real world that did it for him. It was the rare opportunity for him to walk in the flesh. 
 
    The baton collided with the guard's face as his nose buckled and his teeth gave way. Shards of tooth flaked off around the baton as he tumbled to the ground. Blood poured out from his face leaving a smeared stain across the ground as he settled. The guard was in shock. He was temporarily blind as he foolishly grabbed along the ground. His body rocked and stumbled, trying to find an equilibrium. Long ropes of blood dripped from his face and painted arcs along the floor.  
 
    Finish. 
 
    Zinn knew what that meant. “I don't want to.” 
 
    Finish now! 
 
    The heat rose again within her. She lifted the baton and dropped it across the back of the guard's head. He fell to the ground. He was lost. He lay still, face down, with his arms contorted. 
 
    Keys. 
 
    Zinn reached down and unclipped the keys on his belt. They left the carnage in their wake as they made their way down the hall towards the double doors. She navigated through a series of locked doors and exited the building. It was nearly morning. The blue sunrise was peaking over the Cascades. Her feet were quickly soaked as she jogged through the dew collected on the grassy lawn. Behind her, she left a trail of footprints in the grass. Alongside the trail was a larger cadence of circular hoof prints. They crossed the expanse and exited through a side gate. On the horizon, she could see the lights of the city reflected on the low-lying clouds. 
 
    Zinn stopped for a moment and turned to the tormentor. “Where are we going?” 
 
    There was no response, except an image of a tall young man with broad shoulders dressed in an orderly's uniform. She nodded, fully understanding the image's meaning. She continued jogging down the road. Her arm swung out, throwing the baton into a clump of blackberries along the side of the road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Binding 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac was wrapped in a thin sheet and curled up with a long body pillow when a knock sounded at the front door. The sudden noise startled him awake as his arms pressed down lifting his head up to the noise. Again, the knocking came from the front door. The clock on the nightstand read 3:44. It was early and it was a weekday. He enjoyed his sleep. It was the one thing he was truly passionate about. Isaac could feel his irritation welling up as he shouted at the door, “Fuck off! Wrong…door.”  
 
    The knock came again. Isaac pressed down on the bed and shot his large frame to a standing position. He caught his balance as his eyes adjusted. A narrow beam of moonlight fell down over the studio apartment illuminating the cheap flooring and the small table and chairs. Isaac slowly made his way across the room. His bare feet rhythmically peeled and popped on the linoleum. He made it to the door and yelled through, “I will hurt whoever is on the other side of the door. I'm not expecting anyone, so piss off.” 
 
    There was a pause and a familiar voice could be heard. “Open up, Isaac. I need to speak with you.” 
 
    It was Lazarus. 
 
    “First, you should go. Second, why would you think it would be ok to come here so late? Do you not have a watch, or clock, or something in that fucked-up house of yours?” 
 
    “Listen, I know it is late, but I must speak with you.” 
 
    Isaac's forehead leaned against the door. Everything in his body told him to leave the door closed, to just leave this man standing outside with the hope he will eventually leave. 
 
    “I'm not going to leave. I'm sorry about how early it is.”  
 
    “I'm going to call the police then.” 
 
    “No, you won't. Please open the door.” 
 
    Isaac pulled back on the door. The chain lock stopped the door at a six-inch gap. Isaac peered through the narrow opening. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Well…I just want to pay you for the day.” 
 
    “I don't want your money.” 
 
    “Could I please come in to explain some things and pay you?” 
 
    “Just slip the money under the door and leave.” Isaac's hand vibrated against the door as he fought back the anger that was boiling up inside him. 
 
    “Isaac, I came all the way down here, please just open the door.” 
 
    Isaac backed away from the door opening and silently screamed, FUCK!  
 
    His veins bulged in his throat. The moment of quiet rage helped to calm his nerves. He shut the door and unlocked the latch. The door opened and he saw the thin man standing there in the doorway.  
 
    “Isaac, I'm sorry about all of this.” 
 
    Before the words were finished, a flash of a shadow moved down the hall and enveloped the entryway in darkness. Isaac felt his body wrapped in a feathery warmth. His massive frame was lifted up from the floor and driven back to the corner of the studio. The force was gentle but impressive. This thing lifted his large frame as if it were a rag doll or some child's plaything. Isaac was not sure if he had gone blind or if he was covered in darkness. He pressed out in front of him and felt a large man's chest. His shoulders were wrapped in two sets of immense arms. He was frozen in place, unable to move, like a prisoner wrapped in a feathery womb.  
 
    Isaac heard the door slam shut and a light switch flipped. The light poured through the thin wrap. He saw the silhouette of a man in front of him. From the size of his chest and neck, Isaac guessed that he was almost seven feet tall. Along his arms, a thin fabric dropped down and wrapped all around him. Stitched in the fabric were thin feathers that were impossibly soft. It felt as if he were wrapped in the skin of a newborn baby exposed to the world for the first time. 
 
    Through the fabric, Isaac heard Lazarus's muffled voice speak. “Jalon, put him down. He's not a risk to us.” 
 
    Slowly, Isaac could feel his back sliding down the studio apartment's wall. The figure had lifted him nearly three feet off the ground and held him in place. Isaac was in shock trying to imagine the strength needed to perform that task. His mouth searched for words but found none. His feet hit the ground and the fabric pulled back. Isaac stumbled back with his arms up protecting himself from this creature as his eyes adjusted to the bright lights. 
 
    He heard Lazarus. “Isaac I'm sorry for barging in like this, but we had to meet.” 
 
    Isaac was still reeling from the invasion. “Who the hell are you? God damn it! Who the hell is this?” 
 
    A voice sounded out. “Don't take the Lord's name in vain, young man. You will regret it.” 
 
    Isaac's vision was now clearing as he stood up. “First of all…fuck you both in the ass.” He waved his arm across the room. “And second, do you have any idea what time it is? Why the hell are you bringing some stranger to my place?” 
 
    Lazarus motioned to the enormous figure standing in the room as if holding him back from charging. “It's OK, it's OK, Jalon. I've got this. Isaac, I understand it's late. I'm sorry about that.” 
 
    Isaac's mind was consumed with rage and Lazarus was his target. He narrowed his eyes and balled his fists. He was wholly focused on the man slowly approaching him. It caused him to forget about the large figure now leaning in his fridge and rummaging for something to drink. The figure found what he was looking for and cracked the top of the milk. His throat popped as he took long pulls. After a moment, he dropped the milk carton on the counter, having drained the half gallon in seconds.  
 
    Isaac's focus turned. “Lazarus what the hell is he doing? Do you two need my bed as well? How about some clothes and a little spending cash?”  
 
    Lazarus turned towards the kitchen. “Are you going to do that here?” 
 
    The man's voice was deep, as if all the air in his lungs was groaning against his vocal cords. It must have been a great strain for this man to speak. “What difference does it make? Just tell him what's going on.” 
 
    Isaac's eyes were wide. “Who the hell is that and what the hell is he talking about?” 
 
    “Isaac, we have to talk to you about something.” 
 
    “What a perfect time for that. Four in the morning? Would you like me to get the tumblers and some cake?” 
 
    “Isaac, you need to come back to work with me. I need you as my apprentice. You are as qualified as a person could be. You've got the size, you are pre-med, and you've already proven yourself.”  
 
    “Wow, this is a wonderful conversation. Thank you, Lazarus and I hope you and your friend have enjoyed your stay. But I'm sorry. I spent enough time in your loony-bin factory. I'm not interested in your voodoo witch trials or whatever you call them.” 
 
    The voice sounded from next to the fridge. “Séances.” 
 
    Isaac pointed at the man. “I also don't give a shit about you, man. I don't give a fuck what you call them. It's total garbage.” 
 
    Lazarus moved closer. His arms were slightly outstretched as if welcoming Isaac. “I need you. You were very helpful yesterday. I also think we would make a good team.” 
 
    “No…deal.” 
 
    “Isaac, you need to be reasonable right now. We've got more you need to know.” He took a deep breath and exhaled through his nose. “This is Jalon. He is part of the reason why I'm here.” 
 
    Jalon stood up. His towering frame was impressive to view up close. Along his shoulders, a thin feathered fabric unfurled onto the ground and opened up. Isaac's eyes lit up as the wings spread across the room and touched the far side. Jalon's neck arched back and a small smile came across his face as if releasing some internal joy in displaying his rights.   
 
    Isaac's heart began to pulse in his throat as Jalon began to speak. “Isaac, I understand this is all new to you and that you might have some questions. Lazarus came to me and explained what you did at the séance. You saved Lazarus from a potentially deadly moment.” 
 
    Isaac was transfixed on the wings as his breathing deepened. “I…I…kind of panicked more than anything.” 
 
    “There's no shame in that. Seeing the other side can be overwhelming. Even Lazarus panicked his first time. Isn't that right?” Jalon glanced at Lazarus who was staring down at the ground. “Isaac, I've come here to ask you to be Lazarus's apprentice. Lazarus will be moving on soon and the job needs to fall to someone new.” 
 
    Isaac's voice was tight and the panic built in his face. “I don't want it.” 
 
    Jalon rubbed his forehead as his wings fluttered. “Isaac, I am asking you do take this job. It will make it easier if you just say yes.” 
 
    “I am telling you I don't want it.” 
 
    Jalon glanced at Lazarus for an instant. “Isaac, you already chose.” 
 
    “I haven't chosen anything.” 
 
    “You did. You stayed that night. That moment when you were on the other side of the door. You looked to the exit and you chose to go into the room. That was your choice. God gave you the choice and you took it. You cast out the spirit. You chose and you must own that choice.” 
 
    “You can't force me into this.” 
 
    “Isaac, it is the will of the Lord. You have been selected and you chose to stay.” 
 
    “It's not fair!” he cried out, walking back from the two men. “I didn't know there was a choice being made! Regardless, I don't think you understand, I'm not doing it. I am making a new choice. I don't care who the hell you are, Jaron…” 
 
    “Isaac, my name is Jalon and it will be important that you learn that as you will be working for me.” 
 
    “Working for you? Hell no!” 
 
    “It is out of your hands now.” He took a large step towards the door. “Do you know what I am? 
 
    Isaac shook his head. “I don't know. Some type of winged thing or angel?” 
 
    “That is close enough. I am a seraphim. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “Am I supposed to?” 
 
    “You're going to need to open the Good Book and learn some things if you want to be successful working for me.” He took a deep breath. “Seraphim are guardians of Christ.”  
 
    “Christ?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ?” 
 
    “Is there any other?” 
 
    Isaac turned to see Lazarus staring at him. “Is this guy kidding?” 
 
    “No. Jalon is the regional Seraphim operating in this part of the world. He reports directly to Jesus. I and many others report to him.” 
 
    “You are talking about heaven and crosses and rising -from-the-dead type of Jesus?” 
 
    Lazarus smiled briefly. “Yes, that Jesus.” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    Jalon stepped forward as his wings curled back behind him forming a large curtain over his head. His face fell into shadow as the room's light was blocked. Jalon's eyes glowed blue in the darkness. Isaac could feel an anger pulsing through his body. “Isaac, you are going to work with Lazarus. You don't have any choice anymore. And since you will work for Lazarus, you work for me. And you need to dig down into your soul and believe what I am saying. I expect respect from you and right now, I am not getting the respect I demand.” 
 
    Isaac felt the hot breath pour over his body. 
 
    “But, I don't want to work with Lazarus. I'm just a student. I was looking for an internship. Why…why me?” 
 
    Jalon's voice was impatient. “It is out of your hands now, Isaac. You assisted Lazarus with the earlier séance, and unfortunately, that binds you to the job. I was trying to get you to join of your own accord, but you are forcing me to be more direct.”  
 
    Jalon's wings fluttered and pulsed as he spoke, as if his words and emotions were tied to the individual muscles in his wings. 
 
    Isaac shook his head as he fought back the mixture of emotions. His lips pursed. “I thought I was working for a coroner.” 
 
    Jalon let loose a wry smile. “Lazarus is a necromancer. He works with the dead, and more importantly, he works for me and through me, the Christ. This is God's will. You cannot fight this.” 
 
    Isaac stepped back. “I don't believe you. I don't want any of this.” 
 
    “Isaac, most apprentices and necromancers don't want this life. Your reaction is nothing new. But know this, by taking this job, you have been guaranteed your entrance into heaven.” 
 
    Jalon's wings slowly curled around his body forming a tight wrap about his midsection. The feathers shifted and folded into a patterned design. Two small additional wings protruded from behind his head and folded down over his face but stopped before he closed his mouth.  
 
    He turned to Lazarus. “There will be a new job next week and you will need your new apprentice there. I'll send you the details later.” 
 
    Jalon exited the room and his shadow melted slowly into the ground as he disappeared down the hall. 
 
    “I'm not going to do this.” 
 
    “Isaac, you have no choice.” 
 
    “You tricked me.” 
 
    “In some way, we are all tricked into this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I've got school and plans and expectations I need to maintain. I can't just disappear and tell people I've gone off to be some death dealer.” 
 
    “You need to continue your studies, continue on like nothing has changed. You continue to work at my office and life goes on as normal.” 
 
    Isaac's hands lifted up to the ceiling as he paced in a circle. “Are you listening to yourself? You sound insane. Go about my normal life and moonlight as a necro-whatever's apprentice?” 
 
    “Necromancer. And it is one of the oldest jobs in history.” 
 
    “Oh great, you and hookers.” 
 
    “Yes, us and prostitutes.” 
 
    Lazarus placed a small book on his table and turned towards the door. “Read that book. It's the first book in your studies. Take a few days to try and process all of this. Jalon expects you at the next session. You need to try and be there. You know where I am if you need anything. I suggest you start to read a bible at night. I would start with the Old Testament. Jalon is more of an Old Testament kind of guy. I think it is the rules and violence. He likes that stuff. I will see you at my place.” He turned and left the room. 
 
    Isaac picked the book up from the table. The book was a dark charcoal gray color. Cracks from age were etched throughout the title and cover. Across the front of the book was a pentagram and the words “The Key of Solomon” wrapped around in a circle. The book felt warm in Isaac's hands as if it radiated some internal energy. He dropped the book back down onto the table and shut the front door. 
 
    On the ground in front of the fridge was a single white feather left behind by Jalon. Isaac picked up the feather and ran it through his fingers. The silk hairs danced and seemed to shimmer in the pale light.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ACT 2 
 
      
 
    The Smoke Within 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All these evil things come from within, and defile the man 
 
      
 
    Mark 7:23 
 
   
  
 



Death and Birth 
 
      
 
    Tarare, France 
 
    1779 
 
      
 
    Claude's fingertips reached into the red-hot oven and rolled the golden loaves. His free hand gripped a small metal rod and he scraped away stubborn dough that caked to the hearth. He was coated head to toe with a fine white flour and with each step a white trail followed. He was a young man with a thin frame and dark hair. He had been apprenticing with the baker for nearly two years. Baking wasn’t Claude’s first choice, he had grand expectations of studying abroad or working overseas. Deep inside he wanted to lead men and seek out adventure, but he was stuck in this bakery chained to the ground to fulfill his father’s expectations. 
 
    The job was filled with subtle tasking and the boy struggled with the steep learning curve, but over time he relaxed into the position and learned the craft. His arms were thick with muscles, each bicep and forearm built by the early morning frenzy that consumed the old stone bakery.  
 
    The brick oven sat in the center of the room and its exterior walls were lined with sheets of proofing bread. Inside the dough the desperate yeast fought to multiply, licking up the radiant heat and bringing life to the dough mounds. 
 
    From behind a stone rolling table a gray-haired man rummaged through a basket of rolling pins. “Claude, where are the pastry rollers? I can't find them in the basket. What’ve you done with them?”    
 
    Claude responded with his timid voice. “They are on the drying rack. I made pie crusts earlier. They should be by the sink.” 
 
    “We have too many orders for me to be hunting down my own tools.” 
 
    “I understand, sir.” 
 
    Claude could hear the old man grumbling under his breath as he pressed through the drying dishes. His hand settled on the rough and faded pin. He crossed the candlelit room to the flat pressing table. His hands wasted no time as he divided the dough, rolling uniform balls across the table, and pressing down to form a row of flat disks. He dusted, lifted, and stacked the cake forms on the side of the table. 
 
    “Claude where are you with those loaves? We've got customers waiting.” His voice dug into Claude's head, a mixture of teaching and anger. 
 
    Claude knew it was early and most of the town was still sleeping, but he respected the old man and nodded his head. “Sir, I'm removing the last of them now, and I'll be on my way.” 
 
    “We’re late today. Do you know why?” 
 
    “No, sir.” He could feel the discipline coming. 
 
    “It's because we are not focused on the task. You must improve your time and output. It’s the focus, the focus! It’s the only way we stay successful. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” He had heard this countless times, but it was his job to listen.  
 
    “You must master this process before you ever move out on your own.” 
 
    “I understand that. I am trying.” 
 
    The old man huffed and returned to rolling out pie dough. 
 
    The old man was hard on the boy, but for good reason. He knew that Claude had talent and would one day run his own bakery, but he lacked focus and consistency. Stuffed pastries used to boil over in the oven while unsalted bread cooled on racks ready for delivery. The boy was better now, rarely making mistakes and often catching the old baker in a few of his own. 
 
    “Are we ready?” said the baker. 
 
    “I’m just finishing up.” 
 
    “Use the large cart today, we’ve more than normal and you’ll need the protection from the wind. It’s cold out there this morning.” 
 
    “I know. I saw the snow falling earlier.” 
 
    “I would imagine we’re going to see more today. Now, watch that ice as you go up the hill. The horse will struggle on the outside, so keep to the cobblestone along the bridge.” 
 
    The boy already knew this, but allowed the lesson to continue. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Claude carefully stacked the remaining loaves into the basket and walked out through the doors to the stable. He connected the cart's chains and leather straps to the horse. He opened the rear doors and Claude began to shuttle fresh loaves onto the wooden racks. When he was complete he closed up the cart and went back inside. He carefully wrapped himself with a deep wool coat and scarf. A cap covered his hair as he turned to the old man. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Don't forget the delivery sheet. Check off each residence as you finish. We can't afford to miss anyone.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Claude stuffed the paper into his jacket. 
 
    “Be careful out there, there’ll be lots of ice.” The man's voice had changed, almost soft and caring. Claude smiled and nodded before leaving through the back door. 
 
    Claude leaned into the wooden railings; the stable doors always stuck in the winter. His body strained before the door broke free from its icy bondage. The air was cold and the surrounding alley was poorly lit and fell away into absolute darkness. The only light was a hand lantern that swung from an old iron nail driven into the wooden timbers that edged the house. The wind blew the falling slow. The light caught each snowflake as it blazed across the opening like a meteor streaming across the sky. 
 
    Claude trudged through the snowdrift that gathered along the door. He cracked the reins and the horse pulled the cart out of the stable and into the snow. The horses paused as Claude hopped down into the shin-high powder and shut the stable door before continuing on down the covered gravel road. 
 
    The cold bit hard at Claude's face. He lowered the brim of his hat in an effort to shield himself, but ice crystals gathered along his brow and edged the wool scarf. Claude's lungs burned as he pulled in the frigid air. Each exhale gave his chest relief as the vapor fog engulfed his face and obscured his vision.  
 
    The first deliveries were quiet. His customers greeted him dressed in warm coats holding small candles. Their eyes told him it was too early to make deliveries, but they were grateful for the fresh bread. Their days were just beginning, but Claude's was nearly complete.  
 
    He steered the horse and cart around a sharp bend and turned towards the hill. He crossed a short cobblestone bridge that spanned a small ravine and cut through the side of the forested hill. The road flattened as the wooden wheels pressed through the snow and slid over the hidden ice. He came to a stop at the edge of the bridge in front of a small stone house that was alive with activity. He had reached the blacksmith's house, the only other person who worked as early as the bakers. Claude stepped down and pulled the cold baguettes from the cart and made his way to the open shed. There was a squat man dressed in simple trousers and a red shirt with sleeves rolled up past his elbows. His arm was thrust into a large kiln that glowed white-hot against the cold and desolate landscape. The man's melon-sized forearms sat inches from the burning fire and his free hand thumbed the metal hammer as it gently bounced against his thigh.  
 
    Claude stepped into the shed and felt the temperature rise dramatically. It felt like a warm summer afternoon.  
 
    “Good morning. I’ve a fresh bread delivery.” 
 
    The blacksmith's voice was raspy. “Good morning, Claude. You can set it down on the table.” 
 
    “I can bring it inside if you like.” 
 
    “No, no. Just put it down and I'll take care of it. I'm about done here.” 
 
    Claude walked over to the empty table and placed the bread down. “Early start to the day?” 
 
    “More like a…a late ending to yesterday.” 
 
    “I understand. What are you working on?” 
 
    “Just more armor. Nothing but more armor. I’m just happy to be in front of this fire sweating, than in that cold.” 
 
    “Yeah, even the horse is not happy and she has a thicker coat than I. Let us know if you want something different with your delivery.” 
 
    “Shall do.” 
 
    Claude turned and lifted the collar of his coat as he walked through the imaginary barrier and into the freezing early morning. His feet crunched under the building snow as he walked back towards the cart. His foot dug into the support and he lifted himself into the seat. It had only been a short minute and his cold bottom found a new layer of snow to press into his already wet pants. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath exhaling his frustration into the morning air.  
 
    He told himself to hang in there just a few more stops. 
 
    He reached for the reigns and noticed a series of footmarks in the virgin snow. They led down from the forest edge and across the road to the back of his cart. There was a soft rustle and Claude knew he was being robbed. 
 
    He carefully stepped down into the snow and circled around the side of the cart. The light from the blacksmith's shed dropped long shadows over the snow. He could make out the shape of two legs and hunched shoulders digging in the cart. His heart pounded in his throat as he approached. He could hear panicked breathing as the figure tore into the bread stocks. He rounded the corner and saw a young man with rotted clothing that hung from his thin shoulders and hips. He was the beggar from town, no older than Claude. He felt remorse for the young man, but couldn't allow him to steal from the baker. 
 
    Claude's voice was firm. “Etienne, you need to stop.” 
 
    Etienne's body convulsed and turned quickly to Claude, his mouth still full with fresh baguette. His bloodshot eyes were wide and desperate. Claude could see the hunger eating at him. His cheeks were sunken and his lips dry and cracked. 
 
    Etienne's voice struggled. “Please…I am starving.” 
 
    “Put the bread down.” 
 
    “Please, just a little. I don't need much.” 
 
    Claude took a step forward towards Etienne. “You need to put the bread down and come with me.”  
 
    “Please, I've had my fill. I'll just leave now. No…no one has to know… Please.” 
 
    Etienne quickly reached into the cart and grabbed a fist full of rolls and stuffed them into his pockets. He turned and broke into a sprint crossing the small bridge. His tattered clothes, filled with holes, flapped in the breeze. 
 
    Claude yelled out, “Stop! Thief!” 
 
    Claude gave chase and closed the distance. His strong and powerful legs kicked up showers of snow. Etienne looked back to see Claude's wide eyes and outstretched hands closing in. He quickly changed direction towards the edge of the bridge and dropped to his knees to cower against the short stone wall. He felt Claude's hands grab onto his shirt as his body's momentum continued. Claude slid over Etienne's back and towards the edge of the bridge. Claude held onto the shirt and pulled Etienne back as he fell over the stone railing.  
 
    Etienne was pinned against the bridge as Claude's full weight pulled down on his shoulder. Claude's voice was panicked as he screamed out, “Pull me up!” 
 
    “I can't! I'm stuck!” 
 
    A soft ripping sound came from the shirt as cold air rushed down Etienne's back.  
 
    “It's tearing! Don't let me fall!” 
 
    Etienne reached back and felt Claude's hand still holding the loose bunch of fabric. His hand closed down on Claude's wrist. He spun his body as the shirt tore free. Etienne reached back but it was too late, as Claude's wrist broke free.  
 
    The world slowed for both boys as Etienne stared into Claude's eyes as he fell into the ravine. The heavy snow fell slowly between the separating pair. Claude's eyes grew wide as he realized he was falling to his death. He let out a muffled scream before striking a large rock and somersaulting face down into a shallow creek. His legs twitched for a brief moment and then he was still. 
 
    Etienne looked down over the stone railing at the corpse in the creek. His world had shrunk to nothing. His eyes narrowed, focusing only on the body. His hands gripped the stone as snow quickly collected on his shoulders and in his dark hair. He felt empty inside like a tide pulled out to sea leaving behind innocent creatures to be pecked and eaten by shore birds. He had just killed someone. Whether on purpose or by accident didn’t matter. It was his actions that lead to this moment. Short cramps swarmed through his stomach and caused him to retch. He leaned down between his legs, gasping for breath. 
 
    The blacksmith stood on the road, still holding his hammer. He jogged to the edge of the bridge and looked down. He raised his eyes towards Etienne. “Don’t you move boy.” 
 
    Etienne’s voice sputtered trying to make sense of what had happened. “It…wasn’t…I didn’t mean to do this. I…I just.” 
 
    “Silence! You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault, he slid off me and over the edge.” 
 
    “Was it you stealing his bread? Huh? Yes or No.” 
 
    “It was an accident…I didn't push him over.” 
 
    “You took his bread. It is your responsibility.” 
 
    Etienne raised his hands to the blacksmith. “Please, you have to understand. I was hungry. It…it wasn’t my fault. I swear. Please.” 
 
    The blacksmith lunged at Etienne, but he was too fast as he slid under the man and sprinted down the road. The blacksmith caught himself on the stone bridge and turned to see Etienne disappear into the tree line. He picked up a cold bread roll from the snow and squeezed it in his massive hands. The man looked down to the ravine and back to the tree line. 
 
    “You run boy!” His thundering voice echoed across the bridge. “They’ll find you!” 
 
    Etienne heard the blacksmith’s yell fade through the forest, as he sprinted past fallen trees and snowdrifts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Snow Stops 
 
      
 
      
 
    Etienne was near exhaustion, and his chest burned from pulling in the frozen air. He coughed out thick clouds of vapor as he jogged through the empty forest. The darkness was absolute and forced him to stay on the worn trail that connected the outer farmsteads to the main road. The cold penetrated deep into his exposed skin. He felt the weight of the world pressing down on his shoulders like a mule strapped to a loaded cart.  
 
    He stopped to catch his breath, arching back and closing his eyes to the world. He listened for the blacksmith, or any other person who had now joined the chase. There was only silence. He knew they wouldn’t venture this far without some type of light. The forest was hard enough on a clear sunny day, but the cold would easily take a lost man. Etienne was used to the darkness, scavenging for food and shelter, but tonight was cold enough to scare him. He knew he needed to continue moving, if for no other reason than to stay warm and to try to find shelter. He knew at daybreak the town would be out looking for him. There would be hounds tracking his scent. He had time. Time to get away. Just a few hours to put distance between himself and the horror left behind. For now, he continued running. 
 
    Etienne broke through the forest and into a wide clearing. It was an open field covered in a white snow blanket as far as he could see. With each floundering step through the knee-high snow, he could feel his body growing weak. The snow's penetrating fingers reached through his soaked clothes and carefully pulled away the last bit of energy he had left.  
 
    Etienne stretched his eyes wide and scanned the sparse horizon. Ahead on the edge of a shallow hill was a small barn. From the look of the wide doors it was a storage barn for silage. If he could make it across the field he knew he would find some relief buried in the winter bales. He crossed the field avoiding the leftover stalks that were now frozen spears waiting to catch and impale him.  
 
    After shoving his weight against the frozen door, the ice broke free and Etienne slipped in. He quickly crossed the main floor and took up residence along the back wall, burying himself between two large stacks of hay. He pulled loose hay up to cover his body. He could feel the chill subsiding as he breathed into his warm cocoon. His chin stopped chattering and he could feel his body slipping off to sleep. His mind still wrestled with the images of Claude falling from the bridge. He saw his face, the fear and horror in his eyes as his last seconds of his life drifted like a snowflake to the creek below. In his mind Etienne drifted above the bridge and saw himself looking down over the stone railing. This new perspective gave him a momentary peace; judgement was left on the young man below. It was all he needed to drift off to sleep.  
 
    Etienne woke the next day still buried in the stack of straw. His neck was sore from sleeping at an awkward angle and short spears dug into his arms and neck. He reached up and softly rubbed his shoulder and let loose a small yellow avalanche of straw onto the ground. Auburn light poured in from cracks in the barn and illuminated the wood grain along the back wall. He slowly emerged from the haystacks, stretching his back and dusting off his tattered clothes. He peered through the cracked door and out across the frozen field. The sun was setting in the evening sky and he realized he had slept the day away. The cold bit at his cheeks and he knew it would be another long night. 
 
    A small snowdrift had built up against the barn and required what little strength he had left to open the door. He slid out and stumbled into the snow. The evening clouds were building and he thought there would be more snow. At this time of year it might snow every night. Etienne reached into his pocket and pulled out a cold stale roll and slowly ate. He was lost in thought as the evening sun fell below the tree line and the last light of day drifted off his face, leaving him alone against the cold wooden building. 
 
    He set out continuing west and away from town. He followed the last fading light from the sunset. There was no knowing how far the word had spread while he slept that day. They must have been out looking for him, but had they sent word ahead? He didn't know. His only thoughts were of escape from this horrible mistake. He would have to track carefully through the night and hope to catch a fortunate ride west. Maybe to the coast or south into Spain. His mind flashed images of the new town he would settle in. This one larger than the last and filled with shops and full of busy people. The roads were lined with naked locust trees, their branches empty and contorted against the gray sky. Fields marched out and clashed with large black forests. The rows of city shops and homes could provide plenty of back alleys for hiding. A simple corner tucked in a narrow alley wrapped in stone that Etienne could call home. 
 
    Etienne’s daydreaming broke up the monotony of the cold empty forests. He had crossed a number of small fields and entered into a dense dark wood filled with oaks and pines. A light breeze slowly blew through the empty forest. Above, through the naked branches, he could see patches of stars peeking through the clouds. The light breeze gently dropped snow that had collected on the branches the previous night. He stepped carefully through the undergrowth as flakes of snow fell all around him. 
 
    Etienne paused a moment to catch his breath. The silence was overwhelming. He nervously turned, scanning the dark forest, his eyes moving between dark shadows and chipped-bark trunks. He felt a tingle lift the hairs on his neck. He was being watched by someone or something. It had stalked him and now it was all around. He waited for the glowing eyes to open and the leap as the claws reached out for his flesh. The snowflakes continued to drift mindlessly through the air. The still night was juxtaposed against his pounding chest. He didn't know if he should fall down and hide under the decaying branches or break into a sprint and escape. It felt like a blanket had been dropped over the world, smothering every living thing and pinning Etienne underneath. 
 
    His eyes scanned for movement. His breath was shallow and his lips released slow wisps of frozen air.  
 
    He heard a branch crack in the distance. It was behind him. Was it someone from the town? They would have shouted at him. He slowly kneeled to the ground and leaned his back against a recess in a pine tree. He sat in a shallow bed of needles. The evergreen scent mixed with old sap was overwhelming. His hands quickly brushed snow over his legs to blend into the white surroundings. His eyes narrowed and he hid his face underneath his shirt to hide his breath. 
 
    There was another crack, this time in front of him. It came from behind a large oak. He focused, but still no movement. He thought to himself it might be a deer, or a loose horse. 
 
    Etienne was too focused on the black space between the oaks and failed to see the snowflakes suspended around him. Each one carefully frozen in place, as if held up by hidden wires suspended from the tree branches. The world had turned into a still landscape painting. 
 
    Etienne finally saw the stopped flakes. He touched one and it melted in his hand. His eyes shifted about in wonder. His breath let loose, “What is this?” 
 
    “Just time slowed.” The voice was deep and seemed to emanate from the forest itself, reverberating through the trees. It felt as if the ground itself had spoken to him.  
 
    His chest quivered in fear. There was someone here with him. He stayed quiet, holding his breath and scanning the trees for movement. From behind a large oak, he saw the man. He was dressed in a large black wool cloak that dragged through the snow. He stepped over the fallen logs with ease.  
 
    Etienne realized that the man was tall, taller than any man he had ever seen. The figure stepped around the final tree and stared down at him from across the small clearing. A hood draped over his face, hiding it from view.  
 
    “Etienne.” He paused. “You made a terrible mistake.” 
 
    Etienne's head shook. “Who are you?” 
 
    “It doesn't matter who I am, it matters what you did.” 
 
    Etienne pressed himself against the tree trunk, the fear vibrating through his voice. “What…what are you talking about?” 
 
    The man took a giant step and kneeled down. He was level with Etienne's face. There was a smell of herbs and honey in the air. It smelled like spring. The cloak fluttered gently in the breeze as the man's obscured face locked onto Etienne. “Your actions…your actions have disrupted things. Things that are larger than you.” 
 
    “Are you from town?” 
 
    He heard a light chuckle. “No, no I am not.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “It doesn't matter. All that matters is Claude is dead.” 
 
    The name ripped through Etienne's body. He felt the pain of seeing Claude fall to this death. The remorse welled up and his eyes began to glaze over. “What are you? How do you know that?” 
 
    “That is a better question.” 
 
    Etienne shook, and felt a sickness build in his belly. “Are you… Death? Here to take me away?” 
 
    “For your sins? No. Death will take everyone eventually. I’m here to give you life.” 
 
    “Life?” His voice faded with a sharp exhale. 
 
    “Etienne, you broke God's will. A plan set forth generations ago. HIS plan…” - the man pointed up to the night's sky - “…has been upset and I have been sent here to right that wrong. Claude was part of a plan for France.” 
 
    “He was a baker.” 
 
    “Yes, yes he was, but that baker would come to rule France.” 
 
    “How do you know that? That's impossible.” 
 
    “It was God's plan and now it falls to the boy from Corsica. One we don’t wholly trust.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “The details of the plan don't concern you. But, I'm here to fix what you broke.” 
 
    Etienne's voice shuttered. “It…it wasn't my fault. He… It was an accident.” 
 
    “You are right.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Of course, you had no malice. We know that. But you had purpose and initiated action and actions have consequences. Consequences that a willful man must own.” 
 
    The man stood again and carefully pulled on the strap that bound his cloak. He lifted his arms, exposing his bare chest as the cloak fell away behind him. His skin was ivory white and seemed to glow in the dark forest. His arms lifted as two enormous wings unfurled from around his chest, knocking the frozen snowflakes off their wires and sending them flying through the air. Feathers covered the wings and glimmered and shook as the wing tips reached their apex.  
 
    Etienne's eyes widened as the angel's face stared down at him. 
 
    He let out a gasp. “Oh, God.” 
 
    “No, not a God. There is only one God and I am not him.” 
 
    Etienne fell to his knees, his body collapsing to the ground with his arms outstretched. The years of going to church when he was young flooded back like a wave crashing on the beach. “Please…please, I am sorry. I sinned, please spare me. I ask God to please spare me. Please forgive me.” 
 
    Etienne’s tears flowed down his cheeks and froze on the end of his chin. 
 
    “God has already spared you. That is why I am here. You will work for me.” 
 
    “What type of work?” 
 
    “A very old profession. One that God knows well. You need to get up, and you need to hold onto me.” 
 
    Etienne slowly stood and carefully made his way towards the angel.  
 
    “Put your arms around my waist and your heels on my feet. You need to hold tight.” 
 
    Etienne could feel the heat pouring off the angel's skin. The warmth felt like a small fire. He was both terrified and excited. His hands grazed the thin feathers. They felt like a newborn baby’s skin, virgin and untouched. He thought he could smell lavender in the air. It was a sweet smell like a gentle perfume. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To meet a man.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Just a man.” The angel smiled down at Etienne. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “They call me Jalon.” 
 
    The wings pulsed and pressed down on the air, compressing it and forming a dense wall that pressed back up against the feathers. The two men lifted off the ground. The wind built and sent snow and wood flying against the tall oak trees. Two more flaps of the wings and the forest was clear and the men were soaring through the evening night.  
 
    They continued towards the west, gliding over the trees.  
 
    Back in the forest, the snowflakes began to fall once again, accumulating on the ground and eliminating all evidence of Etienne and the angel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Barn 
 
      
 
      
 
    Etienne's feet touched softly on the ground compressing the snow beneath his shoes. His cheek lifted off Jalon's chest as he stepped away from the towering figure. The cold air quickly enveloped his body and plunged him back into the sharp and desolate world. 
 
    Etienne turned and scanned the clearing. Snow blanketed the ground and the surrounding tree line. Behind him was an old barn tucked between two large oak trees that stood like sentry units protecting the structure against any intrusion. 
 
    Etienne felt a dull thud in his chest as Jalon's long steps reverberated throughout his body. For the first moment in nearly an hour, Etienne dared ask a question. “Where is this?” 
 
    Without breaking stride, “We have work to do.” 
 
    “What type of work?” 
 
    “Don't fall behind, this place is not safe.” 
 
    Etienne's eyes widened as he clumsily caught up with Jalon, jogging to keep pace. “What will we be doing?” 
 
    “We are going to meet your new boss, Samson.” 
 
    “My new what?” 
 
    Jalon reached the doors of the barn and ignored Etienne. His large hands reached into the narrow crack between the doors. With a single pull, they swung wide sending up large plumes of snow.  
 
    Etienne could only see the torch that stood in the center of the open barn. Jalon stormed through the snow cloud obscuring Etienne's view. He continued into the barn, disappearing into the shadows.  
 
    Etienne inched his way through the opening, his feet shuffling over the dirt floor. The barn was larger than he thought. The burning torch illuminated the distant walls and beams that rose up to hold the slatted roof. In the center of the room was a large pile of cut wood, carefully stacked in a circular round forming a column that rose up over Etienne's head. 
 
    In the corner, behind an old column, he heard muffled voices talking. Jalon's voice stood out but the second was angry. Etienne listened in. “… No… No.” There was a pause. “… Are you sure…” 
 
    Etienne stepped forward. “Jalon? Hello?” 
 
    Jalon stepped out from behind the column. His smooth cheeks flickered in the dim firelight. “Etienne come here.” 
 
    Next to Jalon was a tall man. His face was cut deep with lines that showed his age. Etienne guessed he was in his late sixties. The man had gray and black hair that was pulled back into a tail. He wore a long gray coat that stretched down below his knees and ended just above a tan pair of leather boots. Etienne knew immediately this man had money. 
 
    “Etienne, I want you to meet Samson.” 
 
    Samson stepped forward and stared down into Etienne's eyes. He felt a burning sensation across his brow that caused him to lower his head and look away. Samson stretched out his hand. “Welcome. Jalon has informed me of the situation.” 
 
    “I'm still not sure what that situation is.” 
 
    “What happened on the bridge.” 
 
    Jalon spoke. “Etienne you will be Samson's apprentice if you choose to do so.” 
 
    “An apprenticeship? For what?” 
 
    “Etienne, you have a choice right now to work with Samson or come with me.” 
 
    “I don't understand. What choice?” 
 
    “Etienne you sinned. A great sin worse than you know, but you have been given a choice. You can work with Samson and learn from his trade, and when complete be given a ticket to heaven.” 
 
    “Heaven?” 
 
    Jalon continued. “Or you come with me and I will deposit you in hell.” 
 
    Etienne's eyes widened as he took a step back. His arms instinctively lifted to protect himself from the offer. “Jalon, please, I don't understand any of this.” 
 
    “Etienne, Samson works as a necromancer, an agent of God and a warrior on earth. He too was an apprentice a long time ago and he rose up to control this region of France. He is a dispenser of miracles, performing acts that push the faith into individuals that God Himself has chosen. These people have a role to play in this world. A role in God's plan, but they lack faith. Samson and other necromancers perform those actions that instill faith and ultimately push society towards the second coming. That glorious moment when Jesus himself will walk the Earth and build his kingdom once again.” 
 
    “A necromancer?” 
 
    Samson spoke up. “Yes. We work for Jalon. We perform rituals and fight any demon or spirits that have found a way into our world.” 
 
    Jalon took a step towards Etienne. “There are two types of necromancers, ones that became an apprentice free of deep sin. The others are like you, given a choice to repay their debt.” 
 
    “Repay who?” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Jesus, himself? And you an angel?” 
 
    “Yes, a seraph. We are The Guardians of The Christ. We also manage requests and balance the greater plan. We work with the necromancers to bring people to faith through the necromancer order.” 
 
    “So…so if I agree to apprentice I will go to heaven?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you said…” 
 
    “Necromancers that come with a debt must repay that debt and if they die before that debt is recovered, well then you are cast out and taken into the fire and lost forever. Samson came to the order free of sin. If he dies he goes directly to heaven. If you die before your debt is paid you are lost.” 
 
    “But I am gambling with my life.” 
 
    “If you work and pay the debt you move on. But you control that fate, not I.” Jalon finished and stood up. 
 
    Samson interjected. “You need to take the deal, Etienne. There’s nothing else you can do. It’s your only path.” 
 
    “How do I become the apprentice?” 
 
    “You have to freely take the role. God gave you free will and you must exercise it by stating your desire. But once stated, it’s binding.” 
 
    Etienne swallowed hard and slowly scanned the barn. His hand lifted to his forehead and he squinted down towards the ground. “I don't have a choice then.” 
 
    “Wrong, you have a choice.” 
 
    “That’s not what he said. Hell or an uncertain future is not a choice.” 
 
    “You need to decide.” 
 
    Etienne without pause responded, “I would be an idiot not to take it. I choose to become an apprentice.” 
 
    “It is done,” Jalon said. 
 
    There was a quiet in the barn as Etienne looked around expecting more. “Is that it?” 
 
    “Yes. You will now work with Samson and tonight will be your first experience.” 
 
     Samson stepped up. “Jalon, he can't be part of this tonight. It will be too much.” 
 
    “Tonight, he will join. I don't expect much from him, but if he can’t handle it tonight he might as well go into the fire now.” Jalon turned towards Etienne. "Demons and spirits are two different things. Spirits, Samson can take care of. Tonight we will be pulling out a demon. It will be dangerous and that is why I am here. Tonight, you will observe from the corner of the barn. You will do nothing, you will touch nothing, you will say nothing. Understood?” 
 
    His voice was shallow. “Yes.” 
 
    “You work for Samson and by default you work for me. And it is ‘Yes Jalon’.” 
 
    Etienne's back straightened. “Yes, Jalon.” 
 
    Jalon's head turned as if a deer hearing a noise in the forest. “They’re coming. Samson, prepare the chains.” 
 
    Jalon walked towards the open barn doors. The snow was now slowly drifting onto the bare dirt floor creating a small white arc. 
 
    Samson walked up next to Etienne and placed his large hand on the young man's shoulder. “Jalon, he needs his name. He was not given a core one at birth.” 
 
    Jalon stopped, still staring out at the falling snow. “Chose one for him.” 
 
    Samson smiled down at Etienne who was now looking up at his face. “Fine then. I choose Lazarus.” 
 
    There was a flash as Jalon turned and covered the open distance between the men. It was a blur in Etienne's eyes as Jalon appeared into view. His eyes burned red as small flames danced across his pupils. Jalon's face was contorted, the cheekbones flexed under the strain as his lips pulled back revealing a row of sharp teeth. 
 
    Samson stared up into the burning eyes, unflinching and firm. 
 
    Jalon's voice growled into Samson's face as Etienne felt the hot breath streaming down. “Do you mock HIM?” 
 
    “Do I ever?” 
 
    “Samson you walk an edge you cannot balance on.” 
 
    “My dearest Jalon, Lazarus is what I choose for him. There is no ill will.” 
 
    Jalon turned to Etienne. “Lazarus?” He drew out the word allowing the air to hiss through his teeth. He turned back to Samson. “Lazarus. Is that the name?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fine, then it is so.” 
 
    Samson looked down at Etienne. “You will now go by Lazarus. Do you understand? Your previous name must be forgotten. You cannot speak of it, it doesn’t exist anymore.” 
 
    The young man's head nodded, still in shock at the display of anger and speed. His voice cracked as he looked up to Samson. “Then I will be Lazarus.” 
 
    There was a quick flash and Jalon disappeared from the barn leaving the two men standing alone. The fire from the torch still burned bright, illuminating the stacked cordwood behind them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Licking the Toes 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cold air puffed through the cloth fabric tied around the young girl’s face. She let go a series of muffled screams as she saw the angel in the center of the barn. She was thin from the long winter and her clothes hung loose over her shoulders. Her light brown hair was plastered against her scalp as beads of sweat poured off her head.  
 
    In the corner of the barn stood a frail woman clutching a piece of lace fabric to her nose. She quickly dabbed away the tears that threatened to freeze on her cheeks. Jalon and Samson lifted the girl into the air, her wrists and feet bound with thick rope. The girl's father blankly looked on, still holding the metal chains in his hands. 
 
    “Both arms and legs.” Jalon’s voice reached out and seemed to grab the man by the shoulders, flinging him into action. His hands shook from nerves and he clumsily locked the cold metal around the young girl’s wrist and ankles. His face contorted, holding back the tears as he locked his daughter in the heavy irons.  
 
    Jalon and Samson lowered the girl to the ground. She knelt in the dirt before quickly scrambling back towards the wood pyre and away from the angel and necromancer. Her back struck the rounds sending bark cascading down over her worn clothes. Her eyes screamed out for help as she pleaded with her father. The old man was conflicted and stood paralyzed, staring down at the daughter he once knew. He gave up, hope slipping from his mind, and scurried back to comfort the woman weeping at the barn entrance. He grasped the old woman, his arms wrapping around her narrow shoulders. The girl cried out and her voice echoed in the barn. She was alone, abandoned by the only two people she trusted. From the edge of the barn the two sets of blank eyes stared back at what was their firstborn. 
 
    Jalon lowered his body. The girl struggled and turned her face as if recoiling from some festering and putrid smell. “I know you are scared and I know what is in you, but please pray with me.” 
 
    The tears dropped like rain over her cheeks. She was consumed by the emotion and pain of the past month.  
 
    “Say it with me,” Jalon said. 
 
    She shook her head violently, resisting the angel's call. She could feel the smoky darkness welling up inside threatening to boil over. 
 
    “You know the Lord’s prayer. Say it with me.” 
 
    She shook her head and coughed out dark whisps of vapor. 
 
    “I can’t protect your soul if you don’t let me in. I’m here to help you and I can bring you peace. There’s a cost. Now…say it with me.” 
 
    The girl froze, locking her green eyes on the towering man. Jalon’s wings were tucked back in a folded embrace. She could see them, the feathers shaking in the light breeze that now flowed in from the open barn.  
 
    Jalon’s voice dropped to a whisper, but it cut the silence like a knife. “Say it.” 
 
    The girl hesitated for a moment, knowing that any intervention may kill her. It was her only hope, this angel, a creature of God, was reaching out to her. She relented and let loose the muffled and familiar cadence. Jalon joined her, as did Samson. Her parents still fraught with terror dropped to their knees and spoke the Latin. 
 
    “Pater noster, qui es in caelis, sanctificetur nomen tuum. Adveniat regnum tuum. Fiat voluntas tua, sicut in caelo et in terra. Panem nostrum quotidianum da nobis hodie, et dimitte nobis debita nostra sicut et nos dimittimus debitoribus nostris. Et ne nos inducas in tentationem, sed libera nos a malo. Amen.” 
 
    The prayer ended and Jalon stood gazing down at the girl. He repeated, “And…deliver us from evil.”  
 
    He turned and walked towards the barn doors, reaching up and slamming them shut. The barn was carefully lit by hanging torches that perched above the thick wood beams that ran up to the roof. Each flame danced in the draft, casting their wicked shadows across the grim scene. Jalon plucked a torch from above the grieving parents. Small embers showered down onto the dark brown dirt floor. With the sharp end of the torch, he dug into the dirt floor forming a crude circle around the girl and pyre. At the top of the circle he drew out a large cross that finished in front of the girl. He crossed himself with his powerful hand and whispered to the girl, “Amen.”  
 
    In the center of the dirt cross Jalon jammed the torch, sending sparks flying high into the barn's rafters. His large frame collapsed, his knees plowing into the dirt as he lifted his arms up. His eyes rolled back and he spoke in Latin, “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.” 
 
    There was a tremor along the ground that sent small plumes of dust rising into the air. The floor continued to shake, creating a light fog along the ground. 
 
    The young girl stared blankly at the angel, her neck twitching slightly. She could feel him coming, the fire burning deep now threatened to overflow onto the ground. She spasmed, and shook violently. Her mother screamed out as if sharing the pain with her daughter, the tender and loving child she had once known.  
 
    The old woman cried out for her daughter, “My sweet Camille, oh Lord help her.”  
 
    Camille's joints popped, her knees flexed out and her abdomen pulled high into the air, her lovely brown hair dangling towards the ground. She floated for a moment, hovering in space like a landscape painting of a nightmare.  
 
    There was no sound. The angel's arms still pressed high into the air.  
 
    “I call out and tell him to bring forth your worst, In the name of Christ you will meet me.” Jalon dropped his arms and stared at the convulsing child. “Camille, let him come. Do not fight it.” 
 
    Her legs and arms fought the thick ropes. The chains clanked against her as she hopped and bounced in the dirt. 
 
    Jalon turned to Samson. “Cut the ropes. He's here. I want to see him.”  
 
    Samson moved quickly, pulling a knife and swiping at the binds. Camille was free and as if a dam had broken loose, the girl's body lunged towards Jalon. The chains caught against the beams sending an echo ringing through the barn. Her body hovered over the ground, her face level with the angel's. She was ashen and empty. Lines cut across her nose and mouth as she slowly vomited a black sludge. It oozed out of her lips and dripped down onto the floor below.  
 
    “Christ…is…good.” Jalon released the slow breath into Camille's face. The softness of his voice was lost in the white noise of the ringing chains. He gasped, smelling the foul scent coming from the child. His voice thundered. “I said! Christ…is…good.” 
 
    All innocence had left her body. What was once a playful child had now become a sick plaything of another world. The pool of filth grew below her, threatening to break the circle. She continued to float in the air, her body pulling against the chains. She opened her mouth and released an otherworldly sound. “Christ…is…shit! Christ…is…vile! Christ…is…nothing!” 
 
    Jalon continued unfazed. “Christ is here with us. His light burns through us all.” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “Christ is in us.” 
 
    The voice now taunted him. “Ja-lon.” 
 
    “God will protect us,” Jalon continued. 
 
    Her voiced popped as she struggled to speak. “Protect you, Ja-lon? He doesn't love you.” 
 
    “Christ loves all. You will leave her.” 
 
    The head turned. Camille spoke, “No.” 
 
    “I will take you back.” 
 
    “To home? Oh please take me.” 
 
    “You are going back to hell.” 
 
    “Please promise you will. I would like that.” She let out a passionate breath as if an orgasm had swept through her body. “Will you, please. Ja-lon?” 
 
    “Leave her body and I will take you there myself.” 
 
    She smiled. “Oh, my dearest Ja-lon, we have so much to do. So much to catch up on.” 
 
    “Leave her and I will make you feel Christ's light.” 
 
    “I will have you as my own. I will wear your body on the burning hill. The ash of your feathers stretched out across my face releasing its sweet perfume through the air.” 
 
    Jalon was silent. Camille's eyes were cloudy black and swirling. Jalon crossed himself. “In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.” 
 
    “Your Christ is not here. You are so far away from home. Just a pawn in a game. A sacrifice to Him? Will you sacrifice yourself to Him? He won't weep when I kill you. Your spot will be filled by another seraphim. Another body in His army. And you sacrifice everything for Him? To Him?” 
 
    “For Him, always,” Jalon responded. 
 
    The girl's head snapped back in laughter. The perverse glee filled the barn, sending dust falling like a mist from the ceiling and blanketing the macabre scene.  
 
    Camille's eyes and head dropped. The chains dug into her wrists as her limp body fell forward, suspended above the ground by the taught chains. A short quiver ran up her back and her mouth opened as if prepared to release whatever contents lay in her stomach. Her hips bucked once and she was still.  
 
    From her nose, a slow black vapor bled out. The smoky wisps danced across her cheeks as if blindly searching for something or someone. It flowed out across her eyes and over her forehead, threatening to consume her face. 
 
    From the corner of the barn two terrified sets of eyes watched as their innocent daughter expelled the putrid evil. The father lifted his head and pleaded to Jalon, “What is happening to her?” 
 
    Jalon was silent. He stood resolute and focused on the girl.  
 
    “Please,” the father cried. 
 
    Jalon barked out, “Silence you fools!” 
 
    Her mother whimpered and continued to pray. All eyes focused on the smoke flowing around the little girl’s head. 
 
    As if on cue Jalon stood quickly and placed his hand on the girl’s neck. The smoke quickly swirled around his wrist and grabbed hold. From beneath the blackness, a blue light glowed. Jalon's hand gripped harder.  
 
    “Samson, light the fire.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “YES, now!” 
 
    Samson rounded the fire pit holding a torch. He placed it against the wood, kindling, and dried hay. The material quickly caught fire and ripped through the stack. The heat poured out across the barn.  
 
    “Samson, Lazarus! Pull the chains!” 
 
    From behind the far column, Lazarus emerged and sprinted to the chain locks. He and Samson pulled against the metal and began to lift the little girl into the air, Jalon's hand still holding the girl's neck. His wings began to pulse kicking up dust and swirling the flames in the fire.  
 
    The slack left the chains and the girl hovered in a star position above the fire. The blue light flooded the ceiling above Jalon. His arms and face struggled as the smoky black vapor crawled up his arm. 
 
    “Samson now!” 
 
    Samson pulled a canvas bag from his pocket and flung the packet into the fire. The bag ignited, sending up a green flame that engulfed the two bodies floating above the pyre. Jalon's wings stopped beating and his body fell into the fire. The smoky vapor poured out of the girl's face and was dragged into the green flame chasing the seraphim down.  
 
    The fire extinguished leaving the barn in the dark. The torches slowly re-ignited. The girl hung limp swinging gently above the burnt wood. Samson and Lazarus lowered the girl back down to the ground and her parents rushed to her side. 
 
    The mother was still overcome with tears as she wiped the soot from her daughter's face. “My love. Oh, my love come back to us. Please come back to us.” 
 
    Samson stood and placed a hand on the father's shoulder. “She will be fine. She will sleep for a few days, but in the end, she will be fine.” 
 
    “Praise Jesus. Thank you. Thank you.” The man lost control and wept over his daughter. 
 
    Samson turned to Lazarus. His eyes burned with a fiery urgency. “We haven't much time. Outside now.” 
 
    Both men slipped out of the barn and back into the punishing cold. Small snowflakes flurried about their heads. 
 
    “You have to assume Jalon is always listening. You hear me. He can hear if he wants. But right now, he is on the other side. I can tell you that black beast is strong.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Right now, I don't know. Where he is going we are not allowed. Mainly for our safety. I am sure right now he is on the road to hell dragging that demon along.” 
 
    “Is that where he is taking him?” 
 
    “As far as I know.” 
 
    “What was that smoke?” 
 
    “It was the demon. Something we do not mess with. That is your first lesson. Jalon and his type are equipped to deal with them, we are not. Regardless, he’s not listening. I don't know you, I don't know why you did it, but you upset some important people. Jalon described two ways to get to be a necromancer. One by work and one by choice.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You come to this by choice. I have been a necromancer for nearly two hundred years. I came into this life through training, working as an apprentice. In all my years I've never seen a necromancer make it to the end who was put there through choice.” 
 
    "What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean those necromancers die before the end.” 
 
    “But that means…” 
 
    “Yes, you don't get to heaven. You'll never make it there, kid. What I am telling you is treason, but I'm nearly at the end of my time. I've had good friends that were there by choice and never made it. Every apprentice I've gotten has been through work, never by choice.” 
 
    Lazarus nervously looked around. “But I…it was just an accident.” 
 
    “I know, but it is your fate.” 
 
    "Can't we talk to Jalon about this?” 
 
    “Never speak to anyone about this. Jalon will be back soon. I will never speak to you about this again. You will be a necromancer soon. Work hard, push yourself and when the time is right, seek out a man by the name of Cilas. Tell him Samson sent you and he might be able to help you.” 
 
    “Cilas?” 
 
    “Don't forget the name, Cilas. I won't speak of this again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The River Bends Hard 
 
      
 
      
 
    Berlin, Prussia 
 
    1856 
 
      
 
    The rain fell gently against the roof of the coach. Outside Lazarus heard the click of the horse hooves against the cobblestone as they made their way through the city. It had been a silent trip since they left the station. A coach had been waiting for him on the platform along with two guards and a woman. The men were tall and brooding and wore dark black suits that were lined with purple vests. He was told to look for purple when he got off the train. It wasn't hard when he saw her. The dark plum dress and a black shawl flowed in the light breeze. The satin fabric folded and bent with her curves. She held a small umbrella, just large enough for her brunette hair and face to stay out of the rain. Her beauty shook him as he stared longer than he should have. Lazarus let loose a nervous smile as she guided him to the coach.  
 
    It was warm inside with the four bodies breathing heavily. Lazarus looked from face to face, each one staring out the window as if trying to avoid conversation. They wound their way through new streets bordered by towering cream plastered buildings. It was his first time in Berlin.  
 
    Lazarus looked at the woman. His voice was deep. “Do you have a name?” 
 
    She continued to focus on the window with a blank and somewhat stern face. Her eyes slowly counting each raindrop that struck the small window. Her thick red lips curled, playfully teasing Lazarus. They seemed to dance as she spoke. “My name is Malusha.” 
 
    “So, you do speak. Thank you for breaking your vow of silence.” 
 
    “You haven't asked me anything.” 
 
    “It is your city and coach. I was just being respectful.” Lazarus swallowed and dug deep to pull what courage he had left. His mind raced for a topic. “Your accent, are you Russian?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her voice was music that gripped his mind. “And you are French?” 
 
    “South of France. Yes.” 
 
    “In the Alps or Pyrenees?” 
 
    “Just outside the Alps. I lived for a while outside of Lyon.” 
 
    “I visited there once. Walked through the wheat fields in late summer. That was before Napoleon came.” 
 
    That name stabbed Lazarus and for a brief moment he saw Claude's face and felt the stinging cold against his arms. He couldn't tell her age. She had walked through Lyon seventy years ago and that would make this woman at least one hundred years old. “Are you of the order?” 
 
    "I am, like yourself.” 
 
    “How long have you been part of it?” 
 
    “I think when you pass fifty years, it doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    “I know. It feels like you’re a tree frozen in time and the world’s moving past you.” 
 
    Malusha smiled at Lazarus.  
 
    “I take it you have been around a while? I haven’t heard of you, but it seems you have a good perspective on the job.” 
 
    “I’ve been around. I’ve kept busy, so I don’t have much time to travel.” 
 
    “Don’t we all.” 
 
    “How did you come by the position? By choice or work?” 
 
    “Now, now, Mr. Lazarus, here we don't ask those types of questions. We all work for the common goal. It doesn't matter how we got here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’ve only met a few within the order. So I’m not aware of any taboo. I’m just trying to understand you. It's always nice to meet another.” 
 
    “There’s no offense. But do know that that question is a personal one.” 
 
    “I understand.” He paused for a moment. “Do you work for Cilas?” 
 
    “Cilas.” She smiled and motioned to the coach, “Everyone here works for Cilas and while you are here, if Cilas asks you to work, then you work. It doesn't matter who you are.” 
 
    “He directs other necromancers? Isn’t that the job of your seraphim?” 
 
    “That is true. Typically…true. But we've been without one for a while.” 
 
    “I didn't know that was possible.” 
 
    “Well, we operate with some leniency, but we do march in the right direction. We often take a different route. It does allow us some freedom, and likely the reason you are here.” 
 
    “I wasn't aware of that. In France, my guide is Jalon.” 
 
    “Ja-lon.” She dragged out his name, in a way that flooded back memories of the barn on that first night. He could still see that little girl strung up by the chains. His arms flushed with goose pimples. “The one thing I know about Ja-lon is that he will be there with you in the end.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means he’ll be there for you and with you. He’s a strong seraphim, very close to the Christ. We all know him here. Does he still like to flash his wings?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Does he quiver his feathers so that they shine?” 
 
    “Yes, but I assumed that was normal.” 
 
    She slowly crossed her legs. The curves of her thighs pushed through the satin material and her hands pressed the dress free of wrinkles. “He has a flair for the dramatic.” 
 
    They rode in silence. Lazarus thought about Jalon and the decades they had spent together. He had been cautious all this time, always watching, and waiting. Samson's words were with him after this many years. Lazarus had not stopped looking for Cilas. It started with just a name and slowly grew into an obsession that lead him to this coach. 
 
    “What should I expect from Cilas?” 
 
    “Expect a man that believes he has no equal.” 
 
    “Among necromancers?” 
 
    “Among living things on this planet.” 
 
    “He is confident?” 
 
    “Yes, but just be yourself. Cilas can see though a cheap facade.” 
 
    “Is that what you think I have?” 
 
    “Lazarus, I'm not paid to analyze people. You ask me questions and I'm happy to answer.” 
 
    The coach slowed to a stop. The driver hopped down and opened the door and assisted Malusha to the stone path. Her feet glided gently over the street and up onto the walking path. Lazarus ducked his head as he emerged into the rain. The street was bustling with activity. People hid under umbrellas and danced around buggies and market stands.  
 
    The two men bordered Malusha. “Lazarus, follow us.” 
 
    The trio disappeared into the to the back alley, their bodies lost as they melted into the shadows. The stone walls lifted up from the street and arched high above Lazarus's head. The rain all but stopped as he rushed after his guides and into the alleyway. The walls narrowed as they twisted and turned through the hidden maze between the buildings. Lazarus always felt two steps behind and jogged to keep pace. The alley turned once more and they found themselves standing before a large oak door lit by two oil lamps. The door's purple paint stood out against the dirty stone walls and stacks of empty wooden crates. 
 
    Malusha leaned into the door and spoke. “Wir haben Herr Lazarus.” 
 
    There was a soft whisper from the door and a loud series of clicks. It opened and Malusha motioned with her finger. Lazarus like a trained dog bent to his master's will and followed the woman into the building.  
 
    They guided him through a large ballroom. They seemed to have arrived in the middle of a party. Men and women wore suits and elegant gowns, with powdered wigs, and black masks edged in purple covered their face. Conversations slowed to a whisper as he passed, their hidden eyes following Lazarus as he shuffled behind Malusha. The crowd slowly parted like the Red Sea allowing the group to pass freely. Lazarus could see the respect they showed for the woman, some bowing gently as they stepped out of her way.  
 
    Cloth-covered tables were lined with cured meats, desserts and glasses of champagne. The guests’ teeth chewed behind their masks while sipping the golden liquid from their glasses. Lazarus noticed their hands were covered in jewels and gold. These people were rich and they were guests in this back-alley home, Cilas's home. Music played from the stage and the squeal of violins and cellos slowly drowned out the murmurs that followed in his wake. 
 
    They left the party behind them and turned down an empty red hall towards a plush plum door. Along the wall were faces of old men painted in oil on canvas. Names were etched into brass plates and fixed at the bottom of the mahogany frames. Malusha looked back and saw Lazarus carefully examining the images. 
 
    “They all came before Cilas,” she said. 
 
    Lazarus asked, “All of them were necromancers?” 
 
    “All of them. They go back to when the Romans first took over this area.” 
 
    Ahead the door clicked and opened by an unseen hand. The two guards stopped at the entry and allowed Malusha and Lazarus to pass through. The room was large and adorned with polished brass artwork, and Italian paintings hung on the walls. Spread across the room were ornate chairs finished in purple velvet and receiving sofas sitting on colorful Persian rugs. The room was lit by rows of candles and oil lamps that hung from metal fixtures between the paintings. Along the far wall were a long series of tall bookshelves stretching from floor to ceiling. Each shelf was densely packed with grey and green leather bindings. A rolling ladder was set in the middle and a fair-skinned man in a robe reached for the top shelf and pulled down a book. He dusted the cover and climbed down. 
 
    The man glided across the floor, the finished ends of his robe dancing in the air.  
 
    “Malusha, is this our friend?” 
 
    “Yes, Cilas. This is Lazarus.” 
 
    Cilas carefully burrowed his feet into purple slippers as he crossed the room and grew larger in stature, each step adding height to the flamboyant man. He reached Lazarus and towered over him, then bowed gently. “Welcome to my home, Herr Lazarus.” 
 
    He spoke in a heavy german accent. 
 
    Lazarus smiled and nervously reached out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I hope I am not interrupting you. It looks like you have a party going on outside? Are they expecting you?” 
 
    “No. They are friends yes, but I am not expected. They are just being entertained. I assume your trip was uneventful?” 
 
    “Yes, it was. I want to thank you for inviting me and your correspondence over the last year.” 
 
    “Well, Lazarus, it’s always a joy to meet another man in the order.” His hands tightened the straps on his gold-laced robe. He shifted across the open room and found a seat in a red leather chair before a small fire. He motioned, “Lazarus please sit. Malusha my dear, could you please fix us a couple of drinks. And when you are done please go and see Jonas about tomorrow.” 
 
    She bowed her head slightly. “Yes, Cilas.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear. Now Lazarus you’ve been cagey in some of your messages. I want to understand more, but first a question to you?” 
 
    “Not a problem.” 
 
    “I don’t mean any disrespect, but how is your faith?” 
 
    “My faith?” Lazarus was surprised at the question and he caught himself before answering, “It’s unwavering.” 
 
    Cilas smiled, revealing a large span of yellowed teeth. His face was lit by the red flames and he pulled out a tin with rolled cigarettes. He silently offered to Lazarus who waved him off. “Well spoken, like a true necromancer. Unwavering faith.” He chuckled. “I like that. How about our mutual friend, Jalon?” 
 
    “He is as most would expect, a seraphim.” 
 
    “They're all very dedicated to their jobs. I think that’s why they need us. They need some type of mortal that can identify and soften the message to the laymen. They can be rigid, like a corpse. They need a softer, more delicate touch. That's why they need us.” 
 
    “I haven’t thought of it that way, but now that I think of it I can’t imagine Jalon talking to a normal person.” 
 
    Lazarus shared a nervous laugh.  
 
    “And yourself? How are you taking to the profession?” asked Cilas. 
 
    “I’ve been told I am still young, that my perspective will change the longer I'm around. It’s hard to believe after nearly sixty years. How long have you been in all of this?” 
 
    “Let's just say I've seen a good part of this millennium. I've been in this world for a long time. I have my fortune, which you can see around you. But like all mortals we drift in and out. Times are more challenging now, and with our current predicament, having no seraphim, we are making our own way for the most part…” 
 
    “…Malusha mentioned. How did you come by that?” 
 
    “It’s a long story meant for another day, but it’s safe to say our seraphim got into something he shouldn’t have and found a darker side. We’ve been allowed to run autonomously.” 
 
    “And the payments?” 
 
    “We still pay our debts and earn our…pocket change. We are not shut out. It just operates a little slower than we want. How about yourself? When is your projected finish?” 
 
    “I think at my current rate, it will be sometime in the late twentieth century.” Lazarus laughed. 
 
    “Excuse me for the forward question, are you in this through work or choice?” 
 
    “Choice.” Cilas’s eyes lifted slightly as Lazarus finished. “It’s the reason I have been trying to get ahold of you.” 
 
    “I don’t meet many people that are Choicers.” Cilas leaned back in his chair, his face dipping into shadow. 
 
    “I've heard it’s rare.” Lazarus added. 
 
    “It is very rare, but I have seen it in my time.” 
 
    Malusha returned with two glasses of scotch. Small cubes of ice rested at the bottom.  
 
    “Thank you, my sweet.” 
 
    Lazarus looked at Malusha and was momentarily lost in her eyes. “Thank…you.” 
 
    “It was no trouble. I’ll see to Jonas now,” She said. 
 
    Cilas smiled. “Thank you, my dear.” 
 
    Lazarus turned to the woman as she walked, her hips swaying gently. “Will I see you again?” 
 
    She stopped and turned back for a moment. “That's up to you.” 
 
    “I will look for you at the party later?” 
 
    She smiled gently and brushed her hair over her ear. “It’s possible.” 
 
    She glided away and left through the door. The sounds from the party peeked past her and Lazarus could hear the ruckus as glasses clinked in the distance. The door shut and the two men were left alone next to the fire. 
 
    “You should know that she’s a strong woman.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “She likes lilies.” 
 
    Lazarus nodded silently and looked in his glass. “Ice?” 
 
    “A treat from our friends up north. I have it brought in and stored. So, what have you come to ask?” 
 
    “Did you know Samson?” Lazarus paused. ‘’He was a necromancer in my region of France.” 
 
    “Yes, he ascended a long time ago.” 
 
    “He was my teacher…I mean that I was his apprentice.” 
 
    A genuine shock came across Cilas's face. “You were Samson’s apprentice? Well, that is a surprise. Why have I never heard of you?” 
 
    “I was pulled in late in his cycle. He was a dozen or so miracles away from completion.” 
 
    “I remember reading second hand about his payoff in a letter. He was a good man and it brought a smile to my face to see he had made it.” 
 
    “I agree, he was very good to me, even though I came on so late.” 
 
    “Who finished your training?” 
 
    “Jalon.” 
 
    “A necromancer trained by a seraphim? Now…now that is something special.” 
 
    “It wasn’t easy in the limited time he was there.” 
 
    “Sure, but he must have shown you some special things. I could only imagine the secrets you know.” 
 
    “I spent a long time waiting for him to show up and give me guidance. It was more boring than anything. He would disappear and I would be left to read dusty old books filled with old spells and demon descriptions. Actually, the first night I was brought in I worked on a demon removal with Jalon and Samson.” 
 
    “A demon on your first night? They threw you into the fire, literally.” 
 
    “It was a shock. I still have nightmares about that night. At the end of the session Samson pulled me aside and gave me your name. He said that I should get in touch with you about my, Choice, status. I spent years waiting. I finally found you and we started to share the letters. I believe Samson thought you could help me.” 
 
    “Samson always went out of his way to speak with Choicers. I could never understand it. He must have known someone that was affected. He spent a number of years gathering old documents and relics, studying them to see if there might be a solution.” 
 
    “He said that they’re doomed, but alluded to a fix. Something that you might know.” 
 
    “A fix? Well…” Cilas shifted his attention to the fire and sipped his drink. “A fix.” 
 
    “Is it true? That they’re damned? I assume you know. Are they killed before the debt is paid?” 
 
    “What is it worth to you?” 
 
    “Worth?” 
 
    “Yes, worth. What is it worth to you, this extended life you’ve been given. Many would take that with damnation.” 
 
    “I didn’t want this life, but it was the only rational option available.” 
 
    “I know the choice, but you have to think about what this all is worth?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “There’s been a pattern. Death is eternal we all know that, but life has its own pains. If you escape the debt but remain alive that means…” 
 
    “Life eternal?” 
 
    Cilas nodded his head. “Yes, life eternal. Forever walking the mortal plain.” 
 
    “No heaven or hell? Immortality. Is that what you're talking about?” 
 
    “Yes it is. The ultimate vanity. You can work for Jalon until you pay off the debt or are killed in some séance. Heaven or Hell are the options…” 
 
    Lazarus cut off Cilas. “But there is a third option? I thought necromancers were watched. My location was known. How could I elude that?” 
 
    “For the most part you are watched and tracked. They need us, but they don't trust us. You can escape and remain outside their view.” 
 
    “Live in the shadows?” 
 
    “They can see into the shadows, I'm a testament to that. I talking about not casting a shadow to see. Invisible. Well that assumes it is possible. Samson thought it was. I can promise they would hunt you to the ends of the Earth.” 
 
    Lazarus looked down at his drink and whispered, “Eternal life.” 
 
    “Eternally on the run, but yes, eternal life.” 
 
    “Samson told you how to do this?” 
 
    He paused, smirking. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Please…tell me.” 
 
    “You need to think about what you’re asking. It’s not an easy road.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Cilas stood quickly and crossed the room. He pulled back on a worn book. The shelf clicked and the row of books gave way to a hidden safe. “I can give you only the map, but you must walk the path yourself.”  
 
    Cilas turned the dial and the safe opened up. In his hand was a small faded red book. The canvas jacket was worn on the corners revealing the wooden base beneath. Cilas crossed the room with his arms outstretched and presented the book like a newborn child. 
 
    “Samson gave you my name, and now I give you your namesake.” 
 
    Lazarus took the book and ran his fingertips over the textured surface. Faded in gold print was his name, Lazarus. He looked up to Cilas. “My name?” 
 
    “Same name, but not you. Can I ask you what your original name was? I assume that French mothers are not keen to name their boys after one of Jesus's miracles?” 
 
    “Etienne.”  
 
    It stuck in his mind. He hadn't heard that name in years, but it came so easily. 
 
    “And who gave you Lazarus?” 
 
    “Samson.” Lazarus’s mind remembered the fury in Jalon’s face when Samson spoke. He wondered if the book he was holding hinted at that anger. 
 
    “I thought as much. He knew about this book.” 
 
    Lazarus opened the cover and thumbed through the pages. The text was in Latin and elaborate drawings danced through the margins. “What is this?” 
 
    “You’ve studied the New Testament?” 
 
    “I have, extensively. Jalon forced me to memorize large passages.” 
 
    “This is one of the old gospels, non-canon. It is called The Book of Lazarus. As told by John. He got his own book, but this one was left out. You will find some details that differ from his official account. Deeper into the meaning of the man we call Jesus.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Just details, places and time lost. Read it and see for yourself.” 
 
    “And this is the key to eternal life?” 
 
    Cilas laughed. “You have a better shot at eternal damnation than eternal life. There is a way that you may find freedom. I've been told it’s in the text.” 
 
    “You haven't read it?” 
 
    “No, it's a liability and I don't need it.” 
 
    Lazarus fixated on the words. The pages felt like worn canvas, like fabric that was too thick but worn soft. His eyes quickly scanned the text seeing passing references to Jesus and Bethany. Lazarus ran his finger over the words, direct quotations of Jesus. He knelt his head and mouthed, “This is the word of God.” 
 
    Cilas’s eyes followed his lips. “No, they wouldn’t say that. Not today. It’s heresy and blasphemy to have this. Trust me, Jalon will treat it as a deviant act. Protect it and keep it safe. Have a place that is you own, read it when he is gone.” 
 
    “What do I owe you?” 
 
    Cilas smiled. “Good, yes, well… I don’t run a charity as you can see.” 
 
    “I understand that.” 
 
    “I take coins.” 
 
    “Debt coins?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How many.” 
 
    “For this book, one hundred.” 
 
    Lazarus put down the book as his voice pitched. “That is nearly two decades of work!” 
 
    “I understand, but it cost me more than you can imagine.” 
 
    “I’ve only brought five with me. I’ll have to wait then.” 
 
    “I will take your coins. Consider it a loan. You’ll pay me and until the debt is cleared, you will be at my call.” 
 
    “I now have two debts to pay?” 
 
    “I'm nicer than that seraphim.” 
 
    Lazarus knew it would take forever to pay Cilas. His rate with Jalon was slower than he first expected. Miracles were assigned at a snail’s pace.  
 
    He could still see Samson’s face from that night in the barn. The urgency in his eyes, but after what seemed to be a lifetime of searching, he had finally found Cilas. He didn’t trust this man, but the book might be his only option. 
 
    “How can I trust you that this book will help me?” 
 
    “You can't.” 
 
    “Then I gamble?” 
 
    “There are risks in life and you are living one. You can leave the book and take your chances with Jalon. It doesn't matter to me.” 
 
    “No. I will take it." He reached down and picked up the book and tucked it under his arm. “I’m in debt to you.” 
 
    Cilas’s face pulled back, revealing a maniacal grin. His lips pulled taut into white horizontal streaks. “Then we have a deal and you have your book.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 University of Washington Track 
 
      
 
      
 
    1978 
 
      
 
    Isaac's lungs pulled against the cool evening as his feet pounded the polyurethane track. The sweat poured down his neck forming a sunken V across his purple university shirt. He shared the track with another student. They punished themselves on a series of endless loops, running on opposite sides, mindlessly chasing each other under the darkening sky.  
 
    The yellow track lights illuminated the running paths and the center field. This was an optimal time with the least amount of people. For months he carefully walked by the track field examining and taking mental notes to find the time where he could be alone. He hated running, but it had proven the only way to keep his weight in check. Mainly he hated how he looked when he ran, how he smelled when he finished, and how he panted like a dog. He knew he had laughable form, from the slapping sound his feet made to his nervous and uncontrollable arm motions. He was a mess on the track. But at least no one was there to see it. 
 
    Inside his mind, he counted as he crossed the finishing line. Each lap tallied against some fictitious number in his mind. Each time around signified another magical moment where he proved to himself he was worthy. After all that had occurred in the past week, Isaac knew tonight would be a rough night. His mind flashed the number twenty repeatedly like some small town gas-station sign. 
 
    He thought to himself, Twenty, eh? Five miles? Why do you hate me? 
 
    He was on lap nine when he heard the familiar voice from beyond the chain-link fence. “Easy there tank. You've gone red and those sweat lines? Oh man, I can hardly contain myself.” 
 
    Isaac saw James's smug face hanging over the fence; his arms dropped down and dangled in the air. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Isaac said panting. 
 
    “Take a break, you look like you need it.” 
 
    Isaac slowed down his legs, struggling to cope with the sudden change in effort.  
 
    “That sounds like a fat joke,” Isaac said. 
 
    James lifted his hands. “You…call you fat? My dearest friend fat? You think that I would go that low? It almost hurts my feelings.” 
 
    “I hope it shakes you to the core.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” James asked sharply. 
 
    “I’m running. Doing the running thing.” 
 
    James hiked up his jacket and looked up and down the track. “There's no one here. Let's get out of here and go get a beer.” 
 
    Isaac smiled and shook his head lightly. “I'm not even halfway through.” 
 
    “Listen I won't tell anyone you skipped out. It's getting dark and we should get some beers.” 
 
    Isaac arched his back and started to walk down the track. “I'll be another forty minutes and then I just want to head back to the apartment.” 
 
    Isaac's feet began to pound the ground as he started to jog again. James stood exasperated. The other person on the track was now rounding the turn. James set off in a light jog to catch up to Isaac. James’s jeans swished and his light blue jacket danced against the breeze. 
 
    “You are going to make me do this?” James said. 
 
    Isaac looked back. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I am trying to get you off this track and into a bar.” 
 
    “I’m not up for it tonight.” 
 
    “Are you sick? Have you been running too much? Did you get enough water?” 
 
    “You know I like to do this in peace?” 
 
    “I can't get drinks alone.” James was now breathing hard. “People will whisper and say things.” 
 
    “That you like to drink?” Isaac questioned. 
 
    “True, but alone. That is just sad.” 
 
    Isaac continued jogging down the track and maintained his silence. James hurried two steps behind. They had rounded the track and reached the halfway point when James chimed in, “You're serious aren't you?” 
 
    “I just want to run tonight.” 
 
    “How far are you going?” 
 
    “As of now five miles.” 
 
    “OK… OK, something is wrong.” 
 
    “Nothing's wrong.” 
 
    “Nope I know you man. I know Isaac and this Isaac it telling me something is up.” 
 
    James only heard heavy breathing from his running partner. 
 
    “Oh shit, there is. Let me guess, it's obviously not a woman because that would be something of note. The school is still shit so that's not changed. How about that new internship?” 
 
    Isaac looked down at James for a moment and continued running. 
 
    “Gotcha. What happened? Bitchy new boss?” 
 
    Isaac for the first time in a week smiled. “Yeah man, you could say that.” 
 
    “Don't get your panties all twisted up. I don't think that the professor will let you change again.” 
 
    “I don't think he would believe me if I did tell him.” 
 
    “What’s with this new guy? Wait a minute…he deals with dead bodies.” James popped Isaac in the shoulder. “He doesn't play with the bodies? You know, touchies?” James tucked his arms under his armpits and twiddled his fingers. 
 
    Isaac looked down at James jogging with his short arms. He bit down on his lower lip to keep himself from laughing.  
 
    “Good…the stoic beast can laugh.” 
 
    Isaac slowly pulled off the track and into the grass and slowed to a walk. 
 
    “Isaac, he didn't make you touch a body?” 
 
    “Man, there's no funny business going on.” 
 
    “I didn't say there was any funny business, you said that.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to interpret armpit hands.” 
 
    “Listen I’m trying to put action to what I was thinking. It can't be that bad.” 
 
    Isaac pulled in a few breaths and fell onto the grass and stared up at the dark sky. “It was the worst.” 
 
    James stood over Isaac. “It's just a job.” 
 
    “I wish.” 
 
    “Are you going to say something or are you just going to be cagey?” 
 
    “You'll never believe me.” 
 
    “Try me out.” 
 
    Isaac stared off into the light saturated sky at the few stars that remained. He recounted his meetings with Rowe and Lazarus. He went into full detail about the séance, from the woman's desecrated body to the meeting in his apartment with Jalon. He barely skipped a beat as James stood silently over him listening to his friend recount the impossible events with a calm clarity. Isaac finished and let his legs fall to the grass. James slowly sat down as his eyes were caught by the last man still rounding the track. 
 
    James was quiet and breathed heavily. “It came out of her body?” 
 
    “Her fucking chest. I haven't been able to sleep in days. I keep feeling this tingling sensation and I just want to itch my neck. It's driving me mad. I thought I could come out here and just run my body into exhaustion. I thought it would help me sleep. I just want to sleep.”  
 
    Isaac's voice trailed off at the end as James picked up his line of questioning. 
 
    “What is the name of this guy's company?” 
 
    “I don't think he has one. I doubt it's listed.” 
 
    “But Rowe sent you to this guy? Rowe has to have something on this guy? Maybe knows what he’s all about.” 
 
    “I don't know, it might be worth going there.” 
 
    “Hell, yeah.” 
 
    They were silent. 
 
    “Isaac, the guy had wings?” 
 
    “Fucking wings man.” 
 
    “Like flapping wings? Not some type of fake shit?” 
 
    “The dick picked me up and put me against the wall, like I was a kid.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    Isaac laughed. “He wouldn't like you saying that.” 
 
    “No, I would imagine not. Listen, I believe you saw something crazy, but maybe they slipped you something? Some low-grade LSD, or something like that?” 
 
    “These guys seem crazy, so I wouldn't put it past them.” 
 
    “Right now, and for your sake, I am hoping you got slipped something. Because if not, I don't know man. Do you think they might be screwing with you right now? Maybe stalking you?” 
 
    “Here at the track?” 
 
    “I don't know, but maybe you should just get out of town for a few days. Go seen your Nan and take some time off.” 
 
    “God I would love that. Some home cooking and sleep. I just need to sleep, man.” 
 
    “I hear you. Just go home, get packed and get outta here. Screw those guys, just leave. I will help you pack. Let's get out of here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Bus Station 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac stepped out of the taxi and walked up the short flight of steps to the bus-station platform. The night was in full swing with the slow moving hoard of drugged-out transients. Their arms and legs were a pock-marked path of bruises and pain.  
 
    A young man dressed in camouflage sat in the corner holding a cardboard sign, Vet Please Help. His face was locked on his worn boots with dirty toes poking out of the small holes worn through the side. His tattered socks sagged around his ankles exposing the dirt-crusted wounds on his calves. 
 
    Isaac walked by and the stench of urine overwhelmed him. It sent him back to that night with Zinn. He shook his head and continued on. 
 
    “Just a little money?” The voice was muffled and weak. Isaac stopped without looking at the man and he reached into his pocket and took out a dollar, dropping it into the man's lap. “Bless you.” 
 
    Isaac nodded. “No problem. Get some food.” 
 
    “I will,” he lied, pressing the money into his jacket pocket. 
 
    The ticketing-station street lights shone like the sun, sending light out across the darkened bus terminals. In the shadows, people stood over their luggage blindly staring out at the naked city skyline. The terminal had been the brainchild of some local politician. Speeches were given touting the cultural and social benefits of committing the new levy to the station. Ink would be spent writing up glowing reviews in the local papers admiring the new ornate architecture and championing the reuse of old abandoned buildings. But what would go missing were the benefits to the Thomason Construction family that the politician had married into. The dream was a massive central bussing station, providing easy travel to the average person in Seattle. What it turned into was the center of the vagabond community. The homeless would make the trek north in the winter to enjoy the warm maritime climate, free of snow and punishing cold. Drugs followed like an overflowing river filling the lowlands with addiction and slowly burning the lives of the poor. Heroin, cocaine, and acid rolled off buses to find their new homes among the darkened and forgotten communities stretching through the back alleys of the city.  
 
    Isaac held his bag tight to his shoulder. It contained a few weekend provisions hastily slapped together, a clean pair of pants, socks, and a new shirt. His Nan always liked to see him in something new. He had seen a sale on shirts a year ago and bought half a dozen. They collected dust in the back of his closet for these occasions. He enjoyed seeing her smile when he came into the house, her voice letting loose that soft cry as she saw her clean grandson in a pressed button up. 
 
    Isaac stopped in front of the ticketing booth and set his bag down. A black woman was on the phone complaining about the state of the men’s bathroom. She lowered the receiver and looked up at Isaac. “Sir, I will just be a minute.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you do, I need someone down here to clean it up. You can smell it from outside. We need to get it cleaned up before the morning rush… No, we can’t wait until the morning. It needs…no…no you are not listening to me…now. We need it cleaned up now. Just call me back when you send someone.” 
 
    She quickly put down the handset and motioned for Isaac. He picked up his bag and leaned into the glass-window wall. “Sounds like a difficult evening.” 
 
    “Fucking homeless vagrants. Pardon my language. But they treat this place like their own shitting ground. Literally, I wouldn’t go into the restroom if I were you.” 
 
    “I’ll make a mental note.” 
 
    She looked down and pushed forward the rate chart. “Where are you going, sweetie?” 
 
    “I’m heading out to Bend.” 
 
    “The night drive down south will be easy. Great way to get some sleep and most of the time they don’t have a full bus so you should be able to have some leg room. You'll need it. How tall are you?” 
 
    “Six foot six, plus or minus an inch depending on who I'm talking to.” 
 
    She laughed. “I had a boyfriend your height once. I spent half my time on the tips of my toes. So do you want the ticket?” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “Well sweetie, that will be ten dollars forty-five.” 
 
    Isaac dropped down the bill and the woman made a change. 
 
    “You are going to be on platform three. The bus should be here in about twenty minutes. Vending machines are around the corner and the bums tend to congregate at the entrance so you will be fine waiting over on the benches. Just don’t fall asleep or you’ll…well, just don’t fall asleep on the bench.” 
 
    “Thank you. Good luck getting your bathroom cleaned up.” 
 
    “That’s a cute one, you actually think they are going to clean that up.” 
 
    Isaac smiled as he walked down the ticketing booth and turned the corner and found the hanging sign that read, 3. Large glass awnings arched high above the asphalt, supported by painted blue columns. Between the columns were long wooden benches decorated with graffiti. Across the benches were two homeless men sleeping, their green army surplus bags tucked under the bench and bags of bottles carefully tied to the straps. Isaac surveyed the area in vain for a free bench. He crossed the platform and sat down against the brick wall and took in the panoramic view of the station.  
 
    Across the concrete landscape, bodies moved in a slow late-night rhythm. They paced across the sidewalks and terminals as if slowly searching for an earring or wallet. Isaac’s eyes shifted left and then right. His head rolled back against the wall lifting his hair and grinding against the brick mortar. His head dropped into his lap as his eyes closed. His arms folded around the bag and he slowly counted his breaths.  
 
    Three…two…one. 
 
    He could feel the relaxation slowly permeate his body. In his mind, he could hear the bus brakes squealing as they rolled into Bend. It would be early morning and the crisp dry air would send shivers down his back. He could see the road, a simple one- or two-mile walk to his grandparents’ house. It was only a few hours away, he told himself. Just a few hours away. 
 
    A deep familiar voice echoed in his left ear. “Where are you going, Isaac?” 
 
    His eyes flashed open and he turned his head to see Jalon sitting against the wall staring down at him. He was dressed in formal attire and wore a dark blue vest and white tie. His wings were tucked under his clothing and two large protruding mounds poked out the back of his shirt. Isaac could see Jalon’s barrel chest vibrating with excitement. 
 
    Isaac quickly pushed back against the wall and stood, stumbling out along the bus platform. He slowly retreated down the sidewalk with his arms raised as if to protect himself from some flying object. 
 
    “Are you following me?” Isaac yelled out. 
 
    “Of course I am,” responded Jalon. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “None of your damn business.” 
 
    “It’s actually my business to know.” 
 
    “I was just heading home to see my grandparents.” 
 
    “We can’t have you leave right now.” 
 
    “We? You and Lazarus? I’m happy you both care and are worried about me, but you can leave me be right now. I need this break.” 
 
    “Isaac you can’t leave.” 
 
    Isaac turned towards the station as he continued to retreat. His voice rang out and echoed across the terminals. “Help! Somebody! Please! This guy is harassing me!” 
 
    Jalon continued to slowly walk towards Isaac.  
 
    “Help!” Isaac recoiled as he bumped into a man. He turned and put both arms on the man’s shoulders. “You have to help me.” 
 
    The man was frozen in place. His eyes glazed over and stared across into the black shadows of the station. Isaac waved his hand in front of the man.  
 
    “Hello! Hello!” he cried out. 
 
    Isaac turned back to Jalon and quickly scanned the platform. The bodies remained frozen in place, their faces locked in contorted stares as their conversations were stopped and cut off mid-sentence. 
 
    Jalon spoke. “Isaac, they can’t help you.” 
 
    Isaac yelled in vain, “Help!” 
 
    Jalon’s hand grabbed Isaac’s shoulder and sent a searing pain flowing down through his biceps and into his hands. It felt like a fire racing down his veins, threatening to explode out his fingertips.  
 
    “Isaac, do I have your attention?” 
 
    Isaac screamed out in agony, “What…gawd! What the hell!” 
 
    “Do. I. Have. Your. Attention.” 
 
    “Yes, you piece of shit.” 
 
    Jalon twisted Isaac’s shoulder and sent him reeling to the ground. Isaac’s leg buckled to the ground. 
 
    Jalon’s hot breath blew waves across Isaac’s face. “I’ll have your respect.” 
 
    Isaac’s face winced but he kept silent.  
 
    “Do I have it?” 
 
    A tear rolled down Isaac’s cheek as his face turned beet red. “Yes. Fine. Please let go!” 
 
    Jalon lifted his hand and released Isaac, allowing him to collapse onto the concrete floor. He rolled up against a bench, its occupier staring off into the distance. Isaac's hands pushed against a green camouflage bag as he stared up at Jalon’s body that was silhouetted against the fluorescent lighting. Isaac felt trapped, like a dog pushed into a corner. The dream of a quiet weekend in Bend gorging on Nan's food started to drift away only to be backfilled with a crippling depression. There was no escape from these men. There was nothing he could do. 
 
    Jalon's voice shook the ground. “I don’t have time to chase you around.” 
 
    “I need a break. I was just going home to see my grandparents.” 
 
    “Get up.” 
 
    Isaac's eyes darted across the bus station. He saw the opening at the end of the terminal. He pressed down against the bench and sprinted away from Jalon. His heart raced as he closed in on the stairs. The street was open before him. 
 
    Isaac could hear a loud whooping sound chasing behind. He turned to catch a glimpse. Jalon was no longer on the platform. The whooping sound closed in around him. He turned back to the street to see Jalon's body fall from the sky. Isaac crashed into Jalon's chest as the thunderous breeze swirled around him. Jalon's wings popped and flapped as he settled his feet. The wings folded quickly around his chest, the back of his jacket now torn to shreds.  
 
    Isaac was dazed and rubbed his head. He tried to crawl away in vain.  
 
    “We've got work to do.” Jalon grabbed Isaac's shirt and dragged him down the stairs and across the sidewalk to a black Lincoln that idled on the street corner. The door popped open and Isaac fell into the front seat. The street light barely found its way through the tinted windows. The car was pitch black and silent. Isaac's vision was blurry but he could make out a shadow sitting in the driver's seat. The head dipped down and lit a match. The sulfurous smoke lifted to the ceiling as the light briefly flooded the car. Isaac saw the familiar face and leaned back against the seat. Jalon shut the door and tapped twice on the roof. 
 
    Lazarus turned his head and looked at Isaac. “I told you, you can't leave.” He shifted the dash into drive. “We have to work, there's a body we need to see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 It’s Always Cold in the Morgue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Lincoln pulled into the back alley and Lazarus shifted into park. They had driven for nearly ten miles in complete silence, just two sets of eyes staring out the windshield and the whir of the eight-cylinder engine humming along. 
 
    The building was built out of red brick, which was normal for the older sections of town. Next to the loading bay was a brown door with a stair railing that hung dangerously loose. Loose dirt collected in the cracks of the steps leading up to the morgue.   
 
    Lazarus broke the silence. “I know this is all a shock to you. I get it. I've been where you were a long time ago. I was in France, very late seventeen-hundreds. In fact, I really can't remember what year it was but I was probably seventeen or eighteen.” 
 
    Isaac's head rolled over the leather towards Lazarus. “That would make you nearly two hundred years old, Moses.” 
 
    “Almost. Jalon met me in the woods when I was running for my life. Dragged me to a barn and shook my world to its core. I still remember that feeling of hopelessness. It was overwhelming, as if permeating every pore of your skin. I wanted to die, but then they gave me a purpose.” 
 
    “You're not kidding about the age?” 
 
    “No, it often takes a long time to pay of the debt. I've been at this for almost two hundred years.” Lazarus pointed up to the roof. “They…they give you some extra time.” 
 
    “What is this debt?” 
 
    “You work off a debt to get into heaven. It's the most Catholic thing I can think of. We bring people to faith, they then go out and either share that faith or are in debt themselves, to be used for other goals in the future.” 
 
    “What about your family and friends? How did you explain that?” 
 
    “I was fortunate to be on my own. But I've seen how people handle it. They just let their friends fall away, and their family slowly passes onto the other side. The necromancer is then left alone. Well, never alone, but you get what I mean.” 
 
    “So I will have to abandon my friends and family.” 
 
    “Isaac, are you kidding yourself? Your grandparents are old, your mom is on the outs and you don't have anyone here in Seattle.” 
 
    “How the fuck do you know about my family?” 
 
    “Calm down tiger. Jalon knows, he shared that with me.” 
 
    “What doesn't he see?” 
 
    “Isaac, you are dealing with a guardian of the Christ. You have to assume they know everything about your life. How many times you pick your nose in the morning, how many times you've looked at dirty magazines, and they are certainly keeping a tally of your bathroom exploits.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Yeah, I think they keep numbers on that stuff.” 
 
    “Like everything?” 
 
    “Yeah, everything. They don't all know what you've done, but they can pull it up when they want. Normally they don't but I think there's a list somewhere.” 
 
    Isaac was exasperated. “What the hell have I gotten myself into.” 
 
    “You've got a ticket to heaven. Many many people would kill for that. I can tell you this, the other side, the bad side wants that ticket. All around you are people struggling to make meaning of this world. They drift in an eddy without a rudder, just circling around. On the margins are people like us, the occult, demons and angels. You will see it now. You can't miss it. It's everywhere you look, buildings, monuments, the back of the money. One you see the true meaning, not the public meaning meant to keep up appearances, but the private message, the space between the lines. Keep your eyes open, you'll see it where you didn't before.” 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
     “Are you ready?” Lazarus asked. 
 
    Lazarus shifted in the seat and opened the door and walked around to the stairs. He paused at the bottom step and waited, still looking forward. He stood like a statue expecting something or someone to appear.  
 
    Isaac slapped the center console with his hand.  “Jesus fucking Christ.”  
 
    He got out of the car and stood behind Lazarus. 
 
    “Thank you for joining me, it does make things easier.” 
 
    Isaac stared hard at Lazarus standing precariously on the steps. 
 
    “Why me? Why am I being dragged into this? I didn't ask for any of this, I just wanted a new job so I can continue with my schooling. Now you tell me I'm in debt to Jesus Christ himself?” 
 
    “Isaac, you will understand one day that this world around us is as trivial as a child's board game.” 
 
    “Is that something to make me feel better?” 
 
    “Yes, you have meaning in your life, something beyond paying off a mortgage and raising three children in a suburb of Seattle, while you work fifty hours a week and commute an hour each way. People do not stumble into this blindly. There's a large network of people who are on our side, working, fighting, and guiding. You are just a piece within that effort. Rest assured you were not accidentally thrown into this. People, important people, felt you were an asset and you've been put here for a reason. I trust them in guiding you to me and this job. I needed someone new and here you are. Now are you going to come in or not?” 
 
    Isaac rubbed his head, his skin pressing and folding against his fingers. Small dabs of sweat smeared over his skin and gave a sharp sheen in the entrance lighting. 
 
    “Well… I don't want Mr. Wings to come back. I've had enough of him for today.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled and opened the door into the morgue. A musty chemical smell poured out from the dimly lit entrance and the two men entered. The walls were covered in a rough plaster with cracks arching out from the creases in the walls. The hallway gave way to an open room with a wall of stainless steel drawers.  
 
    Isaac shuddered at the sudden drop in temperature. “It's freezing in here.” 
 
    “Should I ask him to warm it up?” Lazarus asked. 
 
    “What are we doing here?”   
 
    “I know the guy who runs this place and he let me know that something interesting showed up.” 
 
    Lazarus walked into the room and placed his hands on one of the tables. He leaned around looking through the office windows trying to find his contact.  
 
    He bellowed out, “Hello! Peter?” 
 
    A small head popped up from the office. Plastered white hair was pressed firmly against his scalp. Isaac wondered if the man had been sleeping in the office. Peter emerged from the entry and nervously brushed the wrinkles out of his white lab coat. He was very short and wore thin-rimmed glasses. A small pencil-thin moustache hung tight to his upper lip and he walked with a noticeable limp.  
 
    The man's voice was high-pitched and nasally. “Good evening Lazarus. So good to see you.” 
 
    “Peter, you still look like you are ready to die, what are you ninety now?” 
 
    “Funny joke from a necromancer. What are you, two hundred?” 
 
    “I'm getting there. I want you to meet my new apprentice. This is Isaac.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you. I'm sorry you got such a shitty mentor. If you ever need any help forget this guy and just come to me. I'll be able to help you out.” 
 
    Lazarus jumped in. “He'll tell you what you want to hear and then rob you blind before you know better.” 
 
    Isaac smiled and shook the small man's hand. “Well thank you for the offer. That's the nicest thing someone has said to me this week.” 
 
    Peter laughed, letting out faint snorts. “I love this kid. Lazarus, you picked a good one. Better than the last in my opinion.” 
 
    Lazarus's face went cold. “Not here.” 
 
    Isaac asked, “There was another?” 
 
    “Nothing we need to talk about now. Peter, you called me about a body?” 
 
    “Yes, I was sitting in my office catching up on some reading and I got a delivery. It wasn't from the police or the hospitals this time. Some men in black jumpsuits and an unmarked van.” 
 
    “Their name?” 
 
    “Seattle Sound Cleanup. They are some crime-scene cleanup company. They had all of the normal paperwork from the police.” Peter slid by the two men and made his way down the rows of stainless steel shelves. “I began to process the body and I found a number of things that were off. So I called you and here we are.” 
 
    “Where was the body found?” asked Lazarus. 
 
    “It was abandoned down by the port, south of the city.” 
 
    Peter pulled out the cold storage drawer. On the stainless steel shelf was a black body bag. A cool draft fell down out of the storage box and sent goosebumps up Isaac's leg. He saw the body in the bag and it sent a nervous chill up his spine. He had seen so many dead bodies over the last few weeks. He expected them to pull back on the zipper and for him to see the woman from the séance or the man from his class. His stomach twisted knowing the smell of formaldehyde was coming. 
 
    “Yes, well I was preparing the body and I found some markings and objects embedded.” 
 
    Peter pulled a pair of latex gloves over his hands and unzipped down the length of the body.  Peter pressed back against the body bag and exposed the old woman. Isaac focused on the corner of the room as the two men stared down. Isaac couldn't bring himself to look. 
 
    “She has the markings near her leg.” 
 
    “Is this ink?” 
 
    “I believe it’s some type of tattoo, but not the normal type. It looks like someone did it by hand with a needle. Looks painful.” Peter motioned towards her thigh. “Rub your hands over the markings. There's something under the tattoo.” 
 
    Lazarus felt the markings. “Metal?” 
 
    Peter turned quickly and pulled open a drawer on a rolling tool chest. He brought up a small yellow manila folder and handed it to Lazarus. He carefully opened the folder and allowed the items to tumble out onto his hand. The small metal filings collected in his palm. He fingered the items and looked up at Isaac. “Look at these, Isaac.” 
 
    Isaac looked away at the far wall. 
 
    Lazarus leaned into Isaac. “That girl from the séance was a different thing. I don't know who this woman is or what's going on. So you need to put that behind you and focus.” 
 
    Isaac slowly looked down at Lazarus's hand to see the metal filings.  
 
    “What are they?” Isaac asked. 
 
    Peter looked at the two men. “It would be my guess? Some steel cable.” 
 
    Isaac now stared down at the woman for the first time. Her chest was exposed and her sagging breasts fell out over her arms and dropped down between her biceps. Down the center of her stomach was a series of crosses that led down to her shaved crotch. Between her legs were two large eyes tattooed on her thigh that stared back up towards the line of crosses. Between the two eyes were tears in her skin, as if the woman had been burned with an iron prod. Isaac could see additional metal filings protruding from the wounds. Trauma spread out from the cuts in thick black-purple blotches. Each bruise swept out into red, brown and yellow marks. 
 
    Isaac pulled back and his face contorted. “It's like someone beat her.” 
 
    Peter's hand rubbed his chin. “It doesn't look like a beating. I would say she slid down a steel cable.” 
 
    Isaac motioned to the woman's crotch. “So this killed her?” 
 
    “No, this was a side effect, her neck broke. But I would imagine this was caused just before her death.” 
 
    Lazarus leaned uncomfortably close to the tattoos. “These markings are interesting. The filings are all driven in from her head to her toes. She slid down the cable head first.” He looked at Isaac. “If that was intentional then these crosses are upside down.” 
 
    “Satanic?” asked Peter. 
 
    “Possibly, but definitely demonic. Were there any bruises on her wrists and feet?” 
 
    “On both,” said Peter. 
 
    “Do you think she was bound when she died?” 
 
    “It's possible.” 
 
    “How about clothing?” 
 
    “They said she was found naked.” 
 
    Isaac looked at Lazarus. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Peter, can you snap a couple of polaroids of the markings and can I have some of the filings?” Lazarus turned to Isaac. “Most groups are benign, playing with spells and maybe even spirits. Like talking with the dead. Then you start to get into sacrifice. We're talking sexual manipulation and violent acts trying to bring forward something evil like a demon.” 
 
    Lazarus turned to the body and pulled back the woman's hair. Small flakes of dust flew out and a burning smell permeated the table. 
 
    “She fell into a fire. So we have a bound woman, who's bare and tied to a cable and dropped into some type of burning fire. Remember when I told you to keep your eyes open for things?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Isaac answered. 
 
    “Well this is something that sets my alarms off. I don't have time to let Jalon know, but I think we need to speak to someone, a dealer. See if any top-grade spells were purchased. See if there are any new groups acting up.” 
 
    “The spell dealer? You know you're not allowed down there,” said Peter. 
 
    “I know the rules Peter, but I don't have a choice.”  
 
    Lazarus looked at Isaac. The young man was a nobody downtown. He would be perfect for the job. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Dark Alleyways of Pike’s Place Market 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even at night, the market at Pike’s Place was active. Sellers lined the walkway calling out to the river of humans that snaked their way down the long corridor. The smell of packed fish, fresh fruit and flowers floated through the air. The market swelled and contracted like a lung breathing the salty air blowing in from Sound. The crowds and iconic neon sign reflected in the tall glass buildings that surrounded the market. The fresh shoppers made their way up the cobblestone street and were covered in a brilliant hue, their eyes reflecting the red neon of the market entrance.  
 
    A man with long blonde hair stared down into his guitar case as his fingers blazed over the strings playing an old sixties protest song. Quarters and dimes scattered around a stack of pamphlets with poorly spaced wording. Isaac looked down and read the title, The End Is Coming My Friends. 
 
    He looked up at the man and thought, What end? 
 
    The man leaned back on the guitar and struck a long chord. His voice bellowed out the end of the song. 
 
    Isaac followed closely behind Lazarus as they pushed deep into the mixed crowd. They rounded the corner entry and passed a seafood stand with large salmon stuffed tight with crushed ice. The wet smell of fish permeated the air and caused Isaac's stomach to turn. He pressed down on his belly and wondered when he last ate. It had to have been hours, but it felt like days. 
 
    Lazarus pulled over to a side wall and pressed back on Isaac's shoulder. His fingers gripped his shirt pulling him down. His voice was nearly a whisper. “Down that hall.” 
 
    “Is who?” 
 
    “The man we need to meet, well, more like, you need to meet.” 
 
    “He knows who I…” Lazarus paused allowing an older Asian couple to walk by. They were holding a shopping bag with stalks of celery sticking out. “I really don't trust people down here.” 
 
    “I can see that. They don't take kindly to your kind?” 
 
    “More than you know. This section of town is typically off limits for me. There are groups that run through here. Very well could be the people we are looking for.” 
 
    “I don't understand why this matters?” 
 
    “You will learn more, but there are always groups interested in the occult. It's been true for thousands of years. They will run séances, they will cast spells, they will worship people they should not. But in the end, they are relatively harmless. When a group shows up and is willing to expand into sacrifice, then we have a problem. That's when we get involved. That woman was part of some occult ceremony and we need to find out who, and that is why we’re here.” 
 
    “Here at Pike's Place Market? You're saying this place has occult people. Between the fishes and flowers and craft shit?” 
 
    “Yes, Pikes. Right here.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Down that hall and off to the right you will see a small yellow light on the wall. Push that light and you will gain entrance into a small spell shop.” 
 
    “A spell shop? For, like, witches?” 
 
    “Yes, and occult groups. They like to frequent the shop. It's off the grid.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do when I get in there?” 
 
    “Ask about the markings and if they might know where they come from. I also need you to buy a spell. It's called A Fire Hatch.” 
 
    “And where are you going to be?” 
 
    “I'll be here don't worry.” 
 
    “Somehow that doesn't give me the warm and fuzzies. Down the hall and around the corner?” 
 
    “Look for the yellow light.” 
 
    “And you can’t do this yourself?” 
 
    “I'm not welcome here, so you’ll have to do it.” 
 
    Isaac looked around, annoyed.  
 
    Lazarus passed a small pocket of gold coins. Isaac shoved them into his pocket and turned to find the alleyway entrance. He paused for a moment to allow a stream of shoppers to flow by, their eyes staring up at the hulking figure as they continued their conversation. 
 
    Isaac made his way down the poorly lit hallway. Rusted old lamps gave off a dull burnt orange light. Isaac's body cast long shadows that crept up the wooden walls. The market was old and there were many hidden hallways to get lost down. This happened to be one of those unmarked corridors. His heart began to race as he turned the corner and gazed down the pitch black hallway. He couldn't make out the corners of the walls let alone anything or anyone that may be lurking in the shadows. His feet shuffled loudly as he pressed forward into the darkness. He expected any moment to trip over a passed-out homeless man and go crashing into the floor.  
 
    The light from the market seemed miles away. His eyes opened wide trying to adjust to the darkness. The faint yellow light was barely visible along the far wall. Isaac steadied himself running his hands over the old wooden paneling. He could feel the rough edging guiding him in the right direction.  
 
    Isaac felt something close to his head. He reached up to find the ceiling slowly dropping to just inches from his hair. It reminded him of Lazarus's hallway down to his basement. He pulled a deep breath and felt the tightness in his chest. The dim light and the closing walls pushed down as the feelings of claustrophobia set in. He felt trapped, not just in this hallway but with Lazarus, and his future. His life felt like walking through a fog. Everything was uncertain and he felt powerless to stop it. The only thing he could do was focus on the path ahead, the next obstacle in front of him. He just needed to get to the light and then into the shop. He pressed forward, his hands feeling along the tightening walls.  
 
    He reached the yellow light and felt around for a door. His hair brushed the roof of the hallway and his shoulders started to graze against the wood siding. There was no door. He looked back to see the end of the hallway and the shadows of pedestrians walking across the opening. He checked once more, feeling out over the wall. He thought to himself, There has to be something here.  
 
    He felt the light. It was a small dome and was warm to the touch. His finger hovered for a moment and he pushed. There was a buzz on the other side of the wall. Isaac heard feet nervously shuffling over a wool rug. They came closer and closer and passed by the wall in front of him. A series of locks clicked on the other side of the wall. There was a sharp sneeze and the final lock turned, and Isaac saw the thin red outline of a door. The door was fire-red and the light fell out across the hallway illuminating the dirt-crusted base boards. Isaac saw footprints and black streaks leading into the shop entrance. 
 
    The door opened and candlelight moved out into the hall. The voice was sharp and critical. “Can I help you?” 
 
    Isaac's spoke out. “Yes sir, I'm interested in some spells.” 
 
    “Well, we ain’t got no spells here.” The candle started to pull back into the doorway. 
 
    “Please sir, I was told this was a spell shop. I have gold to pay for them.” 
 
    The candle paused; it was the first time Isaac could see the hand holding the candle. It was old. Wrinkles cut deep grooves across the old man's fingers. The yellowed nails dug into the bronze candle holder. “Well, you got gold you say? Then I might have something for you then. Come on in and watch your head.” 
 
    The candle disappeared and the door was left open. The soft red light shone out across the hallway. Isaac took a deep breath and felt the gold pouch in his pocket. He dipped his head and walked through the doorway.


 
   
  
 

 The Spell Dealer 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rotting smell hit Isaac in the face as he entered through the doorway. The ceiling lifted, allowing him to stand upright. He quickly scanned the shop and saw it was filled with chest-high shelves filled with small vials and wooden boxes. Above, suspended from the ceiling on thin wires, were rows of preserved animals all stuffed and frozen in place. Stuffed on the tall shelves along the outer wall were large jars of preserved animal heads. Next to the jars were racks lined with large bundles of hair. Each rack was labeled with with small handwritten papers: Bull… Dog… Human.  
 
    Isaac slowly walked down an aisle. He smelled something awful, like rotting flesh mixed with honey. His heart skipped a beat when he saw a large mason jar with a newborn child's head. It was bloated and puffy and its eyes swollen shut. He wondered if it was an aborted fetus collected before disposal. He imagined the shopkeeper prowling through the back alley of the clinic waiting for the bags to be deposited in the trash. The jar was filled with a dull brown liquid and small dead tadpole creatures floated on the surface. The jar top was slightly open, as if the shopkeeper were trying to air out the funk, or maybe he forgot to close it after showing an earlier customer. Small flies had taken up residence, dipping and bouncing along the edge.  
 
    The old oak shop shelves were sagging under the weight of trinkets and jars. Row upon row of items stretched out, each labeled in a fine cursive. A locked glass case held jars of salves and wrapped dried meats. Prices were listed in multiple currencies, including gold coins.  
 
    Ahead, Isaac could see the hunched mound of the man making his way through the rows of items. The man quickly turned the corner to an opening. The light from a small fire fluttered, sending shadows climbing the walls. Isaac wondered how safe it was to have an open flame this deep in Pike's. A simple spark and this shop could burn as well as most of the market.  
 
    Isaac stepped by a chair as a flash of light blinded him. A polaroid camera was mounted on the wall between two arms of a stuffed monkey. The camera clicked and spat out the developing image. Isaac rubbed his eyes trying to regain what vision he had left. He reached out and held onto a shelf, knocking over a small stone jar with a stopper covered in wax. Isaac reset the jar and reached for the image. He shook it and saw his shocked face slowly appear. Was this some booby trap or just a joke? He put the image down on the shelf and continued on. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” he called out. 
 
    “Ah that old thing is a carnival toy. Don't worry about it, just a nice like prank for people walking by those flash spells.” 
 
    “Flash spells?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know.” He waved his hands over his eyes. “Spells that go boom! Like a Flash.” 
 
    Isaac stared at the man. This whole store was just a carnival trick and he happened to be the only sane man there. 
 
    “Come on over here and sit down. So you want a spell, eh?”  
 
    The man's voice was soft, almost like a young child. He lowered himself into a small leather chair, next to the fireplace. He could feel the heat from the fire as the wood logs popped and cracked. The shopkeeper was dressed in an old brown suit that was tattered at the edges and his thinning white hair was pulled back against his scalp. The man's outward appearance was that of someone in their seventies, but his face was free of any lines or age. He looked younger than Isaac. 
 
    Isaac was caught off guard wondering how this young man could be buried in this old body. He tried not to stare. “Yes, sir. I do need a spell.” 
 
    “So what's your name?” 
 
    Isaac paused not knowing if he should give his real name. He tried to think of something unique but all that came out was, “My name is James.” 
 
    “James then. Jim. Jimmy, James, Jimbo?” 
 
    “Just James.” 
 
    “Just James! Justice James. The lawman's lawman. The terror of the west. Justice James of Seattle. I always liked names. They have meaning and purpose. They help to define the person.” 
 
    Isaac's face was confused. “I…I didn't get your name.” 
 
    “Well James, I didn't give you it now. Would you like to know it?” 
 
    “Well if I'm going to do business with you, then yes.” 
 
    “Well there's no guarantee that we'll do any business here, but I'll give you it anyway. My name is Natious. It sounds like nauseous which some people say I make them feel. Ha! It’s short for Ignatius.” 
 
    “Well, it is nice to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “So James, what are you looking for? What do you need?” 
 
    “I need a spell that goes by the name of, Fire Hatch.” 
 
    “Fire Hatch.” The man paused longer than Isaac would have expected. “Well now, that's not some simple spell.” 
 
    Isaac knew there would be a catch with this. He could see Lazarus laughing on the corner, eating kettle corn thinking about how he sent the boy into the spell shop on a fool's errand. He tried to hide his gathering anger. 
 
    “Are you sure you want that spell? Maybe I can fix you up with something more manageable? Maybe some incantations, a soft spirit spell, maybe a good old-fashioned hex. Hexes are always fun.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, but that's the one I need to get.” 
 
    “And whom are you getting this spell for?” 
 
    “Just a group of friends.” 
 
    “Well, I have heard that before. Going to be playing occult? Having some fun with candles and whatnot? This is not some simple spell. It's nothing to mess around with. I don't care who your friends are, there are a lot of people in this town who would love to get their hands on something like this. Why should I sell it to you?” 
 
    Isaac tried to maintain his calm. There had to be a way to convince this man. “You are a shop right? You sell things?” 
 
    “I do. What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Well, you aren't a charity and you're certainly not a school. So you either like to sell things or you don't make any money.” 
 
    “Astute observation,” Natious said softly. 
 
    “I need that spell and by the looks of it in my pocket I have gold coins to give you for it. To me, there doesn't need to be anything else said.” 
 
    Natious stood up from the chair and gingerly walked his way down a narrow set of bookcases. He pulled out a small wooden stool and reached up to the top shelf and pulled down a small wooden box.  
 
    “This is your spell. The instructions are inside and there's plenty, so don't go using it all up on the first go-around. Lots of people get spell-happy their first time. And no disrespect, you don't look like someone who's had a ton of experience.” 
 
    “You'd be surprised what I've seen and been part of.” 
 
    Isaac reached out for the box, but the man pulled back. “Easy boy, I need to see that this is a fair transaction. Do you have the payment?” 
 
    Isaac reached into his pants. “I do, how much for the spell?” 
 
    “It’s not cheap. Ten gold pieces.” 
 
    Isaac took a deep breath and pulled out the canvas sack of coins. He thumbed the coins and counted out the amount. Natious's eyes were wide as he saw the fortune that the boy carried. His uncontrollable greed and his love of gold swelled. 
 
    “Well, I see you are a good man who knows what he wants. I see that now. I’ve… I’ve got other spells too. If you might be interested. Relics too. Also, I've got a few potions, something for the ladies maybe? Maybe a boost? Known to help, even for a young man like yourself. Lasts for days. Honest. The women go wild for it.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Just this spell.” 
 
    Natious seemed almost hurt, but quickly rounded the wooden counter and pulled out a small bag to wrap the spell box in. His old wrinkled fingers struggled, his hands shaking with excitement. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate you coming into the shop. Please let me know if there's anything else you need. I'd be happy to have your business. Now have you been to any of the other shops around town? Or dealers? I can get you deals on just about anything, so make sure you call up Natious first.” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “No I haven't, but I will make sure to come here first.” 
 
    A wry smiled came across the old man's face, “Good, good. I always want to get the first crack. I think you'd be happy you did. I get all sorts of interesting things, direct from China. Animal carcasses from Africa. Need ivory? Hell, I've got a whole chest of it.” 
 
    Isaac pocketed the spell box. “I do have another question.” 
 
    “Sure what's that?” 
 
    Isaac grabbed a loose pad of paper sitting on the counter and drew out the symbols he'd seen on the woman’s body. He first drew the eyes and the cascading upside-down crosses. “I was wondering if you have seen this symbol.” 
 
    The old man's face went blank as he stared down at the eyes. His cheeks went white as the blood rushed out of his face. He knew something about this. His hand went down to the paper and his forefinger shook. The silence was unnerving and Isaac pressed again. “You've seen this symbol?” 
 
    The old man gave a weak answer. “No. But, I would venture to guess it may be upside down.” 
 
    “You mean crosses down?” 
 
    “Eyes on the path below and watch for the smoke within.” The words hung in the stale air. “It is an old saying.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “Just that every man has to answer to themselves as they journey below. I don't know about this symbol.” 
 
    “You haven't seen it, but maybe some group uses it?” 
 
    “You have to understand there’re a lot of symbols out there and quite a few groups in town use different combinations of the occult art. Triangles, eyes, squares and circles. Even the…necromancers…delve into that world.” 
 
    Isaac crumbled inside as the man strung out the word.  
 
    Did he know something? thought Isaac. He didn't feel safe anymore, not in this place. He felt hopeless again, like when Jalon dragged him down the steps early that night. Suddenly his world closed in around him. He thought of the path out of the store. Why wasn't Lazarus here? Why was he alone with this man? It didn't add up and he wanted out. 
 
    “You know what I… I might have something that could help you.”  
 
    Isaac didn't want any assistance, he wanted to leave. “You know sir, I think I can just head out. You don't know this symbol. So I don't want to take up too much of your time.” 
 
    The old man's greedy voice came back. “No, no, no, I think I might have a book back here on symbols. It won't take long at all. Just hang on there and I'll be right back.” 
 
    The old man walked around the corner and Isaac could hear him sifting through papers and pulling down books. His voice mumbled and Isaac grew more nervous as his eyes shifted around the room looking for any movement. Isaac saw the entrance down the rows of spells. In his mind, he saw himself running down the row and breaking out. He could feel the pressure continuing to press down on his shoulders. His shoulders slumped and he called out to the old man, “You know you don't have to look any longer. I don't want to take up any more of your time. I think I should probably leave.” 
 
    “Oh, no, no. Just wait one second. Yes, yes, yes, I think I found it.” 
 
    The old man walked around the corner and his hands carried a stack of papers. He was pulling out a set of glasses as he looked up to Isaac.  
 
    “Look now, I think there might be a group that fits this description.” 
 
    “Really?” Isaac was surprised. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm almost certain this is the group. In fact, I know they would like to speak with you.” 
 
    Isaac froze. 
 
    “What are you talking about? What group?” 
 
    There was a short rustle from behind Isaac. A set of wall curtains parted and two masked men burst out. Isaac never saw them as they reached around his neck and pulled him to the ground. Isaac could only manage a weak gasp as he hit the floor. The second set of arms grabbed Isaac around the legs and pinned him back. Isaac arched his neck and pulled in a weak breath. It was enough to give him the strength to kick. The man holding his legs flew off and stumbled into the counter. A set of wooden pieces fell to the floor in a crash as the man lunged back towards Isaac.  
 
    The old man continued to stare blankly at the squirming mass of men. “Isaac… Isaac. What are we going to do?” 
 
    He knows my name, Isaac thought. How? 
 
    Isaac stopped resisting and focused on Natious. “Listen.” The old man's voice was firm. “There's someone who wants to see you. She says you are a good friend.” 
 
    Isaac let loose a raspy response. “Fuck off.” 
 
    He spat at the man. 
 
    “You are going to need to be nicer.” 
 
    There was a soft click of a woman's heel in the distance. It grew louder as a woman appeared around the corner from where Natious had been searching through the books. She was wrapped in a black raincoat and a hood hung over her face. She stopped and whispered into Natious's ear. 
 
    He responded, “Yes ma’am... No… OK, I will.”  
 
    He turned, placing the papers on the counter and left the room. 
 
    The woman stepped towards Isaac, her black heels popping against the dusty floor. She stopped and lowered herself into a crouch, and Isaac could see her chin and the outline of her lips. Her skin was soft and pale under the hood's shadow. 
 
    “Isaac.” He knew this voice. It was the last voice he expected to hear. “I haven't seen you in a while.” 
 
    She lifted her delicate fingers to the hood and gently pulled back. Small beads of rain dripped off the fabric onto Isaac's pants. Her black hair framed her face and her piercing eyes burned bright. 
 
    “Are you going to say hi?” Zinn's face broke into a thin smile. “Are you still that strong man I first met in the cell?” 
 
    She reached out and gently touched his chest. Isaac could feel her thin fingers pressing like needles against his skin.  
 
    “I won't say much, but we've missed you. We've come a long way to be here and we wouldn't want to miss out would we?” 
 
    Isaac could feel a dizziness fall over him. His head wobbled. His body fought to stay awake, but the lack of oxygen overtook him. As his eyes rolled back he saw a smoky creature standing behind Zinn. It was looking down at him and he could feel images flooding his mind, pictures of men and women and places he didn't know. They felt forced into his mind, pressed through his gray matter like an auger. They fell away out of sight and into a tiny distant world as his mind drifted into blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Strength in Numbers 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lazarus stood leaning against a concrete column underneath the wooden overhang overlooking the dwindling crowds that bustled around Pike's Place Market. A chill had moved through the air as a steady drizzle rained down over the corner. His free hand rubbed the stubble on his chin that had grown out over the course of the day.  
 
    Across the market, an old Chinese woman slowly meandered through the dying crowds holding out bundles of droopy yellow and orange flowers. Customers flowed by gently waving off the woman's advances. Lazarus made accidental eye contact and the woman drifted his way like an evening moth to a flame.  
 
    He could hear her warbling broken voice. “Flowers…flowers…” 
 
    He waved his hand and motioned for the woman to leave but she persisted. She stopped a foot from Lazarus and he could smell the tiny woman’s breath as she pressed out the flowers. She reeked of ginger and sesame oil. Her wrinkled faced stared up at Lazarus.  
 
    “Flowers…for your lady?” 
 
    “Move along. I don't want your flowers.” 
 
    “They're pretty.” 
 
    “Get the hell outta here. I don't need your stupid flowers.” 
 
    She stopped and lowered the bundles to her side. Her back was hunched and she craned her neck. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” he said. 
 
    The woman's back slowly unhinged and she lifted herself up. The age seemed to fall away as her eyes leveled with Lazarus's face. The Chinese accent disappeared into perfect English.  
 
    “A gift from the Emo to our dear Lazarus.” 
 
    Lazarus's eyes narrowed. 
 
    The woman continued. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    She dropped the flowers and they fell out across the ground. Petals broke off the stems and scattered across the ground. A stream of tiny black spiders broke free and scurried across the ground trying to find protective cracks along the stone work. A few crawled up over the edges of Lazarus's boots and burned into a white ash. 
 
    Lazarus never broke contact with the woman. “I'm here running an errand.” 
 
    “Oh, now, now, necromancers running errands? That's something new. You wouldn't happen to be buying a spell in these parts? Natious knows you and we wouldn't allow any purchases. Your gold pieces are very valuable and I couldn't imagine you losing out. Your debt should be close, old crafter.” 
 
    “Just an errand you witch.” 
 
    Her lips peeled back and the pointed teeth shone in the dim lighting. “Yesss, it always gives me some pleasure to hear a man of high caliber, like yourself, say it. Www-itchh. Say it again and I'll take you myself. These old hips are still strong.” 
 
    “I'm sure. Have you been drinking down on some longevity spell? What are you a hundred?” 
 
    She moved closer and Lazarus could feel her hand move into his pocket. “That might be close.” 
 
    His hand wrapped around her wrist. “I don't have any coins on me, so you can keep this to yourself.” 
 
    “What if I was going in for touchies?” 
 
    “Not for you.” 
 
    “You're breaking this witch's heart.” 
 
    “I don't think you have one.” 
 
    “Oh, it beats alright, it beats very strong.” She pushed away from Lazarus as the flowers quickly lifted up off the ground. Her hand closed in around the bundles and the flowers grew out from the naked stems, first gray and then back to a brilliant assortment of color. 
 
    “Tell her I said hello,” Lazarus said to the old woman. 
 
    “Oh, she will be happy I saw you. I'll make sure to mention it. You never know, you might see her.” 
 
    “I'm sure of it.” 
 
    The woman slowly dipped back into a hunch and her broken English returned. “Your little apprentice is lost with the Mortem now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She turned back to the unsuspecting crowds and raised up the flowers. “Flowers…flowers…” 
 
    Lazarus stared at the witch as she melted back into the market. He checked his watch; it had been nearly thirty minutes.  
 
    Lazarus rubbed his hands against his pants and set off down the shadowed hallway. He turned the corner and found the small light along the wall. His hands danced along the wooden facade looking for the crack between the siding. His fingertips felt the light draft. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his lighter. He quickly swiped it against his pants and illuminated the hall. The wood was old and slowly rotting in the damp confines. Lazarus's finger pressed against the door as flakes of wood and old lead paint fell to the ground. 
 
    Lazarus pulled out a small bag of white powder and dusted the door crack from ceiling to floor. The fine residue was barely noticeable. He lowered the Zippo and touched off the powder. At first, it burned a dull blue before it raced up the wood siding. The blue light gave way to a melting red. Small sparks and gooey metallic drops fell down to the floor and fizzled out. The fire traced up the side of the door and ended at the ceiling.  
 
    Lazarus closed his Zippo and returned it to his jacket pocket. He reached out and pressed against the wall with his hands and the door fell and crashed into the spell shop. The impact sent a large plume of dust into the air and obscured Lazarus's vision.  
 
    He jumped through the door and quickly ran up the side of the shop towards the front counter. It was empty. 
 
    “Isaac! Isaac are you here?” He called out. 
 
    He scanned the floor and saw the streaks of scuff marks and black slashes painting the ground. He noticed another set of footprints in a thin layer of dust. It was a set of women's heels. 
 
    In the center of the floor, Isaac cleared a small space. He grabbed a piece of chalk off the counter and drew a circle on the ground. He quickly scanned the shelves. His voice mumbled as he thumbed through the vials. “Heart….heart….heart…..here.”  
 
    He picked up the glass flask filled with a thin red liquid. He returned to the chalk circle and dumped the contents in the center. The liquid flowed out and filled the edges. Lazarus shifted to the ground and scanned the ground for hair. He found a number of strands along the cracks where he believed Isaac’s head was. He carefully picked them up and placed them into the liquid ring.  
 
    He whispered, “Alright, boy. Are you still with me?” 
 
    He kneeled and bobbed his head slowly over the red liquid. The hairs drifted over the floor by some unseen currents. “The Lord is good, a refuge in times of trouble. He cares for those who trust in him. Isaac trusts in him.” 
 
    The hairs that floated shook and slowly began to pulse a bright red. The pulse was in rhythm to a heartbeat. 
 
    Lazarus nodded, knowing that Isaac was still alive. He knew if they hadn't killed him yet they would be taking him to a ritual. Rituals take time. He closed his eyes as the red light flashed against his forehead. He saw the heel prints in the dust. A face came across his mind and he brushed it aside. He ignored what his mind told him and focused on the job at hand. He had time, time to find help. 
 
    His hand flashed out and swiped across the floor, scattering the glowing hairs and liquid. He knew they would be coming back to the shop and he didn’t want to be here when they arrived. On his way out he scanned the shelves and pocketed a number of spells and potions.  
 
    It was a quick exit and a short jog through the market to the black Lincoln. On his dash buried under the wiper was a city parking ticket. A moment later Lazarus mashed the gas and sped away tossing the balled-up ticket out the window. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 An Old Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lazarus drove north along the freeway like a streaking black demon speeding away from the emerald city. The skyline flickered in his rearview mirror with the Space Needle off to his left. Seattle was always beautiful, even when it rained. The thick clouds would stream in from the sound covering the building tops like a warm blanket. 
 
    Lazarus mashed the gas to pass a slow-moving truck. Horns honked as he shifted lanes pressing the long Lincoln into tiny spots. 
 
    The city was built on the edge of the Puget Sound along a steep hill that was slowly peeled off by nearly a century of development. From Lazarus's vantage point it looked like the city was a simple earthquake away from sliding into the deep dark waters of the sound. To his left streaking across the bay, he could see the expensive houses dotting Queen Ann Hill. The occult was popular in wealthy circles. It would be hard for him to name all of the clients he had in those homes. Politicians, business people, and wealthy retirees with idle time and a penchant for the dark and sexual. The long parties on those hills made him smile. They loved experimenting and he enjoyed a good show. It was a golden time for new-age thinking and dabbling in the occult arts. They had so much power, money and influence, but they knew so little about the world beneath their toes.  
 
    Lazarus was traveling north of the city to a small church near Bitter Lake. The church was built in stone pre-dating many of the 1930s homes that filled the suburbs now.  
 
    The congregations were always small, never totaling more than twenty souls lining the thin pews. On the rare holiday where guilt swelled the ranks they would overflow, leaning against the cold stone walls. The small stained-glass windows caught any natural light trying to illuminate the nave. A large percentage of donations were funneled into candle purchases and eventually accent lighting along the edge of the wood paneling that wrapped the walls.  
 
    The sanctuary was decorated in purple cloth that draped down to a red carpeted floor. An old wooden cross built from old growth Douglas Fir was suspended against the back wall and leaned down over the altar. It gave a menacing feel as if Jesus himself were looking down over the congregation and offering up judgment for their sins.  
 
    Father Luke stood behind the podium using the visuals around him to magnify his message. Five individuals sat in the pews, gripped by the liturgy.  
 
    He lifted his hands up mimicking the cross behind him and closed out his mass. “As it is proclaimed in Matthew.” He paused, letting the small group prepare the memorized words. “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: love your neighbor as yourself.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled hearing the familiar passage. He thought to himself, quoting Matthew today Luke. Always a strong move. 
 
    “He said to his disciples, it’s peace I give you, now go in peace. Please share a word of peace with your neighbors.” 
 
    Two old women shook hands with the three homeless men. Their soft murmurs echoed across the walls. Luke stared at the back and saw the dark figure of Lazarus. Lazarus rolled his hands indicating to Luke to end the sermon. 
 
    “Thank you all. I hope you find peace in your life and share that with others. Go in peace as Mass is over.” His voice was rushed. 
 
    Luke walked down from the lectern and made his way to Lazarus. The old and decrepit bodies slowly inched their way through the pews and exited out the side doors and into the dark night. 
 
    Lazarus stood and shook Father Luke's hand. “Still doing late-night masses?” 
 
    He gave a wry smile. “There’s always souls that need saving.” 
 
    Lazarus nodded. “No truer statement.” 
 
    “I haven't seen you in nearly a year, Lazarus. Not since…” 
 
    Lazarus's eyes closed at the thought of Nathaniel. “I know.” 
 
    “That was a good boy.” 
 
    “He was. He has been missed. I can promise you that.” 
 
    “Those that we put time into always form a bond. Human capital. It hurts to see that go.” 
 
    “He was a friend too.” 
 
    “That he was.” 
 
    Luke motioned for Lazarus to follow him as they exited into a side office. The room was dusty and old and filled to the shoulder with stacks of papers and periodicals. The walls were gray and adorned with simple wooden crosses. Small black shawls draped over the crosses and hung against the wall. 
 
    “You don't clean much do you?” 
 
    “I always clean, it’s just that the clutter comes back so easily.” 
 
    Lazarus picked up a paper. “The Resurrection; Myth and Legend. Just some light reading.” 
 
    He nodded to Lazarus. “Research for a friend of mine.” 
 
    “I know how that story ends.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be a story, Lazarus. Even the damned ascend.” 
 
    “That’s not how I heard it.” 
 
    “This old priest still prays for you daily.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I don't think he is listening.” 
 
    “He is. I don't want to get into that endless debate with you. Did you come out of your cave just to say hello?” 
 
    “I don't have a lot of time. You know I have a new apprentice?” 
 
    “I heard.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “People.” 
 
    “Jalon?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “We were tracking a job and it took us down to Pike's. I sent the boy into Natious's spell shop.” 
 
    “Into the shop? Why were you at Pike’s?” Luke said. 
 
    “Nobody knows who the boy is. I thought I could use that to my advantage. I sent him to get information about markings we saw on a body. It took too long and I went in there. The boy was gone and so was Natious. There looked to be a struggle on the floor.” 
 
    “Is the boy…” 
 
    “No, no I checked. Still beating. They’re probably taking him to some ritual. I have time. But I don't know for how long. So I rushed here because I thought you could help.” 
 
    “Who were you tracking?” 
 
    “Some markings on a woman's body.” Lazarus pulled out the photo. “The woman wasn't anything special but the markings pointed to serious occult work.” 
 
    “Eyes and crosses. But who was she?” 
 
    “I don't know. I think some member or worse, some sacrifice. There are burns between the legs and small metal shavings. Like she slid down a metal cable.” 
 
    “I haven't seen these markings before. Could the metal cable be an elevator shaft or something like that?” 
 
    “I don't know. How many elevator shafts are there in Seattle? I don't have time to check. Do you know if there are any new groups making a name for themselves?” 
 
    “There are always new people, maybe a couple that might be of interest. I heard of a group out on Vashon working with trees.” 
 
    “Some druid operation?” 
 
    “Possibly, I haven't checked them out yet. There's a group south near you called the Mortem.” 
 
    “Mortem?” 
 
    “They might be something to check out. I think they are south of downtown in the industrial district, just off the port.” 
 
    “That’s where they found this woman’s body. I need to find this boy, Luke. I need you to help me. It’s always nice to have someone with me who knows the art. I don't know how much time I have left. I can't lose this kid.” 
 
    “I'm a little past my prime, Lazarus.” 
 
    “Hardly. What are you going to do around here? Sit around and give another empty mass?” 
 
    Luke smiled and sat down in his chair. “It's late.” 
 
    “I will get you some coffee. Come with me. I need to find him. My time is running out soon and I can't afford to start again.” 
 
    “On one condition.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “You come to mass once a week. You come here.” 
 
    “And listen to your boring liturgies?” 
 
    “All of them. You take the sacrament, you pray, you confess, and we work through this.” 
 
    A minor irritation came across Lazarus's face. “You know how I feel about that.” 
 
    “I do, but I want you to do it anyway.” 
 
    A long breath passed out of Lazarus's nose and he nodded to his long-time friend. “I want to sit in the back.” 
 
    “Just be here in these walls and I will be happy.” 
 
    “Fine you have a deal. But I want you and your gear.” 
 
    “A deal then.”  
 
    Luke spun around and reached behind the old wooden desk. He pulled out a long travel case and set it across his lap. He twisted the combination and it popped open with a click. The case was dusty and showed its age, but inside the items remained pristine. Rows of blades and daggers lined the velvet case. Each adorned with Latin engravings and crosses. He pulled back on the Velcro and lifted a long silver blade, and gently spun it in his hand. His fingers rolled and danced with great skill as the knife twirled and blurred. His hand tightened and the blade released a resonating ring.  
 
    Luke's face brightened and a rush of memories came flooding back. “Shiny.” 
 
    “Suit up my friend.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Smoke Within 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac sat alone like a hunched pillar in the center of the room. His hands and legs were bound to the steel chair by a braided rope that was pulled taut around his chest, pinning him back. His chin rested against his chest and a slow bead of saliva inched down his chin and dripped on his knee. His chest pulsed, feeling that shock of life and he pulled in his first shallow breath in nearly a minute.  
 
    The room was still under construction, as was the rest of the building. Unfinished Sheetrock and poor taping covered the walls. Just beyond was a low drum of a generator. Its hum powered the building and the small naked bulb that swung from the ceiling cast long shadows over the ground.  
 
    The world struck Isaac like an avalanche and he snapped back gasping for air. The memories of the shop flooded back and Zinn’s toxic face burned through his mind. She was a poison in his body, killing everything that was good and whole. He desperately needed a cure, but was terrified of what form that would take. 
 
    He pulled back against the bindings and let out a guttural cry. Zinn, Lazarus, and Jalon, all names that plunged him into rage. Isaac seethed in anger as thin ribbons of spittle flew out with each breath. He pressed with all his strength as his skin folded over the cordage, pressing out the color from his fingers and wrists. He released his muscles and his body collapsed sending his head and chin dropping again to his chest.  
 
    It's hopeless, he thought. I'm going to die here. 
 
    Along the side of his face, sweat collected and flowed down along the evening stubble. He pressed again and called out, “Hello!” 
 
    His voice popped and echoed against the walls. There was no one there, just the faint sound of the generator and the sterile smell of unfinished drywall.  
 
    He shivered thinking of Zinn and what she might do to him.  
 
    Was that even her? How had she gotten out? 
 
    His mind raced trying to explain what seemed to be unexplainable. An inmate had escaped and somehow found him in an obscure shop in the corner of Pike's. He wrestled with the probabilities. How could this happen to him?  
 
    He could feel that first night with Zinn, as it flooded back with a fury. The rush of the room, James running out and the sound of the feet behind him. Then the blackness swallowing his memory. As if the lights were turned out and he was left in a solitary cell for dead. He could almost feel the urine dropping on his face.  
 
    Isaac pulled again against the ropes. He felt the strain against his bone and felt as if they were ready to snap.  
 
    He thought, maybe that is the only way to get out. Free the joint. Twist the arm and escape. 
 
    How far could he go? A set bone? Dislocated wrist? He tried again. He steeled his mind, letting the pain wash over him like a wave. He was close, the cells and fibers in his bone resisted. But the rope was too much. 
 
    He relented, sweat dripping down and burning his eyes. 
 
    How the hell did I get here? 
 
    A female voice sounded from behind him. “That's a good question.” 
 
    Zinn. 
 
    "Yes, it's me.” 
 
    Isaac struggled to turn his body to get a glimpse. He jumped and slid the chair a quarter turn. He could see the outline of a shape against the wall. It was her, he knew that slim figure, those thin legs still haunted his mind. Always hovering over him. 
 
    There was a slow click of heels as she slid against the wall. Her fingers and back grading over the sheetrock. He had seen her in the cell, dressed in inmate's clothes, but now her body moved with a seductive flow. 
 
    “Hello, Isaac. It's been a while.” 
 
    His anger took over. “Bitch. Take these binds off and I'll show you something.” 
 
    “Would you hit a woman?” 
 
    “Give me the chance to show you.” 
 
    “Oh, you don't mean that.” 
 
    “Go to hell.” 
 
    “Honey.” She turned to Isaac. “I've been there. Not a nice place. You have no idea. On top of that, I'm here tormented by a monster in my brain. Telling me what to do and what to say. You don't even know who you are. You do things. Think things that are impossible.” 
 
    “You're insane.” 
 
    Her face opened up, her eyes and mouth wide. “I know, that's what I have been saying all along. But no one will believe me! I'm insane and there's nothing I can do.” 
 
    She stepped across the room and came into view under the light. She was still dressed in the black skirt and top. Her buttons were open and her soft pale chest shone in the light. She walked slowly towards Isaac and lowered herself over his legs, slowly pressing her weight down. She ran her fingers over his legs, gripping and squeezing his muscles. They tensed under her touch and Isaac recoiled as far as he could. 
 
    “Very strong.” She whispered as if talking to herself. 
 
    Isaac recoiled pulling away from her presence. 
 
    “It's been a long time for me.” She licked her lips and Isaac could feel her hips roll gently. “You are a cute one. I'm sorry for all of the dramatics, but I needed you. You are part of my plan.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Isaac asked nervously. 
 
    “I am going to free myself, finally. And you are going to take him for me. He will be yours, all yours. And finally I’ll be free.” 
 
    “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    She closed in on his face; he could smell her sweet breath against his cheek. She opened her mouth and made a series of clicking sounds that mimicked hooves walking along the ground. “I think you remember.” 
 
    Isaac's heart raced. He quickly scanned the room but saw nothing. 
 
    “Who are you looking for?” she asked. 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “No one? Oh, there's someone. You can't see him yet. But you will.” 
 
    “I don't know what you are talking about. You're fucking insane.” He didn't believe it. He looked back expecting to hear the hooves coming from behind like before, something bursting into view to take him. His time of denying what happened in that cell was over. There was something inside her fighting to get out. 
 
    “In time. He told me how to do it. How to make the change. It's not necessarily my type of thing. You know, for as long as I've seen him I’ve wanted him gone. I knew he was evil, but he's kept me alive. Alive enough to find you. I'll do just about anything to pass him on. Anything.”  
 
    Her eyes stressed her devotion. Isaac didn't doubt her. Not now, not ever. 
 
    She stood up and reached into her bra and pulled out a small switchblade. She flicked her thumb and the blade opened in Isaac's face. The light reflected down from the bulb and shined in his eyes. 
 
    “No, no, no, no. Please, we can make a deal. What do you want?” 
 
    “I already have it. I don't need anything else.” 
 
    She placed the knife in her teeth and she hiked her skirt up over her thighs. She slid herself to the edge of his lap. Her stockings ended and Isaac could see her smooth white skin running up her legs and ending at her lace underwear. She looked into his eyes and smirked. She reached again into her bra and pulled a small vial of dark blue liquid.  
 
    “Open wide.” She reached down between his legs and squeezed. Isaac's mouth shot open in a voiceless scream. She quickly emptied the liquid into Isaac's throat. “Drink up.” 
 
    Isaac's face released and he gagged and coughed onto the floor. His testicles throbbed, sending bolts of pain down his legs. The nerves went from shock to burning heat and ultimately stabbing pain that died in his stomach. He could feel the nausea gripping him. “What the hell was that? It tastes like shit!” 
 
    She spoke through the knife. “It's going to help you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She pulled the knife from her teeth and slowly lowered the blade against Isaac's face. She made a quick movement and Isaac could feel her cut his pants. His body flinched and seized up waiting for the pain and blood to flow She made two more jerks and he could hear the fabric tearing. He winced and turned his head. 
 
    She leaned into his ear. “I'm not going to hurt you.” 
 
    Isaac could feel a draft moving through his exposed crotch as she dropped the knife to the floor. It let loose a terrible clang that echoed in the room.  
 
    Zinn leaned in and lowered both her hands over the exposed hole. Her fingers danced over Isaac turning and fondling him like a toy. 
 
    “It has been a while for me. I'm a little rusty.” 
 
    “What the fuck!”  
 
    Isaac was short of breath and his stomach warmed like a small fire was raging inside. The burning sensation peeled back his resistance layer by layer. He fought the emotions, but it was too late. The potion now flooded through his veins and into brain, slowly taking over. 
 
    Zinn's voice popped. “Oh.” She smiled. “I see it is finally working.” 
 
    All sense had now left him and Isaac felt like a caged animal burning to escape. The chair was his cage, enslaving and binding his primal urge. He could feel something rising, trying to claw its way out. 
 
    Isaac's voice was a low growl. “What was that stuff?” 
 
    “Natious wasn't lying.” 
 
    Zinn leaned in and kissed Isaac. He welcomed the embrace and pressed himself against the ropes. 
 
    Isaac dove in and chased the embrace. His lips kissed along her neck. 
 
    Zinn reached behind Isaac's neck and slowly circled her fingers, leaving behind shallow burn marks. The burns glowed and released a thin black smoke that vanished in the air. 
 
    She reached down, pulling her underwear aside and lowered her waist over Isaac's. She broke Isaac's embrace and looked up into the single light above. Just beyond the light, deep in the surrounding darkness, Zinn could see two red eyes suspended from the ceiling. She rocked, rolling her hips as Isaac dug passionately into her neck. She remained locked on the ceiling and silently mouthed, He's yours. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Pure and Clean 
 
      
 
      
 
    The four men were dressed in white cotton shirts that dropped down over fitting pleated kilts. They worked in unison shifting their feet gently over the concrete floor. Their hands intertwined beneath as they carried Isaac's body from the empty room. Their shuffling resonated as they entered the hall.  
 
    Isaac's pants and shirt had been removed and he was left wearing a new pair of briefs. His body was unnaturally warm and sweat beaded over his skin and glistened in the fluorescent light. A set of deep red scratch marks curled over his chest and arched down his belly and disappeared into the white cotton fabric. 
 
    Down the hall was an open door that flickered from an old fluorescent light. The four men turned and entered the room. It was sparse from the construction as dust collected along the corners of the floor. A patchwork of partially completed masonry decorated the far wall and a shallow stainless steel basin stood in the middle. It was filled with warm water that released a fine mist of steam in the cold room. A hose was clamped on a stand just above the still water, forming a makeshift faucet. The men could hear the plinking of water drops that cascaded off the hose, falling harmlessly into the pool.  
 
    “Be careful,” said the leader.  
 
    The others nodded in agreement as they lowered Isaac slowly into the water. His body was quiet, almost coma-like as as his head and back bounced off the bottom of the basin. Isaac's face was still and exposed to the open air. He looked frozen in time, like a statue lost in a deep and tortuous sleep. The only movement were his eyelids dancing back and forth, hiding the nightmare he was enduring. Inside Isaac's mind the molten heat licked at his feet slowly peeling flesh from bone. Screams echoed as the pain rippled through his body. On the outside, the only indication of stress was the endless sweat that left his pores. 
 
    Unbeknownst to Isaac the men continued to prepare his body. Their care showed their devotion to the ritual and their desire to obtain the promise preached to them. 
 
    “Where's the willow branches?” asked the leader. 
 
    One of the men nodded and quickly darted out of the room and came back holding a wrapped canvas tarp. Small twigs and leaves bounced out the top. He kneeled down and opened the wrap handing a branch to the men. They took them and dipped them into the water. The dry leaves softened in the warm pool.  
 
    Isaac's briefs were removed and pressed into the corner. The four men carefully took the branches and began to exfoliate Isaac's body. His hairs danced under the water as the leaves brushed against his pale skin. 
 
    The leader spoke in a prayer. “We clean to make pure.” 
 
    In a chorus, the men spoke as their voices resonated, “To clean.” 
 
    He continued, “We wipe the sin to ready the body.” 
 
    Together, “To wipe.” 
 
    The four bodies stood ominously above Isaac, their hands caressing and massaging his muscles with a tender care. One man swirled the water as he had been taught and sent a collection of leaves spinning around the basin. Another cleaned Isaac's privates and shifted his legs to reach behind. The men worked in a careful choreography that was the result of hours of practice and instruction. They worked methodically and with great purpose. 
 
    The leader spoke again. “Drain the water.” 
 
    A member dipped down and opened a small valve below the basin. The water fell out and splashed along the floor. It pooled and then swirled down the open drain. Water splashed against the four men’s legs as they stared down at Isaac’s nude body. Their eyes focused on his face, his eyes still dancing in fear. The water drained out leaving behind his exposed body with leaves and twigs collected at the bottom of the basin. 
 
    “Towels. We must dry him.” 
 
    The men obediently pulled small white towels from their pockets and proceeded to dry Isaac’s body. Their hands rubbed along his arms and legs, wicking away the moisture. 
 
    They stopped. Their heads dipped and their lips danced as they each spoke silent prayers. 
 
    Zinn appeared in the doorway. Her eyes burned as she stared at the limp body in the basin. It was Isaac’s time to realize his future.  
 
    A tall thin man appeared behind Zinn. His face was long and his eyes were vacant from years of preaching and rituals. He wore shorts and no shirt and his body was covered in a thick white chalk. In the middle of his chest, grease had been smeared forming the image of two eyes. He moved slowly as if stuck perpetually at half speed. The four men praying around Isaac broke their concentration and looked to him.  
 
    The chalked man arched his back and spoke in a high tone. “Has his body been prepared?” 
 
    The leader responded. “He has been cleaned and he is ready, Sir, but his body is does not have our markings.” 
 
    “No worries children, Sister Zinn has provided that already. Clothe him and bring him to the altar. We shouldn't keep the rest waiting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Smokey Abyss 
 
      
 
      
 
    A dirt plain stretched out and slowly climbed over a small domed hill. A dense fog surrounded the hill and rose up to the sky falling down like a curtain blocking out the world around him. Beyond the gray haze hid a series of dark shadows that slowly walked just beyond the edge. Their bodies contorted and disassembled into puffs of smoke only to be replaced by new figures cycling into view.  
 
    Isaac woke disoriented and dizzy wondering what nightmare world he had been dropped into. He breathed in the cool air. It was crisp and smelled of almonds. His toes pressed into the dark earth and he squeezed and gripped, the black goo pushing up and out across his feet. The soft wet feeling reminded him of the days he spent along the edge of the creek bed after school. He could almost smell the rotting sandy muck.  
 
    Surrounding Isaac were man-sized wooden totems covered with delicate etchings. Chiseled into the wood were repeating crosses and triangles wrapping around the column with words written in languages that have never been seen by mortal men. Towards the base of the totems the markings glowed a dull red as if embers burned within the core.  
 
    On either side of Isaac were two black women dressed in white linens. Their skin looked like black satin and he could see their hard nipples pressing out against the thin fabric. The women were gorgeous and their curly black hair rounded their head and accented their supple shoulders. They stared forward, their eyes frozen on the hilltop.  
 
    “Hello?” he spoke to one of the women, waving his hand in front of her face.  
 
    She broke her empty stare and slowly looked at Isaac. Her voice was melodic and dream-like. “You need to focus.” 
 
    “Focus on what?” he asked. 
 
    “What's in front of you.” 
 
    He looked at the hill and back at the woman. “Do you see the same world that I see?” 
 
    “You have been chosen to serve. You need to focus.” 
 
    “You don't do you.” 
 
    “You’re a gifted dreamer.” She let loose a small smile. “You are very lucky to see the other side.” 
 
    "I don't want to see the other side.” 
 
    “You see what you want to see,” she said. 
 
    “Where do you think I am?” 
 
    “Just focus. The meeting is starting.” 
 
    He asked the other woman, “Do you know what is going on?” 
 
    “You are the main show.” 
 
    “The show? Do you know where Zinn is?” 
 
    “Sister Zinn is here with us.” 
 
    “But I don't see her.” 
 
    “You are on the other side. Just focus and you will move across space and time.” 
 
    Isaac scanned the landscape and noticed the totems turning to reveal their wooden tops. Each one etched into the shape of a face with crude eyes and mouths. They were somehow alive and watching him.  
 
    Isaac’s nerves were shot. He had spent hours with Zinn and in this limbo state, he had nothing left to give. His body was exhausted and his mind was ready to shut down. It was all too much. “What is all this?” 
 
    There was an echoing answer, “You are here for us, Isaac.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Sister Zinn, bring the man back.” 
 
    Isaac scanned the totems looking for any glimpse of movement. From the top of the totems Isaac could see a small stream of black smoke beginning to pour out. It fell on the ground like a cold mist and made its way towards him bubbling over the rocks and dirt. The black wisps reached out like narrow fingers and slowly climbed up his legs and around his chest. It was attracted to him like a magnet, slowly clawing its way towards his face. Isaac fought, waving his arms in vain, but the smoke engulfed him, freezing his body in place. He felt encased in cement, unable to move or cry out. The smoke reached his face and poured down his throat causing him to choke and convulse. Isaac disappeared under the swirling mass.  
 
    Isaac choked and his chest burned for clean air. He felt like he was pinned under a car drowning in a dark flood. The pressure forced him down, pressing against each part of his body. His heart raced in a desperate attempt to push the last bit of oxygen to his brain. He let loose one last faint cough before he passed out and the blackness took him. 
 
    Isaac came to and he gasped for breath. His last memory was choking and the viscous feel of smoke pouring down his throat. His hands and feet clinked as his body convulsed and streams of spittle fell out on to the ground. He was in a large industrial building surrounded by men covered in white chalk. They stood like sentinels around him probing with their dark eyes. The two women from his dream stood next to him. Locked chains fell from their leather waist belts and connected to a small rolling cart where Isaac was bound. The women slowly began to walk as the sea of chalk-covered men parted. The women were steeds to Isaac's chariot, pulling him forward in a procession towards the center altar that sat beneath a yellow spotlight. In the center a large red circle surrounded a wooden stand as a steel-threaded cable was suspended from the roof and hung loosely on the ground. 
 
    The chalk was heavy on the members’ bodies and any movement sent wisps of white swirling through the air. There was a soft murmur as if prayers were being read. Isaac wondered if they were saying them for him or against him. At this point he didn't care. His body was numb and he wanted it all to end. If this was it then he was willing to accept it. In his mind anything was possible and his guarantee to enter heaven was the only hope left in his mind. 
 
    The women walked like models down a catwalk, their bodies gliding softly as the linens danced over their curves. Their ebony skin was a stark contrast to the rows of staring men. Isaac couldn't believe his eyes, they had failed him so often now that he couldn't tell dreams from reality. One moment he was lost in some hellscape and now he was being dragged through a cult ceremony.  
 
    The women stopped and Isaac was rotated to face the crowd. The men's bodies slowly moved and compressed into a uniform mass. Their shoulders pressed tight against each other. Their white bodies indistinguishable and their black eyes like poppy seeds sprinkled over powdered sugar. Isaac's vision was saturated by the spotlight. He couldn't see anyone and thought, maybe that's a good thing. 
 
    The sound of an iron bar struck the floor and the room want silent. He could hear the collective breathing of the chalk mob.  
 
    The women reached down and unclipped their chains from Isaac's cart and melted into the shadows. From the back wall there was a woman's voice, “Isaac.” 
 
    The word was drawn out and he knew the voice.  
 
    Zinn. 
 
    “Isaac, welcome to the club. Do you like what I've built?” 
 
    “It's a cute club you have here. You guys get together to do arts and crafts on the weekends?” Isaac responded and spit into the crowd striking a member in the face. The glob slowly dripped down the blank face.  
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    A man emerged from behind the tight mass. He too was covered in chalk, but along his chest were red markings. They were crosses and they lead down to his linen briefs and to two large eyes that were emblazoned on his thighs.  
 
    Zinn continued as the man with red markings made his way towards Isaac. “Isaac you are here to be part of our ceremony. We appreciate you taking the time to be with us.” 
 
    “It's my pleasure. But I would’ve enjoyed an invitation,” he said sarcastically. 
 
    The man laughed and he stepped up to the platform. Isaac could smell the dry acidic breath like an invisible cloud passing over him. Gentle murmurs repeated under the man's breath.  
 
    “We wear the white. We wear the white” 
 
    Zinn's voice was closer and came from behind. “You have such a beautiful body for us to use.” 
 
    Isaac's head turned as he arched his back to see her. He could feel her body press against his back. Isaac's breath fluttered as her fingers reached around his stomach and gently touched his body. He tried in vain to fight the bindings. Her fingers slowly walked like spiders up to his chest. She continued and closed in around his neck.  
 
    She whispered in his ear, “Are you scared? Don't be. He is here with you now. He is crossing that great distance to meet up. Did you see the black smoke?” 
 
    Isaac listened silently. 
 
    “It can be terrifying, but you'll welcome it in the end.” 
 
    Zinn dug her nails into his cheeks, tugging and pulling red welts and white flakes of flesh.  
 
    Isaac winced but remained quiet. 
 
    She continued, “I have to admit, since getting out, I do feel different. Almost free. But since this afternoon, I feel a real change. Finally at peace. I don't envy you. It's going to be hard.” 
 
    Isaac couldn't remember most of the day. He had fleeting glimpses of being taken at the shop, the bus station, Jalon and Lazarus, and the nightmare he'd endured over the last few hours.  
 
    Isaac broke his silence. “I don't know what you are talking about.” 
 
    The man with the red markings squealed at Isaac, “It mustn't speak.” His voice lowered. “You're a prop, not a person. A flesh vessel.”  
 
    The man's voice trailed off as Zinn's fingers disappeared from Isaac's body. Zinn circled Isaac, her heels clicking on the wooden platform. She stopped to his left and waved her arm. “You can begin. Use him however you want.” 
 
    The marked man bared his teeth to Isaac.  
 
    He reached down and clipped the steel cable to Isaac's feet and ran the excess between his legs. The cold steel bit at Isaac's skin and sent a shiver up his body.  
 
    Three men broke from the tight cluster and fell in line behind the marked man. They reached down and pulled back on the steel cable. The pulley suspended from the ceiling squealed out. The slack pulled away and disappeared above Isaac. The men tugged again and Isaac flipped upside down and swung like a clock pendulum in the air. His heart raced and he could feel his stomach struggling as the room danced and shook. The blood pooled in his head and pressed hard against his eyes. The cable slowly unraveled and the room began to spin. People and objects melted into a swirling blur. 
 
    Below the marked man carefully drew a large cross within the circle. The tight blob of men broke apart and surrounded the wooden podium. Their hands were interlocked at their hips and they swayed gently like leaves in a soft breeze. All eyes were firmly focused on the man in the center. 
 
    “Brothers and Sisters. We are here to raise the dead. Our lost brother Michael. Cast into the black by a sinner of the highest order. An order that curses this city.” 
 
    Isaac could hear the man's voice below him as he mumbled to his cult following. Isaac bent his body and pulled against the steel cable. His fingernails popped against the threads. He pulled the lock before his abdominals gave away and he swung back. He prepared himself for what might be coming. He remembered the woman's body in the morgue and he knew the horrors that could occur in séances. He thought of his grandparents on their porch, sitting on their old wooden chairs talking about the goings-on in town. He could hear their soft bickering as they corrected each other's facts. It brought a smile to his face. He wished he was there now. He would have been on the bus hours ago, sitting in a dirty seat and listening to the hum of the bus engine. The miles slowly building between him and this city. It was his peace in this moment. He gently swung, thinking about what life might have been. He forgot the world of necromancy, he left behind the séances and the obligations. There was just peace. He was in Bend watching the sunset and drinking iced tea with his grandparents. His body finally relaxed.   
 
    Isaac close your eyes. 
 
    Isaac shook out of his daydream to hear Lazarus's voice echoing in his head. 
 
    “What?” he said confused. 
 
    Close your fucking eyes now! 
 
    “Lazarus?” 
 
    No time, Now!  
 
    Isaac obeyed as a sound of a metal ball bounced along the floor below him. From behind his eyelids the ambient world lit up. He could feel the heat against his face as a large explosion sounded below. The light faded and the room was plunged into a momentary silence. 
 
    “Can I open them?” he said. 
 
    The voice boomed in his ear over the screams from the floor below, No, one more! 
 
    He closed his eyes tight and another flash released. 
 
    Isaac screamed out into the room, “What the fuck are you doing!” 
 
    For the first time, Lazarus's voice was no longer in his head but came from below, “Luke help with the cable.” 
 
    “Lazarus he's a big gu…” 
 
    Father Luke never finished the sentence as Lazarus unhooked the metal cable from the floor. Both men were lifted into the air as Isaac's body fell to the ground. At the last instant Isaac curled his back before hitting the ground. He could hear the snap of bones under his weight as a group member beneath him screamed. He could feel hands groping his at his leg. It was the first time Isaac opened his eyes. Surrounding him were the chalked men grasping at their eyes and screaming out in pain. Two men must have been close to the blasts as blood poured out of open wounds on their legs. Their hands were torn between grasping at their flash-burned eyes and tending to their wounds. Their hands swabbed in the blood pressed streaks across their faces.  
 
    Isaac scanned quickly but could not find Lazarus. “Lazarus where are you?” 
 
    “We're up here!” The voices came from above and Isaac could see Lazarus and Father Luke holding onto the steel cable. Lazarus lowered himself down the cable slack. Luke followed behind him and grabbed the keys from the marked man who writhed on the ground. With a quick twist, Isaac was free and standing. 
 
    Lazarus nodded his head and smiled. “Just in time as I see it. These guys are going to feel it in the morning.” 
 
    Isaac reared back and struck Lazarus in the face and sent him tumbling down to the ground. His head bounced against the ground and he slid out into the open space along the concrete floor. 
 
    Father Luke looked down at Lazarus and back up to Isaac. “You are going to make a good necromancer one day. He deserved that. My name is Father Luke.” 
 
    Isaac reached out. “Nice to meet you, Father.” 
 
    “I had heard you were Lazarus's new apprentice. I'm happy to finally meet you.” 
 
    From the ground below Lazarus slowly pulled his body up from the ground and returned to the séance center. He dabbed his eye as blood trickled out of a fresh cut.  
 
    “God kid.” His voice was shaky as he stumbled slightly walking over the screeching cult members. “Isaac this is Luke. Luke this is Isaac. Where did Zinn go?” 
 
    Isaac's eyes closed when he heard the name. “Yes, she is here. I had the unfortunate opportunity of running into her. She was here just before you dropped those things.” 
 
    Luke smiled. “I love those little guys.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks for the heads up on that by the way. How the hell did you do that?”   
 
    “Voice projection, next week's lesson I promise,” Lazarus said. “Which way did she go?” 
 
    Isaac pointed to the far corner of the large room, “That way I believe.” 
 
    “Luke she is dangerous. You know the stakes.” 
 
    “I'm ready, are you?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Never. I am never ready,” Lazarus said. 
 
    The two men stepped over the moaning bodies and made their way towards the corner exit. Isaac remained in the center of the room watching the two men walk away.  
 
    Lazarus stopped and turned. “We need you, so get moving.” 
 
    Isaac shook his head.  
 
    “You know there's no choice. Come along.” 
 
    Isaac knew he was right and he hated him for it. Everything in his mind told him to run, but he knew it was useless. He would be tracked down and thrown into the Lincoln. He marched after Luke and Lazarus, “Honestly, I don't give a shit anymore. Nothing surprises me. But I swear to God when we are done here, I'm not through with you.” 
 
    “There's the spirit we have been looking for! Luke, we've got ourselves a future here. Finally speaking my language, Jaded.” 
 
    The three men sprinted for the exit and into the hall after Zinn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Shifting 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zinn stepped through the doorway as she heard the cantor's voice receding off in the distance. She knew they weren't going to kill Isaac, he was too valuable. It was a ritual of fun, maybe a little discomfort and stress, but ultimately he would be fine. 
 
    With the help of her smoky companion, it had taken only a few weeks to work back into her old group. They had both set out on a mission agreeing to make a transfer to Isaac's body. She had met her obligation and Isaac accepted the seed. Why he wanted Isaac was beyond her understanding. Maybe he had grown tired of Zinn, maybe he wanted a new host. Regardless she had her freedom. It had been years now since she was alone. Every day and every waking hour he was there always watching and guiding.  
 
    She felt joyful, but the feeling of being alone began to terrify her. In some ways the Tormentor became her comfort, her safety blanket. She knew that he would protect her, save her from harm, and guide her in his direction. But now that was all gone and she struggled to see how she fit in this new reality. 
 
    She walked down the hallway, clutching a small duffle bag and caught the stairs to the lower level. She stepped into a small room and sat on a folding table. Inside the bag were a change of clothes, a passport, and cash. It was her ticket out of this life. A rebirth.  
 
    She pulled off her clothes and stepped into a pair of blue jeans and pulled a white top over her head.  
 
    She felt Natious walking behind her.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” she asked. 
 
    His voice cracked. “Nothing…nothing at all. I just wanted to know what you were going to do? What were your plans?” 
 
    “Are you enjoying the show?” she asked. 
 
    “Listen, Zinn, I didn't mean anything by it, I just wanted to see what the next steps were.” 
 
    “The next steps are that you go upstairs and finish the job with your freak cult.” 
 
    “Cult? But you were part of it? Your words spoke truth.” 
 
    “They were until I got what I needed. That kid up there is all I wanted. That was my goal.” 
 
    “Are you leaving us? But I thought you wanted to be part of this, all of your speeches. Everything you've said. We need your guidance. The Mortem need your expertise.” 
 
    “I've given you freaks all you need. Now, I'm getting out of here.” 
 
    Natious took a step towards Zinn. Her speed shocked him as she spun around. She was too quick and had him by the neck.  
 
    Her teeth were clenched as she whispered into his ear, “Pay attention, because you will only hear this once. I know more. I can do more. I am more than you ever will be. Don't take me lightly, I have the capacity to end a spell dealer, here and now. You don't want to die here so I suggest you drop the knife.” 
 
    The blade struck the floor. Her elbow pulled tight against his throat sending him into a coughing fit.  
 
    Natious recovered. “Listen, Zinn, I was just trying to understand.” 
 
    “I'm sure you were going to thrust that understanding into my back, eh?” 
 
    “I wasn't planning anything. I was just being cautious.” 
 
    “Cautious. That's nice. I'm feeling generous. It has been a good day for me, so I'll spare you. But let me tell you one thing, my Tormentor left me some goodies that I will be able to use. Would you like to see one?” 
 
    Natious shook his head. Cold sweat was trickling down his brow. 
 
    “What? You don't want to see it? I think you do. I think you want to see it.” 
 
    Zinn leaned in with her crooked finger and touched Natious's temple. The veins along his skin ruptured and sent a spider web of red lines across his face. His mouth opened as he tried to scream. It was an unspeakable pain that coursed through his body. It felt like a freight train running through his chest threatening to overrun and stop his heart. His eyes danced and slowly rolled back exposing the whites to the ceiling above. Zinn looked down and whispered into his ear, “You will see the darkness below.” 
 
    The whites of his eyes swirled with a gray smoke and slowly clouded and darkened to an obsidian black. He was paralyzed and locked in place. Zinn released his throat and his body remained curled back and suspended unnaturally as if gravity had stopped. His back arched and his feet stood crooked on the floor. Natious's arms dropped down towards the floor and his fingers twitched in an asynchronous rhythm.  
 
    Zinn looked at the man. “Enjoy that one.” 
 
    She collected her clothes and stuffed the bag when she heard the first explosion from upstairs. It was muffled through the thick concrete flooring, but it was unmistakable.  
 
    “What the hell is he doing up there?” she said. 
 
    Zinn returned to the duffle bag as the second explosion rang out. She grabbed her things and quickly exited the room leaving Natious to quiver in pain. She was halfway up the stairs when she heard the muffled voices from the ceremony room. Screams of pain from the members drifted down the hall. She peeked over the railing edge and saw Lazarus and Luke enter the end of the hallway. She stood and walked up the landing.  
 
    Lazarus silently motioned and Luke fell in behind him.  
 
    "Is that her?” Luke whispered. 
 
    “It’s her,” Lazarus answered. 
 
    Isaac's dark shadow blocked the light and obscured the two men. They bent into an athletic crouch ready to pounce on their prey. 
 
    “What are you gu…” Isaac broke off in a mumble. 
 
    Luke lifted his hand to silence him. 
 
    “Fall in behind me,” said Lazarus. 
 
    Isaac turned and saw the frail figure at the end of the hall. The memories of the evening flashed across his mind. His hands and arms tingled as he remembered her cold body pressed against him. It was almost too much to take. For weeks she had left her mark on him. His dreams, both day and night, were riddled with images of this woman. He loathed her more than anything in this world. She was the source of all his pain and the reason he even knew the men ahead of him. 
 
    Isaac spoke up as the three men stared down the hall at the frozen shadow. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Luke touched Lazarus on the shoulder. “Laz? Got a plan.” 
 
    He nodded his head. “Pass me the blade and another explosive.” 
 
    Luke dug and passed the round metal sphere to Lazarus. There were two sharp pings as Luke pulled the long silver blades from under his shirt. He handed one to Lazarus and kept his favorite for himself. 
 
    Luke spoke up. “Isaac, if it gets bad you need to get out of here.” 
 
    Isaac felt a rush come over him, a sense of camaraderie or friendship to conquer a common enemy. He knew the only way to get at Zinn was to stay with Lazarus and help.  
 
    “I'm not going anywhere,” Isaac said. 
 
    “I think there is another exit on the other side of that room.” 
 
    Zinn remained fixed at the far end of the hall.  
 
    “Luke, you take the left,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “We need to be fast. Are you ready?” 
 
    Lazarus shifted. “Go.” 
 
    The two men broke into a dead sprint, their arms pulsing to match their racing hearts. Isaac was surprised at their speed, it seemed almost too fast. Lazarus threw the explosive down the hall. All three men in unison lifted their arms as the flash burst, drowning the hall in a brilliant white light. Isaac could feel the heat from the explosion as a stiff breeze flowed down the walls. He dropped his arm to see the residual light dying away.  
 
    Zinn arched her back in the air as she grasped for her eyes. She let out a blood-curdling scream as the two men positioned themselves around her. Lazarus and Luke each thrust at the woman, their curved blades flickering in the dying light.  
 
    Zinn's body contorted as instincts guided her supernatural speed. She parried the attacks and struck Luke, sending him crashing against the wall. Dust and debris rained down over his shoulders. She pressed back with her leg and caught Lazarus in the face. He crumpled into a heap on the ground. Isaac could hear the clang of the blade falling to the floor. It had been so fast Isaac barely had time to react before she disabled them. 
 
    Zinn continued to rub the pain out of her eyes. She screeched, “Who the hell do you two think you are? Do you think you can stop me?” 
 
    The two men pushed themselves up against the walls and reached for the blades on the floor. Zinn's eyes cleared and she saw Lazarus for the first time. 
 
    “The psychiatrist? From…from the trial?” 
 
    Lazarus held the side of his face and stumbled up against the wall. A wry smile spread across his face. “Yeah, that was me.”  
 
    “You put me in that hell hole. You stripped away what dignity I had and forced me to live with that thing for years.” 
 
    Lazarus breathed heavily.  
 
    “Well, to be honest, you are a psychotic woman,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “I thought you believed me, but when the time came you turned.” 
 
    Luke stood and inched his way back down the hall. “Lazarus stop fucking with her.” 
 
    Zinn's head curled, her eyes burned with anger. “Lazarus? LAZARUS?” 
 
    “Yup, that's me.” 
 
    “You're no goddam shrink. You're the fucking necromancer.” 
 
    “Bingo. Got to keep tabs on the crazies.” 
 
    Zinn fell to her knees and drew in deep breaths. Her words were muffled, “A necromancer…you fucking shit pile.”  
 
    Her teeth ground together and her face wrinkled with anger. There was a loud pop in Zinn's shoulder that accompanied a high-pitched squeal. A second pop sounded as her back bent forward.  
 
    Zinn's voice deepened into a robotic growl.  “Lazarus. You will pay. I will enjoy this.” 
 
    There was a third pop and Zinn's right arm dislocated and hung limp along the ground. Her fingers folded over and fused, slowly melting together to form a sharp pincer. Bones pressed together and slowly forced themselves out, breaking the skin and sending blood splattering over the ground. 
 
    Luke's voice was nervous. “Lazarus, is this?” 
 
    “Shit. Shit. Shit,” Lazarus choked out. 
 
    The two men backed up down the hall as Zinn continued to morph before their eyes.  
 
    They reached Isaac. There were no words to describe the melting and contorting body that lay along the floor. The squeezing and popping sounds of bones breaking and reforming.  
 
    “Lazarus, tell me Jalon knows we’re here. He knows right?” Luke said. 
 
    Lazarus was silent as his mouth repeated the silent word, Fuck.  
 
    Lazarus’s eyes danced around the hallway and he shot a quick look towards the exit. He knew that was their only escape. If they could make it to the Lincoln in time they might get out alive. 
 
    Luke pressed again. His voice was nervous. “Lazarus is she possessed by something? I haven't seen this before.” 
 
    “Shut up. I know. Dammit, dammit, dammit. What do we have left?” 
 
    Luke's arm lifted and pointed down the hall. “Nothing for that…” 
 
    His voice fell off and the three men saw the horror that was unfolding before them. Down the hall, the tiny woman had elongated into a large mantis form. Her hair now brushed against the ceiling and her crooked arms hung in wide arcs that spanned the width of the hall. Her legs tucked under her body as she began to pulse up and down, shoving her back against the ceiling.  
 
    Isaac asked, “Can we run?” 
 
    Both men answered, “We wouldn't make it.” 
 
    From down the hall what was left of Zinn cried out in a deep throaty tone, “Lazarus!” 
 
    Luke's eyes opened, his face was hopeful as he turned to Lazarus. “The pledge.” 
 
    “The boy doesn't believe.” 
 
    “We can't do anything about that, but the pledge can.” 
 
    Lazarus turned to Isaac and put his hands on his face. “Isaac, do you believe?” 
 
    “Believe in what?” He had trouble focusing on the necromancer's face as Zinn danced in the background. 
 
    “Christ, boy! Do you believe?” Lazarus yelled. 
 
    “I'm not sure.” Isaac recoiled. 
 
    “Do you see that over my shoulder?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You're telling me you can't believe a man died two thousand years ago and was the son of fucking God?” 
 
    “I don't know. I don't know what to think anymore,” Isaac yelled back. 
 
    “We have a shot here, but you need to believe.” 
 
    “OK fine, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    Luke and Lazarus circled around Isaac. Their hands reached up and touched both sides of his temple. Their free hands touched the small of his back. 
 
    “Isaac I need you to close your eyes,” Luke said. 
 
    “Guys she’s moving,” Isaac said. 
 
    “Don't worry about that, close your eyes.” 
 
    Zinn's dancing slowed as her burning red eyes focused on the three men at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Isaac forget her, focus. Close your eyes.” Luke's voice was panicked. 
 
    Isaac fought his instincts and closed them. He could hear Zinn's feet pinching against the ground. Her legs struggled to learn the body as she stumbled and slid against the concrete floor. There was a thunderous scream that shook the hall. Isaac could feel each step as her enormous frame began to crawl down the hall towards them. 
 
    With a rushed voice, Luke began, “As it was said in Matthew, Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.”  
 
    There was a pause and Isaac could feel the ground shake beneath him.  
 
    “What do you see, boy?” Luke asked. 
 
    Suddenly, Isaac was outside along a river bank. Low-hanging olive trees kissed the water’s edge as a swift current rippled over shallow banks.  
 
    Above and all around there was the distant voice of Father Luke, What do you see? 
 
    He responded as a warm breeze drifted through the trees. “I am at a river.” 
 
    Do you see anyone?  
 
    There was a loud pounding that echoed across the river.  
 
    You need to hurry. Luke's voice was nervous and rushed. 
 
    Isaac scanned the river’s edge and saw two men quietly standing together in the water. One man wore an animal’s fur and had a swarm of gnats flying around him. His hair collected in mats and his beard was thin. The man next to him wore a thin linen robe and carried a full beard with long hair down to his shoulders. The dirty man took the other by the head and slowly lowered him into the water. He lifted the man back up as the water fell off in sheets. 
 
    Another boom shook the bank, but the two men carried on as if nothing happened. 
 
    “I see two men.” 
 
    Who do you see? 
 
    “I don’t know, one just dipped the other into the water.” 
 
    Isaac, you are seeing a window into the past. This is important. Do you know who they are? 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    Luke's voice softened to almost a whisper, We need you to believe what you are seeing. 
 
    Another boom shook the ground around Isaac and the water rippled out. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want me to think, It looks like a baptism. Should I…” Isaac lost the words as the old story his grandpa told him came roaring back. His breath stopped. “That’s John, isn't it? And that would make him…” 
 
    Luke’s voice finished Isaac’s thought, Jesus. 
 
    Isaac could hear the faint voice of John the Baptist in the water preaching to Jesus.  
 
    “After I comes the one more powerful than I, the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to stoop down and untie. I baptize you with water, but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” 
 
    Luke’s voice came again, We are running out of time. 
 
    “Is that really him?” 
 
    Now say it! Do you believe? 
 
    Another boom shook the trees around Isaac as leaves slowly fell down to the ground. His voice was weary and broken, “I… I…believe.” 
 
    Another boom. 
 
    AGAIN! 
 
    He cleared his voice. “I believe!” 
 
    With all the conviction you have, boy! 
 
    Isaac reared back and yelled, his eyes closing. “I believe!” 
 
    The world slipped away into the darkness; the colors and the smell of the stream disappeared into a single point. Isaac's mind was blank as the white dot grew back. He opened his eyes and he couldn't breathe. His heart felt like it was ready to burst from his chest and crawl out onto the ground. He felt the fingertips on his temples. He gagged for air and it felt like he was breathing for the first time, like a baby pulled from its mother and thrust into the world. His eyes cleared and he saw Zinn's monstrous face in front of him. Her arms pinching down into the concrete only feet away and long strands of spittle dripped from her mouth and dragged along the ground. 
 
    Isaac pulled in a breath and yelled once more, “I believe!” 
 
    The ground shook as a ghostly white aura flew out from Isaac's chest. It dug deep through the concrete and split the ceiling above like a hot knife through butter. The world slowed to a crawl as Zinn's long arm reached back to strike down. The aura slowly tore through her flesh and cleaved her in two. It continued through her body and raced down the hall before blowing out a large hole in the wall and disappearing into the night's sky.  
 
    Zinn's towering body broke in half and collapsed against the wall in a heap. Red blood oozed out onto the ground and crashed against the men's legs like waves at a beach. The smell overwhelmed Isaac and he fell to his knees and vomited into the receding lake of mucus and blood. He collapsed down, his face striking the liquid as he lost consciousness. His last memory of the night would be that of Zinn's eye twitching in its socket as her head slumped to the ground.


 
   
  
 

 Betrayal 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lazarus propped Isaac against the wall and helped Luke to his feet. “I wouldn't have thought of using The Pledge.” 
 
    “It's helped me out of a few binds, but dammit that was close,” Luke said. 
 
    Lazarus patted the old man on the back. “Every Sunday, eh?” 
 
    Luke focused on Zinn's remains. “Until I tell you to stop.” 
 
    Lazarus didn't want to fight it, and based on what had happened he owed Luke this.  
 
    “I can't wait,” said Lazarus.  
 
    “What do we do about him?” Luke said. 
 
    “He's alive. We need to get him out of here.” 
 
    “We should leave this city for godsakes.” 
 
    “That wouldn't be a bad idea.” Lazarus chuckled. “Did Zinn come from downstairs?” 
 
    "It looked like it.” 
 
    “I am going to go and check it out.” 
 
    “Just be fast and no heroics. You see any shit you run. We won't be able to stop anything like this again.” 
 
    “Clean him up and I'll be right back.” 
 
    Lazarus jogged down the hall, his feet splashing through the slow river of blood and bile. He grabbed the stairs to the lower floor. The stairs opened to a landing and Lazarus saw a green light emptying into the hall. There was an open door. He entered and saw Natious suspended like a marionette on invisible strings. Natious was pulled back towards the ceiling, his chest curved up and his head dropped back towards the floor. Lazarus could see his full black eyes and twitching nose. 
 
    “Well, well. I thought you would still be here, but I didn't expect this.”  
 
    Lazarus rifled through Natious's clothes and pulled out the small sack of coins and spell box. “My coins and my spell. You’re almost too predictable.” 
 
    Lazarus pulled out a small vial from his coat and dropped the liquid into Natious's eyes. Slowly color flowed back into his face and the black smoke swirled and dropped out of his eyes. Natious's lips quivered breaking the paralysis. “Fu….fuck…ing…scum.” 
 
    Lazarus looked around the room and then pointed at himself. “I'm the scum? You were working with a possessed woman who escaped from the institute. Also, you hanging around these lunatic cults is bad for your health, Natious. I expected more from you.” 
 
    Lazarus slowly walked around the suspended body. His hands reached out and touched the man and he slowly dropped to the floor.  
 
    “If I were a lesser man I would’ve left you here to wallow in pain.” 
 
    Natious rubbed his neck, he could feel his strength returning as the cramping pain slowly melted out of his joints. 
 
    “You're not worthy of the role you have. I've never known such a cruel necromancer.” 
 
    “I'm sure, but I'm all this city has between the good and people like you. Now, did you know that Zinn was possessed or had residuals from possession?” 
 
    “Possessed? By whom? She could do tricks. Good ones at that. But I have no idea what you are you talking about? Possessed by a demon? No way. I didn't see anything like that.” 
 
    “She put you into a frozen state. Normal conjurors struggle to obtain that level of control. And then she left you there.” 
 
    “I don't know what you are talking about.” 
 
    “You better tell me if you knew she was possessed. You know the crime. Have you remembered the last thirty minutes?” 
 
    “The ceremony just started.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “She put you under and left you for dead. I just woke you up.” 
 
    “You're playing games with me. You just play games with people. You don't own this city and I'm not the only one who thinks that.” 
 
    Lazarus shook his head as he scanned the tables. It was clear that Natious didn’t know about Zinn’s special abilities. 
 
    “We don't assume to own anything, that's your mistake. But, listen to me, we manage this city. We direct it. We damn well steer it.” 
 
    Natious spat on the ground. “Just shit talking from a shit talker.” 
 
    “I allow you to function.” Lazarus pulled the man up off the ground. “You wouldn't have half the reputation without me.” 
 
    Natious stumbled out of the room and into the hall. He walked with his arm pressed against the sheetrock and kept his distance from Lazarus.  
 
    “I hope you’re happy. Did you get what you wanted? Ruin another good group? I knew I shouldn't have worked with you,” Natious said. 
 
    They continued down the stairs and out through the exit. “A good group? What good did the Mortem do?” 
 
    "We provide balance to other organizations. You know that.” 
 
    Lazarus rubbed his head. “I'm sure that woman you killed was part of it and whatever you were planning for Isaac? You might want to find another prayer circle.” 
 
    “Fuck you man. No one can trust what you say. You just sit there and serve yourself. Ya’ll do. All the way up.” 
 
    Lazarus leaned in, anger spread across his face. “I don't have anything to do with the ‘UP’.” He pointed to the ceiling. “You of all people know that.” 
 
    Lazarus pressed hard against Natious and he stumbled down onto the building exit.  
 
    Natious turned walking backwards towards the door and pointed at Lazarus.  
 
    “Remember you came to me and I did what you asked. I didn't want to do it. I don't give a shit about that kid. And now I get treated like scum. I brought Isaac to her. Just like we talked. I worked to the letter of the agreement. What were you expecting would happen?” 
 
    “Hanging him from a steel cable? You think that was part of it? I wanted him with her. Not part of some sick cult experiment.” 
 
    “What does this matter to you? Why here? Why him? I don't get it.” 
 
    “That's not your business to know why.” 
 
    “What are you just playing sick games with your apprentice? I'm sure Jalon would love to hear what you are up to.” 
 
    Lazarus pushed Natious out of the double-door exit and threw him up against the wall. Natious could feel Lazarus's hot breath pressed down onto his face.  
 
    “The seraphim? You think I am scared of him? This isn't his business and it's none of yours. If I want to throw my Apprentice into a fire there's no one to stop me. Got it? I wanted her with him, that's it. Now go fuck yourself if you think you’re going to threaten me like that.”  
 
    Lazarus turned and disappeared into the building. 
 
    Before the door closed Natious let loose a barrage of insults. His voice slowly faded to a murmur as Lazarus climbed the steel stairs. He hadn't felt this excited in years. The wave of anxiety and nausea swept over him as if he were a little boy ready for his first speech in front of the class. His fingers thumbed the small wooden box in his pocket. It had taken years to get here and now the pieces were in place. A steady stream of coordinated events and favors had been called in. All of them had pushed Isaac to this point. Lazarus just needed to execute the plan and maintain a strong will to see it through. The stakes were high. For Isaac it would be a week of discomfort, but for Lazarus it was a matter of salvation. 
 
    As he continued up the stairs, he thought back to Cilas and the book that was tucked under the driver's seat of his Lincoln. He had spent years reading the latin scrawled over the old parchment paper. He could close his eyes and see the ancient words written by the Apostle John. They were forever etched in his mind.  
 
    Lazarus reached the top landing and stared down the hallway as Luke cradling Isaac's limp body. A twinge hit Lazarus and he felt nauseous. This was more than just a book, it was now real life. 
 
    “How's he doing?” asked Lazarus as he stepped through dense piles of flesh. 
 
    “He's hanging in there. Just sleeping,” Luke said. 
 
    “Good, I need him.” Lazarus let out a small smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
    James had been sleeping on the couch in Isaac's apartment when Lazarus and Luke stumbled in carrying Isaac's body. The initial panic and confrontation was pitched and a quick duck and push off spared Luke from having a glass lamp smashed across his face. The lamp and hanging shade shook above James's head. He could feel the panicked beats in his neck as his heart slowly wound down from the initial shock. Seeing Isaac was the only thing that stopped James from continuing to attack the two men.  
 
    Luke and Lazarus inched their way around the room keeping their distance from James. They lowered the body slowly into the bed.  
 
    Lazarus tugged at Luke's shoulder. “Let's get out of here.”  
 
    Luke nodded. “Just a minute.” He turned. “Are you James? Isaac mentioned you.” 
 
    “Who are you?” James barked back. 
 
    “My name is Father Luke, I'm a priest at a Catholic church north of the city. And this man is Lazarus, he employs Isaac at his internship. Isaac was busy tonight and was injured. He's alright, but he's going to sleep for a little while.” 
 
    “Yeah, he's already told me enough about this guy and his crazy drug parties.” James pointed at Luke. “He hasn't mentioned you.”  
 
    Father Luke shook his head and looked back at Lazarus. “What are you talking about drug parties?” 
 
    “He told me about the satanic séances you do and the shit that went down. You were slipping him something so he would freak out.” 
 
    “James, I can promise you there's no drug taking on Lazarus's part and nothing was slipped to Isaac. As far as I go I only met Isaac for the first time tonight. I don't know what he's told you, but he was not on drugs.” 
 
    “Then what he said is impossible.” 
 
    “To most people it would seem that way. I'm not going to spend time here trying to convince you of anything. There's not enough time to do that. You're his friend right? I can assure you he's just fine, but he'll likely sleep for the day. When he wakes up why don't you speak with him. His body went through a stressful twenty-four hours. When he wakes up he will seem different, almost like a different man.” 
 
    “What do you mean different?” 
 
    “Luke we don't need to get into this,” interjected Lazarus. “He doesn't need to know this.”  
 
    “What is he talking about?” James stepped forward still brandishing the lamp. 
 
    “Lazarus, Isaac is obviously sharing with him, there's no need to hide.” Luke turned back to James. “James, Isaac will be different. It's nothing physical. He went through an ordeal with us tonight. It required him to reach deep within himself and pull something out of his soul.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? His soul?” James said. 
 
    “James, has Isaac explained everything to you?” 
 
    “Most of it. Stuff he had to do with that guy.” James pointed to Lazarus who was now sitting at the kitchen table and rubbing his forehead with his palm. 
 
    Luke pulled his wallet out and placed down a black card with white etching. At the top in gold print was his name and below was a phone number.  
 
    “I know all of this is hard to believe. It can be a lot to process, but take care of your friend for the next few days. When he is feeling better both of you can come by my church and I can answer any questions you have. This is my card, please call me if you have any issues.” 
 
    Lazarus stood and walked to the door and Luke followed behind.  
 
    James asked, "What happened to him tonight?” 
 
    Luke stopped with his hand resting on the edge of the doorjamb. “Your friend.” He paused. “Your friend finally believed in something and it will change his life.” 
 
    Lazarus interrupted, “Luke, we have to go.” 
 
    Luke nodded and added, “James, one of the hardest things someone can go through is believing in themselves and believing in what they are destined to become. We all serve something or someone. Family, jobs, or faith. Isaac saw, for the first time, the man he will serve. It is true for him and for the rest of us. Take care of your friend, alright? Remember my door is always open to you two. Take care James, and when he wakes up he is going to need a friend. Be there for him.” 
 
    James stared down at Isaac who was sprawled across the bed. His clothes were covered in red droplets and smears of orange. James took a small blanket from the chair and carefully spread it over the large man. The front door shut behind him. 
 
    “I got you bud,” he whispered. 
 
    Lazarus and Luke exited the building and jumped into the black Lincoln that was double parked in the loading zone. It was early and the parking police were not out yet. The two men sat in silence as the early morning breeze whipped through the car. The rain had stopped, allowing the two men to lean out the open windows and enjoy the fresh smell of wet asphalt. 
 
    Lazarus took a long drag of his cigarette. He offered it to Luke who warmly accepted. The nicotine flooded their blood and for the first time that evening the two men could relax. 
 
    “You were very nice to him,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “Well, he's new to this so you have to ease them in.” 
 
    Lazarus took back the cigarette and pulled hard. “Well, you have a better touch than me.” 
 
    It was silent again as they pulled out onto the road. They drove onto the on-ramp and flew down the empty highway. They exited and navigated through the suburban district. It was five minutes later and they pulled up slowly to the curb in front of the church. Father Luke got out and rounded the car. Lazarus let out the last of the smoke in a wide cloud that drifted off in the calm night. He flicked the end of the butt into the grass. 
 
    Luke lowered himself to the car window and Lazarus stared forward. “Isaac had a mark didn't he?” 
 
    Lazarus took a deep breath.  
 
    “He did.” He motioned to the back of his neck. “Right below his hairline. You would miss it if you didn't know what you were looking for.” 
 
    Luke stood up and violently pulled his hands against his scalp. His reaction was all Lazarus needed to see. Luke circled around, a thick fire of anger burning in his eyes. He knew what was going on, he just needed to hear it from Lazarus. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Lazarus shook his head slightly. “I only get one shot.” 
 
    “Why this kid?” 
 
    “Before Nathaniel passed, I thought maybe they’ll let me in. That all of this Choicer crap was just that. I'd spent centuries doing their work. I thought that was enough. But then that night happened. You were there! That was supposed to be a straight job. A simple séance. We ask some questions and we send her back. The family goes on and becomes an asset we can use. But it didn't end that way. I had to bury that kid. And then Jalon walked into my office the next day. I could see it on his face. What happened to Nathaniel was meant for me. Not him. Instead Nathaniel died and I'm still here. I knew at that point they were out to get me. Since then it's been one complication after another. I'm lucky I'm still here. So I went for it. I did it. I put Isaac up to that crazy bitch and now I have a hook in that fish and all I have to do is reel it in.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Lazarus.” Luke crumpled into the grass in front of the church. "We are playing with explosives here. I thought you had given up on this quest! You don't even know if it is going to work!” 
 
    “After Nathaniel, I went back to the book. I dove in and committed myself to it. I analyzed every piece, every detail and here I am.” Lazarus bit his lip and fought back the emotion. “I know perfectly well what to do.” 
 
    Luke rubbed his forehead and carefully stood up, “I hope you do Lazarus. You are going into a dark world. Give the boy some time and let him rest. It's going to be a hard stretch for him.” 
 
    “I don't have that much time Luke. Everyday I get closer. I need your help.” 
 
    “I knew you coming here tonight wasn’t going to be a benign request.” Luke stood and tapped on the top of the car and walked up the stone path to the entrance of the church. Lazarus shifted into drive. 
 
    The voice came from the church entrance. “I’ll see you Sunday.” 
 
    Lazarus nodded and pulled the Lincoln out into the street.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ACT 3 
 
      
 
    The Broken Soul 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Take your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on a mountain I will show you.” 
 
      
 
    Genesis 2:22 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Bethany 
 
      
 
    Near Jerusalem 
 
    31 A.D. 
 
      
 
    “He’s so warm, Martha,” Mary said. 
 
    “I know. Keep his forehead and the back of his neck cool. That's all we can do.”  
 
    The two women sat on either side of a straw bed, their feet shuffling in the dirt flooring of the clay home. The evening light fell through the linen-lined openings. There was a musty smell of sweat in the room as Lazarus lay exposed on his back. He was lost in a wakeful sleep, twitching as torrents of pain coursed through his blackened veins.  
 
    “Do you need more water?” Martha asked. 
 
    “I think that will help, he has such a bad fever.” 
 
    Martha stood and grabbed the small sheepskin bladder. “I’ll be just a few minutes and I'll grab some new cloth. There may be some broth we can give him.” 
 
    “Please hurry.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Martha walked through the cloth opening and emerged in the busy campground. Traders and merchants shuttled quickly down the bustling dirt road. Large carts were led by tired donkeys, their heads hung along the dry ground and their noses sending small dust clouds up with each snort. They all moved to and from one direction, Jerusalem. The city was behind a hazy curtain to the west, down the slope of The Mount of Olives. The Jewish villages spread out through the groves of tall trees and followed graded and worn paths. The trees rolled along the hillside revealing the cracks and undulations of the hidden ground below. The view from the slope was grand. In the distance dark clouds piled up on the flat landscape. Pops and flashes gave an ominous feeling, as silent lightning streaked across the sky. 
 
    Martha paused and took in the view. She mumbled a silent prayer that was lost in the commotion around her. Her body rested, swaying gently in the breeze. She drifted as if taken up in the wind like a small sail on a stormy sea.  
 
    The well was just down the road and over a small retaining wall. The stone was gray and dirty and rosemary grew between the cracks with its blue flowers attracting a small swarm of evening bees.  
 
    Her arms pulled and the corded rope piled between her legs. The cool water sloshed in the bucket as she dipped the skin. An old woman stood behind her with two small buckets and a shoulder full of skins. She waited but minded Martha's slow progress. 
 
    Martha turned. “Would you like me to pull the bucket for you?” 
 
    The woman's voice stuttered in a motherly tone. “No, no my sweet. You go and take care of your brother. He needs you.” 
 
    “How did you know he was sick?” 
 
    “Mary mentioned it the other day. We’re all praying for you.” 
 
    “That's very kind of you.” 
 
    Martha stepped aside and let the old woman by. She could hear the soft prayer song as she loaded the buckets. The bucket dropped down the well and splashed at the bottom. The noise shook Martha further, rattling her already spent nerves.  She shook off the overwhelming pressure and continued down the path towards her house.  
 
    Cloth rags were stored under the extra chair by the kitchen. She unfolded them and gave them a shake. The dust danced through the air and reflected the evening light. She paused in the room and for a brief moment in the darkness she felt at peace. She wondered if one day she might feel at peace away from the pressure that sat on the other side of the wall.  
 
    She prayed and took in a deep breath. She exhaled and the pressure dropped away. 
 
    “Thank you for that, God.” Martha felt rejuvenated like her soul was dusted clean. She quickly left the house and rounded the corner to the back room.  
 
    She could hear Mary sobbing from outside and fear gripped her. Had she lost him? It had just been a moment. 
 
    She burst into the room and her voice rocked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Mary lifted her tiny face and tears streamed down her cheeks. “Oh, I was just praying and thinking of him.” 
 
    “Is he OK? Is he still breathing?” 
 
    “Yes, but Martha, I'm scared. I'm scared for him.” 
 
    Martha dropped the rags and the skin on the bed and pulled a small stool behind her sister. Her arms wrapped around her shoulders and she pulled her close. She could feel her sobbing and she began to slowly sing a soft song. Her voice carried through the room as they both watched Lazarus sleep. His hands twitched and his breathing was labored. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Mary said. 
 
    “We tend to him, that's all we can do.” 
 
    “But he needs more. We need to help him, but I don't know what to do,” Mary pleaded. 
 
    “I feel this is bigger than anything we can manage,” Martha said. 
 
    “Call for him. He will come. Lazarus and he are friends.” Mary's face turned to Martha. Her eyes were wide and the tears stacked on her sunken cheeks. Her lip quivered and she buried her face in her sister's chest. “Call for him. Talk to the Rabbi, see if he can convince him.” 
 
    “Even if we ask, I don't know if he will come.” 
 
    “He has to. Lazarus is…” She broke off. “He just has to.” 
 
    A young rabbi lived down in town. It was a ten-minute walk for Martha, but the darkness forced her to hike through the open paths and around the grove. She reached his home and pressed down on her dress, ironing out any wrinkles. She dusted her hands and combed her hair with her fingertips. Her knuckles rapped on the old wooden door and she heard a chair shift and the swishing of footsteps. 
 
    The door opened and she saw a handsome man's face under the dwindling candlelight. Martha was nervous, but the urgency overcame any momentary desires. 
 
    “Rabbi.” 
 
    “Yes my child, why do you come so late?” 
 
    “My brother Lazarus is in need of help.” 
 
    “I knew he was sick, but has it turned for the worst?” 
 
    “He is locked in sleep, his veins are darkening and running black.” 
 
    “Have you been praying?” 
 
    “Of course Rabbi, but he’s been lost to us for a day now. We need help.” 
 
    “I will pray for him, but there is nothing I can do. The sickness will have to work its way. I can come by tomorrow and see if he has gotten better.” 
 
    "I'm afraid he…” She stopped and caught herself. “I am afraid we could lose him.” 
 
    “Don't speak of that, as it may happen. Speak of hope.” 
 
    “That is why I came. We need Him. He can help, I know it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” The Rabbi responded, shaking his head.  
 
    “Please, we will pay. We’ll pay your travels. How far is he?” 
 
    “A day's ride by donkey.” 
 
    “Oh Rabbi, please, please help us. Please help Lazarus. He is our only brother.” 
 
    The Rabbi rolled his hand through his hair, “I can go, but I can't promise anything. He’s a busy man.” 
 
    Martha reached out with her hands and touched the Rabbi's shoulder. “Trust me, he will come.” 
 
    The Rabbi nodded and touched the woman's head, “If God wills it, then he will come.” 
 
    Her tears fell slowly against her cheek and dripped down off her chin. Her lips wavered and she buried her head in the rabbi's chest.  
 
    She choked back, “I'll pray every minute until you return.” 
 
    “I’ll leave in an hour. I may reach him by tomorrow.” His hands closed around the woman's shoulders and he could feel the warmth of her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 God Is My Help 
 
      
 
      
 
    The disciples stood atop a barren hill marked by a small grove of trees that rustled in the warm breeze. The trees cast a patchwork shadow over the group. Bartholomew sat within the séance circle, his hand resting tenderly on the dead lamb’s hoof. The remaining disciples stood in a semicircle and carefully watched the subtle movements of his fingers.  
 
    Jesus knelt next to Bartholomew and placed his hand over his shoulder. His voice was firm. “I want you to feel what I feel.” 
 
    “Should I close my eyes?” asked Bartholomew. 
 
    “No, just focus on the feeling.” 
 
    Jesus dipped his head and spoke softly. “It is by His will we can.” 
 
    Bartholomew echoed the prayer. 
 
    “Do you feel a tingling?” asked Jesus. 
 
    The tips of Bartholomew's fingers popped with static and he could feel the hairs rising on his forearm. “I do. Down my arm.” 
 
    “Keep your hand on the lamb and focus. Now, pinch its leg with your fingers.” 
 
    He did and the animal twitched as if life had been forced into the creature. The men surrounding the ceremony were taken aback. Their eyes were wide with amazement and fear. A simple touch had given life to the dead. 
 
    John stepped forward and spoke to Jesus. “Jesus, how can this be?” 
 
    The static stopped and Jesus looked up. “There are two worlds, one of my Father's and one below. Our physical lives are the fabric between the two. All the souls of humanity rest above or below that line.” He looked down at the creature. “For beasts, their souls live on the line, dead or alive. We have the power to pull that soul back.” 
 
    “The lamb has a soul?” 
 
    “More or less. It's not the same as you or I. Beasts never move from this world and they eventually melt back into the land. For us and others like us, it is easy to pull the beast back to the body. With the right prayer and cadence, we can open up a link between the two. Like a rope that was once severed and is now reconnected.” 
 
    “Can we do this for men?” John asked. 
 
    Jesus stood. He was cold. “Bartholomew, I think we are done with the lesson.” He turned to the disciples and finally addressed John. “The souls of men are hard to fix. They can be close, or trapped far away. The ones outside our grasp could be dirtied by an evil force. We all must remember that. A dirtied soul is a dangerous one.” 
 
    Peter spoke up. “Jesus, would we know the difference?” 
 
    “Yes, you do. After training, you will. We stay away from dirtied souls and the actions around them. We work with the living and channel their fears and possessed spirits for good.” He stared at the men and met each set of eyes individually. “Let's break for now. Bartholomew, you did well.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Bartholomew nodded and followed the rest down off the small hill. Jesus stayed behind and wrapped the small lamb in a blanket. It was heavy in his arms. He walked carefully down the hill to the small camp below. The desert tents were pitched along a winding path that leads to the nearby town.  
 
    Jesus reached a tent along the edge and found the young shepherd boy. “Please prepare this lamb. It made a sacrifice for us and we will honor the Father with it.” 
 
    The boy reached out and took the creature in his arms. “I will prepare it.” 
 
    Jesus nodded and walked down the long row of canvas shelters. He saw the disciples mingling and laughing around a small camp fire. He smiled as he shared in their enjoyment. They had worked hard that day and made great strides in the craft. From the edge of camp, Jesus could hear someone calling his name.  
 
    A small boy rushed up. “Jesus, there is a rabbi here for you. He's traveled a long distance.” 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    “Bethany.” 
 
    “Did he tell you why he came?” 
 
    “Just that he wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    They crossed the camp and walked into a dull brown canvas tent. Inside the young rabbi was sitting close to a cotton pillow and staring at collections of scrolls. He was startled and quickly stood, giving a short bow to Jesus as he entered. 
 
    The young man spoke. “My Rabbi, it’s a pleasure to see you.” 
 
    Jesus silently touched his forehead and waved him down and they sat amongst the soft rugs that covered the dirt ground. “I’m pleased you made it this far to see me. When did you leave?”  
 
    “I left in the evening and rode through the night.” 
 
    “That seems urgent.” 
 
    “It is Rabbi. Your friend Lazarus has fallen ill.” 
 
    Jesus shifted nervously. “How ill?” 
 
    “Martha and Mary are both concerned. They have asked me to find you and beg that you come to see them.” 
 
    “Have you seen Lazarus yourself? How ill is he?” 
 
    “I saw him, Rabbi. His breathing was labored and his veins have turned dark and he twitches in his sleep. I… I don't know how long he may have, but he needs your help.” 
 
    The tent flaps parted and John leaned his head into the tent. “Jesus is there something wrong?” 
 
    Jesus rubbed his head and waved John into the tent.  “Yes, sit down. It seems that Lazarus has fallen ill and it looks dire.”               
 
    “Was he working with someone?” John asked. 
 
    “Possibly with someone in Jerusalem, but I don’t know right now. He was interfacing with some prayer groups, but I can't be for certain.” 
 
    The young rabbi jumped in. “I'm sorry, do you think you know why he is ill?” 
 
    Jesus responded. “I do, but I'd have to confirm it. Based on the symptoms you’ve told me I can only guess.” 
 
    “This sounds like more than just illness.” Jesus and John shared a short glance. “Will you be able to come and help him?” 
 
    Jesus sighed. “Not now. I’ll wait here.” 
 
    “But, but I’ve told you he is close to the end? He needs you to heal him.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Jesus answered. 
 
    “With all my respect Rabbi, I don't understand why you stay?” 
 
    “This sickness, Lazarus's illness, will not end in death. No, it is for God's glory so that God's son may be glorified through it.” 
 
    “Then you risk him dying.” 
 
    “I do. I love that family, but I must remain here.” 
 
    The young rabbi stood and brushed off his robe. Jesus and John stood with him and they embraced. 
 
    “Jesus, I trust you know what God wants here. I admit I am at a loss. I pray that you find a reason to join us in Bethany before it is too late.” 
 
    Jesus nodded. “I will pray here for him. You are free to stay the night to rest.” 
 
    “No, I will rush back to tend to the family and pass them your response.” 
 
    The young rabbi walked out of the tent. His face let through some of the anger that raged deep inside. He knew that he dared not share that with The Teacher and quickly rushed out of the camp and set down the path towards Jerusalem. A light dust kicked up from behind the donkey as he swayed gently. His lips mumbled a soft prayer to God imploring him to send Jesus. His prayers melted into the sounds of the insects chirping in the underbrush.  
 
    Two days passed and a warm heat descended on the valley. The disciples sat quietly in the shade of the olive trees and fanned themselves with woven palm leaves. Sweat piled on their brows and they pulled against their open robes looking for any relief in the heat. On the horizon, tall blue-gray clouds built in the sky and plunged into the brown hillscape creating a shadowy silhouette. 
 
    Jesus lifted his head when he heard the first distant rumbles of thunder. John saw the concern on the Rabbi's face and asked him, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Jesus pressed a breath slowly through his nose. “I believe it’s time.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “It is time for us to go back to Judea.” 
 
    “Lazarus?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The other disciples around Jesus lifted their heads. 
 
    Matthew said, “But Rabbi, a short while ago the Jews there tried to stone you, and you are going back?” 
 
    Jesus looked at him. “Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Anyone who walks in the daytime will not stumble, for they see the world's light. It’s when a person walks at night that they stumble, for they have no light.” 
 
    Matthew nodded and his eyes dropped to the palm frond in his hand. His fingers folded the green leaf as Jesus's words sank into his soul. 
 
    “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep. But I am going there to wake him up.” 
 
    John spoke up. “Lord if he sleeps, he will get better.” 
 
    Jesus could feel Lazarus's soul slipping from the physical world. It was as if Jesus were dipped into a cold bath. His skin tightened and flexed as images of Lazarus flooded the Rabbi's mind.  
 
    Jesus looked at the disciples around him. “He is not sleeping. Our brother Lazarus is dead, and for your sake, I am glad I was not there, so that you may believe. Let us go to him now.” 
 
    Thomas stood. “We will break down the camp and ready the donkeys.” He addressed the group. “Brothers, let’s go now, so that we may die with him.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Pass Through 
 
      
 
      
 
    The caravan of donkeys crested the hill and looked down onto the dry valley below. Dim oil lights could be seen along the merchant road as traders moved their products into the dark city.  
 
    Jesus leads the group down into the valley and east towards Bethany.  
 
    He looked to Thomas and John. “When we get to Bethany I want to set up camp outside of town and I want to be quiet about our presence at least until noon. John, you and I will see to Lazarus's tomb.” 
 
    “Yes, Rabbi, whatever you need.” 
 
    It was an early morning and the blue haze lifted along the horizon when the disciples set camp. They took down their simple provisions and set up their tents. They all moved quietly and with purpose. 
 
    Thomas lead the group. “Men, we will rest for the day and leave Jesus to pray with John. It has been a long night so we will keep our presence quiet for the day.” 
 
    Jesus said, “Thank you, Thomas. I trust the camp will be perfect. John and I will be back within the day.” 
 
    “Please rest if you can,” Thomas implored. 
 
    “Bless you, my child, I will.” Jesus knew what was coming. There would be no time for rest. 
 
    John pulled a small cloth bag over his shoulder. “I am ready Rabbi.” 
 
    “Then we go to his tomb. It’s on the Mount.” 
 
    John and Jesus silently crossed through the empty olive groves that covered the mountain. They passed through crisscrossed trails and walking paths and made their way to the stone tomb. Jesus and John could hear talking off in the distance towards the small city.  
 
    Jesus leaned into John. “I am sure many have come to mourn his passing.” 
 
    “Likely from Jerusalem,” John added. 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    The tomb was a stone facade packed into the side of a dirt mound. Flowers littered the ground in front of the stone door and gave the surrounding area a sweet smell. Just the thought of what waited beyond the tomb made John nervous.  
 
    Jesus leaned into the door. “Help me, John.” 
 
    Their arms flexed and their fingertips turned white as they pressed against the chalky stone door. The rock popped its seal and the ground along the dirt floor pulled back from the stone archway. The rush of decay stormed out of the vault and struck them in the face. Jesus turned slightly and stepped into the blackness. John looked back and then followed him in, clutching his supply bag. 
 
    The air was cool and a chill crawled down Jesus's back. 
 
    “John, please light an oil lamp. I don't want to trip over him.” 
 
    John struck a small fire and the dim oil lamp illuminated the area around them. The room inside the tomb was sparse. The stone quickly gave way to sod-lined walls that rose over their heads and died into the hillside.  
 
    John remarked, “It must have taken half the town to construct this so fast.” 
 
    “I think he’s been dead a few days. It looks like they just buried him today.” 
 
    Jesus reached out with his hand and felt over the ground ahead of the dim light. His fingers danced over the ground and he struck loose fabric. It was the end of a thin cloth wrap. His fingers closed on the fabric and pulled up. The slack fell out and the linen went taut. His hands reached out and Jesus made contact with Lazarus's foot. The fabric tightly covered his legs and face. Jesus touched spongy flesh bloated with death. It squished under his fingers. 
 
    “John he’s here.” 
 
    He quickly rushed around Jesus and cast the light over Lazarus's tomb. Lazarus was tucked into a small corner and around his body were wooden boxes filled with herbs and dried fruits. Bottles of wine were stacked next to his head and blankets were piled along the far wall. 
 
    John nearly lost his breath at the sight. His eyes misted and his voice cracked. “Lord have mercy on his soul. Our dear friend.” 
 
    Jesus heard the strain in his friend's voice. “We will bring him back my brother. He will walk amongst the flowers again and will kiss the dew off the grass.” 
 
    Tears streamed down John's cheeks. “How? He is lost.” 
 
    “We will get him back. Set up for a normal ceremony and I will prepare myself.” 
 
    “My Lord how?” 
 
    “You must believe me, child. A lamb knows not why a shepherd protects the flock, but only trusts that he will be safe from harm.” 
 
    “But we could have left earlier.” 
 
    Jesus's eyes burned as he stared into John's face. The lamp shook in the disciple’s hand and he could feel a pressure against his chest as if Jesus were pressing down on him. 
 
    “John, we will wake him up. Please prepare the area.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” He sniffed and regained his composure.  
 
    John pulled the materials out of his bag and began to set up the séance circle. Additional lamps were lit and more light filled the darkened tomb. Along the wall, Jesus pulled his robes free and dressed down to a small loincloth. His body arched, stretching out the stiffness that built over the long journey. He kneeled to pray, bobbing back and forth against the dark night. His eyes were closed as his lips moved quickly, dispersing prayers into the damp air. 
 
    John touched Jesus's shoulder. “My Lord we are ready.” 
 
    Jesus took a deep breath. “So am I.” 
 
    He walked to Lazarus's body and kneeled down and touched the bound wraps. “John, when I leave you to need to watch over the tomb. Make sure no one comes in while I am gone.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” 
 
    Jesus leaned back and pulled out a long knife from the bag. He quickly drove the blade into the chest of Lazarus. There was a snapping and crunching as bone broke under the impact. A thick smell of decaying flesh rose up from the wound. Jesus pulled down on the man's belly and opened his insides. Small amounts of fluid sprayed over the ground. Jesus continued to saw across Lazarus's dead body until he struck the pelvic bone and stopped. The blade was covered in a thick black oozing liquid that dripped out over the linens.  
 
    John's hand covered his face as he fought back the urge to vomit. Jesus was unfazed by the gore. He unfurled a linen pouch and dropped a white powder into the open belly. He broke off stems of dried herbs and dropped them into the black hole. 
 
    “John I need a flame.” John tore a small piece of linen and lit the fabric using the oil lamp. Jesus took the burning cloth. “Now cover your eyes.” 
 
    Jesus leaned in and lowered the burning linen to Lazarus's belly. The fire ignited an explosion and flames touched the ceiling, scorching the roots hanging from the stacked sod. In the center of Lazarus's belly burned a green fire. It was a cool flame leaving the linens untouched. 
 
    Jesus turned to John. “The fire will burn until I get back, protect the tomb.” 
 
    John nodded. He struggled against the burning horror in the center of the tomb. 
 
    Jesus stood over the flame and pulled up against his loincloth. He lowered the blade into the sheath and placed it in his waistband. The fire kissed his inner thigh but Jesus showed no reaction. He took a deep breath and lowered his foot into Lazarus's burning stomach. His body slowly lowered into the opening and it pressed.  against his frame. Jesus stepped with his other foot and pressed down with his arms, slowly lowering himself like stairs descending into a hidden opening. His curled brown hair slowly disappeared into the flames.  
 
    John sat dumbfounded, still shocked from seeing his Teacher crawl into a dead corpse. Hours passed as John hypnotically watched the flames dance. He passed the time saying short prayers for Jesus, begging him to return safely. Eventually, John's exhaustion took over and he slumped to the ground. His heavy breathing lifted plumes of dust into the air. The dust slowly swirled and danced before reaching the flames where it was taken by a hidden draft and pulled into the open cavity. 
 
    John was startled awake when a hand squeezed his shoulder. He reached out to protect himself. “Who is it?” 
 
    It was a warm and familiar voice. “Light a fresh lamp.” 
 
    “Jesus, you're back.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I prayed for your return.” 
 
    “I know, I heard them.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “Yes my child. I heard them.” 
 
    John leaned forward and touched his master's feet. He looked up to the darkened face and asked, “And… Lazarus?” 
 
    “Light the lamp and I will show you my glory.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Jesus Wept 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning light touched the ground at Jesus's feet. John clutched the bag close to his chest and stared at the stone doorway. His voice was still shaken. “I… I don't know how.” 
 
    Jesus answered continuing down the path. “Have faith, John. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do with all my heart. I just…thought it wasn't possible.” 
 
    “Not for you. 
 
    John nodded and continued down the path behind Jesus. They broke through the tree line and into the clearing where the disciples made camp. The tents were quiet as John and Jesus made their way through. 
 
    Jesus turned to John. “Get what rest you can. We will be going to town today.” 
 
    “Yes, my Rabbi.” 
 
    Jesus broke off to his tent leaving John standing in the open clearing alone. He nervously looked about the campsite for any soul that might comfort him. There were none and he made his way to bed. He slipped into the tent and startled Bartholomew awake. 
 
    “John, where have you been?” 
 
    “With Jesus.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “He was…well he was concerned and wanted to see the tomb.” 
 
    “You were at the tomb all night?” 
 
    “I was just helping Jesus with what he needed.” 
 
    “Have you slept? You need a drink, you look weary.” 
 
    John sipped the wine and laid down on his straw bedding. His arms were still wrapped around the bag. “Thank you, I needed that.” 
 
    “Are you going to put that bag down?” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” He carefully pushed the bag into the corner of the bed and pulled the blanket up over his shoulders. 
 
    “Get some rest, John. We will be going to see the family today.” 
 
    “I know. I will. Thank you, Bartholomew.” 
 
    John rolled onto his back and gazed up at the tent ceiling, focusing on the intricate folds and creases in the fabric. It reminded him of linens wrapped around Lazarus's feet. He could see his body, the deep cut Jesus made across his abdomen was gone, and he slept on the ground. He was alive and breathing gently. He had been dead hours before, but he lay there alive and Jesus sat next to him, his head in his hands as he recovered from the journey he took.  
 
    It felt like a minute had passed before a firm hand grasped John's leg and he was startled awake. He had been asleep for a few hours. 
 
    Bartholomew's face stared down. “We are all getting ready to leave. I let you sleep, but we need to go.”  
 
    John nodded and lifted off the straw bed and exited the tent. All of the disciples gathered in the clearing and surrounded Jesus. 
 
    Jesus spoke. “John, good morning. I hope you slept well.” 
 
    John smiled. “I did.” 
 
    “We will be heading into Bethany. We will be going to see Lazarus's family, but it will be important for us to keep our eyes open for any trouble.” 
 
    John noticed Jesus thumbing a small locket around his neck. It was the first time he had seen him with any jewelry. It was a woven reed loop that held a small locket. Jesus saw John staring and he quickly dropped his hands to his side. 
 
    “Let's go my friends.” 
 
    They formed a long line and disappeared, walking the worn path towards Bethany. It took them nearly an hour before they reached the town. The sight of the Rabbi and his disciples sent whispers through the crowd of early-morning merchants. They could hear the whispers of Jesus floating through the air.  
 
    The disciples reached the entrance of Lazarus's home and they could hear a commotion beyond the clay walls. There were many visitors from Jerusalem still mourning his death. The front door swung open and Martha stood in the door frame with her hands pressed against her hips. Her face was full of pain and her eyes puffy from mourning. 
 
    She quickly closed the door and walked up to Jesus.  
 
    “My Lord, you are late.” The words stung Jesus. “If you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.” 
 
    “Martha, I know you are upset, but your brother will rise again.” 
 
    “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day. But it is folly to think he will be here with us, walking amongst his family and loved ones. He was taken from us and you could have stopped that. But you didn't.” 
 
    “Martha. I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in me will live, even though they die. Whoever lives by believing in me will never die.” 
 
    There was a silence as the disciples all bowed their heads to pray. Strangers slowed and took notice of the conversation. They saw the woman's face, her anger mixed with fear.  
 
    Jesus stepped forward. “Martha, do you believe this?” 
 
    His closeness weakened her. She felt a presence in her soul that chilled her fear. Her anger washed away leaving only the pain of losing her brother. Tears collected in her eyes and she gave in. “Yes, Lord. I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who has come into this world. I believe this and Lazarus believed this. This is why we called for you. Called to bring you to save your friend, my brother.” 
 
    “Martha, go get Mary.” 
 
    She relented and then opened the door to the house. Her voice carried through the house and over the street corner for all to hear. “Mary. Come. The Teacher is here and he is asking for you.” 
 
    Mary rose quickly in the house and the guests followed her out to see Jesus. She broke through the entryway and was covered in the morning light. Her eyes were blood-red and the sight of Jesus only plunged her into despair. Her mind thought of Lazarus and what would have happened had Jesus come earlier. She staggered and Martha caught her by the shoulder. The guests helped and lifted Mary up to meet Jesus. Her weight was heavy in their arms. She took a step forward and collapsed at his feet. Her tears and spittle flowed off her face in long lines towards the dusty ground. She choked and coughed as her emotions poured out to the Savior.  
 
    Martha and the guests watched as Jesus lowered himself and touched her. 
 
    “Mary… Mary…” His voice echoed.  
 
    She choked back and lifted her head. “Lord…if you had been here, my brother…would not have died. He would’ve been there for you.” 
 
    Jesus kneeled down and allowed the woman's emotions to meld with his. His spirit touched hers and peeled back the pain. It flooded his body and he could see what she saw. His head dipped and wept slowly on her shoulder. 
 
    As the two bodies folded together, a voice sounded from the crowd. “See he loved him.” 
 
    A response came from another stranger. “Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?” 
 
    The disciples turned to the voice but the face was lost in the growing crowd. 
 
    Jesus slowly stood, lifting Mary with him. “Where have you laid him?” 
 
    “Come and see, Lord.” 
 
    Jesus followed Martha as he held Mary close to his body, supporting her as they crossed through the crowd and down the path. They came to the tomb and the stone that laid across the entrance. 
 
    Jesus lifted his arm. The eyes of the crowd fixated on his hand watching his fingers curl and dance. His voice was clear and strong. “Take away the stone.” 
 
    Martha turned to Jesus. “But, Lord, by this time there is a bad odor. He has been here for days.” 
 
    His eyes focused on her and she felt the weight of the world upon her shoulders. “Did I not tell you that if you believe you will see the glory of God?” 
 
    She nodded and motioned to a group of men that ran to the stone and pushed it aside. Jesus looked up and left Mary. The crowd watched the Savior with his arms outstretched and gazing up at the sky. “Father, I thank you that you have heard me. I know that you always hear me, but I said this for the benefit of the people standing here, that they may believe that you sent me.”  
 
    When he said this Jesus called in a loud voice, “Lazarus! Lazarus! Come out!” 
 
    There was a pause and a silence as if the air had been pulled out of the crowd. They watched the black entrance for any movement. The buzz of the insects sounded from the bushes and trees. There was a shifting sound from the tomb and a wrapped foot emerged followed by a hand that gripped the stone's edge. The face of Lazarus appeared healthy. He scanned the crowd to find Martha and Mary in tears as they watched a ghost walk out of a tomb.  
 
    Mary mumbled, “Is this…is this real? Is he here? Am I seeing him?” 
 
    Jesus lowered his hands. “Take off the grave clothes and let him go.” 
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    The bus hissed as the doors opened to the asphalt platform. Isaac followed an old man off the bus and stepped down into the street. The bag dug into his shoulder and he let loose a long yawn. He finally drifted off to sleep when they passed through Centralia, the red mark still visible from his head jammed against the cold window. He slept for nearly eight hours straight. It was the longest stretch in nearly three weeks. 
 
    The Tumalo Station was nearly empty in the midday sun. It was a cold winter day, bright and frigid. Isaac wrapped his scarf tightly around his neck and shifted the bag over his shoulder. It was a two-mile walk from here and he knew his body temperature would drop precipitously over that period. It was best to start as warm as possible. 
 
    “Where are you going, young man?” a grizzled old man said, resting against a concrete piling. 
 
    The question caught Isaac off guard. “Oh…a… I'm just heading out to my grandparents’ house.” 
 
    “Well, I'm sure they will be happy to see you. You need a ride out there?” 
 
    “I wouldn't want to be a burden.” 
 
    “No burden at all. My truck is parked just down the way here.” The old man wore a brown coat that was worn through at the elbows and be pulled a red suitcase on tiny wheels. He had the look of an old cowboy that was struggling with the rural city life. 
 
    “Well, it is cold,” Isaac said, looking down at his shoes and letting loose a milky breath. 
 
    “That's the spirit boy.” He rolled away and Isaac walked after him. 
 
    “My name is Isaac.” 
 
    “And mine is Terrance. Who're your grandparents?” 
 
    “Annie and Joe Wilson.” 
 
    “You are related to the Wilsons, well, that is a good thing. I used to go to their church. Ain't much for me anymore, but they sure like it. So you are their grandson?” 
 
    They crossed the street and continued up the sidewalk. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I lived here off and on, but I spent all of the middle and high-school years with them. They took care of me for most of my life.” 
 
    Terrance sniffed hard and spat onto the street. “I know, it's important for youngins to have some good folks around them. Not all kids have that.” 
 
    Isaac nodded remembering his early childhood spent with his mother. “I know that.” 
 
    “So where you at now?” 
 
    “I'm going to school in Seattle.” 
 
    “Seattle, well that's a good university, but a goddamn hippie town. Fuckin nancies dancin’ around all day.” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “Some would say that. There are some characters up there.” 
 
    “What are you studying?” 
 
    “I'm a medical student.” 
 
    “A doctor?” 
 
    “Well, not yet.” 
 
    “Oh well, that is nice to hear. We always need more of those. Alright, here we are, my Sweet Hen, the C10.” 
 
    Along the side of the street was a faded green C10. Along the edge of the chrome trim, fresh rust cut into the chipped paint. Terrance reached under the wheel well and pulled out a small box; inside was the key. 
 
    “Get on in.” 
 
    If Isaac thought that the rear seat on the bus was loud, the truck had it beat hands down. He could barely hear Terrance railing on about the local factory closing and how it's part of some larger global conspiracy. He dropped creative names like Killer Kissinger and That Sack of Shit Carter. Isaac nodded and let the man have the floor; it was easier than walking the streets for an hour out to his grandparents’ house. 
 
    The truck pulled down the dirty road and turned slowly into the driveway. Isaac grabbed his bag and leaned over and offered his hand to Terrance. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride. It was better than walking.” 
 
    “Well, it is good to know that I'm just above freezing your ass off on the enjoyment level. Have a good time with your folks.” 
 
    The truck pulled away as Isaac walked up the steps to the front door. He pulled back the screen door and paused a moment before knocking. He felt a twinge of apprehension, but thought nothing of it and knocked. He waited as the screen door squeaked quietly against his shoulder. He heard the thud of footsteps as a familiar tuft of white hair appeared in the door window.  
 
    He smiled and called out to the door, “What's taking so long old lady?” 
 
    From the other side of the door, “Are you kidding me?” The door flung open and a body flashed into his arms. He felt the warm tight grasp of his Nan.  
 
    She sniffed and looked up. “I didn't know you were coming!” 
 
    “I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    “Jesus help your grandfather; he is going to be over the moon.” 
 
    “What's for dinner?” 
 
    “Well, whatever you want!” 
 
    He smiled as the woman refused to let him out of her grasp. She walked him into the house and yelled up to the ceiling. “Joseph, get down here, Isaac is home.” 
 
    The voice cried out from above, “What!”  
 
    There was a patter of feet as Isaac could see his grandfather walking down the stairs. He held a small book in his hand. 
 
    The woman released Isaac just in time to be tied up with Joseph. “Boy what are you doing here? School’s gotten too boring?” 
 
    Isaac smiled, keeping his arm around his grandfather's shoulder. “I just thought I could come home and get some good food.” 
 
    “Listen, that woman's cooking has gotten better.” 
 
    “Better?”  
 
    “I shit you not.” 
 
    She slapped Joseph on the shoulder and walked into the kitchen. “Put that bag down and get in here. How long was that ride?” 
 
    “I couldn't tell you, I slept most of the way.” 
 
    “Shit I would love to be able to do that, but I've got to pee so often now. Maybe two hours at the most,” his grandfather joked. 
 
    They walked into the kitchen and a small black cat jumped down from the counter and walked out of the room. 
 
    Nan spoke up. “How long are you staying?” 
 
    “Could I stay a couple of days? Maybe through Monday or Tuesday?” 
 
    “Heavens yes you can. You don't have to ask, I just wanted to know, my mind is already running through the food I'm going to make you. We've got steaks from down the street, they butchered that old cow and we got a few cuts. Had some the other night and it was just amazing.” 
 
    "That sounds great Nan.” 
 
    She shook her arms and walked over to Isaac and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Oh, I am so happy you are home. I needed this. It's been so cold lately, you are like a warm fire to these old bones. You will be able to stay for church on Sunday?” 
 
    “Yes, ma'am I will. Do they still have those pancakes downstairs?” 
 
    “Of course, they wouldn't get half the men to show up on a Sunday if they didn't. Now listen, tell me how are things going up there? Class? Work?” 
 
    “Well, it's been an eventful few weeks. Classes are starting to really pick up here as the semester progresses and naturally my…internship…is demanding a lot of me.” 
 
    “I can imagine, I mean they have to cram a lot into those brains of yours before they let you out in the wild. How is James doing?” 
 
    “Well, great as ever. He's doing just fine.” 
 
    “Oh fantastic, I'll make sure to tell his mother, she will be happy to hear that.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it looks like James will be working closer with me on my new internship.” 
 
    “Is that the coroner one?” 
 
    “Yeah, that's the one.” 
 
    Joseph spoke up. “Well, I'm glad you aren't working at the crazy factory anymore. Man, I can't imagine working with those people. I'm happy you got through unscathed.” 
 
    “Me too.” He paused and suddenly felt the energy drain out of his body as if a plug had been pulled. He caught himself on the counter. 
 
    “Honey, you OK?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just…you know what, I must still be a little tired from the trip.” 
 
    She put her hand on his head. “Well no fever, that's good. Why don't you go upstairs and take a nap? I'll put dinner on for later and maybe tonight we can play cards like old times?” 
 
    “Nan, that sounds great. Just what I needed.” 
 
    “Well your room is still upstairs in the same place, same bunk and nothing’s changed.” 
 
    “You haven't taken down my posters or anything?” 
 
    “No, I haven't. It's been hard. You should be proud of me.” 
 
    “I am.” He leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. “I’ll take a nap and be down later.” 
 
    They waved and he rounded the corner towards the dark stairs. He paused at the foot of the steps and stared up at the shadows. It was always dark before he rounded the top step. The grainy wood walls always played with his mind. He took the first few steps and paused. He could feel a twinge of anxiety in his stomach as if he had eaten something rotten. He looked down and stopped, closing his eyes. He felt a draft against his back and he looked up. There was nothing but the shadows along the wall. He continued up the stairs but couldn't shake the feeling he was being watched. He rubbed the back of his neck and he could still feel the scabs healing. He rounded the top stair and walked down the hallway to his old room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Church 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The solemn procession marched down the aisle, their heads bobbing as they clutched jeweled crosses and gilded books. The pews lined with the faithful eagerly waiting for the exit to clear. Their lives were locked behind the pageantry and between the walls covered in stained glass.  
 
    Isaac stood behind his grandparents and observed the commotion. He had a newfound respect for the church and felt compelled to take the Eucharist for the first time in nearly eight years. He didn't know why, but he thought that it would be good to show respect.  
 
    The action didn't go unnoticed by his Nan, but she would remain silent allowing him to find faith in whatever way he could. She never pushed him, but always brought him on Sunday hoping he would find his path. She couldn't help her emotions, she was flushed with pride seeing him take communion. 
 
    His grandfather leaned back and whispered, “So…slow.” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “I’m just waiting for those pancakes.” 
 
    “I knew that university would teach you something. I have been saying it for years, free food is a gift from God.” 
 
    They cleared the aisle and made their way down to the basement. It was bustling with activity. Women doted over decorations and refilled dwindling punch bowls. Young girls dressed in aprons that looked like picnic sheets ushered out fresh stacks of steaming pancakes. Isaac wasted no time filling a styrofoam plate to the brim. He sat at the cloth table and methodically moved his way through the tall stack.  
 
    “I'm just going to go and speak with some of my lady friends.” Nan touched his shoulder and walked away. His grandfather obediently followed behind and gave a playful roll of his eyes. 
 
    Isaac reapplied the syrup to the exposed pancakes and continued. It had been nearly two weeks since the incident in the warehouse and his appetite was insatiable. Luke and Lazarus had spoken with Jalon and Isaac was granted the trip home. He assumed it was an off-handed apology for abandoning him in the spell shop. He didn't question them letting him leave. In his mind he deserved it. 
 
    Isaac struck the bottom of the plate with his plastic fork and cut through the cheap styrofoam allowing the pooled syrup to flow onto the table. He quickly stood and grabbed a set of napkins from the serving table. He blotted the tabletop and mopped up the sticky mess. 
 
    His stomach was full and he leaned back in his chair and watched the old women move around the basement hall, some locked in conversation while others focused on the food. His wandering mind was unaware of the woman who slid into the chair opposite him. 
 
    “Hello, Isaac.” He didn't need to turn his head, he knew the voice.  
 
    He closed his eyes. “Hello Mom.” 
 
    "It's good to see you.” 
 
    “How long have you been around?” 
 
    “I've been in town for a few months. I said hello to Nan and Dad about a month ago. I hoped she might have passed that onto you.” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm glad.” She forced a smile. 
 
    He finally turned and saw her sunken face. “What do you need Mom?” 
 
    “Nothing, I was just around and I thought I would come by, and here you are.” 
 
    “Nan told you I was in town.” 
 
    “Don't get upset at her, please. I was happy to hear that you came in.” 
 
    “I came in last night. I had some time off from school and thought I would come home.” 
 
    “How is school going?” 
 
    “I don't think you really care about that.” 
 
    “Really, I do. I mean you are really doing it arentcha.” 
 
    “I am doing it. On my own.” 
 
    “I hear you. That's great. I'm here in town too, trying to get some work and maybe find an apartment to rent. Work’s a little thin, but I've been finding stuff here and there around town.” 
 
    All he could see was her stumbling down the streets late at night. “I'm sure. Where are you working?” 
 
    She paused. “Just around town. I picked up some odd jobs cleaning and what not.” 
 
    Isaac could feel the pain rushing back, the years of abuse and neglect he endured as she ran around town enjoying her life when he was young. The years of neglect that piled up formed deep scars. Deep enough for dark emotions to live and thrive. He avoided talking about her as it dragged those rancid memories back into his life.  
 
    “I'm sure they are happy with how you are doing your work.” She could almost see the venom dripping from his tongue. 
 
    Her lips curled and her cheeks flushed. “Well, you don't look that good either.” 
 
    Isaac's eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Well you got that wound on your neck and your eyes are shot.” 
 
    “I had a long bus ride down here.” 
 
    “Just looks like you’re tired, maybe school’s getting to you.” 
 
    The past month was getting to him, but he refused to let this woman take the advantage. “Why are you here? I don't see you in years and you fall down into a chair at church and start criticizing?” 
 
    "It has been years. But it's not like I’m not trying. I’ve been sending you messages. But it seems you just want to ignore them.” 
 
    "Well, you got at least one thing right.” 
 
    “What, you just burning them? Not even opening them?” 
 
    He could feel his heart beating in his throat. “Burning is too much work.” 
 
    She sat back and sighed. “You're just a jaded man. No hope here.” 
 
    “I lost hope years ago. Remember that was the last time you started trying.” He stood up from the table. “I’m not interested in catching up.” 
 
    She stood quickly, a gold chain falling out from inside her shirt. Isaac saw the eye and the pyramid emblem shimmering in the overhead lighting. The golden eye charm danced and slid down the chain. He remembered the words from Lazarus about the occult. He stared at her and his eyes narrowed. What was she involved in all the way out there? 
 
    She reached out and grabbed his elbow. 
 
    “Sit down, don't make a scene here.” 
 
    Isaac's towering frame leaned into her face. “Get your hand off me or I will. I'm sure you've convinced a few of these gullible people around here that you are on the mend, but I know better. You're a scam artist and a fraud and you need to crawl back into that street corner the last guy left you in.” 
 
    Her face could barely contain her shock as he walked to the doorway. His plate and fork hit the waste bin as she shrieked out behind him. “You ungrateful ass!” 
 
    Without turning around, he lifted his arm and gave her the finger as he hit the steps and exited out of the church. He could still hear the commotion behind him in the basement as he broke out into the sunny winter day. His feet crunched under the frozen grass and he stormed off towards the parking lot. 
 
    The door to the church burst open and his grandfather trotted up behind him. 
 
    “Well, that went well.” His joke landed flat. 
 
    “Words were left on that table,” Isaac answered. 
 
    “I am sure you left a ton. That was good of you. The flying bird was a nice touch.” 
 
    The corner smile vanished as soon as it appeared. “I just need to go for a walk.” 
 
    “Not a problem. I just want to check to see if you’re OK.” 
 
    Isaac stopped and turned to his grandfather, his eyelids shimmering in the sun. “Why?” He paused and his grandfather waited patiently. “Why of all the people in this world did she have to be mine?” 
 
    “I know it's hard son.” 
 
    A drop fell down his cheek. “I go away to school to get some space, find my own way, and I still can't get away from her.” 
 
    His grandfather nodded. 
 
    “Sometimes, I don't know what to do. I love you guys more than anything, but I can't stand that woman.” 
 
    “Nobody is forcing you to be around her.” 
 
    “Pops, I know Nan told her I was here. I can't keep having her show up in my life.” 
 
    “I will speak with your Nan. Why don't you walk home? Get some time alone and enjoy the sun. You Seattle people don't get much of that this season.” 
 
    Isaac turned and sniffed into his shirt. “I will. Tell Nan I will be home for dinner.” 
 
    His grandfather leaned in and gave him a hug. His voice was soothing and more tears flowed down Isaac's cheek. His grandfather squeezed tight and Isaac felt the world disappear for a brief moment. It felt like a wall had come down and for the first time in weeks, he felt purpose and love.  
 
    His grandfather sniffed and Isaac knew the emotions had taken him. 
 
    “We love you very much and we will always be here for you. Alright?” 
 
    Isaac nodded. “Thanks Pops. I know.” 
 
    Isaac turned and walked through the gravel parking lot past the rows of parked cars. Across the road was a large corn field still tall with unharvested stalks. The leaves and ears hung heavy, dried brown from the long hot summer. He could have walked the road, but he knew the field would be a shortcut home. He broke through the edge of the corn stalks and the dead leaves crinkled and broke off in his wake. He walked slowly dodging and weaving, but his wide shoulders left a path behind him towards the church. There would always be a path back, but what lay before him was something sinister. It tugged at every memory and emotion he had. Its tentacles were like smoke seeping into every vein and out every pore. He could feel its cold fingers gripping and dragging his soul down. He tried to ignore it and press on like a blind man lost in an unrecognizable world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Monday Morning on the Farm 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac stirred quietly in his bed. The green-blue comforter curled between his legs and an army of pillows were tucked under his body and head. He blinked slowly as his eyes adjusted to the morning light. His room faced east and the early mornings, even in the winter, always shone brightly through the cedar blinds.  
 
    He remembered long weekends staring out of that window and watching the summer thunderstorm drop rain over the back fields. Hours would slip by with his head pressed against the glass and his mind lost in thought. Through the year the fields cycled between grass, alfalfa, and corn. He could still smell the diesel exhaust pouring out of the old Ford as it carved a grid array over the landscape. He smiled as he remembered those days watching the furrow plow dig into the spring soil, cracking and folding the earth and exposing the virgin soil to the air. With all that had transpired over the last two months, it felt like his youth was another world buried deep in his memory only to be forgotten over time.  
 
    He whispered into his pillow, “One-day man, we’ll get back to that.” 
 
    What that was is still a mystery, in the light of his new profession. 
 
    “Profession.” He shifted on the bed and laughed. “Whatever the hell Lazarus wants to call it. The Order.” 
 
    He sat up in bed, the steel supports squeaking under his weight. Downstairs he could hear Nan preparing breakfast. The smells of sausage and bacon found their way up through the vents and into his room. She always rose early to make food and the poorly designed house guaranteed he would never sleep past the bacon hitting the cast-iron skillet. 
 
    The blanket hung over his shoulder as he slid his legs out and onto the cold wood floor. He let loose a large yawn and turned his head to the main room. What he saw sent him reeling to the floor. His back struck the corner with a loud smack and he scrambled for the bat that rested behind his nightstand. His lips quivered with fear as short breaths struggled out of his mouth.  
 
    A creature sat calmly in the opposite corner of the room. It crouched menacingly and stared into Isaac’s eyes. Smoke poured out of every crevice and hole in its face. It cascaded down its body and over the wooden floor. It was unlike anything Isaac had ever seen. Blacker than black, as if it sucked in the light leaving only the silhouette outline along the wall.  
 
    Isaac felt a piercing sensation in the back of his skull. A warm fire smoldered and a ripping migraine grew up from his spine and erupted across his eyes, pressing hard against his skull. He lost control and collapsed to the ground. A dizzying pain pressed down over him and his grip went slack. The bat rolled across the floor and struck the foot of the bed. The scab on the back of his neck was red hot and itched as if a thousand tiny teeth were gnawing deep. He reached back and pulled against his skin. He felt a crawling sensation over his fingers and flung his hand out. White maggots dropped off his fingertips and curled up on the ground. 
 
    He panicked and brushed against his neck. A steady stream of wriggling white maggots fell to the ground beneath his feet. A small pile grew as if they were cascading like a waterfall of filth. Isaac stumbled back against the wall. His head hit the wood with a crack and he crumbled to the ground unconscious. His head was surrounded by white maggots scurrying towards the scent of rotting flesh. Each breath swept a new batch of maggots away from his face. 
 
    Footsteps rushed up the stairs as the door flew open. Isaac's grandparents burst into the room, quickly scanning and finding Isaac crumpled along the wall. 
 
    His grandfather turned to his wife. “Oh Jesus, go get the smelling salts out of the first-aid kit.” 
 
    “In the bathroom?” she said. 
 
    “Yes, under the sink.” 
 
    He lifted Isaac up off the ground and held him in his lap. Nan rushed in and snapped the smelling salt. They waved it under Isaac’s nose and his eyes sprang open. Remembering the creature in the room he reached for the bat and pushed away his grandfather. Isaac leaped up and bounded over the bed. He scanned the empty corner and open closet. There was nothing. They were both empty. 
 
    “Isaac sit down boy, you were out cold,” his grandfather pleaded. 
 
    His Nan’s voice shook. “Isaac, sweetie, are you OK?” 
 
    Isaac looked at them both. “Did you see anything?” 
 
    “See what?” his grandfather said. 
 
    He shook his head trying to think of a way to describe what he saw. “Was there anything in this room when you came in?” 
 
    “No Isaac, just you in the corner.” 
 
    Isaac jumped the bed and knelt down next to his grandfather, scanning the corner for remnants of the maggots. He lifted the rug and pushed back the night stand, but there was nothing. Just dust and worn flooring. 
 
    “Look at my neck, is there anything there?” He turned to show his grandfather. 
 
    “No, I don’t see anything other than the small scab.” 
 
    “No, are there bugs there? Is there anything rotting?” 
 
    “Bugs? No, no bugs. It looks like it is healing. Is that what you saw?” 
 
    Isaac paused, looking at the fear in his grandparents’ eyes. “I…think…I think I must have had a spider or something on me and I tripped over the bat and hit the corner.” 
 
    His grandfather got up and dusted off his pants. “No, I didn't see anything.” 
 
    “Well… I, I think I saw something on me or…” 
 
    His grandfather touched his shoulder. “Isaac it’s alright. I want to make sure you’re OK.” 
 
    “Yeah, no, don’t worry about me. I just must have been spooked or something.” 
 
    “Well, you were out cold, so I want you to come downstairs and get some ice. Just rest today, OK?” 
 
    Isaac nodded, still staring at the corner where the creature had stood. “Yeah, I think I need it. Just rest, I got it.” 
 
    Nan said, “Sweetie, just come downstairs when you are feeling alright and I’ll have breakfast ready for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nan.” 
 
    The two left the room and climbed the stairs to the kitchen. Isaac’s eyes never left the corner. He still expected the creature to return. Ten minutes rolled by and his eyes grew tired. He must have been dreaming, or stuck in some dream state where he hallucinated. It seemed so vivid and real.  
 
    His Nan called from downstairs, “Sweetie, breakfast is ready!” 
 
    “I’ll be right there,” he responded 
 
    He sniffed the room and he could make out a faint burning smell. It grew as he approached the corner. His feet shuffled slowly and he balled his fists. The burning smell grew stronger as he stared into the closet. Except for the rusted wire hangers clumped in the corner, it had been empty for years. He felt something, just beyond his vision. There was something there but he couldn't see it.  
 
    He gave up and turned back. 
 
    “What the hell,” he whispered, rubbing his head with the palm of his hand.  
 
    Isaac gathered himself and left the room making his way down the stairs slowly. His head was tender and his balance was returning. He felt the back of his head and a small welt pressed against his scalp and ballooned a tuft of hair. He entered the kitchen and slowly sat down in one of the red aluminum chairs. 
 
    “I already made you a plate. I just wanted to make sure it was warm for you. How’s the head feeling?” She walked around and inspected his head as he slowly ate a piece of bacon. She felt the welt. “Oh my goodness, you really did a number on yourself.” 
 
    “I know, I can feel the skin tightening up there.” 
 
    Nan gathered a washcloth and placed a handful of ice and wrapped it tightly. “Here sweetie, take this ice and press hard.” 
 
    Isaac put the cold press against his scalp and he felt the pressure as the swollen skin extended to the limit. The cold ice radiated through his skull, numbing the nerve endings. 
 
    “What are you going to do today?” Nan asked. 
 
    “Well, Grandpa asked if I wouldn’t mind helping him paint a few doors.” 
 
    “I want you to rest first, no hard work this morning.” 
 
    “Well, he’s bribing me with beer, so there’s no way I can turn that down.” 
 
    “Not too much, please. We can’t afford to have you stumbling around here. You’ve already set your brain back a few years today.” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “That’s assuming there’s anything left to go back to.” 
 
    “Just be careful.” 
 
    The kitchen fell into silence as Isaac’s Nan slowly washed the dishes. Her hands meticulously moved over the ceramic plates and cast-iron pans. She pressed down hard and scrubbed. She slowed and her head dropped. “I’m sorry about yesterday at church.” 
 
    Isaac kept chewing his bacon. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    She lifted her head and stared out the window. “I’ve tried to give her chances, but it always bites us. I think I pray one day that she will come home and tell me she’s a nurse and has been living a clean life for the last five years. There’s just something we can’t give up on. She’s our daughter so I feel it's our duty.” 
 
    “I should’ve kept my cool.” 
 
    She turned to him, tears built in her eyes. “No, if you don’t want a relationship you don’t have to have one. No one will fault you for that. I certainly won’t. I just have to remember my guilt is not yours, so I need to respect that. I’m sorry for that sweetie. I don’t know what I was expecting.” 
 
    “Let’s not let it get us down, alright? I’m just happy I’m home with you guys.” 
 
    “As long as you are not upset at me anymore.” 
 
    Isaac stood up and hugged his Nan. “If you keep putting that much bacon on my plate, I can’t be upset with you.” 
 
    She sniffed and looked up to his face. “Is it good?” 
 
    “Is there more?” 
 
    She smiled and hugged him back, burying her face in his chest. The two stood quietly in the kitchen as the morning began to fade into the afternoon. 
 
    Down the hall towards the front door, the smoky creature stood in the entryway carefully watching the two in the kitchen. Smoke poured out of the creature’s face and fell down creating a black lake in the entryway. Isaac’s grandfather walked into the entryway holding two cans of paint and a set of brushes. His feet parted the knee-deep smoky mist. He stopped inches away from the creature’s face and watched the two in the kitchen continue to hug. He smiled and continued on, passing through the creature as wisps of smoke trailed in his wake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Bus Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bus rumbled down the highway and rounded a sharp bend towards a long hill. The engine pressed hard against the rear wheels as a cloud of diesel smoke billowed out the tailpipe. The headlights provided just enough light to see the lane markers whip by in a yellow blur. The black hills silhouetted the landscape of rural Oregon. Just past the flowing steel barrier was an endless black blanket covering the ground. Above, the sky was a canvas of white dots that etched across the moonless sky.  
 
    The driver played the wheel back and forth as the commotion settled down behind him. His eyes glanced to the mirror as the passengers settled into their new seats. Their heads turned to the back of the bus and shouted at the young man in the back. The driver grabbed the microphone as his eyes narrowed. There was a crack over the speakers and he yelled a series of muffled commands. Outside the bus, the garbled voice cracked and fell out across the empty landscape. The overhead lights dimmed again as the tension relaxed and the passengers exchanged local conversations about the madman in the rear. 
 
    Isaac pressed himself up against the window, his legs pushing and sliding over the slick floor leaving behind bold streaks of black. His head vibrated and vision blurred from the engine’s strain as the bus climbed the hill. He fell asleep once the bus pulled out of Bend. He woke to the touch of a hand on his foot to see the smoky creature sitting across the aisle. The black haze poured out and covered the rows around him. What he thought was a face was focused on him, staring across the aisle with a penetrating gaze. 
 
    His shock caused the initial commotion but his manic and garbled pleas to the neighboring travelers had caused the stampede towards the front of the bus. None of the fleeing passengers noticed the new visitor that enveloped the back rows of the bus.  
 
    Isaac knew there was nowhere to go, and lashed out in a panicked voice, “What the fuck are you?” 
 
    There was no answer as the monolith stared back. 
 
    “What you’re not going answer? You’re just going to sit there.” Isaac looked down the bus to see a few heads turn to watch him speak to the empty seat. He knew if he continued they might kick him off the bus. He didn't want to be stuck on the side of the road with this thing. 
 
    He settled back. “Nothing, huh?” 
 
    Not Yet. The words seemed to flash across his face as if his mind played a movie in his head. 
 
    “What do you mean, not yet?” 
 
    The creature nodded his head. 
 
    “How long have you been following me? How long have you been here?” 
 
    You, weeks. Me? Hundreds of years. 
 
    Isaac could feel a warmth on the back of his neck. He touched his scab. “You’re here because of this?” 
 
    I’m here for someone else. 
 
    “Someone else? Who?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You were what followed her? Right? You were in the cell…” 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “And she passed you on, to me?” 
 
    She did little of what she wanted and more of what I told her. 
 
    Isaac was breathing heavily. “I’m a necromancer’s apprentice. I have ways to deal with you.” The words were a lie and they sounded odd to Isaac, but he felt he had no choice. 
 
    I know that. Why do you think I’m here? 
 
    The creature’s response terrified him more than anything. Was he part of some demonic plan or was he the end game? 
 
    From the back of the bus, the toilet flushed and the wood veneer door opened. Out walked a stumbling black man who was dressed in loose dirty clothes. He sniffed and pulled his pants. 
 
    “Who are you talkin’ to, boy?”  
 
    Isaac answered, “No…nobody.” 
 
    As the man passed in front of the creature the smoke vanished and left an empty seat. What was left behind was a travel bag and a set of tied-off grocery sacks. On the floor was a paper bag filled with soda cans. The man slowly sat down in the seat that had been previously occupied. 
 
    “Listen now, I’m heading north and I need my sleep. Alright?” 
 
    Isaac stood and scanned the nearby seats, but the two men were alone. He slumped back into his seat and rested his head against the cool bus window. The steady vibrations rumbled through his skull and down his neck relaxing his tense muscles. Isaac wondered if this was just another hallucination. 
 
    Isaac rubbed his forehead. “Listen, I’m not going to cause you any trouble.” 
 
    “Well, the way all them people up there are looking at us, I would say you’ve already done your damage. I do like to travel alone though so you freed up some space back here.” He saw the strain on Isaac’s face. “What’s eating at you boy? You don’t look well. You leave some girl back in Bend?” 
 
    Isaac smiled. “No definitely not some girl.” 
 
    The man leaned in. “Well you ain’t one of them Seattle poof boys are you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hey listen I ain’t got no problem with what you do in your spare time.” 
 
    “Listen man, I’m just having a rough time. I want to sleep and relax just like you.” 
 
    “I hear you. Sometimes them voices can get you. I have them myself. Talking all the time.” He leaned in and Isaac could smell the decay from his mouth. The man whispered like he was passing on an old secret. “I just ignore them. If you talk to them, not only do they get louder, but everyone else thinks you’re nuts. I only need one problem at a time. That’s my trick.” 
 
    “I’m not hearing things, but thank you for the life tip. If I run into that I will make sure to remember.” 
 
    “Ah, you’re seeing things. Oh-weee, that’s the way to go. I’ve known some people who see shit. Crazy shit. Shit straight out of the movies. You reach out and just wonder if it’s real, or is it just in your head?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “That shit can eat you up. You’re not taking any of that fun stuff are you?” 
 
    “What would that be?” 
 
    “Acid my brother. If you are, now, you can share with me.” 
 
    Isaac shook his head. “I’m not taking any drugs. I’m just going to try and sleep alright?” 
 
    “No problem, no problem. I was just asking. No harm in that.” 
 
    The old man went silent for a minute and then shifted slightly in the chair and kicked the back of cans. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Isaac pretended to ignore him. “Just a question. Simple one.” 
 
    “What would that be?” Isaac's eyes were closed. 
 
    “You saw something in my chair? What was it?” asked the man. 
 
    “It wasn’t anything important,” waved Isaac. 
 
    “No man, come on. Humor me. What was it?” 
 
    “Just a shadow?” Isaac said. 
 
    “A shadow, eh? Was it tall?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Um, maybe it was short and stocky?” 
 
    “What are we playing, twenty questions?” Isaac shot back. 
 
    “If you don’t tell me what it looks like we might.” 
 
    “I thought I saw someone.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” 
 
    Isaac sat up and looked at the man. “I didn’t say it was a he.” 
 
    “Demons always come across as men.” 
 
    Isaac put up a hand. “Wait, wait. Demon?” 
 
    “You saw one didn’t you?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I didn’t say anything of the sort.” 
 
    “Smoky one right?” 
 
    Isaac froze in place, his eyes wide and locked on the man. He could barely speak. “How? Did you see it?” 
 
    “I saw him. Saw him walking up the aisle, towards me. Figured if it was my time I’d have it in the bathroom.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He looked like Death. Thought it was coming for me. So I left to go to the bathroom. But after a few minutes, I heard you jabbering out here and figured he was for you.” 
 
    “Do you know what that was? Or what it was?” 
 
    “Hell if I know.” 
 
    “You just sat there and thought, damn, death is coming for me? Like that was normal?” 
 
    The man chuckled. “If you’ve seen what I’ve seen, man, some smoky thing walking up to you might be a blessing. Looks like it was for you, though. Might mean something bigger is coming.” 
 
    Isaac nodded. “I wouldn’t doubt that after the last few weeks.” 
 
    “Well, make yourself right with God and everything should be fine, no matter what happens.” 
 
    “Are you religious?” 
 
    “Well spiritual maybe, but not religious. Don’t know if any one group has it all figured out. They all seem to be going in a similar direction, but they like their own voodoo and rituals. I figured it’s better to have my own dogma. Talk with God directly. I think that's where my voices come from. I like to find another way, more secret.” 
 
    “Are you in the occult?” 
 
    “Dabbled a little in the past, but I’m just a simple man these days. Listen, boy, just keep yourself right and trust those around you and I think things will be OK. I’ve seen stuff like that smoky thing, but nothing ever happened to me. It’s all in your mind trying to get out. Just don’t let it out.” 
 
    “That sounds too simple.” 
 
    The black man leaned back into his chair and shut his eyes. “Well, if you’re an apprentice, then you’ve got nothing to worry about. Your ticket is already punched.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Help in the Pew 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been three sleepless nights since returning from Bend and Isaac broke down to call Father Luke. The conversation was short, as Isaac's voice wavered in the initial greetings. Luke could hear the young man struggling on the other side and ordered him to come to the church immediately so they may talk face to face.  
 
    An hour later, Isaac crossed the street and entered the stone church. He paused in the entryway that was covered in self-help, drug-rehabilitation, and community-outreach pamphlets. A small stone font stood in the center of the entry. Isaac’s hand rested over the edge as his fingers trembled. He dipped them into the water and crossed himself. 
 
    He whispered, “I still don’t know what to say.” 
 
    From around the wood doorway, Isaac could see a crossed leg bouncing. It was covered by a black robe. Father Luke's voice was reassuring. “Isaac, you can always say, I trust in you.” 
 
    He stood and carefully closed an old leather-bound bible. Isaac entered the church and reached out to shake Father Luke’s hand. “I’ll make sure to remember that.” 
 
    “It’s an easy one to remember, and I like it for its simplicity and purity.” He held up the book. “There’s a lot in this thing, but the most important stuff comes from the heart. Stay honest and truthful and you needn't worry. There's a lot of evil in this world, you've seen some of the worst elements, but there's a ton of good done. Especially here in the church. We help a lot of people here.”  
 
    “You sound like a used-car salesman.” Isaac smiled. 
 
    “Sometimes it feels that way.” He started to walk down the pew towards an open wooden door. “We do finance your faith with monthly donations. You know, if you are ever interested.” 
 
    “But I’m a starving college student. My money goes to rent and beer and sometimes pizza.” 
 
    “I've heard that before.” He stopped just before the door and put his hand toward Isaac's chest. “I want you in here often. I'm not saying every day or every Sunday. I get it. Lazarus is nearing the end of his service and you need to get a solid foundation under you before you take over. I'm here to help you with that.” 
 
    “It's hard to even believe I'm here. This world of yours is still a foreign thing to me. I'm not even sure I want to do this. Besides, I thought it was Lazarus's job to teach me?” 
 
    “He will, but I can help you too. There are many people in this city who are on your side. We're nestled everywhere. Back alleys, shops, and positions of power. We have a network of support and you'll learn that over time. Right now you need to learn the book and you need to know the history. I also have free time, more than Lazarus. And most importantly, I will be here long after Lazarus has paid his debt and moves on.” 
 
    “So this debt? What does he owe?”  
 
    “Necromancers work for the seraphims, and the seraphims work for Christ. The necromancer order performs jobs and tasks, sometimes mundane sometimes dangerous. When that job is complete they get paid. That payment pays off a working debt. With respect to Lazarus, he did something a long time ago, it was unfortunate, but he's been paying for it ever since. He does the job for Jalon and he gets paid. It is important to remember something when you consider Lazarus, his mind is consumed with that debt. It's something that weighs on him and it's hard for his mind to ignore. Jalon is hard, he's very firm and can be demanding. It's a lot to process I know.” 
 
    Isaac felt a chill go up his spine like fingers gliding gently along his back. He paused and looked around the open room nervously. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Luke said. 
 
    Isaac snapped to. “Nothing, I just thought there might be someone here.” 
 
    “Not at this hour.” Luke turned and walked through the wooden door. “Let's go you brute, and watch your head.” 
 
    Isaac reached the door and took another look back, he never saw the building black smoke crashing noiselessly against the far window. He dipped his head and walked through. “A brute? That's a little harsh.” 
 
    “Would you prefer ogre?” 
 
    “Maybe, as long as there are options.” 
 
    The two men walked down a narrow stone corridor and past a long line of pictures. 
 
    “Who are these people?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “Important people to the church, old priests, and past patrons that have assisted Lazarus and me.” 
 
    “Patrons?” 
 
    “Sometimes people are asked to contribute to assist in a larger effort. Sometimes the balance with the occult tips in their favor.” He stopped and turned to Isaac. The dim light left a menacing shadow across his face, leaving only his eyes to shine like stars in the dark light. “You are not alone with Lazarus. There's a whole community of people like myself that offer our support. In return, we get preferential treatment on judgment day. Some people want that benefit now and go to powerful positions in business and government.” 
 
    “Do I know anyone?” 
 
    Luke smiled. “You know a few. Come on, Lazarus wanted me to show you this.” 
 
    They continued down the hall and turned a blind corner. The walls were covered in old dusty books.  
 
    “Is this a library?” Isaac asked. 
 
    Luke scanned the third shelf and pulled back on a brown book. “Nope.” The bookshelf gave way and opened into a low-ceilinged room. The floor was polished stone and the walls were concrete mortar. Heavy wood beams stretched across and covered the ceiling. Luke flipped a switch and embedded lamps dropped a yellowed light over the room. In the center was a table-like structure built out of solid wood and formed in the shape of a cross. In the center of the cross were recesses that looked like an ice-cream scoop had taken out large channels wide enough for a body to rest. In the center of the cross was the low point that contained a small metal drain that continued down into the floor. 
 
    Isaac stepped into the room and felt a pressure on his chest squeezing against his ribs and forcing the air out of his body. He stopped in the doorway and rested his hand against the wall. 
 
    Luke stopped and his eyes narrowed as he watched Isaac struggle. Isaac slowly bent over and he dropped to his knee clutching his chest. 
 
    He let out a muffled voice. “Luke… I don’t…” 
 
    Luke remained silent as he crossed the room. He slowly removed his jacket and collar and hung them on a metal hook protruding from the wall.  
 
    His voice was calm. “Isaac you can stand and you can breathe.” 
 
    He fell to his knees and his hands pressed against the floor. “I can’t…” 
 
    Luke grabbed the robe and swung it over his shoulders, quickly tying it around his waist. “Think about breathing, feel your lungs pull the air in. Close your eyes if you have to.” 
 
    Isaac's fingers pressed into the floor as the color left his face. “I…” He breathed in hard. “I don't know.” 
 
    “You're breathing, now get your balance and stand.” Luke pulled open a drawer hidden beneath the large table. “I can't do it for you.” 
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    "You are fighting something. You can only be alone when you enter this room.” 
 
    Isaac reached for the door frame and pulled himself up. He took a wobbly step and crossed the boundary leaving behind a black oil-like substance smeared on the ground behind him. It flowed out from the bottom of his shoes.   
 
    “What do you mean I'm fighting something?” 
 
    He crossed the threshold and his balance returned. The pressure left his chest and released its grip over his diaphragm.  
 
    Luke poured two vials of liquid into a small cup. “Rest here against the table.” 
 
    Isaac still struggled to regain his breath. “What was that?” 
 
    “Put this in your mouth but don't swallow it. Swish it around and then spit it out onto the table.” 
 
    Isaac held the gray liquid. “What is it?” 
 
    “A test.” 
 
    Isaac didn't move and stared into Luke's eyes. 
 
    “Trust me,” Luke said. 
 
    Isaac drank the liquid and swished it around his mouth. His stomach wretched and he fought against the overwhelming sensation to vomit. He spit the liquid out. It pooled on the arm of the cross and slowly made its way down the wood table toward the drain. It was inches from dropping through the grate when it stopped and slowly turned orange and then red. The liquid bubbled and began to glow hot. Isaac could feel the heat building and he pulled his arms back from the table. The bubbles popped sending droplets over the edge of the table.  
 
    “Step back,” Luke said. 
 
    They both took a step as the liquid burst into flames before falling down the drain. Luke pulled a small cap and quickly placed it over the drain hole. His fingers twisted a wing nut and locked the cover in place. 
 
    Isaac looked at Luke. “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    “That was a sanity test and you failed.” 
 
    “Failed what?” 
 
    Luke walked around the table and stood close to Isaac's chest; he looked up and locked eyes. His fingers pulled back on Isaac's cheek as he stared into the whites of his eyes. “Have you seen anything?” 
 
    “What?” Isaac said pulling back slightly. 
 
    “Have you seen anything odd? You've been gone for a few days.” 
 
    His eyes blinked fast and he was silent. 
 
    Luke's voice dropped. “Boy, I'm probably the only person in this world that gives a shit about you right now.” There was a pause. “I'm just trying to help you so I am going to ask you again and I need you to answer me. Have you seen anything?” 
 
    Isaac nodded. 
 
    “What have you seen?” 
 
    “A thing. I don't know what it is. I feel like I'm crazy.” 
 
    “When was the first time you saw it?” 
 
    “A few days ago. But I've been seeing weird things for a while.” 
 
    “When was the first time you interacted with it?” 
 
    “Interacted?” 
 
    “Have you spoken with it?” 
 
    Isaac paused a moment and slowly nodded. Luke's head dropped slowly and he placed his hand on Isaac's shoulder. “You wait here, don't leave this room. I need to call Lazarus.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “We’ll be able to determine that but I need him here.” Luke walked to the door entry. “Does it know who you are?” 
 
    “My name?” 
 
    “No, that you are an apprentice?” 
 
    Isaac hesitated, remembering his boast. “Yes…yes it does.” 
 
    Luke sighed and his head dipped. Isaac could see the disappointment cover his face. “I'll be back.” 
 
    He left the room and Isaac was alone with his thoughts. He remembered that first encounter with the creature in his room. He didn't know what it was, or what it wanted with him. He remembered Lazarus explaining that there are differences between spirits and demons, but Isaac didn't know which one he had. He feared ending up like that girl on the table. A creature tearing through flesh, ripping limb from limb. Would he feel the pain when they pulled it out of him? Would they be able to? He shuddered as his thoughts drifted between the scenarios. 
 
    An hour passed when Isaac heard the front door of the church close. He heard the muffled voices of Lazarus and Luke talking. Minutes rolled by and he knew they were exchanging more than pleasantries.  
 
    Isaac heard the clicking of shoes when Luke and Lazarus turned the corner and entered the room. Lazarus stood in the doorway with his hands on his hips. He looked down at the ground and his foot played with the black tar residue. 
 
    “This is from when he crossed?” Lazarus said. 
 
    “Yes,” Luke answered. 
 
    “Hands or feet?” 
 
    “Feet. He failed the bile test.” 
 
    “Boiling or Flames?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    Lazarus paused and he looked across the room to Isaac. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Well for the past hour. I've moved from suicidal to bored to terrified.” 
 
    “Sounds about right. But do you feel anything inside you, have you see anything in the last hour?” 
 
    “No, not that I know of.” 
 
    Lazarus rubbed his hands. “Well let's get to work. We need to look you over.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything with Zinn?” asked Lazarus. 
 
    “I don't know what to expect, she touched me multiple times.” 
 
    “How did she touch you?” 
 
    “I mean she grabbed me, her hands touched my shoulder. Maybe she did this thing on my neck when I was out? I don't know.” 
 
    “Did you have any alone time with her?” 
 
    “Not that I can remember. They put me in a room, but my memory is foggy after that. Time seemed to jump from the room to the ceremony. Lazarus, I don't want to end up like that girl on the table.” 
 
    “What girl?” 
 
    “From the séance at your place. The one where I…” 
 
    “Oh that, no, no. Don't worry about that. That was something different.” 
 
    Luke spoke. “What girl?” 
 
    “I had a job that involved that girl from Southcenter. She had been dead for a while and a rogue spirit had been using her to stay alive.” 
 
    “Jesus. What happened?” 
 
    “Well, the spirit is no longer there.” 
 
    “It was more than that!” Isaac jumped in. 
 
    “It got a little out of hand.” 
 
    Luke's eyes narrowed. “How out of hand?” 
 
    “This thing crawled out of her chest.” Isaac motioned with his hands. 
 
    Luke looked to Isaac. “That happens sometimes.” 
 
    Isaac was exasperated. “What?” 
 
    “It does. But Lazarus, how did it get out of hand?” 
 
    “I lost control and my focus dropped.” 
 
    “Did it get inside you?” 
 
    “No, I was fighting it. But Isaac saved the day and did what I told him to. Everything turned out fine. Listen this is not why we are here. Isaac, I need you to lay down on the table.” 
 
    Isaac paused as Luke unscrewed the drain cap. He lifted his hands up. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “We are going to check you out and perform some tests,” said Lazarus. 
 
    “I'm sorry if I don't trust you on this.” 
 
    Lazarus motioned at Luke. “Any help?” 
 
    “Isaac, we are going to check to see how far along you are. These things take time and it looks like, from what you’ve said, it's only been a week or so.” 
 
    “Just don't let what happened to that girl happen to me.” 
 
    Luke put his hand against Isaac. “Trust me, it's not going to happen like that.” 
 
    Isaac nodded. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “We need you to get down to your shorts and then get onto the table.” 
 
    “You want me to get naked?” 
 
    “We are going to be running water on the table and we don't want to ruin your clothes.” 
 
    Isaac reluctantly stripped down to his underwear and slowly lowered himself onto the table. He felt the arms flex under his weight and small pops sounded as he leaned back into the well of the table.  
 
    “Put your arms out,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “To mimic a cross?” 
 
    “Yeah, right here.” 
 
    Lazarus walked around and touched Isaac's temples. He leaned in and whispered a prayer. “For he is true and strong. Our savior will ever be in our hearts. Drop our eyes and ears at his presence. Amen.” 
 
    Isaac's eyes slowly rolled back and he drifted off to sleep. Lazarus looked up to Luke. “We've got about ten minutes before he wakes up.” 
 
    The two men moved quickly, opening drawers under the table. Luke pulled a black wrap and unrolled it across Isaac's chest. Inside were long flexible needles with hooks attached at the end. Lazarus pulled two needles placing one in his mouth and pressing the other gently into Isaac's shoulder, piercing the skin but drawing no blood. His skin flexed under the pressure and Lazarus let go. The needle bobbed and floated in the air. He continued placing fourteen additional needles across Isaac's body. 
 
    Luke followed behind Lazarus with a thin spool of wire. He tied each needle together like a spider weaving its web. The needles danced and shuttered in unison.  
 
    Lazarus placed the last needle. “How's it going?” 
 
    Luke's fingers moved quickly. “Almost done.” 
 
    Luke tied off the last needle and pulled out a small black metal box with a dial on the top. He pressed the wire lead into the box and connected a clip to the table. He pulled the power plug and connected it to the wall. There was a low hum emanating from the box and a white bulb lit up on the side. 
 
    “We're ready,” Luke said clutching the box in his arms. 
 
    Both men stepped back from the table. 
 
    “Give him an easy start,” said Lazarus. 
 
    Luke clicked the dial on the box and the crude display shook as the electricity slowly moved through the connections and out over Isaac's body. The hairs on his chest slowly lifted and his muscles twitched and pulsed. 
 
    “Give him more,” Lazarus said. 
 
    The hum grew louder as Isaac's body tightened against the base of the table. 
 
    “Again.” 
 
    “He isn't lifting yet.” 
 
    “I know he's a big guy, hit him again.” 
 
    Luke clicked the dial and Isaac's arms shook and lifted off the table. Small blue arcs died into the table as he slowly floated above the table.  
 
    “One more time and that should be enough.” 
 
    Luke clicked the dial and set the box down on a pull-out wooden stand. Isaac's body was locked in the cross position and slowly floated above the table. 
 
    Lazarus reached out to Luke. “Give me the knife.” 
 
    Luke handed the silver blade as Lazarus wedged himself on the table. He pressed the tip into Isaac’s back and depressed the skin. The blade pressed further and there was a pop as it gave way. A thick stream of red and black liquid fell down over the handle and onto Lazarus's arm. The stream continued to pour out into the table forming a small pool in the wood grain. Lazarus brushed his hands with a towel and pulled out a box of matches. He ignited the sulfur tip and tossed the match into the black liquid. The tar reacted and separated as if alive. The match fell harmlessly to the wood table. It burned slowly and the tar liquid reformed. 
 
    “Holy water,” Lazarus asked. 
 
    Luke passed a small glass vial and Lazarus poured it on the table and watched it slowly flow towards the tar. Tiny ripples danced along the edge of the liquid as it lifted up in a terrified form. The holy water struck the edge and boiled instantly. 
 
    “Get it out of here.” 
 
    Luke pulled a metal scrape and drove the black tar into the drain and dumped the remainder of the holy water in after it. 
 
    Lazarus let out a loud sigh. “It’s a demon.” 
 
    “You knew that,” Luke said. 
 
    “I was still hoping it might have been something else.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Get him down.” 
 
    Luke turned the dial to the off position and Isaac's body slowly descended to the table. The men made quick work removing the wires and needles. Lazarus touched Isaac's forehead and he slowly woke from his sleep. 
 
    Instinctively Isaac's arms tried to brush off his chest as if he were covered with ants. He rose up and looked at the two men. “What…what?” 
 
    “Just rest. Your nerves are waking back up. That's why you’re itchy.” 
 
    “What happened?” Luke and Lazarus were quiet and fought against making eye contact. “Do you guys know what's wrong?” 
 
    Lazarus asked, “Isaac, can you get us a body?” 
 
    “What? A body?” 
 
    “From school? Can you get a cadaver?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We need it.” 
 
    “For what?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Body Snatchers 
 
      
 
      
 
    James and Isaac pressed themselves up against the cold wall of the university building. Long shadows stretched down the halls and their footsteps echoed against the concrete block. 
 
    “I still can't believe we’re doing this,” said James. 
 
    Isaac was glad James was there with him. He knew it was an unreasonable request, but somehow James said yes. 
 
    “I appreciate it anyways.” 
 
    “You’re crazy, and this is just stupid, but I know where you are at right now. So I’m here for you. But I want it on the record that I think this is insane.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    The exit light at the end of the hall flickered as the two men carefully stepped down the hall and turned the corner. At the end was the anatomy room, where they stored the student cadavers. James imagined the weight of the body and the cold flesh pressed against his arms. There was a hesitation and he put his hand on Isaac's shoulder, “Isaac, are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    James could see the strain on Isaac's face.  
 
    “I don't know anymore, man. It feels like I'm running in circles. They said they needed a body to get rid of this thing.” He paused as his shoulders rested against the wall. “I see this thing multiple times a day. Luke said it takes time to settle in so his talk is just that. But if it goes any longer, I don't know. I mean you know what that woman did right?” 
 
    “Zinn?” 
 
    “Yeah, if this thing was in her and made her kill her kids, what am I capable of? What will happen to me? I just don't know what to do anymore. They said they needed a body, so I'm going to get them a body.” 
 
    “I hear you.” 
 
    “I just want this over with. If you don't want to be here then go, but I'm going through with it. I won't hold it against you if you leave.” 
 
    James smiled and stood up tall. “I'm here for you bud. Let's just get that body and get out of here as fast as possible.” 
 
    They reached the room and carefully opened the door. They had been in class less than a week ago dissecting arteries in the arm. In his mind, Isaac could still see the skin flayed open as James picked his way through the muscle and tissue to find the thin red ribbons tucked behind tendon and bone. They had received top marks for their work. It had been the first time that Isaac had felt success in nearly two months. Since he first met Lazarus, he had been more focused and able to avoid common distractions that diverted him from his studies. He had told himself only a week before that it seemed to be a blessing in disguise. He wondered if this was a side effect of the job. He remembered Lazarus talking about extended life spans, but what about improved cognitive abilities? He would file that away and ask Father Luke later. 
 
    The room was sterile and smelled of cheap ammonia-based cleaners. 
 
    “Piss man,” James said. 
 
    “I know, it always smells like piss.” 
 
    “It’s like they don't give a shit. Just use bleach.” 
 
    The door closed behind them as the latch clicked. They walked carefully as their shoes squeaked against the floor. Their cadaver was in the far locker. They pulled against the latch and the table slid out revealing the black body bag zipped shut. A cold fog fell to the ground like a waterfall and spread out covering their shoes. Goosebumps erupted under their jeans and covered their calves and feet. 
 
    “Jesus it’s cold,” Isaac said. 
 
    “How do you want to get this out of here? He's got to weigh over two hundred pounds.” 
 
    “I know. I was thinking we take him under our arms.” 
 
    “Like a stack of wood?” 
 
    “Yeah, sort of.” 
 
    “Let's put him on our shoulders.” 
 
    “But…” Isaac hesitated. 
 
    “I'm not that short. You take the chest and I'll take the legs.” 
 
    A door shut in the hallway startling both men. There was a firm click of shoes walking down the hall towards the room. 
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” James asked. 
 
    “I don't know, but there's nowhere to hide, man.” 
 
    “Fuck, just put him back in the freezer.”  
 
    They shoved the body back into the hold. James pulled against the neighboring freezer and slid out the empty table. He looked up at Isaac. “Dude, get in that freezer, just don't shut the door all the way.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    It was too late as James jumped onto the table and pulled himself in. He carefully closed the door not allowing the latch to click. 
 
    Isaac looked back as the footsteps grew louder. He pulled open the door and slid out the table. It groaned under his weight. He pulled against the side walls as his shoulders struggled to clear the edge. He reached back and pulled the fridge door closed with a loud click. He was trapped in the storage box and it was pitch black. The chill quickly ran up his body and he began to breathe heavily as panic set in.  
 
    The door to the anatomy room opened. Professor Foley entered the room with the janitor behind him. He clutched a dirty rag and a bottle of cleaner. 
 
    “Henry, I know you clean this room every day, but you are missing some areas around the tables.” 
 
    “Sir, I’m sorry if there might be something I’m missing.” 
 
    “Listen, I’m not trying to harp on you, but these kids are working with these bodies and heaven forbid we have any flesh rot. I wouldn't hear the end of it from the department.” 
 
    They crossed the room towards the storage containers where James and Isaac hid. Professor Foley kneeled down and pointed to the aluminum flange under the dissection table. 
 
    “These kids are slobs with these bodies. I can’t guarantee they will actually listen to my directions during class. Can you see this?” He pointed to the dry liquid splatter. 
 
    “What is that?” Henry said. 
 
    “I imagine it is dried fluids from the cadavers. This fluid is not always filled with formaldehyde. If this just sits here, then there's risk. I know it is slim, but we’ve got to get this clean.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I understand.”  
 
    Professor Foley stepped back from the table and pointed to the floor. “Goddammit. Look at these footprints on the floor.”  
 
    “I don’t know where those came from. I cleaned the floors this afternoon.” 
 
    Professor Foley sighed. “I don’t have time to debate you, just clean it up.”  
 
    Henry nodded as the professor walked away. “Yes sir, I’ll get right on it.” The door clicked and Henry was left alone. “Stupid fucking asshole. Clean this my ass.” 
 
    Inside their frozen tombs, Isaac and James tried to stifle a chuckle. 
 
    “Yeah, I will get right on that. Fuck.” 
 
    Henry walked out of the anatomy lab towards the cleaning closet. James pushed himself out of the freezer. His hands shook uncontrollably. “I…saac, where are you?” 
 
    Isaac pounded the door with his head. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Again the pounding. 
 
    James pulled the lever and Isaac slid out of the fridge. He rolled off the table and let out a long moan. “Holy shit that’s cold.” 
 
    “We need to get the fuck out of here.” 
 
    “Let’s just grab the body and go.” 
 
    They opened the fridge and lifted the heavy corpse on their shoulders. Isaac could feel the man’s face pressing against his shoulder. Each step he bobbed up and down. James and Isaac stumbled their way through the halls, carefully listening for any footsteps walking down the hall.  
 
    They stopped just under the exit sign and Isaac kicked open the door. As they exited the building the janitor came around the corner pushing a rolling bucket and a mop. He saw James stepping through the door and the unmistakable image of a cadaver bag slung over his shoulder. 
 
    “Hey what the hell are you doing?” he shouted down the hall. 
 
    James shouted to Isaac, “We need to move buddy.” 
 
    Isaac hit the steps and pulled the body bag sending it careening down the railing and onto the asphalt floor. There was a loud crunch of bone as the bag settled at the rear of Isaac’s truck.  
 
    Isaac scurried after the body as James made his way down the steps. “Goddammit, James!” 
 
    “Just toss it in the back.” 
 
    Isaac pulled up at the midsection and heaved the body into the back of the truck. The shocks squealed as the weight settled. The feet of the cadaver poked out the corner of the bed. The two men scrambled around the truck. The janitor reached the door as the truck roared to life and its wheels squealed for a second before stalling out.  
 
    He stormed down the steps and reached out for the foot sticking out the back of the truck. Isaac could see Henry reaching for the cadaver. He started the truck again and slammed the gear into first. The wheels spun and quickly pulled away as Henry stumbled forward and crashed into a large puddle from that evening’s rain. The truck screamed down the back alley and turned onto the street. Henry slowly stood, the water running like a river off his face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Diving In 
 
      
 
      
 
    The smell of rain carried itself into the church, caught on the currents of two stumbling men. Their heavy breathing broke the silence as they passed underneath a wooden cross. On their shoulders, wrapped in black plastic, was the body of a stranger. They stumbled as exhaustion slowly took over. It was the first time in Isaac’s life where he understood the term deadweight. 
 
    The body dropped from their shoulders and hit the floor in the center of the church. A series of pews had been pushed aside to make way for the crude séance. Father Luke closed and locked the doors behind them. 
 
    “We’re officially closed for business,” Luke said. 
 
    Lazarus appeared from behind the altar, his hand clasped tightly on an open bottle of whiskey. He stepped down and walked up to Isaac and pressed the bottle into his chest. “Take a drink.” 
 
    Isaac could smell the whiskey on his breath. “Are you really drinking right now?” 
 
    “If I was drinking you’d know. Take a sip, you need to burn the edge off.” 
 
    James stared at the bottle in Isaac’s hand. He reached out. “Give me some of that.” 
 
    Lazarus blindly pointed at James as he walked around the body. “That guy knows what’s going on.” 
 
    Isaac pulled the bottle back from James and gulped down a mouthful. His lips curled back as the liquid burned its way down his throat. “Fuck. That’s like acid.” 
 
    “That’s how you know it’s good, and it’s working,” Lazarus said leaning down and pulling open the body bag. Even the drink couldn’t hide the trembling in his fingers and the excitement of the moment.  
 
    “So what are we doing?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “We need to get the séance prepped, body out, circles made of salt,” Luke said. “James come with me and help me with the supplies.” 
 
    “Well, it can’t get any weirder than it is now,” James said. 
 
    “Just wait,” Luke said walking across the church towards a series of cabinets. 
 
    Isaac kneeled down and helped Lazarus remove the body from the bag. They pulled the black plastic back and exposed the nude man to the floor. His right arm dangled unnaturally. 
 
    Lazarus looked at Isaac as he waved at the broken arm. “Chucking him in the truck like a side of beef?” 
 
    “We dropped him in the street as he left the building.” 
 
    There was a pause as Lazarus’s eyebrows lifted. “I’m not judging you.” 
 
    “It sounds like it.” 
 
    “You got a body that’s all I asked. The arm won’t matter. We don’t need it.” 
 
    Luke and James returned with armfuls of supplies. 
 
    Luke handed jars of red salt to Isaac. “Make a circle around the body. James take your candles and set them up on the surrounding pews. Make sure you have catches below the candles. I don’t want to clean up wax tomorrow.” 
 
    The men spent the next half hour prepping the séance. Luke turned down the lights and the church was lit by candlelight. The flames danced and sent shadows climbing over the walls. Wisps of smoke climbed into the air and disappeared against the heavy purple curtains that tightly covered the church’s stained-glass panels. 
 
    Luke stood with his hands on his hips and watched the final preparations. It had been years since he allowed a séance to be conducted in his church. It had been Lazarus’s séance and carelessness that caused the chaos and cost the lives of a number of parishioners. It still haunted him to this day. The waves of memories rushed back and he felt nauseous. There were two young men working diligently on the ground. Their lives were now in his hands and in his trust with Lazarus. 
 
    Lazarus saw the pain in Luke’s face and leaned in. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “I’m just remembering last time.” 
 
    Lazarus’s eyes closed as he pulled in a deep breath.  “Yeah, let's not worry about that right now.” 
 
    “Just tell me you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “I don’t, I never do, you know that.” Luke shook his head in disgust. “I’m just following what the book says.” 
 
    “Lazarus, you have to be sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure it's going to work. What happens on the other side, that will be the hard part.” 
 
    “You can’t leave me here to pick up the pieces again.” 
 
    “Luke I hear you, I understand, it's not going to happen again. We’ll get back just fine. Just be here waiting for us.” 
 
    “You know I'll be here. But will I still see you after?” 
 
    “If it goes right I’ll be around. I still owe you Sundays.” 
 
    A smile crept across Luke's face. “Damn right you do.” He paused a moment. “Lazarus, this kid is a good one.” 
 
    “I know. Just enough cynicism to make it through. He will need you.” 
 
    “I know he will.” 
 
    Isaac and James stood up and carefully crossed the red salt circle. 
 
    “I think we’re ready,” Isaac said. “Is there anything else we need to do?” 
 
    “No. You guys did a good job,” Luke said. 
 
    Lazarus turned to Isaac. “It’s time to go.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    Lazarus looked to Luke. “Do you have the knife?” 
 
    Luke pulled the leather sheath out. The blade handle was wrapped in red leather and looked like it had been dipped in blood. Two leather tassels hung from the end and were tied into firm knots. Luke's hands tingled with anticipation as he tossed the knife to Lazarus. 
 
    “Thank you.” He looked down at the blade. “It’s time old friend.” 
 
    “What is that?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “Well, it's a special blade, older than you can imagine.” 
 
    “Why do we need it?” 
 
    “It will get us into a place we're not supposed to go.” He pulled the blade out and stowed the leather case in his pant pocket. 
 
    Lazarus kneeled down, his hand caressing the cadaver's belly. His fingers tapped in rhythm as if trying to find the sweet spot to strike. He lifted the blade and struck. He ripped down and opened the stomach. Plumes of formaldehyde vapor lifted into the room and drops of fluid splattered over Lazarus's hand. He rested the knife on the chest and reached across pulling the abdomen apart, exposing the preserved organs. Isaac looked down at the pink organ flesh, his eyes following the intestines like a wandering maze. Lazarus's hand pressed the organs apart and created a small cavity at the base of the stomach. 
 
    He leaned back, small speckles of splatter resting on his cheek. “Luke I need that spell.” 
 
    Luke tossed the wooden box to Lazarus and he dumped the white powder over the opening and coated the insides like a fine layer of flour. 
 
    “Isaac, hand me that candle there.” 
 
    Isaac pulled the red candle from the pew and soft drops of wax dripped over the floor and across the body.  
 
    “Cover your eyes everyone, this is going to get bright.” 
 
    Lazarus touched off the powder and the church hall burst into a blinding brilliance as if the sun had shone up through the floor. The sparks and flames climbed high into the air and gave way to a white smoke that billowed up and died against the ceiling. Inside the center of the body burned an unnatural green fire.  
 
    “What the fuck?” James cried out. 
 
    Lazarus returned the blade to the sheath and stood up. “Are you ready?” 
 
    Isaac nodded his head. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Just watch what I do and do the same. 
 
    Lazarus straddled the green flames. They danced and rolled over his legs but nothing burned. There was no heat. He lowered his leg into the flame and slowly stepped down into the body as if he were climbing down steps. Before he disappeared he looked at Luke. “We will be back, I promise.” 
 
    Luke responded. “You better.” 
 
    Isaac's face was in horror as Lazarus disappeared into the cavity. He shook his head and stared up at Luke. 
 
    “You need to follow him, Isaac. Trust him.” 
 
    The panic rose in his chest. “He just…he just…oh my God, where the hell did he go?” 
 
    “Isaac, go. You need to follow him. Just take it one step at a time.” 
 
    “You want me to do that? What he just did?” 
 
    “You need to go now. You don't have the time to sit here and wait. Do it!” 
 
    Isaac's body trembled with fear and his eyes glowed green as he stared in dismay. He carefully stepped over the body and lowered his foot into the stomach, feeling a slim ride up his pant leg before it struck a solid step. It was as if a ladder had been placed under the body. He lowered his next foot and felt the next step. He continued on as his shoulders pressed against the cadaver's stomach stretching the skin along the edges and causing minor tears where the knife had stopped. His head disappeared into the fire and Luke and James were alone in the church. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” James's voice was in shock. 
 
    “James.” He took a deep breath. “Welcome to necromancy.” 
 
    “Where did they go?” 
 
    Luke walked into the circle and carefully fixed a small mistake in the salt wall. He looked up and stared directly into James's eyes. “They are going to Hell and I hope they make it back.” 
 
    James's jaw was slack and it would be nearly an hour before he spoke again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Emerge 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac stepped out of the cave and rested his hand on the rock wall. The jagged lava rock felt like needles and crumbled under his fingers. He still had streaks of body fluid from the cadaver pressed through his dark hair. Just moments before he dropped through and stepped down into a dark world. The cave opened to a gravel hill covered in volcanic ash that swept down to a barren valley. Isaac stared at the bleak horizon and felt the depression wash over him. This world was the opposite of what he had grown to love about Seattle. He spent long afternoons hiking through the abundant cascade forests watered by the endless pacific northwest rain. The firs and ferns dominated the hillsides. It was a living landscape, one that felt alive. This place was none of that. It felt like the life had been pulled out and cast aside. He took a deep breath and stepped out of the cave and into the warm breeze. 
 
    At the base of the hill was a dusty dirt path that lead deep into the valley and disappeared around the edge of a distant hill. At the base of the valley were a series of slow-moving figures walking along the path towards the valley. They were hunched as if carrying a heavy burden and looked out of place in the desert landscape wearing thick trench coats that dragged along the ground. They moved slowly like labored mountain climbers struggling for the last bit of oxygen. Isaac leaned in and took a closer look. Their faces were covered in black leather that narrowed to a metal cylinder hanging heavily off their noses. It took Isaac a moment to realize they were wearing gas masks. With each heavy step, the air filters bobbed against their chests. Isaac wondered what the masks were protecting them from. It dawned on him and he sniffed the air. There was nothing, no smells, no scent of chemicals wafting through the air. Was it something that he couldn't smell? Maybe he was too high up the hill. Isaac lifted his shirt carefully over his mouth to protect himself. It was a few breaths before Isaac realized the air had no smell at all. He dropped his shirt and lifted his hand sniffing the gray ash. Nothing. The world was dead.  
 
    He wanted nothing to do with the valley walkers. He quickly scanned the surrounding gravel opening. Lazarus had to be close.  
 
    Isaac whispered trying to conceal his location. “Lazarus? Lazarus? Are you there?” 
 
    He walked out to the edge and slipped, sending a series of small rocks and boulders tumbling below. He leaned over and called again, “Lazarus, are you there?” 
 
    The gravel hill was silent. There was no life except the soft warm breeze that climbed the hill face. He remembered his summer with the scouts when he was young. They spent hours drilling into boys that if they get lost to stay put and wait for help. He was determined to stay in the cave. Isaac perched carefully on the edge of a rock and focused on the parade of bodies walking through the valley. He wondered where Lazarus had gone. Could they have been dropped into different locations? Doubt crept into his mind and he wondered if Lazarus had abandoned him, leaving Isaac to fend for himself. Was this the spell shop all over again? He wanted to go back to the church, step up through that body and disappear. Isaac quickly jumped down off the rock and ran back into the cave. The walls bent and folded hiding small alcoves and crevices. He reached the back wall of the dark recesses and rubbed his hands over the warm stone. It was a dead end. Just moments ago he had stepped through the rock wall as if it were a fog. He banged his fist hard sending small waves of fine dust falling from the cave wall.  
 
    Isaac kicked at the dirt. “What am I doing?” 
 
    Isaac stayed at the cave entrance. He passed the time tossing stones down the slope waiting for Lazarus to return. Minutes gave way to hours and Isaac began to feel hopeless. He had given his trust to Luke and Lazarus only to be abandoned in this wasteland. It didn't make sense. They walked through the cave wall together. Isaac followed behind Lazarus watching him disappear into the foggy mist that became the back of the cave. They had been seconds apart. It was as if Lazarus had disappeared into thin air. 
 
    He closed his eyes and went back to Oregon, back to his hometown of Bend. It was the only place in the world that he wanted to be. Sitting there on the porch watching the sun rise over the hills to burn off the morning frost. He could smell the coffee brewing in the kitchen and the soft footsteps of his grandmother preparing a special breakfast. That's where he wanted to be. Isaac opened his eyes and threw another stone down the hillside kicking up waves of fine ash. 
 
    There was a sharp echoing cry that startled Isaac out of his daydream. It sounded like a game animal caught by a bear in the woods. The voice squealed and echoed between the valley walls. The row of bodies marching in the valley all stopped and stared up at the cave entrance. They all focused on the hillside as if he were the source. Quickly, Isaac pushed back from the cave entrance and scanned the hillside looking for any signs of movement. He turned and looked up the hill to find a dark shadow perched against the gravel face. His heart raced and his skin went pale. He knew the shape and the wisping smoke that trailed behind. It was unmistakable. 
 
    The shock ran through his body and he fell forward onto the slope. His feet slipped and the ground broke loose sending the gravel sliding down after him in a small avalanche. The ash cloud followed slowly behind him obscuring the view of the demon. He could hear the echoes of the rocks on the valley walls. The commotion had gripped the attention of everyone in the valley. The valley walkers stood like sentinels watching the man clumsily slide down the hill with the smoky demon in hot pursuit.  
 
    Isaac could hear the thundering sounds of hooves pounding the hill face. He struggled to pull himself up and sprint down the hill. Isaac felt like he was swimming through rock. He turned quickly and saw the demon had closed the gap and was nearly on him. He could hear heavy breathing and a chomping sound of teeth gnashing against bone.  
 
    Isaac let out a scream as his momentum lifted him to a standing position. He tried to keep pace, pumping his legs quickly. His foot caught a boulder and he dove head over heels, crashing into the loose gravel and settling on the valley floor. His body sprawled out over the packed dirt as rocks continued to fall all around him. He had no time. He stood and sprinted for the road. Two valley walkers were just ahead of him. They remained perfectly still, their heads turned to the side watching Isaac sprint across the barren plain. The black view-holes of the gas mask fogged as they exhaled each rancid breath. 
 
    Isaac's arms flailed as the hooves approached from behind. He felt a tug against his shoulder and a leg kicked his feet out from under him. Isaac crashed to the ground, his face grinding against the parched earth sending a cloud of dust over his body. He could hear the clicking of the hooves circling him. Fear engulfed his body and he could feel thin streams of blood pouring from his lips to disappear between the cracks of the desiccated ground. He trembled in fear as his loose teeth chattered against the ground. 
 
    Isaac began to cry as the two legs straddled him. He felt death on his back as the demon’s throaty growl grew louder. The demon hovered over Isaac like a beast claiming his prey. The smoke was thinner than what he saw on that bus ride. He could see more of the demon as two black hands slowly rested on either side of Isaac’s face. Thin layers of black smoke fell over the demon's wrist and disappeared into the hot air. 
 
    For the first time, Isaac could hear the demon’s voice. It was hot and sounded like boiling water. “Why are you running? You are in my world now.” 
 
    Isaac mustered what strength remained and turned back towards the tormentor. “Go fuck yourself.” 
 
    The demon's hands pressed down and Isaac could feel the life being pressed out of him. “Be careful what you ask for, Hell can supply all manners of specialties.” 
 
    “Where's Lazarus?” 
 
    “The necromancer? He has abandoned you. You are just a sacrifice.” 
 
    “I don't believe you.” 
 
    “Here Isaac, you are the lamb and I am the wolf. Why do you think he brought you here? That's not how necromancers exorcise demons. They use seraphims to do that.” 
 
    “Then Jalon is on his way.” 
 
    The demon’s claws dug into his back and his words hissed like a snake. “Don’t you say his name in my presence. That whore of Christ will not come for you. But you…you will do what I ask.” 
 
    “That's fancy coming from someone who forced a woman to kill her children.” 
 
    “Trust me she enjoyed it more than she would admit. You would have enjoyed it too if you stayed in that realm. The fun we would have had. You would have cried out like a baby suckling at its mother’s tit. You would have lapped it up like a dog starved and beaten into submission. Now my little lamb, get up.” 
 
    “No. I’m not going anywhere. You’ll have to drag me there.” 
 
    “I won’t have to, you’ll do it yourself.” 
 
    The demon lowered his yellowed teeth into Isaac’s back. Pain surged through his body causing Isaac to freeze in place. It was as if he were paralyzed with fear. Panic swept through his body. He could feel the teeth sink deeper as the demon’s lips pulsed against his flesh coaxing the blood to his mouth. Isaac was frozen to the ground as thin wisps of black vapor licked the streams of blood pouring out through the holes in Isaac’s shirt. The wisps danced before striking like a snake. 
 
    Isaac could feel a cold sensation melting over his back as the smoke poured into the wounds. The pain disappeared and his mouth went dry. He licked his lips and tried to move. He was able to stand slowly. He still felt the fear of the demon there, but he had lost control of his body. His mind raced, he wanted to sprint away, but his body failed to listen. He could control himself, but there was an overwhelming sensation to walk the road. To follow blindly. 
 
    Isaac’s voice shuddered in fear. “What…what did you do?” 
 
    “You can’t run. Don’t try. I am taking you home and if I find your friend, I'll be bringing you both to be judged by the King. We'll see what happens then. Now walk the line.” 
 
    Isaac struggled to wipe the sweat and blood off his face. The demon prodded him in the back and grabbed Isaac’s wrists. A thin black snake slid out of the smoky wisps and wrapped itself around Isaac's hands. Its scaly flesh melted into a black band that pulled tight against the wrists.  
 
    “Why bind me? Just kill me,” Isaac said. 
 
    “I need you, you’re too valuable. You’re also a necromancer's apprentice and I’m not going to risk it. Now walk.” 
 
    The marchers stepped back from the road and allowed Isaac to stumble his way onto the worn path. The path had been walked firm and was as solid as concrete. Ahead the valley lifted up and the hills gave way to jagged mountains. The path ahead disappeared into the horizon. Isaac slowly walked forward trailed by the black demon. 
 
    From along the far ridge, hidden amongst the boulders and cliff’s edge, Lazarus stared down at Isaac and the demon. Lazarus's voice was but a whisper, “Hang in there kid.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Dead See 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac choked on the dust kicked up by the valley marchers. Each plodding footstep shook the ground and sent shivers up his spine. Loose shoe leather flapped in the air as their feet crashed into the dirt. Their heavy trench coats scraped the ground leaving long trails snaking between each footprint. Isaac could hear their raspy breathing struggling to pull air through the metal filters.  
 
    Isaac turned back. “What are these things?” 
 
    The demon walked tall but didn't answer. 
 
    Isaac could feel the cold remnants of the Demon coursing through his veins as images flashed across his mind. He saw the front lines of a war, a depressed no-man's-land covered in a dense fog. The ground had been scorched by waves of fire and left a black soot over the rocks. Waves of men poured over makeshift trenches and stormed into the mist. They were naked from the waist up and were covered in streaks of black soot. Large wings unfurled and they took flight. They were angels. Isaac saw them battle waves of smoky demons on a plain. Black and white blood oozed over the ground as limbs and bodies piled high. The gore built and slowly obscured the rocky ground beneath. The two sides clawed and battled, but the demons won the day. The demons held down the Angels and tore the wings from their backs. They were bound in the trench coats and their faces were covered with masks. 
 
    Isaac looked at the valley walkers and saw the pain in their eyes. 
 
    The demon leaned down. “And sometimes they are food.” 
 
    The last word hung in the air. Isaac was distracted in his dream world and stumbled over a small rock in the trail. He took a step forward and bumped into one of the marchers. Its immense arm pushed back and sent Isaac crashing into the dirt. He heard the large pounding steps as the marcher approached Isaac, the large worn shoe lifted and came crashing down. The demon dragged Isaac’s as the boot smashed a pile of rocks where Isaac’s head had been.  
 
    The demon turned and climbed up the walker’s shoulder. His fingers dug hard into its shoulder sending white blood cascading down the trench coat. A second hand dug in and the demon pulled hard. The walker's arm detached sending a river of blood across the ground. The heavy arm hit the ground and blood pooled in the dirt. Isaac kicked the ground and quickly stood up backing away from the carnage. The walker blindly grasped the protruding stump trying to stop the bleeding. He backed away and fell to the ground. Isaac could see the creature breathing heavily before collapsing to the ground. There was one last breath and the walker was still.  
 
    The demon held the arm in his hand and walked past Isaac. He pulled the coat fabric and exposed the ivory skin. For the next hour, Isaac slowly walked behind the demon trying to ignore the sickening sounds of bone against bone, as the demon slowly picked the arm clean. The demon's head dipped and short shakes loosened fresh pieces of flesh. As if trying to leave a trail to find his way home, the demon cast the empty bones to the side of the path. Isaac couldn't help but stare as he passed. He could feel nausea build with each step. He loathed this creature, but his body trudged along like a blind servant. 
 
    They spent hours walking in silence, the demon setting the pace and Isaac struggling to keep up. They passed rows of hills and tall mountains as they made their way through another valley. They crested what felt like a small pass and began to descend down onto a flat black plain. The trail continued through the valley and died on the horizon.  
 
    Isaac broke the silence. “Where are we going?” 
 
    The demon answered for the first time. “We’ll walk through the Seer Plain.” 
 
    The trail continued down the hillside and turned switchbacks along a sharp cliff. The pair walked carefully, their eyes focused on the sharp rock peaks that awaited them if they slipped. Isaac could see the rotten remains of impaled marchers who had slipped and fallen to their death. Their large trench coats flapped in the breeze. 
 
    The dirt path gave way to a powder-sand beach that met the black expanse.  
 
    Isaac’s feet sank and he fought to stay upright. The demon pressed through the landscape with ease, the sand parting gently against his feet and allowing him to walk quickly ahead. The sweat poured down Isaac’s face as he made his way to the edge of the beach. What was ahead of him was hard to comprehend. A flat glass like a black mirror that stretched into infinity. The white sand finished in a false edge as small grains of sand fell out onto the surface. The demon stood and watched the horizon as Isaac finally reached his side. 
 
    The demon turned slightly. “This is where the dead wait to enter.” 
 
    “Enter what?” 
 
    The smoky face looked down at Isaac and he knew. This empty plain was the entrance to hell. Isaac’s eyes were wide and he could feel his heart pounding in his chest. He had assumed he was already in Hell. Isaac's legs grew weak and he dropped to his knees.  
 
    “I don’t know what you want from me. I’ve got nothing to offer you.” The demon was silent. “I’m just some medical student that was conned into this. I don’t give a shit about Lazarus, I just want to go back to my regular life.” 
 
    The demon let Isaac’s words settle. “Are you done?” 
 
    Isaac shook his head. “I just want to go back. I don’t want this!” 
 
    “The whore will have you back working within a day.” He points up at the black starless sky. “You know he has a plan for you. This is his plan. Unfortunately, you didn’t get a say in that plan. You just live out your life, walking the world like you can see, but you are blind. You are a blind mouse mindlessly following a maze you don’t see. All of this is planned for you, little lamb. Free will is a lie. Your life is now controlled by the King.” The demon paused. “We need to continue.” 
 
    Isaac could feel his will growing as if for a brief moment the demon lost its hold. He looked back to the cliff behind him and up to the valley’s edge. The first of the marchers were reaching the crest and they slowly began to climb down the winding road. 
 
    Isaac thought back to the cave entrance. Maybe he missed something, maybe there was a way back. He thought about running and how far he might get before the demon stopped him. He tore the arm off the walker with ease, there was no way he couldn't stop that. His throat was dry and he was starving. There was nothing behind that would help. Even if he somehow got away, he would likely die on the valley, his body drying to dust in the desiccating winds. The cold sensation returned and he turned, his body intent on following his tormentor.  
 
    Isaac could feel the sand shifting slowly beneath him. He took a step and there was a moan on the wind. He took another and cleared the sand, touching the mirrored surface. It was solid like polished obsidian. He could see his reflection extended out over the black surface. He was above and his twin below. 
 
    He stepped again and looked down at his feet. The black mirrored surface was like clear glass, each footstep pushing away black smoke that collected below. Isaac’s heart gave way as dozens of white eyeballs peered up at him. They were trapped under the glass. With each step he took he revealed new eyes. They looked frightened and panicked. Each eye shivered, pleading in vain for Isaac to save them. 
 
    Isaac stepped back onto the sand in horror. “The eyes…what are they, whose are they?” 
 
    “They are souls waiting to get into hell. Their punishment is the waiting. The monotony and the horror of knowing what is coming and that there is nothing they can do.” The demon smiled for the first time and Isaac saw his cruelty on display. His crooked black finger pointed to the horizon. “Hell is this way, Isaac. There is only one way to go.” 
 
    Isaac's body carried him forward. His foot parted the smoke and dozens of eyes stared up at him. Isaac ignored the horror below his feet and focused on the horizon. With each step, the ground turned white for an instant before turning black again. The two figures slowly walked over the flat expanse. Each footstep marked and faded like phosphorescent shadows on a black sea stretching off into the horizon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Pawn 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac slowed to a crawl and his feet tangled, sending him to his knees. The mirrored surface cleared and he stared down at a cluster of shivering eyes. The heat pressed down on him and streams of sweat dripped off his brow and pooled on the ground below. He had never been this thirsty and sucked back on the salty liquid clinging to his upper lip.  
 
    The demon sensed Isaac slowing. He turned and his voice was firm. “Keep moving.” 
 
    Isaac paused gasping for breath. “I…I need water. It's been too long.” 
 
    Isaac fell and rolled to his back. He stared up at the featureless sky, the muted horizon stretched out like an impenetrable dome keeping the world beneath hostage.  
 
    The demon turned and slowly walked to Isaac's side. “You want water?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    The demon reared back and spat at Isaac. A thick gray glob struck his leg and crawled down his pants. It sizzled as the acid melted the thin layer of cotton. Isaac swiped hard at his pant leg and flung the mucus onto the ground. 
 
    “Goddammit!” Isaac cried out. 
 
    The Demon’s eyes burned red. “Walk.” 
 
    Isaac felt a quiver in his stomach and cramp ripped through his belly as he fought the sensation of vomiting. Deep inside his body, an invisible hand squeezed the last bit of drive out of him. It pushed him to stand and press on. 
 
    The creature continued towards the horizon with Isaac in tow. After an hour a dull warm light appeared on the horizon. At first, it was red, but as they walked closer the colors shifted to orange and then yellow. The change was both exciting and terrifying. Isaac watched as the demon's eyes grew wider. He was looking forward to something and Isaac was not eager to know what that was. 
 
    With each step, the horizon grew more terrifying. Isaac could see burning smoke billowing into the sky from what appeared to be a river of fire. It separated the flat glass-like landscape behind him from a rocky moonscape ahead. 
 
    They approached the edge and Isaac could feel the heat of the magma flowing below. Currents and rapids bent and climbed over large floating boulders that occupied the river at the base of the canyon.  
 
    He stopped feet from the edge, the heat was hotter than anything he could imagine. He could only bear it for a moment before recoiling to safety. The demon stood proudly like a pioneer seeing his land for the first time. A torrent rose up off the cliff's edge and whipped back the smoke that poured out along his body.  
 
    Isaac stumbled closer to the demon and tried to talk over the sound of the rushing river below. “Where are we?” 
 
    He raised his arms proudly. “We are at the gates. Hell is before you.” 
 
    “And the lava?” 
 
    “The river. It's a torrent of pain and suffering that fuels all we see. Without it, we would have nothing.” 
 
    Isaac looked around lost. “That sounds nice. I'm guessing there's a gate?” 
 
    The demon pointed down the cliff's edge towards two narrow towers crowned with blue lights. 
 
    “Of course there is a gate,” Isaac said. 
 
    They continued up the river's edge to the entrance. The wide slate bridge arched over the river of fire. A vertical column of smoke broke under the arch and flowed over the edge and into the sky. It gave an illusion of an endless wall that towered into the sky. Isaac could see the ripples and undulation as the heat swirled through the smoky wall. 
 
    The demon walked to the edge of the bridge and waited. The two were alone staring across to the rocky landscape beyond. 
 
    The demon spoke. “Don’t move, we’re being watched.” 
 
    Isaac scanned the area in a panic. “Who is watching us?” 
 
    “The Gatekeepers.” 
 
    Isaac took a step backward. “Where? Where are they?” 
 
    Slowly the demon lifted his arm and pointed up to the top of the towers. “We can only cross if they let us.” 
 
    “I take it they haven't given us a pass yet?” 
 
    “The light is still blue. We can't go.” 
 
    Isaac stared at the peaks of the towers. They were nearly three hundred feet high and stood like tall pins embedded in the cliff’s edge. Along the outside of the stone structure was a winding iron staircase. 
 
    “What you don't get a quick pass or something?” Isaac said sarcastically. 
 
    The demon ignored him and continued to stare forward across the bridge. 
 
    Isaac scanned the towers, watching for any movement. His hands fidgeted with his pants as he nervously shifted his weight. The scene felt like a mural painting lifted from Dante.  
 
    He whispered to himself, “Jesus this can't be real.” 
 
    Isaac looked to the tower top where the dull blue light shined. From this distance, he strained to see anything. He thought he saw something moving, a figure working the top of a lighthouse.  
 
    “Is someone up there?” 
 
    The demon's voice was muted. “Yes.” 
 
    “I think I see them on both towers. What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “For the go-ahead.” 
 
    Isaac looked again. He saw the figures frantically moving and dancing on the peak. The blue light dimmed and turned red. 
 
    “Um…the light. The light changed.” 
 
    The demon stepped back slowly. His arms reached out and corralled Isaac. “Stay behind me. We are going to have to negotiate entry.” 
 
    Two enormous black blobs rolled off the tower tops and quietly fell through the air.  
 
    “Something is coming,” Isaac said as he pointed up. 
 
    The demon hissed. 
 
    The objects rippled and tumbled as the hot wind prodded the folds. They gained speed and accelerated towards the ground. Isaac could hear a growing bomb-like whirring as the objects approached. They struck the bridge ahead of them sending rocks and bits of gravel shooting into the air. 
 
    Rocks streamed down as Isaac covered his face, “What the hell are they?” 
 
    The dust slowly lifted revealing two boiling masses turning in the dirt. Isaac peered closer and saw the horror. Tens of thousands of spiders swarmed over themselves, their legs pulling tight as the mass slowly lifted and took shape. First legs and then arms dropped out of the frothing torso. Spiders lost their grip and dripped like water drops to the ground only to scurry back to the mob. They were the gatekeepers, the protectors of the bridge to hell.  
 
    The demon addressed them. “I have business beyond. I must be allowed to cross.” 
 
    Their faces formed and a gap moved where a mouth would be. Their voices spoke in unison and sounded like millions of ticking legs. “Aamon, you are always welcome here, but you bring a fleshling with you. He belongs in the fire. His soul should fuel our master.” 
 
    “I am free to bring who I want.” 
 
    The two gatekeepers shifted their stance and inched closer. “Oh, no my dear Aamon. Here at this bridge, you follow our rules. You know this. We do not let fleshlings across. They belong below, not above. They must wait their turn before they burn.” 
 
    Isaac looked down at the mirrored surface and saw the eyes staring, but this time they focused on the gatekeepers and ignored his presence. Bloody veins appeared and turned the whites of their eyes a deep red. He looked up and saw the towering gatekeepers. He stepped back looking off into the horizon. He thought about running, leaving to go back to the cave to live out the next few days and die of thirst. For the first time, that option seemed better than any other. 
 
    The gatekeepers approached and Aamon stepped forward to meet them. Isaac wondered why he would protect him. He was a nothing, just a piece of some larger play. He shook his head and felt the cold leave his body. He felt the demon's touch leave his body. The demon had lost control of him.  
 
    Aamon was now twenty feet in front of him and looked ready to strike.  A large flash of light streamed out of Aamon and ripped through one gatekeeper leaving a hole in its torso. Spiders on the edge of the hole fell to the ground as small drops of flames. Isaac took a deep breath. The smell of burning spider made him sick and he coughed out their dusty remains. 
 
    The gatekeeper slowly closed the open hole, sending new spiders to patch the missing area.  
 
    The gatekeepers hissed. “Aamon, The King will be angry at your lack of respect.” 
 
    “Nonsense, he will have you boiled alive in the river for yours.” 
 
    The two gatekeepers melted into the ground and descended on Aamon. The sound of the legs ticking against the ground was deafening. The two gatekeepers moved and reformed into a single mass as they dropped down onto Aamon disappearing him into the swarming pile.  
 
    For the first time, Isaac heard Aamon scream out in pain. He couldn't imagine the feeling of millions of spiders crawling and biting. He saw his opportunity and sprinted away from the burning river. The screams from Aamon nipped at his back, but he knew this was his opportunity to run. For the first time since Aamon bit him, he felt in control of his body. His feet pounded against the ground and he ran faster than he ever thought was possible. He kept running, for nothing more than to have a chance at freedom. Even if that freedom was death. 
 
    After a few minutes of sprinting, he dropped down to one knee and rolled onto his back. He felt helpless in this foreign place, but more than anything he wanted a drink. His mouth was dry and he could feel cramps starting to nibble at his calves.  
 
    His voice was soft. “I’m here, what are you going to do for me? I need help. I can't do this without you.” 
 
    A click of feet sounded just over his head and Isaac rolled to his stomach expecting Aamon or one of the gatekeepers. A shape slowly walked out of darkness. An arm lifted up and pulled the hood back and Isaac saw Lazarus standing before him. “We don't have all day kid, we need to go.” 
 
    Before Isaac could process what Lazarus said he lost conscience and collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Bargain 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac's head bobbed and a cool breeze gently ruffled his hair. He had been asleep, but his eyes protested remaining closed. There was a sudden movement and his body slid up against a short wall. He squinted in the bright daylight as the wooden cart clicked along the uneven path.  
 
    “You waking up boy?” It was his grandfather's voice. 
 
    Isaac turned and saw his grandfather dressed in overalls and a dirty white shirt, his gray hair dancing in the wind. 
 
    “Grandpa, how did you get here?” 
 
    “That's a funny question. The better one is, how you got here?” 
 
    The cart shook again and Isaac's head bumped the rotted seat. His eyes opened wider and he saw the bags of grain stacked up next to him.  
 
    “What is all this?” 
 
    “We're getting grain for the pigs. Did you forget where you are?” 
 
    “No, I just thought I was somewhere else.” 
 
    “Where would that be boy?” 
 
    He could still remember the burning river of fire and sprinting away. He collapsed and he saw Lazarus's face. That had all gone and somehow faded away. He was back in Oregon.  
 
    Isaac responded. “All I know is it wasn't here.” 
 
    He could hear his grandfather chuckling. “That must have been a big dream.” 
 
    “When did you get a cart?” 
 
    “I've always had this, just felt like taking it out today.” 
 
    The road drifted by, edged by a small bank where the grass was tall and filled with white and purple field flowers. The path was lined with walnut trees that shook in the afternoon. Beams of light fell gently through the leaves and struck the ground out of sight.  
 
    Isaac lifted his large frame and rested against the old seat. He could smell his grandfather's cheap cologne that he quietly purchased from the country store. He had first bought it years ago when Nan had told him she enjoyed the smell. Isaac smiled and let the familiar world soak into him like a dry sponge. The sound of his grandfather calmed his heart. 
 
    “Where are we going, Grandpa?” 
 
    “Well, I'm going home. What about you?” 
 
    “Can I come home too?” 
 
    “I don't know, can you?” 
 
    “Well, I'm not going to get out of this cart if that means anything.” 
 
    “It sounds like you are going my way then.” 
 
    They rolled down the path and turned a sharp corner. In the distance, Isaac could see a worn-out barn, rotten from too many years of roof leaks. The hay was piled against the one side, as the farmer struggled to get any use out of the dwindling facility. 
 
    “I feel like I could go back to sleep,” said Isaac. 
 
    “Well, you just might.” 
 
    Isaac leaned back and the bright light shone through his closed eyelids. He felt the sun's warmth prickling against his skin and he moved to rub his arm. There was a resistance and his eyes shot open. His hands were bound with a tight black band.  
 
    He shifted in the cart and turned. “Grandpa my hands.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see that.” 
 
    Isaac tried to stand but his legs were bound. A panic began rising in his chest. “Holy shit, what the fuck is going on?” 
 
    His grandfather was silent. He seemed to ignore Isaac's struggles and cries. Isaac stared at his grandfather. The wind picked up and strands of hair flew off his head and his clothes and skin smoked and blew away like ash to reveal a man covered in a black robe and hood. 
 
    “Grandpa?” Isaac questioned, watching one of the only people he loved in this world slowly disappear into the air. 
 
    The voice came from the other side of the hood. It was his grandfather’s but it warbled and was changing with each syllable. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I'm dreaming ain't I?” 
 
    “Just remember your faith boy and you might find a way out of here.” 
 
    The world slowly darkened and the walnut trees burned and lifted into the air. The grass died back to reveal scorched lava rock, crushed gravel, and dust. The bumps continued and the cart gave way to a worn sack and Isaac realized he was being dragged down the darkened hellscape. 
 
    Just over his head, two sets of feet crunched in the gravel as Isaac fully awoke to the world around him. He rolled off the canvas sack and tried to stand, stumbled back and fell to the ground cracking his head against a stone. 
 
    Isaac winced as the crunching steps stopped.  
 
    He heard Lazarus's voice. “Jesus kid, don't kill yourself.” 
 
    Isaac opened up to Lazarus to see him pulling the hood back. A fresh wound extended down the side of his head and the dried blood crusted thick, forming a crude scab.  
 
    Isaac panicked pushing back against a small boulder. He lifted his hands to show Lazarus. 
 
    “Listen it’s part of the bargain.” 
 
    The word struck Isaac and he felt a trap door release in his mind. As if flushing doubt into the abyss only to be filled with resentment. His lips curled as he spoke, “Bargain? What are you talking about?”  
 
    Isaac jumped to his feet. The memories of the last week and his abandonment to the demon were too much. A blind rage grew in his belly and he quickly lost control. Isaac jump-hopped and came down on Lazarus, who lifted his hands in vain to protect himself. There was nothing he could do, Isaac had tasted home and it was more than he needed. His bound hands lifted up and crashed down cracking Lazarus's nose and pressing fresh blood out over his cheek. Isaac dropped his head and struck Lazarus's forehead. Skin split exposing a thin line of white before Lazarus’s racing heart expelled blood out over his forehead. Lazarus fumbled for a rock to protect himself. Isaac was breathing heavily and he stood again leading with his knees. Isaac took the rock to the shoulder before crashing down onto Lazarus's chest. The air pressed out of the man's lungs and Lazarus rolled on the ground gasping for breath and clutching his chest. Fresh streams of blood trickled down his nose and forehead and fell out over the ground. 
 
    Isaac leaned into him. “You fucking left me to die in this fucking hell hole! You piece of shit!” 
 
    He pounded with his fists again expecting to hear a bone snap and flesh tear. 
 
    Lazarus choked back a breath and pressed his hands out. “I didn’t…” He coughed. “You have to lis…” 
 
    “Fuck you I don't want to listen to your excuses anymore. It’s been nothing but a continuous shit show. Do you even know what the hell you are doing? Do you even fucking care about anything except yourself?”  
 
    The venom dripped off his tongue and his anger overtook him. Isaac stood again and hopped towards Lazarus who was now cowering against a boulder with his arms out. Blood collected on his hands and covered his face.  
 
    Isaac jumped again intending to throw his weight once more onto Lazarus when his body was struck by an object. He tumbled to the ground and let out a long moan. Isaac and Lazarus writhed in pain as Aamon walked slowly towards Isaac. Isaac's mind melted in horror as the tormentor dropped a small dirty cloth at Lazarus's feet. 
 
    Isaac's eyes were wide and his fear gave way to a deep and resonating anger. He felt his chest swelling and for a brief moment, he calculated the cost of going through the demon.  
 
    “You piece of shit,” Isaac spat. 
 
    Lazarus lifted his hand and motioned towards Isaac, “Calm down.” 
 
    “Fucking calm down? You think you can tell me to calm down.” Isaac struggled to stand again, but the quickness of Aamon stopped him as he fell back into the gravel. Isaac felt the demon's touch, it was cold and felt like life was being pulled from his arm. It burned like open ice pressed hard against the skin. Isaac recoiled and slid back again the rock. His face was level with Aamon's and he could see Lazarus standing in the distance. 
 
    “Listen I deserved that. Shit, you are a tough son of a bitch,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “You two are working together? Is that why you abandoned me? Just some fodder for your plan.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Lazarus said wiping the blood from his face. 
 
    “What is it then?” Isaac cried out. 
 
    “Aamon let him stand, you can keep the bands on the wrists. I think he's gotten it out of him.” 
 
    “You want to see old man?” Isaac's eyes were wide and his face pulsed red. 
 
    Aamon looked at Lazarus and he nodded. Aamon touched the bindings on Isaac's feet and the slack went out. The band fell to the ground and slowly sprang to life. A dark green snake slithered towards Aamon and disappeared into the demon's smoky leg. 
 
    Lazarus walked up to Isaac and helped him to his feet. Isaac struggled to stand up; his legs were sore from the fall.  
 
    “We are bargaining and you are a bargaining chip and I'm sorry for that. But if you want to get out of here, you follow along.” 
 
    “He is going to kill us,” Isaac pleaded. 
 
    “He doesn't give a shit about us.” 
 
    “You are going to believe that? Then what the fuck are we doing here?” 
 
    “We need to get to the King's palace and then we go.” 
 
    “You think he is just going to let us go? Are you insane? Do you know where we are?” 
 
    "Yes, I do. But I know what he wants and he can't have it without us.” 
 
    “What the hell would that be?” 
 
    Lazarus paused and looked at Aamon who was standing like a statue waiting on the path. “He wants one thing…” 
 
    Aamon broke his silence, and his voice rang through the landscape. “I want the seraphim.”  
 
    Isaac looked at Lazarus, and he nodded slowly. “Jalon?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Weary 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lazarus lifted the small pot from the hot vent. The water boiled hard against the side of the metal pan and drops fell out onto the ground and sizzled into steam. He stirred in oatmeal until the spoon stuck firm. He placed the cup down and made a second batch.  
 
    Lazarus kicked his leg out and struck Isaac on the side. The mountain of a body shifted and rolled over. Isaac's eyes were dark and heavy and screamed for more sleep. He rubbed his face with his bound hands and flicked specks of dried crust to the ground. 
 
    “What do you want?” Isaac spat on the ground next to him. 
 
    “Breakfast.” Lazarus handed the cup to Isaac who looked down and took a bite. 
 
    “Camping supplies? You didn't come in here with anything.” 
 
    Lazarus chewed on his oatmeal. “This isn't my first time here.” 
 
    Isaac shook his head in disbelief. “There's nothing shocking anymore. How many times have you been here?” 
 
    “Here? Never. But I've been to the cave we entered four times. I never ventured far. The last two times I've brought supplies and stored them away. Just some basics, water and food. Two cups. Nothing special.” 
 
    Isaac shifted in the dirt and finished the oatmeal. He tossed the cup back to Lazarus. 
 
    “Do you want some more?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He paused as Lazarus stirred in the water and mixed the oatmeal. Isaac wasn't picky, he couldn't remember his last meal. It might have been a day or two. He felt his mind was starting to slip and struggling to connect the two worlds. If he spent any more time in this place he might forget the real world. 
 
    “What about Luke and James? What are they just sitting there sleeping in the pews as the body rots in that church?” 
 
    “No, that's not how it works. The first time I came here I spent just an hour and only a few minutes passed back at my place. So I extended my time on the next trip. I figure only an hour or two have passed up there since we walked through the cave.” 
 
    Isaac smiled thinking of James snoring in the pews with a stale beer sitting on the ground. “Where are we?” 
 
    “We are in Hell. We got through the gate.” 
 
    “How? Aamon was fighting the gatekeepers.” 
 
    “Shortly after I ran into you Aamon found us. That's where I got this.” He touched the wound on his face. “He came after me, but I promised him Jalon if he promised to take us to the King.” 
 
    “You are going to give him Jalon? How?” 
 
    “I have the ability to call him. Finish your meal we will have to get going soon.” 
 
    Isaac ate in silence before stopping. “You left me at the cave.” 
 
    “I didn't know where we were going and if he brought you to the gatekeepers and you knew anything they would have gone after you. You came with a clean heart and that probably saved you both.” 
 
    The crunching of rocks startled Isaac and he dribbled oatmeal down his cheek. Aamon rounded the corner and sat on a large boulder. A small lizard-like creature fought in his hand as blood dripped out a large wound where a leg was missing. Aamon gave it no chance to survive and shoved the lizard into his smoky face. Small drops of blood flicked out of his mouth and fell down onto the black rocks below. 
 
    Isaac looked down at the remaining oatmeal and he felt ill. He passed the cup back to Lazarus. “You can finish for me. I'm good.” 
 
    Lazarus took the cup and downed the remaining oatmeal in one gulp. Isaac could see the crusted wounds on his face. The long cut on his cheek and the bruising around his eyes and nose. All of the lies and anger seemed to melt away.  
 
    “I really fucked up your face.” 
 
    “That you did.” He touched his nose gently. “I haven't had my ass kicked like that since I was a kid.” 
 
    Isaac looked up at Aamon. “So where are we going?” 
 
    Aamon continued to chew, crushing bones and flesh with his teeth. He slowly swallowed what remained of the lizard and looked up at Isaac. “We are going to see the King.” 
 
    “Satan?” 
 
    Lazarus stepped in. “No. Buer. The Cloven One.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds just wonderful,” Isaac said sarcastically. 
 
    “Buer is the King of the land we are going to. He commands demons. He is a sight. He has multiple legs that connect to his body and allow him to move fast in any direction. He rotates like a wheel, each foot is a cloven hoof and he can climb like a mountain goat. Aamon is part of his legion. He was given his cloven feet by the King.” Lazarus paused before continuing. “Buer has a face of a lion and his mane flows down his back and covers his body. It is rumored in some writings that the mane is magical.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “There are books that speak of him. The Grimoire. Demon descriptions in old texts. Books not incorporated into the Bible. Gnostic traditions. There are things not included in the general Lexicon. They didn't fit a narrative. They describe this world and others. The extra myths made the Christian story complicated. So they were pushed off as pagan dealings. Things witches and necromancers did in the shadows.” He finished with a smile as if he enjoyed his outcast existence. 
 
    Aamon stood and looked down at the two men. “We need to move now to catch the boat.” 
 
    Lazarus nodded and stood. He helped Isaac up as his hand brushed against the snakeskin binding. He felt a moment of remorse having him bound like that. He knew what the boy would have to face.  
 
    “We still have a distance to walk, so we need to get some miles under us,” said Lazarus.  
 
    Isaac was resigned to his situation, the cold demonic possession still flowed through his veins. His body followed like a dog after its master. He kept his distance walking behind Lazars and Aamon. In the distance, the horizon burned a fierce red. It was miles away but the scale terrified the mortal men. 
 
    “Is that where we are going?” asked Isaac. 
 
    “Yes, the lake,” Lazarus responded. “And then the mountain beyond.” 
 
    Aamon led the way as the two men struggled to keep up. They continued towards the horizon and crested a small hill. The landscape before them was pot-marked. Rocks and boulders collected to form mounds and small pools of dark liquid stretched out across like shell holes from a grisly war. Isaac and Lazarus could see movement between the mounds as a team of dog-like creatures with serpent's heads worked along the pools pulling rocks and stacking them in piles. 
 
    Aamon stopped at the top. “We will make it through the plain, but you must follow my lead. These creatures are scavengers.” 
 
    Before the two men could respond Aamon broke down the hill in a sprint, sending up dust and debris into the air. Isaac and Lazarus followed stumbling down the hill. In the distance, the creatures working the pools slowed and their heads turned to the dust cloud lifting from the edge of the rim. Their lips pulled back and their white fangs showed in the dark light. Pink tongues flicked in the air and caressed the tips of their lips.


 
   
  
 

 The Hot Ride into Hell 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac and Lazarus stumbled down the hillside chasing after Aamon who was now in a full sprint. Isaac fell behind as his bound hands spun in circles fighting to maintain his balance. 
 
    “Hey! Can I get these off?” Isaac cried. 
 
    Isaac stopped as he reached the bottom of the hill. He paused and brought his arms up over his head and down against his hips. He felt the black band stretch and fray. He dropped his arms again and the bands broke sending spurts of blood over the ground and across Isaac's shirt. The bands shifted to reveal Aamon's snake writhing and jerking in pain. Isaac rubbed his hands and looked up to see Lazarus weaving through the boulder mounds, his feet kicking up gravel and dust as he turned a corner and disappeared.  
 
    The boulder mounds were as high as a home and dotted the plain blocking any clear view of the surrounding area. Long footprints with deep talon marks peppered the ground in all directions. 
 
    Isaac rounded a mound and cried out, “Lazarus? Are you there?”  
 
    There was no answer. In the distance, Isaac could hear a low rumbling as if a stampede of animals were approaching. The ground trembled and Isaac dodged the collapsing mounds. Ahead, Lazarus's legs disappeared around the edge. 
 
    “Lazarus!” he cried out. 
 
    Isaac felt uneasy like he was being abandoned again. A moment passed and Lazarus reappeared on the path. He waved his arm. “Come on, we have to catch up.” 
 
    For the moment Isaac was relieved. “I'm moving as fast as I can.” 
 
    There was a flash and a blurry figure snatched Lazarus and pulled him down the path and out of view. Isaac's eyes went wide as he heard Lazarus scream out in pain. The sound of digging claws echoed. 
 
    Isaac rounded the corner to see Lazarus lying prone on the ground with his arms in the air. Perched above on its hind legs was a creature that stood nearly seven feet tall. Matted gray-brown hair covered its body and its legs rippled with thick muscles. Long veins bulged at the ankle and Isaac could see the yellowed talons digging into the ground. The creature had dug hard and scrape marks extended out on either side of Lazarus. Isaac could see the back of the creature's scaly head and the sides of the slanted eyes. A long forked tongue slowly tasted the air as if probing the aroma of the captured prey below. 
 
    The creature let loose a loud hiss and arched its back to attack. Isaac wasted no time and grabbed a nearby rock, releasing it and striking the back of the skull with a dull crack. Isaac felt the ground shake as the creature stumbled and collapsed to the ground in a daze. It fought to stand but its legs were like jelly. 
 
    Isaac reached Lazarus and yanked him up. “Come on let’s go.” 
 
    They sprinted towards an open pond. Behind them, the creature reached its feet and took chase. The black liquid in the pond pulsed with each pounding step. Behind them, they could hear heavy breathing approaching. A horrifying shriek forced both men to grasp their ears.  
 
    They neared the pond and Isaac pushed hard against Lazarus’s shoulder sending him flying into the nearby rock mound. He rolled to the ground as the creature flew past still focused on Isaac. Its mouth was wide and the forked tongue reached out and smacked Isaac in the shoulder. Isaac dropped to his knees and rolled onto his back, kicking up with his legs and sending the creature flying into the deep pool. The massive body struck sending showers of the thick liquid splashing against the ground.  
 
    Isaac stood quickly to see the creature floundering and fighting. He realized that the pools were full of thick tar. The black tar strands fell off the creature's face as the heavy burden dragged the creature down. Small bubbles popped and the liquid went still.  
 
    Isaac rushed to Lazarus and pulled him up. Fresh wounds oozed red where rocks had cut shallow gouges. He instinctively rubbed, smearing the blood over his hand. 
 
    “Which way did Aamon go?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “Towards the red horizon.” 
 
    The two men didn't wait for another creature to appear and broke off down the trail towards the auburn horizon. They weaved around rock mounds as a large flash appeared ahead of them. The light filled the dark landscape and cast long shadows over the ground. The light was followed seconds later by a large explosion.  
 
    “What was that?” Isaac asked breathing hard. 
 
    “That might’ve been our friend.”  
 
    They continued and rounded a mound, as two creatures stumbled by limping down the path and away from the clearing ahead. 
 
    Lazarus and Isaac slowed. A clearing opened and Aamon stood in the center of a shallow smoking crater. The two men slowly approached. Lining the edge of the crater were body parts that smoked, releasing their thick stench of burning flesh. Some fingers and toes still twitched with the last remnants of life. 
 
    Aamon turned his head, his eyes glowing a fierce red before dying to purple and then black. “Scavengers, all of them.” 
 
    The two men were silent. 
 
    Aamon's hoof ground in the dirt, forming a small hole in the black sand. He snorted out and a plume of black smoke lifted off his face. He looked up and saw Isaac over Lazarus's shoulder. He was free and unbound. Aamon's eyes burned and he moved in a flash. His weight dropped on Isaac and pushed him down into the ground. His long fingers grabbed Isaac's wrists and pulled up.  
 
    Isaac could feel the weight on his chest and struggled to breathe, giving out a weak moan as his arms were stretched to the limit. He could feel his shoulders slipping. 
 
    Aamon's face dipped down. “How did you get free?” 
 
    Isaac fought to get his breath; he choked down air and breathed in Aamon's smoke. He could feel a burning sensation through his lungs and he bent to cough.  
 
    Isaac forced out a response. “You left us.” 
 
    “Lies how did you get it off?” 
 
    “Fuck, get off me.”  
 
    Aamon rolled Isaac and pinned his hands back. A new snake crawled out and formed a fresh bond around Isaac's wrists. The demon stood and left Isaac to struggle on the ground. 
 
    “Really? Behind my back? Come on!” Isaac cried out. 
 
    Aamon's face was inches from Lazarus. “How did he do that?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “You helped him.” 
 
    “No, honestly!” 
 
    “We had an agreement.” 
 
    “We are still in agreement.” 
 
    “If you are playing games with me, I will make sure you are alive when I begin to dine.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don't know.” 
 
    “Pick him up.” 
 
    Lazarus stepped aside and helped Isaac up. “Just calm down.”  
 
    It was an hour of silent walking as the three continued down a worn path towards the burning horizon. The red sky grew and the men could see an increasing haziness above as if smoke were accumulating. The path gave way to a sloping plain that ended in a lake of fire, that stretched out as far as they could see. 
 
    The path ended at a small dock where a boat bobbed slowly in the raging inferno. A heinous woman paced in front of the boat. Her wire arms and legs were connected to a board-flat torso, which sported a small paunch that fell over her tattered clothes. Her sagging breasts swung in the air under a thin top. Greased hair hung down the sides of her face and dropped her shoulders. The folds in her face pushed against her narrowed eyes and a toothless black void dangled limp in the dry air.  
 
    They approached the dock and she moved picking up a long paddle. Aamon walked up to the woman and rested his hand on her shoulder. She gave a wry smile and motioned for the men to board.  
 
    The dock stood in a shallow lake of fire. The ground beneath could be seen as the flames danced and shifted in the air. The men stepped carefully over the wooden dock. 
 
    Isaac leaned into Lazarus. “There’s no heat.” 
 
    The woman’s grating voice answered. “The heat is not for everyone. You don't feel it because it is not yet meant for you.” 
 
    They stepped down from the dock and into the wooden boat. It floated inches above the fire and shifted as if balancing on water. Wisps of flames danced up the side trying to grasp at the boat. Isaac looked over the side to see the fiery tendrils grasping like fingers as if reaching out to claim lost souls. 
 
    The oar dug into the fire and the flames swirled, grasping like a thousand tiny hands. She pressed hard with her frail arms and the boat launched setting sail into the blaze. 
 
    Her voice came again. “I see you boy, staring into the fire. It tempts everyone. Even the strong, but I would focus your eyes up and look forward. You don't want to be pulled into it earlier than necessary.”  
 
    Her lips curled back and showed her rotten gums that were cracked black and bleeding. She let out a wheezing cough and dug again into the fire.  
 
    Isaac looked up towards the smoke ceiling above. It had grown dense and dark. The smoke folded and swirled like an afternoon thunderstorm. The world had suddenly grown small. He was sandwiched against the clouds above and the lake of fire. Isaac focused ahead, towards the edge of the lake and the silhouette of a black mountain on the horizon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The King 
 
      
 
      
 
    The boat floated over the boiling fire towards a white sand beach. They had spent hours rowing across the burning abyss towards the black mountain. All along, the old woman rowed. Each stroke she freed the paddle and burning embers would drop off the tip falling harmlessly into the inferno. 
 
    It had been a silent trip, both Aamon and Lazarus staring off the bow. Lazarus's face was nervous. The sweat built on brow and his eyes shifted nervously towards the horizon. For the first time, he looked fearful as if the entire trip beforehand was known or planned out. His hands fidgeted as he peeled splinters of the boat railing and flicked them into the fire below. 
 
    The old woman lifted her emaciated arm and pointed to the thin blur ahead. “The White Sands are ahead of us.” 
 
    The three passengers shifted to see the beach. 
 
    Isaac asked, “Is that where we’re going?” 
 
    Lazarus's response was hollow and empty. “Yes, that's it.” 
 
    The boat bumped gently into the wooden dock. It was the only noticeable feature on the unassuming beach. Fire lapped the shoreline like tiny waves on a windy lake. The sand shifted and floated in the waves, only to fall back to the ground. 
 
    “You’ll wait,” said the old woman. She stood and walked down the dock and onto the sand. She paused to let her crooked toes dance in the fine grains. A brief smile came across her face before she quickly crested the small dune. Her head bobbed before disappearing over the edge. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” asked Isaac. 
 
    His question was met by silence. Aamon stared up at the mountain that now dominated the view. Lazarus ignored Isaac and stared down into the boat trying to avoid eye contact and ultimately the fate that lay before them. 
 
    A short minute passed and the old woman appeared again, her body laboring against the weight of her catch. Her thin legs dug into the white sand and she slid down the small dune. Behind her, she dragged a mangled body. It flopped and oozed over the sand leaving a deep red smear. It was a stark contrast and grabbed the attention of everyone in the boat.  
 
    Isaac could see a missing leg and half eaten abdomen. Entrails and gore dragged loosely behind, kicking up a small wake. She reached the foot of the dock and Isaac saw the torn flesh and half eaten face of a man. The woman's hand gripped tightly around the wrist as loose flesh dangled from what was an arm. White bone flickered, dangling like a wind chime in a breeze. The smell of rotting flesh punched Isaac in the face. It was pungent and overwhelmed and slowly muted his senses. With each breath, he felt the color slowly drain from the world.  
 
    The three stepped onto the dock. Isaac could see Aamon enjoying the old woman's bounty. A short flash of pink moved across his smoky lips. He was hungry and the sight of a fermenting body sent him into a frenzy.  
 
    The old woman noticed. “Aamon this is not your meal.” 
 
    Again the pink flash. 
 
    “This was for our master. We don't indulge in his needs.” 
 
    Aamon broke and his head shook slightly as he regained his focus. “Yes. Please excuse my desires.” 
 
    The body popped and cracked as she dropped it into the well of the boat. The old dock creaked under the weight of each footstep. Aamon turned and thumbed a black coin to the woman. Her arm shot off like lightning and snagged it out of the air. It was the first time she moved with any purpose. 
 
    “I will call when I need to leave,” Aamon said. 
 
    “The ferry always provides.” She dipped in a shallow bow, her greasy hair swung like a heavy pendulum. Her crooked fingers pulled up the rope and her long arms pushed off. The boat slowly spun in the blaze as she found her footing, carefully avoiding her new guest. Her arm moved slowly and Isaac saw her reach down. There was a faint snap and her face spread wide in a dark and menacing grin. The boat floated away and she began to chew her spoils. 
 
    Aamon slid by the two men and stormed off to the beach.  
 
    “If we are lucky or unlucky, that is the last time we see her,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “Well, at least she didn't try to kill us,” Isaac said. 
 
    “Well, we may have been spared as guests.” 
 
    “Or prisoners,” Isaac added. 
 
    “Our warden is on the move.” 
 
    They crested the dune and the beach spread out like a bleached canvas. It swept forward shifting to black and shooting into the sky. 
 
    “That mountain looked taller than it is,” Isaac said. 
 
    “There's a set of stairs leading to the top, along that ridge.” Lazarus pointed. 
 
    Ahead Aamon stopped in front of a large pit where the red blood stain started. The blackened circle stood out against the white sand. The center was filled with black ash. 
 
    The two men approached from behind. Aamon turned his head. “You have two minutes.”  
 
    He tossed an object into the pit and the entire area erupted into flames. The shot of light sent Isaac and Lazarus reeling. The flames were above the men's heads and black smoke billowed up to meet the clouds in the sky. Off in the distance along the mountain ridge bells began to chime and echo. Isaac felt like the whole landscape was coming alive. As if the mountain itself was breathing down on them. A pressure built in his chest and seemed to be emanating from the summit. Inside Isaac knew, something was coming. 
 
    Lazarus took Isaac's shoulder as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small white bead that was wrapped in a brown cloth. Lazarus was breathing deeply and his eyes were wide like a panicked child.  
 
    “Isaac, I know all of this is my fault. I get that. I know you don't trust me, but you feel something in your chest. You know something is coming. I know what is coming. It Buer. I need you to take this and put it in your mouth. When he comes you need to break this in your teeth.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “This bead will summon Jalon.” 
 
    Isaac paused looking down at the white pearl. It seemed to glow as if there were a piece of heaven locked inside. 
 
    “We don't have much time. Take the bead. Just keep it under your tongue.” 
 
    Isaac took the bead from Lazarus. He awkwardly placed it into his mouth. Behind Lazarus, Aamon stared at Isaac. His eyes burned in anticipation. 
 
    “This better work or this boy dies Lazarus,” Aamon said. 
 
    “Isaac, this is going to work. This was the agreement. Aamon wants Jalon and in turn, we get to leave.” Isaac's eyes widened. Lazarus leaned in close. “When Jalon comes you run to that rock outcropping and meet me.” 
 
    Isaac lifted his hands and grabbed Lazarus. “Whoa, no, no, no. You are going to leave me here?” 
 
    "If Buer sees me then the game is up. He will kill us on the spot. But if it is just you, he won't. You are spoils for Aamon. There's no other way, this is how it has to be done. I'll be over the edge of the beach.” 
 
    Aamon's voice seared. “We are running out of time Lazarus.” 
 
    A thundering rumble came down from the mountain. 
 
    Lazarus turned his head to the noise. “I know, I know. Isaac, listen, just crack the bead when Buer is close.” 
 
    Lazarus turned and sprinted down the beach towards a thin rock outcropping. Isaac's body instinctively started to run after Lazarus, before Aamon dropped him to his knees and dragged him to the fire.  
 
    Isaac pleaded. “Come on!” 
 
    Aamon pulled against his chest. His voice was firm and the smoke rippled along his body as he spoke. “Crack the bead when he gets here. I want that seraphim. I don't give a fuck about you or your necromancer's games. Give me Jalon.” 
 
    Aamon reached out and the bands awoke. The snake slithered up Aamon's arm and disappeared under the smoke. He was finally free as the blood rushed sending a wave of needle pricks across his fingertips. 
 
    The fire raged behind them as they stared up at the mountain. A thin trail of dust ran down the slope and approached. The thundering sound grew louder and the sand around the beach began to pulse. 
 
    A shiver ran up Isaac's spin. He felt a twinge in his stomach and leaned over and vomited onto the beach. The bile dripped from his lips and he convulsed again. He took a deep breath and felt for the bead. It was gone. He fumbled through the foamy wet vomit. His hands found the bead and he lifted it back to his mouth.  
 
    A breeze grew to a gale and the chaotic fire whipped and swirled about Aamon and Isaac. A blurry ball rolled down the beach, parting the sand like a ship through water. 
 
    Isaac’s voice was weak. “Is that…?” 
 
    “It is. Now bow your head,” Aamon said. 
 
    The rolling blur stopped twenty feet from the fire. The ear-splitting noise went silent and Isaac swore for a moment he was deaf. The world seemed to slow, all sound, feeling, and smell disappeared. His focus remained on the white sand in front of him. He could see Aamon out of the corner of his eye bent respectfully at the hip. Just out of view Isaac heard the sound of Buer taking in a deep breath; it sounded like a hurricane ripping through an opening in a house. There was a pause before he exhaled. Isaac's clothes flapped in the gust and white sand tumbled about him. Aamon was frozen in his bow like an obedient soldier ready for inspection. The wisps of black smoke danced in the gusts and for a brief moment, Isaac saw Aamon's black skin beneath. His muscular chest with deep lines running down and away from his neck, like channels carved into his chest.  
 
    It went silent again before a hoof dug into the white sand grinding the tiny pebbles to dust. 
 
    Buer's voice was deep and his breath smelled like the decaying flesh that the old woman hauled away. “Aamon, my smoky beast. It has been years since I've seen you. It is sweet like the flesh. Today I will drink the fire in your name. You’ve called me down. But what have you brought me? A treat. Something of pleasure?” 
 
    Aamon remained bent, his eyes focused down into the dirt. “My Lord, your form is absolute and my mind is yours.” 
 
    "Aamon, Aamon, dispense with the platitudes, we have no need for them here. Please, tell me why you bring this flesh here? This…boy? I am already tingling with excitement.” 
 
    Isaac's body was frozen in place. He dared not move or lift his head. He could feel the ground shake with each step. The smell was intense and caused his eyes to water. More steps and two hooves appeared in Isaac's vision. The warm breath fell down his back and tickled his hairs. The hooves were black and the skin brown, covered with tiny hairs like a fine coat. Isaac shivered in fear. 
 
    “Ah, this lamb is frightened.” He let loose a soft chuckle. 
 
    A rough object lightly touched Isaac's ear and slowly moved down his neck. He recoiled as he saw the edge of the fingertip. It was cracked and swollen as if a corpse's skin were carelessly placed over bone. Long red hairs like fire covered the back of Buer's hand. 
 
    Isaac fell back and buried his face in the sand. His head landed inches from the drying vomit. The smell of bile sent him into a fit as he fought to hold in his bowels.  
 
    Another hoof hit the sand and then another as Buer’s immense frame was perched over him. His shadow fell over the ground and covered Isaac.  
 
    “Oh boy, he presents to the king. What an obedient servant.”  
 
    Aamon was locked in position like a statue, frozen in the moment, his eyes straining to see Buer in action.  
 
    “Aamon, tell me why you brought me such a delicious treat? This can't be some lonely human you stole.” 
 
    “He is an apprentice.” 
 
    Buer let loose a throaty growl. “An apprentice. How generous. How exquisite. A live apprentice. Now, now, Aamon you have outdone yourself. A gifted one, a chosen one. It’s a fine day.” 
 
    Isaac breathed into the sand and watched the fire pit burn. Tears welled up and overflowed. Around the fire's edge bones collected, blackened by fire and picked clean by the beast that hovered over him. 
 
    “Oh, please, tell me your name.” 
 
    The tears continued and Isaac couldn't bring himself to speak. 
 
    “His name is Isaac, Sir,” Aamon said. 
 
    The large beast lowered himself. Isaac turned and saw Buer in all his brilliance. A lion's face melted into a long mane that covered his body. Matted hair bunched under his chin and hung thick with dirt and fibers. A long scar stretched down his face splitting his cheek in two. Isaac could see his thin arms tucked up under his body. The fingers twirled clumps of mane that collected across his chest. 
 
    “And the necromancer?” 
 
    “Still looking for his apprentice,” Aamon said jokingly. 
 
    “A poacher, huh? Taking babes from their moms. You are such a naughty boy.” Buer laughed sending ripples through his gold mane. 
 
    With tears in his eyes Isaac shifted the bead in his mouth. He looked up at Buer. “Say hello to my seraphim.”  
 
    He closed his eyes and bit down. His rear tooth broke sending a hot wave of pain shooting through his jaw. He cried out as bits of tooth dribbled into the sand. A small rock fell into the sand, covered in blood and spit.  
 
    Buer stepped forward and looked down at Isaac, as a line of blood trickled down his lip. “Your seraphim? Where?” Buer looked around the beach. “He's not coming here for you. Don't you realize that! You are just an expendable cog in their wheel of control. They are users. They take pieces of flesh like yourself and they use them, and when you are done paying the debt, they will have you thrown down here for us to play with?” 
 
    Isaac leaned over and feigned a cough. He quickly scanned the drying vomit. Perched next to a small pile of foam was the bead. At its center was a thin blue light that swirled inside. 
 
    Buer laughed. “This apprentice has some fire in him. They all do when they are new. How long have you been with your necromancer? A year?” 
 
    Isaac slowly crawled towards the bead. He fought the pain in his mouth and the aching soreness over his body. His voice was weak. “A month or so.” 
 
    “A month or so? Oh my, we do have a young one here.” 
 
    Isaac could smell the hot breath again on his back. Buer placed a free hoof down on Isaac's back and a sharp stinging pain shot through his body. Isaac could see the bead was just inches from his mouth. He dug into the sand with his face pulling the white grains closer to his body. The bead perched on the edge and slowly rolled down. Isaac buried his head in the sand and felt with his tongue. He found the bead. It was warm and smooth. He shifted it to his back molar and bit down. He felt the bead pop and release a warm blue liquid that quickly filled his mouth. His head lifted and spat out the fluorescent fluid onto the white sand. His lips were blue and he smiled.  
 
    Aamon could see that he cracked the bead. A warmth came over him and his heart raced. The black smoke stopped flowing from his face leaving behind a satin exterior that was smooth as a still lake. He smiled knowing that Jalon would soon be here.  
 
    Buer's hoof released and Isaac rolled to his back spitting out the last of the liquid. He felt a rumbling in the sand and he looked past Buer's confused face. Above the mountain, a dim light shone through the thick clouds. Something broke through. The meteor screamed through the air leaving a trail of fire and smoke behind. The object bent around the mountain and turned towards the beach.  
 
    Isaac saw Aamon digging his hooves into the sand. 
 
    “What is going on?” Buer cried out. 
 
    “I believe the seraphim is here.” 
 
    “On my mountain. The whore is coming?” 
 
    Aamon didn't answer as the fireball impacted the beach in front of them sending a cloud of smoke and sand high into the air.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Seraphim 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aamon and Buer were focused on the impact site, which gave Isaac the opportunity to crawl away from the fire pit. He shuffled past a pile of chewed ribs bones stacked around the fire’s edge.  
 
    He peered around the fire and saw Aamon and Buer slowly approaching the impact site. Through the fading dust, a tall shadow stepped out of the crater. A pair of wings dropped off his body and slowly unfolded. They bent and a sharp pulse of air sent the dust cloud away. Isaac could see Jalon’s face. He wore a scowl and his fists were tight as he stared Aamon down. 
 
    “You scum.” Isaac could hear the hate in his voice.  
 
    “I've waited a long time for this,” Aamon said, circling around Jalon’s flank. 
 
    “Aamon, it has been a long time since that barn. I'll never forget your cries for mercy. What has it been? Two hundred years?” His wings tucked back like a dragon ready to strike. 
 
    “I was handicapped then, but now I'm here.” 
 
    Jalon chuckled. “You think this place means anything to me? I only need a word from my master and a torrent of seraphims would rain down on you. I would leave this place breathless. You and your lot would be cast into the fire where you belong.” He looked over Aamon's shoulder and a tinge of fear came across his face. “Buer? Is that you old friend?” 
 
    “I am he. It's good to see you Jalon. We don't see the alter whores of that bastard very often.” 
 
    “I wasn't aware you would be here. Come to watch or partake?” 
 
    “Jalon, I am well fed and rested, but I wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to taste seraphim blood.” 
 
    “You called me here?” 
 
    Buer turned to see Isaac hiding behind the fire. “No, it looks like we were going to feast on one of your minions, but he seemed to have a trick up his sleeve.” 
 
    Jalon rolled his head and saw Isaac. His face flushed red with anger and mouthed, Lazarus. “What are you doing Isaac? Answer me.” 
 
    Isaac was frozen in fear. He shot a glance at the rock outcropping but he couldn't see Lazarus anywhere. 
 
    “You didn't know?” Aamon said. “I've been enjoying his warm body for weeks now. A nice little carrier.” 
 
    “Isaac? Since when?” 
 
    “Oh, I found him a few weeks ago, slipped in and made myself at home. He's a good little apprentice doing your bidding. Is he paying off that laughable debt?” 
 
    “Since when have you been interested in the craft?” Jalon said. 
 
    “Craft? Is that what you call it now? Makes it sound interesting and important.” 
 
    Jalon watched Buer and Aamon as they shifted slowly in the sand. Their feet slid through taking a wide arc to avoid the reach of his wings. 
 
    “How long did they put you out Aamon? What one hundred years?” Jalon said goading the demon. 
 
    “Almost two hundred. I have you to thank for that.” 
 
    “She was just a child.” Jalon licked his dry lips. 
 
    “She was my ticket out. Instead, I spent an eternity waiting, biding my time before I was let loose again. I never forgot you Jalon. You've always been on my mind. I've told myself, one day, I'll see the lovely Jalon again and pay him my respects.” 
 
    The last word left his lips and he dropped to his knees, scooping a handful of sand and sending it towards Jalon’s face. It spread through the air and Aamon breathed out a cloud of black ash. It ignited a fireball that struck Jalon, engulfing his chest in an inferno. Jalon flung back through the air and crashed hard into the sand, his wings splayed across the ground. 
 
    Isaac sensed his opportunity and sprinted towards the rock outcropping. He made it to the lava rock as another explosion engulfed Jalon just over his shoulder. He rounded the rock to find Lazarus consumed by the battle on the beach. 
 
    Isaac tore into Lazarus. “You fucking asshole.” 
 
    “You're alive, now stop complaining.” 
 
    “We need to get the fuck out of here,” cried Isaac. 
 
    “No, not yet.” He pulled out a long blade that was hidden in his boot. The blade bent in an arc and was covered with crosses etched along the top and Latin lettering covering the small hilt. 
 
    “What do you mean? We need to leave!” 
 
    Another explosion rocked the beach. Isaac looked over the edge to see a blue fireball lifting high into the sky. Sand rained down all around them. 
 
    “Are we going to help?” Isaac said. 
 
    “It’s not our fight.” 
 
    “I don't understand! You gave me that bead and that brought him here.” 
 
    “I need something before we can go.” 
 
    “What in the world can that be?” 
 
    Lazarus paused and looked down at the blade. His face was slack and showed little emotion. His voice was calm. “I need a lock of Buer's hair.” 
 
    Isaac bent down and pressed against Lazarus’s shoulder. His voice was angry and he whispered into his ear. “Go. Fuck. Yourself.” 
 
    Lazarus winced. “I'm getting out of here and I can’t get out unless I have that. I'm not going to be a necromancer anymore.” 
 
    “But, you are close to the end? The debt?” 
 
    “They were never going to let me pay off the debt. There's a reason my séances have been getting more dangerous. It started when I lost Nathaniel and since then it's been one fuck up after another. Each time I barely make it. The one at the lab, where you saved me? Yeah, I think that was the one, but it didn't happen. Someone’s thumb is on the scale and I’m getting screwed. I was never supposed to last this long.” 
 
    “This was the plan all along?” 
 
    Lazarus dipped his head. “I needed to follow Aamon to this point and the only way he would get here, to Buer, was if he had something to share. I couldn’t get here alone and I didn’t know the way. I needed him to get us here and I knew dangling Jalon in front of his eyes would distract him from us. His hatred would consume him and he would betray Buer, just to get another shot at Jalon. I was there when Jalon banished him into the abyss. Isaac, I’m sorry for all of this, but it was my only path. It was that or damnation. I chose to be selfish and I used you to do that.” 
 
    It was quiet and the two men stared at each other. Another explosion rocked the beach and sent them reeling for cover. Isaac peered over the edge to see Jalon hovering above Aamon. He struck the demon in the chest sending him flying back. Long dripping strands of black ashen tar flew through the air before he crashed into the white sand.  
 
    Jalon dropped to the ground and stared face to face with Buer, his wings open and ready to strike. Buer moved in a circle, his legs pounding the sand in a pinwheel motion. He covered the ground with impressive speed before turning into Jalon. Buer's arms unfurled for the first time and his razor-sharp claws dug into Jalon's shoulders tearing his flesh and leaving deep gashes across his skin. Jalon grasped his chest as white blood oozed through his fingertips. Buer continued to circle Jalon like a predator hunting a wounded animal. His legs popped and he jumped into the air and struck Jalon in the face. Both bodies fell into a heap in the white sand. Arms, hooves, and wings mixed sending sand flying through the air. Buer gained the advantage and straddled Jalon. His claws ripped and tore the Seraphim as a flash of white light exploded between them. 
 
    Isaac and Lazarus shielded their faces. They looked back to the beach and saw Jalon's body lying still. A second later a crash hit the rock face in front of them. The beach fell silent. The still air was charged and popped with a boiling static. Lazarus crawled around the rock and saw the silky brown mane of Buer, his face buried in the sand. There was a low growling breath, but Buer remained still. 
 
    Lazarus scrambled back and picked up the blade that had fallen on the ground. He carefully rounded the rock and reached out and cut a lock of hair from Buer's mane. The tips of the hair oozed a dark brown liquid that quickly dried.  
 
    Lazarus scrambled back to the rock and reached into his jacket. He pulled out a small locket and crammed the hair into the small space. He closed the locket and placed the chain around his neck. He jammed the rest of the hair into his pocket and put the knife away. 
 
    “Is that it?” Isaac asked. 
 
    “We need to go, fast!” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Lazarus pointed to the mountaintop. “To the top.” 
 
    “What about the boat and the cave?” 
 
    “Isaac, you either follow me or you die. The choice is yours.” 
 
    There was a low growl from over the rock and sand began to slide out the edge of the rock face.  
 
    “Fine, fine, let’s go,” Isaac said.  
 
    Pebbles dropped down over the rock and a long tendril of dark brown blood fell to the ground. The two men looked up and stared into the face of Buer. His teeth ground in anger.  
 
    “I knew I smelled a savage.” He climbed to the top of the rock. “I will enjoy this.” 
 
    Isaac swept the ground and sent sand flying into Buer's face. The brown mane danced in pain as he screamed swiping at his eyes. Before Buer could lunge at Lazarus his body was flung across the beach. Jalon stared down, white blood smeared across his chest and face. There was a primal anger burning in his eyes and his wings danced sending pulses of wind against the men. 
 
    “Lazarus! You’re a traitor! You will answer for this.”  
 
    From over Jalon's shoulder was the sound of an approaching stampede. Jalon quickly turned and broke out over the sand to meet the charging Buer. Isaac stood in awe as the angel's wings opened and framed Buer's cartwheeling charge. The two impacted and sent a shock wave of sand flying into the air. The dust and debris hid the frothing battle as wings and claws dug deep. 
 
    Lazarus turned and grabbed the dumbfounded Isaac by his shirt. They sprinted toward the base of the mountain. Behind them, screams from Buer and Jalon filled the landscape as the two figures rolled and fought their battle in the bleach-white sand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Summit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaac and Lazarus had been climbing for nearly ten minutes when they reached a short ledge and paused.  
 
    Lazarus stepped up to the edge of the vista. “God that is a sight.” 
 
    “What's happening down there?” Isaac breathed heavily. 
 
    “They are still fighting, but they all look tired.” 
 
    “Aamon is still in it?” Isaac said. 
 
    “Yeah, so is Buer. Jalon looks hurt. He's stumbling around.” 
 
    “What happens if he dies?” 
 
    “Then you don't have to deal with him ever again.” He sounded almost happy to hear the words. 
 
    “Why is that a good thing?” asked Isaac. 
 
    “Jalon uses us, well, me. I am just a cog in their plan. One that is expendable.” He sat down on the edge and rubbed his forehead. “I know they would never let me make it to the end.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I have a different debt owed to them. I upset their plan when I was a teenager. I was young and killed someone by accident. He slid off me and fell off a bridge into a gorge. Jalon found me a day later and I was pulled into the order. I was an apprentice for a short time before Jalon finished my training. I never intended to do it, it was an accident, but they don't care about that. They see the black and white of it.” 
 
    Isaac was quiet, it was the first time he felt that Lazarus was actually telling him the truth. 
 
    “But if it’s their plan how did you disrupt it? I don't understand.” 
 
    “They have a plan, but it's like putting pieces down on a board and those pieces are then free to interact. There's always a chance that something can foul it up. In my case it was dramatic.” 
 
    “Who was it?” 
 
    “The guy that died was meaningless, who he was going to become is what mattered.” 
 
    Isaac stared blankly into Lazarus's eyes. 
 
    “He was to be the first President of France.” 
 
    “But who took his place?” 
 
    “It opened the door for Napoleon, and it didn't go well. I was a few years into my training and Jalon said as much to me. For a few months I didn't see him and when I did he was cold. I asked him why and he pulled out a small paper and pointed to the name Napoleon. I knew then it was serious. I spent years trying to figure out what would happen to me. I ascertained that it would be early death and a failure to fulfill the debt. But in this case, I don't have a golden ticket like you.” 
 
    “That means damnation?” 
 
    “You got it. But you are not supposed to know that. You go about your business thinking that you are paying off the debt, but they are just using you. It's anecdotal, but I spoke with dozens of necromancers around the world and they all said that the debtors die early.” 
 
    “That's why we are…” Isaac couldn't finish the statement. 
 
    “I'm sorry I dragged you into this, but you don't face the same gauntlet that I do. I had given up on getting out, but after the incident with Zinn, you had been pegged. It was an opportunity for me and I took it.” 
 
    “Do you mean since that night with Zinn in the cell, everything has been planned?” 
 
    Lazarus nodded. “Chess pieces on a board.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that I was…you mean…what about my professor, what about the director?” 
 
    “I know them both. I had had my eye on Zinn for years. I just needed a possession of someone and the opportunity to come here.” 
 
    “What about the shop, the spell shop?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm sorry about all that.” 
 
    “You piece of shit! You fucking piece of shit, you used me! For what? Just to get out of your own shit hole?” 
 
    “Kid, you are still stuck in the material world, you have a way out, that's what matters. You still get your life and it’ll be a long and fulfilling one at that.” 
 
    “You are a sick fuck. You think this is some gift to me. You really think that, don't you?” 
 
    “Listen in some ways it is, but I get it. I've been there. When I was pulled in I was barely seventeen.” 
 
    “I don't care about that. In fact, I really don't care about you. I just want to get the hell out of here. I want to get back.” 
 
    Isaac stared up at the mountain. The slope bent to a shallow grade that finished at the summit. Winding around the mountain like a thin black snake was a narrow staircase that disappeared past the edge.  
 
    “We're going to the top? That's the way out right?” He pointed to the mountaintop. Lazarus nodded. “Then what are we waiting for? I don't want to spend any more time than I have to.” 
 
    They started up the hill when a piercing scream came from the beach below. Lazarus leaned in and saw Aamon behind Jalon driving something through his back. Jalon's wings flapped wildly and then fell limp. His body slumped to the ground and his bright skin faded to a dull gray. Buer walked up to the body and kneeled down. His face buried into Jalon's abdomen, his teeth ripping and tearing through the seraphim. He leaned back, his face warm as white blood cascaded dripped off his mane. 
 
    “Jesus, they killed him,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “He's dead?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “What does that mean for us?” 
 
    “It means we need to move. Now!” 
 
    Isaac saw the urgency in Lazarus's face and he wasted no time following the necromancer up the mountainside. 
 
    Below on the beach, Buer spoke to Aamon. The demon bowed and pulled on Jalon's legs dragging him towards the fire pit. Buer turned and stared up at the mountain, and his eyes closed in on Isaac and Lazarus running up the cliff. He raised his arm and pointed his razor-sharp claw. 
 
    Isaac looked back to the beach to see Buer speeding along the white sand towards the base of the mountain, his legs flipping and pounding the ground. A small dust cloud appeared behind him like a horse making distance across a desert. 
 
    Isaac turned back to see Lazarus thirty feet ahead of him. “Buer is coming!” 
 
    Lazarus didn't break stride. “Move your ass! I'm not going to wait for you,” he screamed. 
 
    “I hope you know what you are doing!” cried Isaac. 
 
    They reached the staircase and began to climb up the mountain ridge to the peak above. Down either side of the stairs were sharp cliffs with deep valleys cut into the face. 
 
    Lazarus slowed, fighting to breathe. “The air…it feels thinner.” 
 
    Isaac leaned on the railing. “It does feel thin. My chest has been hurting for the last hundred steps.”  
 
    They looked up the slope and saw the ridge flatten to the summit. The clouds that once looked so far away now danced and rolled, folding in on themselves and revealing nothing of the world above. 
 
    “Just a little higher,” Lazarus panted. 
 
    Isaac rested his hands on his hips and looked down the mountain. “He’s still coming.” 
 
    “How far is he?” asked Lazarus. 
 
    “He's coming, but not as fast as before. I think the fight took something out of him. What’s at the top?” 
 
    “According to my book our way out.” 
 
    “What another cave or something?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    The two men stormed up the stairs. They struggled to climb pressing down on their knees with every step. The stairway leveled off and the steps spaced apart allowing the men to sprint between the gaps. Lazarus crested the summit first and found a large narrow clearing one hundred yards ahead of them. In the center of the clearing stood a series of large boulders that formed a circle around a large stake that was pressed into the ground.  
 
    The men slowed as they entered the clearing, the gravel base crunching under their feet. Their eyes were wide looking for any traps that might be set.  
 
    “So, what do we do?” Isaac said struggling to catch his breath. 
 
    “This here is our way out.”  
 
    “The spear?” 
 
    “Yeah, we pull it out and the clouds above will clear. The spear flies true in the direction it’s thrown.” 
 
    Isaac approached the shaft, which was wooden and stained with a fine tar. The grain of the wood spiraled in unnatural patterns and looked like screaming faces melted down to the iron tip pressed deep into the black earth below. 
 
    Isaac’s hand closed around the shaft and the wood turned a bright red. Searing pain flooded his arm. He cried out and pulled away shoving his hand into his shirt and hunting for relief.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Lazarus said. 
 
    “God that hurt,” Isaac said still wincing in pain. He examined his hand; a streak of red was printed across his palm. The thin skin lifted forming a narrow blister. “I can't grab that. What the fuck are we going to do?” 
 
    The gravel began to rumble. Isaac and Lazarus stepped behind a large boulder and peered over the cliff edge. The rumbling stopped and they could see Buer’s brown mane flowing in the light breeze. His large legs crested the edge and stepped firmly into the gravel base of the mountaintop. 
 
    Black and white stained blood painted his mane and bits of flesh clung to the matted tangles under his jaw. One arm hung limp below his chest and dangled like a suspended rope. They could see fractures protruding through the skin. His many hooves moved rhythmically as he glided slowly to the summit center. 
 
    His voice could not hide his anger nor his pain. “Your friends are dead. I can only handle so much betrayal.” He paused gathering himself. It was obvious that any movement was painful. “And your seraphim, well, I can tell you he tastes like…well…how do you say up there? A fine wine? It is not often we see his like down here. We have to treat it like the special occasion it is. And Aamon? Well, he got what he wanted. I do have to hand it to him, he had a thing for Jalon. I could see it in his eyes before I killed him. He looked at peace.” 
 
    Buer moved slowly towards the center. 
 
    “I see you came to my home. Do you like it? I don’t think mortals like yourself have ever seen this place. Consider yourself lucky. Now I know your name Isaac, but your friend? Could I be graced by the presence of a…” 
 
    Before Buer could finish Lazarus stepped forward, “…Necromancer.” 
 
    “This is a day to remember.” There was a chuckle in his voice. 
 
    Isaac whispered, “What are you doing?”   
 
    Buer approached slowly, his body rolling like a smooth pinwheel. Each leg tucked, flipped and dropped to the ground in a demonic rhythm.  
 
    “Well…Necromancer, what is your name?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Lazarus said confidently. 
 
    “Oh, it is good manners to introduce yourself in someone else's house. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Lazarus.” 
 
    Buer winced as if he had been stabbed. “That name…” 
 
    “It has been a while for you. Huh?” 
 
    “About two thousand years to be exact.” Buer’s lips spread wide and he bared his teeth. “I don’t forget what your boss did here.” 
 
    “He’s not my boss.” 
 
    “Oh, a rebellious one. You fancy yourself like that fraud? You think you can come in here and take from me and skip out?” 
 
    Lazarus shifted his stance and squared himself to Buer.  
 
    “You think you can handle me?” Buer said as a smile spread across his face. “A seraphim and a necromancer in one day.” 
 
    Lazarus stepped behind a boulder. Buer swung with his free arm striking the rock and sending it crashing down the mountainside. Buer stepped closer and in a flash broke towards Isaac. The foul stench fell out of his tattered face, gassing Isaac. Buer’s razor-sharp claw dug into Isaac’s neck drawing a slow bead of blood. He held his breath, afraid any movement would send the claw deeper into his throat.  
 
    “I will gut your apprentice and you will watch him bleed out on this mountain.”  
 
    “My faith runs deeper than that. I don’t need him,” Lazarus shot back. 
 
    Buer twisted his finger and blood dribbled over Isaac's collar. “I’ve heard this story before.” Buer looked down at Isaac. “You hear that boy, your necromancer doesn’t care about you. Pretty lamb ready to be sacrificed. Can’t say I’m surprised. They are a not a bunch you should trust with your life and unfortunately, you tied yourself to a bad horse. But rest assured you both will die!”  
 
    Lazarus reached into his pocket and wrapped the remaining clump of Buer’s hair around his hand. It felt like a small fire in his palm. He reached back and grabbed the spear, pulling it from the ground in a shower of sparks. Lazarus screamed out as he lunged and threw the spear at Isaac’s face. The tip flexed and soared through the air. Isaac shifted only an inch as it grazed his ear and embedded itself in Buer's face just above the bridge of the nose. Buer's claw and arm fell limp and Isaac tumbled to the ground.  
 
    A thin line of blood poured out of Buer's eyes and dripped down the shaft of the spear. He fell to his knees and his head dipped back as the spear struck the ground. A slow whine of air let out as the full weight of the Demon King pressed down and drove the spear through his skull. Blood, matter, and hair clumped to the shaft leaving a trail of gore along the wood. 
 
    Isaac looked up at Lazarus. “I don’t know if I should hug you, or throw you off this cliff.” 
 
    Lazarus’s face softened and his shoulders rolled back as if a pressure had been lifted from his shoulders. He looked like a new man. Someone who finished a long marathon and was ready for a nap. The old necromancer walked over and helped Isaac up. “Just one more thing and we can get out of here.” 
 
    “What would that be?” 
 
    “It involves that spear.” 
 
    “It didn't work out for me last time.” 
 
    “I don't think that's a problem anymore.” Lazarus lifted up on the shaft, thin trails of blood dripping off into the growing pool below. He pulled up and freed it from Buer’s skull. A thick plop could be heard as the demon’s skull fell slack onto the ground. 
 
    Lazarus ran his fingers over the shaft and filled his hand with a thick layer of blood. He reached up and marked a cross into Isaac’s forehead. 
 
    “Open your hands.” Lazarus slid his wet palms over Isaac’s and painted them red. “I suddenly realized that the spear only knew Buer. It will fly true now. You just have to focus on the target.” 
 
    He shifted the spear to Isaac. There was more weight to it than he had guessed.  
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “We need someone of pure heart to open a door to the moral world. I'm a dirtied soul.” 
 
    “What do I do with it?” 
 
    Isaac pointed to the clouds above. The grey-black swirling mass began to part to reveal a solid black dome above. The thin mesh curtain hung like a spider’s web suspended in the air ready to catch any pest that flew by. The mesh slowly pulled back like a fisherman retrieving his empty net from the sea. 
 
    “Throw it into the dome. Think of the church, think of the body, Luke, and James. The spear will provide a path home.” 
 
    “But it’s too far, I won’t make it.” 
 
    “The spear will make it. Just imagine it striking the dome.” 
 
    Isaac shifted the spear to his throwing hand. He closed its eyes and saw the church, he imagined Luke and James sleeping in the pews waiting for something or someone to emerge from the corpse on the floor. Off the back end of the spear, a bright red light grew and a trail of fire slowly fell out onto the ground. Lazarus placed his arm on Isaac's shoulder as the fire rope wound around Isaac and Lazarus’s ankles. 
 
    The wooden shaft flipped and spun in Isaac’s hands. He cradled it nervously on his shoulder. He looked up and saw the smooth ceiling arch over the horizon. The clouds were now pressing back over the island revealing the hidden world above. 
 
    He loaded the shaft in his hands and took two steps forward and heaved it through the air. The shaft flexed as it flew up towards the dome. The trail of fire spooled out. The shaft struck the dome sending black glass-like shards falling down to the mountainside.   
 
    Isaac looked back at Lazarus who was focused on the dome above. His fingers thumbed the locket of Buer’s hair around his neck. There was a peace in his eyes that Isaac had never seen. It was a man who seemed free of any pain and burden, like an old sinner who was born again. 
 
    The crack in the dome widened revealing a white light that shone down like the sun peeking through a rainstorm. The fire trail danced in the air like a loose rope caught in a strong breeze. It folded in on itself and the slack pulled out. 
 
    “Hold on,” Lazarus said. They grabbed the burning line with their blood-soaked hands and lifted into the air towards the opening in the dome. They could feel the rush and acceleration as their world went white. 
 
    Isaac exited first, his face broke the opening in the cadaver’s body and he fell out onto the ground like a newborn foal. He curled up on the ground, the freezing air striking his skin like a shower of needles. The voices were only mumbles as Luke and James helped him to a pew. James rushed away and fetched a warm cup of tea and pressed it to Isaac’s face.  
 
    The voices came up slowly.  
 
    “Isaac, Isaac are you alright? Drink something,” James urged. 
 
    “Oh god, I am so happy to be back,” Isaac let out. 
 
    Luke wrapped a blanket around Isaac. “Is it complete?” 
 
    Isaac looked into Luke’s eyes and he turned to the cadaver. There was no movement, the body was still and Isaac waited for Lazarus to emerge. He expected fingertips to burst through any moment. 
 
    “Isaac, it is resolved?” 
 
    Isaac turned to Luke. “Yes.” 
 
    “Jalon?” Luke pressed. 
 
    “Gone.” 
 
    A shock fell over Luke’s face as he slumped into a pew. He lifted his head. “The demon?” 
 
    “Gone.” 
 
    “And Buer?” Luke pressed. 
 
    Isaac paused and Luke knew the answer.  
 
    “He’s not coming back is he?” asked Isaac. 
 
    A small smile came across his face. “He is in a good place now. Somewhere where he can live quietly and have that life he always wanted.” 
 
    “In Heaven?” 
 
    “No, no. Here on Earth. He will walk free, undetected and live a normal life. As long as he carries it around his neck.” 
 
    “What are you guys talking about?” James asked.  
 
    “Lazarus, he’s not going to be around anymore,” Isaac said sipping the tea. 
 
    Luke stood up and dusted off his robe. “I don’t think that is the last time we’ll see him. He has some catching up to do.” 
 
    “What happens to me? Do I fall into the same fate?” Isaac asked. 
 
    Luke stood. “Isaac, you are not Lazarus. Everything that transpired was part of his world. His fate is not yours. You will differ in that respect. But you need to step back and think how you will move forward. How will you proceed? Will you follow in the path that Jesus walked? Or continue to reject the truth? That's your choice. For my sake and this city's, I want to see you succeed. I want you to become the man you are destined to be. But that requires you to accept it. You have seen the evil in this world and the one below. Don't let Lazarus cloud your view of this profession. This is a noble profession. One that you can find meaning in. It won't be easy, but good things never are.” 
 
    Luke's shoes echoed in the stone room. He walked over to the flayed body. Small pools of liquid collected at the ends of the skin folds. His hands rested on his hips and he turned back to Isaac and James. “We need to clean this up. I have mass in a few hours and you two are going to attend.” 
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    Isaac and James sped through the smooth trails, their legs pumping as they moved through the lines of Alders and Pines.  
 
    “Just ahead, keep moving,” Isaac called out behind him. 
 
    “I hear you, I’m moving as fast as I can. You’ve got longer legs that I do!” James spat back. 
 
    Isaac smiled as he began to slowly pull away adding distance between him and James. 
 
    “Oh, I see you have been bagging it this whole time!” James called out. 
 
    Isaac smiled as he rounded the corner and came to an open field. Isaac jumped a small wooden fence and pushed through the waves of reed grass that had grown up through the spring and early summer. 
 
    The mountain cast a heavy shadow in the early afternoon and the field was dark. He jumped a small creek, his feet sucked into the mud on the embankment and pushed up over his ankles. Behind he could hear James struggling through the grass which was nearly head height. Isaac pulled his feet out and shook off the mud. 
 
    He called out, “Creek!” 
 
    James burst through the grass and stumbled into the water and fell into a large tuft of grass. He fell backs and slid into the mud. 
 
    James was panting. “Oh that was a nice warning there.” 
 
    Isaac tipped his head and sprinted out across the field and to a small dirt road. He hurdled the wooden fence and slid across the fine gravel road, stopping feet from the back of his old truck.  
 
    Luke sat in the truck reading a pocket bible. The satin ribbon hung off the edge and gently blew in the summer breeze.  
 
    James fell over the wooden fence and finished in the center of the parking area. 
 
    Luke looked down at his watch. “Not bad, you guys are getting better.” 
 
    James fought to catch his breath. “I’ve got short legs, I’m not as fast as that guy.” 
 
    “We all have our challenges,” Luke responded. “I think we are done today. Tomorrow we work on salt mixtures and spells. I also want you two to do your reading tonight. I will be checking on that tomorrow.” 
 
    Both men nodded, still struggling to calm their racing hearts. 
 
    “Isaac something came in the mail for you this morning.” He handed a small package wrapped in brown packing paper. 
 
    “Who is it from?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Luke stood up from the truck bed and walked over to his small sedan. He turned back to the men. “Make sure you clean yourself up, you look like bums.” 
 
    James walked around the truck and pulled a small jug of water from the cab and slid down to the gravel to rest. 
 
    Isaac walked over to the edge of the field and leaned against the fence. He rolled the package and the return address was Berlin. He opened the package to reveal a worn leather book. He opened to the first page and a slip of paper fell out.  
 
    It read:  
 
    Isaac, this book helped me. I hope it helps you as you move forward. Luke said that James has joined you and that you two are making good progress. I am happy to hear that. I know how uncertain the world can be, but Luke is a good person and will be more helpful to you than I would have. I know things didn't begin or end the way you thought, but I appreciate that you are willing to continue on. I’ll see you around. -L 
 
    The soft puffy clouds moved over the mountaintop and reflected a mixture of reds and yellows out across the open field. Isaac tapped the note with his hands and thumbed through the pages. It was a bible that contained heavy annotations in the margins. It was Lazarus’s handwriting. He closed the book and slipped it into his pant pocket and walked back to the truck. He rounded the front door and kicked James who was half asleep.  
 
    “Get moving, we need to study tonight.” 
 
    “I don’t get this, we have to do both jobs?” 
 
    “That’s what Luke says, that is what we do.” 
 
    “Gah, that’s a pain in the ass.” 
 
    James rounded the truck and hopped into the cab. Isaac started the truck and shifted into first. They sped away down the dirt road a thick cloud of dust lifting into the summer air. James and Isaac’s arms both leaned out the open windows as they enjoyed the summer air blowing through their hair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Thank you 
 
      
 
      
 
    I want to build a close relationship with my readers. You are why I am doing this. I hope that my books give someone a little entertainment to help pass a rainy day, or make that trip on the bus to work a little shorter. One of the best ways I can get my latest work into your hands is through my email list.  
 
    I am obsessive compulsive about my email inbox. I have to have the email count at zero all day. I’m always checking on my phone to clear new emails. So, I understand and hate spam. That is my promise to you. No SPAM. I write newsletters and sendout updates when I have new projects or books available. My emails will be infrequent, but important 
 
    Please head over to my website to sign up for my mailing list and I will send you my novel, Alone in the Darkness for free.  
 
    It is simple, head over to my website and click on the subscribe button on top. 
 
    Thanks so much and happy reading. 
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    www.facebook.com/matthewbuzaauthor  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matthew Buza is a part-time engineer, part-time farmer, and a full-time stay-at-home dad. He lives with his family on a small farm in Arlington, WA.  
 
      
 
    For more information on my writing and other projects, visit my website: www.matthewbuza.com  
 
      
 
    Yes, I enjoy Belgian Trappist beers and I occasionally tweet about things that are happening with me and the beers I am drinking on twitter: @matthew_buza 
 
      
 
    Or feel free to send me and email directly: 
 
    matthewbuzaauthor@gmail.com  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpg





images/00001.jpeg





