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​

In That Dark Place, Lattimore infuses his characters with emotional depth and spins a plot that keeps you glued to the pages until the last one is turned.

— TOM PAWLIK, Award-Winning Author of Vanish







That Dark Place is like a powerful tidal wave that just doesn’t stop! This isn’t a book for the faint of heart, nor is it one for the reader who wants a book that can be happily tucked away and forgotten. It is one that will disturb the comfortable believer and challenge the prayer warrior. Be careful when you pick it up—you won’t want to put it down! 

— SHIRLEY AVERY, Editor

Move over Frank Peretti, there’s another Frank in town! Frank has written a book [Deliver Us from Darkness] that takes you right into the middle of spiritual warfare. Highly recommended!


— ANDI TUBBS, Award-Winning Blogger & Editor






Thank you for writing That Dark Place and the best spiritual warfare stories I’ve ever read! I’ve spent a lot of time discussing Elizabeth—and her knack for getting herself way in over her head—with my teen daughter and adult son. Your books make for excellent conversations and teachable moments. 

— ROBIN NICHOLS, Reviewer

This last book of the Otherealm Saga—That Dark Place—was my favorite. W. Franklin Lattimore is a master storyteller; his stories bring you in, and they cannot easily be put down!

—  JIM MARZULLO, Reviewer

I found Deliver Us from Darkness quite thought-provoking. There were so many wonderful characters from every possible angle and walk of life. I’ve rarely come across a book that I enjoyed flipping back to a former page (or chapter) to enjoy the moment again and again before heading back towards the finish line. 

— D. M. KILGORE, Author: Call of the Warrior 

and Tales by the Tree Anthologies

Deliver Us from Darkness grabbed me. The characters and their stories kept me turning the pages. I did not expect this novel to further challenge and teach about spiritual warfare, yet it did. I love a novel that entertains while it simultaneously schools you in something new—something I need to know as I minister to others. Read it to be entertained, informed, and inspired by a God who meets us in the darkest places.

— MARESA DePUY, Christian Blogger and Author

of When God Speaks: One Man’s Calling

to Save the Children of Uganda

In When Darkness Comes, Lattimore has fashioned a set of new characters just as vivid, faulty, and intricate as the last. His familiar signature of plot twists, clever humor, and spiritual insight provide a book that even a reader who traditionally dreads sequels can excitedly recommend.


— CAROLINE DeARRAS, Writer



Behind the Darkness creates an undeniable need to see what happens next. The book is a game-changer in one’s life. You will  grow, build on, and delve deeper into a personal relationship with Christ.

— WENDY J. MARSINEK, Reviewer

I felt so creeped out reading That Dark Place! It felt like watching a wolf stalk a lamb.

— APRIL BILLUE, Reviewer

I hate it when a good book ends! If you want a book that will make you laugh and cry, inspire and humble you, make you search your soul, and is suspenseful enough to have you on the edge of your seat and holding your breath, then Behind the Darkness is a must-read!

— SHEROLYN PORTER, Author of the 

Reflections from the Sunroom Devotionals

I finished Behind the Darkness last night in one sitting. I was stunned by the last page! After I finished it, I turned over, prayed, and cried into my pillow. I've thought a lot about the story today also. I am very thankful that the author is using his talent to show people God's heart.

— APRIL McCARROLL, Reviewer
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It was dark.

It was black.

There was absolutely no light where he was, and yet he had no trouble seeing his hands when he lifted them before his face. Looking down, he could see his stomach, his legs, his feet.

He could see that he stood on an old railroad tie, blackened by what appeared to be tar or oil that had long ago become a part of the wood. It lay close to another. In fact, he realized now that he was surrounded by them; an unending field of the darkened lumber.

It looked as if that there was no specific order or pattern to their placement, though they seemed to be mostly end-to-end and side-by-side, providing a nearly flat surface. He could see space between most of them, but the darkness wouldn’t allow him to see what lay beneath.

He got the impression that the place in which he stood was massive. He thought to call out to listen for an echo, but didn’t. Using his mouth and vocal cords seemed like a distant memory.

He felt more alert and more observant than he’d ever experienced. No hints of murkiness or confusion in his mind. It was sharp and keenly aware.

And he was aware that he was alone. 

Completely and utterly alone.

He instinctively knew that in this vast expanse of lonely pitch-darkness, no one else existed.

He stood.

He stood longer.

He breathed, and he stood.

The absence of everything was inconceivable.

Not a single other person. I exist only to myself.

He bowed his head. He looked again at his hands and feet. This is all that I can see of ... me. 

I cannot see my own face, and I’ll never again see another’s. 

What do I look like?

I look... He sighed. I look sad.

He began to weep. He desired to call out for help, but knew that there was no ear to hear his cry.

This is my existence. 

I am here. 

And I am alone. 

And ... I am so afraid.

He turned, but his perspective did not change. Utter blackness for as long as the place stretched. And he knew in the core of his being that it stretched forth without end.

He looked upward. Darkness. 

He’d never understood complete darkness before. Even in a dark room with one’s eyes shut, one experiences the illusion of imaginary pin-pricks of light. Here, though, where his eyes were perfect, there was nothing imagined.

He listened. The silence rivaled the darkness in its power. He could hear nothing. Not the air entering or escaping his lungs; not the beating of his heart. 

Again, he didn’t bother opening his mouth to make a sound. He knew it would be of no use. Yet, he knew, somehow, that his ears were working as perfectly as his eyes.

There would be no comfort here. No one would ever console him. No one would ever take his hand or caress his brow. He would never feel the touch of another person again.

He stood for endless ages. Eons. Time had no meaning.

He stood looking straight into the forever darkness of his un-

important existence.

He did not matter any longer. 

Had he ever? He couldn’t remember. 

His life held no significance; no value at all. He was forgotten.

His heart broke. I want to matter.

Silent tears fell from his eyes. He knew there was no hope to be found or given in this place. 

He had never experienced a place of such profound truth.

He deserved this. 

This is where I belong. 

He stood.
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"There is a way which seems right to a man, 

but the end of it will be the way of death."




Proverbs 14:12
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CHAPTER 1
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1981 – FRIDAY,

JANUARY 9 – 10:35 P.M.

Please, don’t let them start. Don’t let the voices come tonight. 

The glow of the alarm clock on his nightstand was the only illumination in the bedroom. It wasn’t enough light. Any lighter, though, and he’d never get to sleep, even if his nightly “visitors” remained at bay for once.

“Is it even worth trying to ask you for help?” he whispered into the darkness. He shook his head. “You never answer.”

They’re coming, all right. It’s only a matter of time.

Brent Lawton lay in bed, staring at the barely visible ceiling. The darkness pressed in against him from every direction.

How did it end up like this? This wasn’t the plan. All I wanted was a little control.

Five bottle caps and a penny. It all seemed so... so safe.

He took in and released a long breath. The tension he felt didn’t dissipate even a little.

Brent had just turned sixteen. He was a starter on his high school basketball team, and he lacked neither athletic prowess nor intelligence. Not that either seemed to matter anymore.

No, not anymore.

Not one thing in which he excelled—at least so far—was helping him out of the trap in which he now found himself.

He felt isolated. Alone. Especially amongst his family. Except for Lydia, of course.

His thirteen-year-old sister still looked up to him, though even her admiration was usually tainted by gray.

His thoughts drew him back in time to where and when it all started.

Three years earlier, the day-to-day stresses of living in the Lawton household had become nearly intolerable. Brent had come to realize that he was tensing up every time he’d head home from school, knowing that it would only be a matter of time before another ‘discussion’ erupted between his mom and dad. If just two days passed without heated words, yelling, and impassioned threats, he and Lydia hailed them as miracles.

Many times, just after the shouting would start, Brent would hear a light knock on his bedroom door. Lydia would wait for him to open it, and then, with eyes filled with fear and cheeks wet with tears, she’d ask to “come in for a little while.”

Brent always said yes.

She’s the only one in my life who makes me feel important anymore.

Sometimes he would just hold her, rocking her gently, while assuring her that things would soon settle down. 

A thirteen-year-old consoling a ten-year-old. It shouldn’t have been made to happen. And yet, three years later, it continued.

The fights between his parents were a carousel of emotional diatribes. Brent could usually forecast with some measure of accuracy what day the next flare-up would occur, and sometimes even the subject matter.

Only two days before, his mom demanded to know why his dad had been fifteen minutes late coming home from work.

“Don’t start with me, Sharon.”

“I suppose it was traffic again? Or are you going to tell me you stopped off at the store with nothing—again—to show for it?”

At the top of the stairs, in his bedroom, Brent heard the whole thing play out. His mom seemed to be insinuating infidelity. Yet, it could have been that she was a control freak, having to be so in charge of life events that Keith Lawton was allowed no freedoms of his own.

To be fair, the yelling didn’t always start with his mom. The need for another altercation would sometimes begin even before his dad entered the house. Envelopes with the name Keith E. Lawton behind transparent-plastic address windows would show up in the mailbox, the senders of which had all-too-familiar names: Sears. J.C. Penney. L.L. Bean; names not coincidentally tied to his wife’s limitless stacks of catalogs.

Heated words, yelling, and impassioned threats. Brent was sick of it!

However, roughly a year and a half earlier—July of 1979, before his first year in high school—life took what, at the time, seemed like a fortuitous turn.

While outside playing ball with some friends, Brent’s attention was drawn to someone walking toward them from down the street. He recognized the individual instantly. It was Kim Cox.

He was the guy on the street that everyone pretty much avoided. Older by some five or six years, Kim wore black a lot, had long blonde hair, and kept company with others who looked pretty much the same. All the kids at this end of the street knew to walk on the opposite sidewalk if they ever had to pass his house.

“John. Tim. Look.”

The three of them stood in the yard with muted stares as Kim continued his advance. Five houses away, then four, then three, until he got to the property line of Brent’s home.

“Hey, you guys. You wanna see some magic?” he’d asked.

John, Tim, and Brent looked at each other momentarily; all eyes saying the same thing: Who will be the one to say no? But, out of an abundance of curiosity, with a slight shrug, Brent said, “Okay.”

Strained whispers gushed from his friends. “Are you crazy?”

Ultimately, they did approach Kim Cox, but John and Tim made sure that Brent had taken the lead.

Kim pulled something out of the right pocket of his jeans. He squatted down on the sidewalk and waved the boys closer.

“Let’s see if you can outsmart me. See these?” He held out his right hand. In it were five Coca-Cola bottle caps. “These are yours to control.” He laid them on the ground before them. Now, intrigued, the boys also took squatting positions on the sidewalk.

“What do you want us to do with them?” asked John.

“You are going to take this penny and cover it with one of the bottle caps. I’ll turn my back while you line them up any way that you want. Let me know when you’re ready; I’ll turn back and tell you which one of the caps the penny is under.”

Breathing a sigh of relief, Brent asked, “That’s it?” 

“That’s it. Pretty simple,” Kim Cox replied.

The three boys looked at each other, smiled, and accepted the challenge, no longer nervous.

Kim turned his back.

Each of the boys had done his part to make it impossible to know which cap the penny was under. Two of the caps were twisted to get the Coca-Cola name to face other directions; the placements of two others were shifted a bit, while yet another was made to remain exactly in the same spot and position that Kim laid it down. It was under this cap that they had decided to put the penny. 

“Okay. We’re ready,” said Tim.

Wanting to be skeptical, but overcome with a hopeful curiosity, the boys watched as Kim turned around, closed his eyes, and began to pass his right hand, palm down, over each of the caps.

What the heck is he doing? Brent was transfixed as he looked up from Kim’s almost ghostly white hand to look at his closed eyes. This guy needs some sun, he thought to himself, both amused and struck by Kim’s pale appearance.

After a couple of passes, Kim opened his eyes. He confidently reached down and picked up the second cap from his right, revealing the penny.

“That was pretty cool,” said John. Brent and Tim agreed. 

“Let’s see if you can do it again.”

Kim smiled with confidence, with a knowing that caught Brent’s attention. “You got it. But nothing you can do will cause me to make a mistake.”

Time after time, they played his game. Each time, Kim’s hand came down to the hidden penny. For a short while, John and Tim thought it was fun, but they were getting restless to do some things that, in their minds, really took some talent; things like throwing supposed “sliders” across home plate on their makeshift front-yard ball field. 

Tim taking the lead, all three of the boys stood up.

Brent asked, “So, what’s the trick? How’d you do it?”

After he picked up his caps and the penny, Kim Cox stood, momentarily silent. With his black clothes and additional inches of height, the guy was daunting.

He looked Brent dead in his eyes—and that’s how Brent remembered his eyes—dead. After several painfully long seconds, Kim said, “Powers.” 

That’s all he said. And with that one word, he turned around and began walking back toward his end of the street.

The boys stood there for a moment, unsure if they should try again for a real answer or just accept what they’d been given. In the end, though, John turned to Tim and said, “Your turn to catch.”

That had pretty much been it. Ten minutes of tricks that shouldn’t have affected anything in his life. Except, in that brief period, Brent was sure he had seen something much deeper than a mere trick.
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That evening at home was one of the “miracle” nights. It was peaceful, a welcome respite from his normally tight gut and on-edge nerves.

As his mom and dad lounged in the family room watching Family Feud, Brent sat down at the nearby dinner table with a deck of playing cards. 

If it can be done with a penny and bottle caps, he thought, maybe it can be done with some playing cards. 

Worth a shot. Nothing ventured...

Brent rifled through the playing cards, pulling out four red cards and the ace of spades. He lay them face down on the table, closed his eyes, and mixed them up. He then situated them from left to right, with no idea which was the ace.

Looking down at his neat little row, he placed his right hand over each of the cards and wondered what that was supposed to accomplish. To Brent, it had been obvious that Kim’s trick had something to do with having marked one of the bottle caps. But after a moment’s thought, Brent realized that Kim would have had to mark the right bottle cap before the penny was placed under it; seemingly implausible.

Okay, Brent thought, there has to be something to this hand-over-the-cards thing. Was it a sense? A feeling? Brent refocused. Okay, the ace of spades. Ace of spades. Which one are you? He abruptly grabbed for the nearest card. He turned it over. Two of diamonds. Well, that didn’t work. He flipped the card back over and mixed them up again.

Kim had closed his eyes while moving his hand over the bottle caps. Brent, too, closed his eyes and leaned his head back as he had seen Kim Cox do. He began to move his hand over the cards again.

“What are you up to?”

Brent jerked upright. It was his mom. She sounded a bit amused and was now standing behind his chair. “Umm ... just working on a card trick I saw earlier.”

“Oh yeah? Are you any good?”

“We’ll see in a few minutes, I guess. Gotta figure it out first.”

“Well, you’ve got my curiosity piqued. Let me know when you’re ready to amaze your dad and me.”

As his mom went to sit down, again, near his dad—each in his and her recliner—he returned to the task at hand. Okay, let’s try this again. He closed his eyes, leaned back his head, and placed his hand over the cards, moving it back and forth.

Thinking it was about time to drop his hand, he did so. He opened his eyes, flipped the card, and saw the annoying red of the seven of hearts. 

He sighed. What’s the trick?!

Then it hit him. Kim had never said anything about it being a trick. He’d initially used the word “magic”, and later, when probed, he had said, “powers.”

What did that mean? What kind of power? Power that the penny had? That he had?

“Power, huh?” Brent said under his breath. “Well, then let’s get a little hocus-pocus weird with this.” 

Once again, he shuffled the cards and set them in line. Again, he closed his eyes and leaned back his head. And lastly, he placed his hand over the far-right card and began moving it to the left. Power. Power. What kind of power? He started a second pass back to the right.

Determined that something would be different this time— that something would stand out—Brent kept his hand hovering and moving left and right. Eyes closed and brow furrowed in concentration, a thought sparked in his mind. Power to see?

Hmm. Let’s give it a whirl.

The ace of spades. Black. Shaped like a ... spade. The picture formed clearly in his mind. He could see the card. He also visualized the tiny words printed below the spade. Maybe the name of the card company.

Without warning, what felt like a blast of heat shot up into the palm of his hand!

What the...? He opened his eyes and jerked his hand back. He did not just imagine that. He examined the palm of his hand, but didn’t see anything unusual. Shifting his focus to the row of cards, he lowered his hand to the one it had just hovered over.

His heart began to beat hard with anticipation. Had he done it? Had he just figured it out? He flipped the card over.

There it was in all its black beauty. The Ace! “Yes!” he nearly shouted.

“Figure it out, Hon?” his mom inquired. 

“Actually, I think I did!”

“Good for you.”

Brent reshuffled, redistributed, and reattempted.

It happened again. Heat. The secret was heat! He saw the card in his mind, and he felt heat rise from it. This... this is amazing! He took a steadying breath. Okay... Okay... Let’s see. I’ll bet it doesn’t have to be five.

He reached for the deck and searched for two additional red cards. After shuffling them in, he laid out the seven cards and, again, found his ace.

Three for three!

Again, he reached for the deck. Let’s make it thirteen. Another attempt, and another success. Twenty-five? Success. Thirty-five? Success!

He could hardly contain the exhilaration. Even more exciting was that he was accomplishing the feat with black cards mixed into the rows.

All fifty-two? Well, heck! Why not? 

With all fifty-two cards spread out in neat rows, taking up most of the table, he closed his eyes and concentrated on his card. As he moved his hand over the first row of cards, he felt no heat. He opened his eyes and gathered those cards to the side.

“Okay, you’ve got us both curious now.” It was his dad. “What’s the goal?”

Brent looked over his shoulder. Both were standing there. “Well, I’m looking for the ace of spades.”

His dad cleared his throat, and with humor playing in his voice, asked, “Isn’t part of performing an illusion the knowledge of where the card is while your suckers remain clueless?”

Brent found humor in that, too. “You’d think so, huh? But this isn’t an illusion. This is just as exciting for me as it would be for anyone watching.” He turned back to the table. “Okay, no talking. Give the Great Brenton the atmosphere he needs to astound you.” He heard his mom restrain a laugh.

He concentrated. He moved his hand. He felt some warmth. He pushed aside the cards that had remained cool. The card that had just generated the warmth didn’t quite feel right, though. He’d leave it for the moment and continue his search. He cleared another six cards before coming upon another that was generating some warmth. I wonder what this means. He continued.

After his hand had passed over the last of the fifty-two cards, he looked at what remained. He was down to seven cards that had caught his attention due to the sensation of heat. He took a deep breath and looked back at his parents, who were watching intently. His dad, with arms folded and a slight smile, was apparently finding it pretty entertaining.

As Brent was about to continue, his dad said, “Sharon, hand me that pile of cards the magician just pushed to the side. Let’s see how impressive he is before he makes his final pick.” His mom picked up the pile and handed it to her husband. He re-formed the deck and then began to search through it. Brent held his breath.

“Well, Brent, you’ve got something going on here. Your ace of spades is not in this deck.” He set the cards down on the table.

“Okay,” said Brent, “Let’s see how impressive I really am.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Brent couldn’t stop thinking about his initiation into darkness back in July of 1979. The innocence of it all. 

The stupid card trick wasn’t even about gaining control! It was just a stinking grab for attention! Something that was supposed to be fun! No torment! No voices!

As it turned out, Brent’s parents had been very impressed with what he’d done with the cards that first day. In fact, his father had gone so far as to sit down at the table with him and even reshuffled the deck himself. He even arranged the cards on the table, apparently not trusting Brent to do it. It had been time for a reevaluation of the trick.

Brent had passed the test again, with flying colors. Though his dad couldn’t find them, he’d been certain there were markings on the cards. 

In his mind, there had to be. Because there just had to be a naturalistic reason to produce such astonishing results.

When pressed a third time about how he’d done it, Brent simply said, “It’s a secret.” 

He began to enjoy knowing something no one else could figure out. 

However, as the days turned into weeks, his family and friends, who had initially been very impressed with his ability, grew increasingly indifferent. It was rarely brought up anymore to brag about. 

Brent didn’t like the waning of interest in his ability and began to wonder what other attention-grabbers his giftedness could secure. 

He tried the shell game that had originally been done on the sidewalk with Kim Cox. Yes, he’d been able to duplicate it, but to everyone else, it just seemed like some form of parlor trick.

He was getting frustrated.

Late one night—a few weeks into his new skills—while lying in bed, he had the spark of a new idea. It was now obvious to Brent that he could visualize what he wanted to find and then find it, but what if he could visualize what he wanted to happen and cause it to take place?

But how? If it was at all possible, he was going to find out.

Brent realized that this was the moment ... this was the decision that had set a dark and dangerous new course for his life. 

He wanted to ebb the flow of memories and stop reliving the beginning of his life’s end.

But the memories persisted...

Okay, what do I want to happen? It would have to be something... something so unusual that if it did occur, it would be blatantly obvious that I was the cause. He pondered the idea for several minutes, and then it struck him. 

Ohh... What if!

Michele.

Impossible! Now you’re just being stupid. 

But ... what if ...?

If he were able to get Michele Atwell to go out with him, he’d know, without question, that he had a truly astonishing gift. Not one time had he been able to catch her eye. He didn’t understand why. He wasn’t exactly hideous to look at, and he was an athlete...

Okay .... I’ve got my goal. He smiled to himself. What if he were able to make it happen? He sure would turn some heads at school with her on his arm!

Brent knew it was an impractical pursuit. It was ridiculously improbable. Which, of course, made it the perfect test. The question was: How does one go about manipulating someone else’s desires? Would he have to be able to physically see her in order to throw a whammy on her, or could it happen as he lay in bed? Was there a way to study up on this?

He chuckled and shook his head. It’s a stupid idea! Idiotic! Still...

It took a full day before he got past all the moral objections he’d had about manipulating another person’s will. First, he doubted that it could even be done. So, what real harm would come as a result? Second, if the impossible happened, and she did go out with him, she’d be getting someone who wanted her for more than her body, though that body certainly would be a perk! And who’s to say that in some cosmic sense it wasn’t supposed to happen anyway? After all, if it was a gift—a gift that had to have come from God, since he probably did exist—then wouldn’t he just be accomplishing what he was gifted to do?

Moral constraints out of the way, he began to practice, though that was probably the wrong word to use, as he didn’t have a clue what he was doing. But, then, a lot of the skills he’d acquired on the basketball court had come from repetition and trial and error. No reason to believe this wouldn’t accomplish the same.

He had a single class with Michele: English Composition. He’d have to choose a seat somewhere behind hers. Then he could try to ... well, do something. He’d figure it out then.

Monday morning, Brent walked into his first-period English Comp class. He made sure to arrive in the classroom early and get the best possible seat for a good look at Michele when she arrived. 

The problem? She never showed up. She wasn’t there the next day either. As it turned out, she was at home, sick with the mumps, of all things.

At home, he resorted to Plan B. Well, there wasn’t really another plan, but he was going to at least attempt to make some sort of headway. So, locked in his room, he sat at his desk with his eighth-grade yearbook before him. In it, a picture of Michele. He’d had a pretty stupid idea: Try to influence her from afar. 

How? He’d focus on the photo and strain to make his thoughts known to her.

You like Brent Lawton. You want him to be your boyfriend.

Conjuring those two sentences in his mind was enough to make him laugh out loud. 

“Oh brother! Have I lost it.” But Brent felt a niggling to go at it again. So, he did. 

The more he said it, the more he felt like he was making a mistake. It wasn’t a conflict of conscience, but something else. He was doing something wrong.

He sat back with a sigh and rubbed his eyes.

“If you’re not sure that anything you’re doing is right to begin with, how can you be certain that anything you’re doing is wrong?” he asked out loud. He leaned forward and looked at Michele’s picture again. “I want this girl,” Brent murmured. “I need this girl.”

“I’m going to have this girl.”

He attempted again to speak into her mind that she wanted him, believing it had to somehow be possible. Then a thought occurred to him, almost like a whispered voice. “You’re saying it wrong. She needs to believe the thoughts are her own.”

“Her thoughts,” Brent mumbled. Yes! That’s it! She needs to think that the thoughts I’m sending are her own! Brent gave himself a pop to the forehead and looked again at her picture with renewed enthusiasm.

I like Brent Lawton. I want him to be my boyfriend.

The thought voice spoke to him again, “Out loud. Be more subtle.”

He stared into her eyes, willing himself to see their greenness, to see more than just a photograph. He was looking at the object of his desire face-to-face.

“Brent Lawton,” he began again in a whisper. “Brent Lawton.” He felt like he was drilling into Michele’s eyes with his own.

“Brent Lawton. I wonder why I never really noticed him before. Brent Lawton. Now that I think about him, he is kind of cute. Brent Lawton. I wonder why I never really noticed him before. Brent Lawton. Now that I think about him, he is kind of cute.”

The repetition of just his name and those two sentences went on and on until Brent felt a rivulet of sweat travel down his back. The chill of it alerted him. He blinked and sat up. He blinked again and looked at his alarm clock. 

What? No way.” He looked at his watch. “An hour?” He rubbed his eyes and pushed back from his desk. He felt weak, as though he had been through a hard workout.

“Okay, that was a little weird.” He stood up and went downstairs for a snack. “I need some protein.”
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The following Monday, again early for school, he sat at his desk hoping. The classroom was about half full when she walked in. Michele Atwell, in all her long-legged beauty, appeared none the worse for the type of ailment she had suffered through. She was laughing with a girl named ... Hmm ... He couldn’t remember. Michele’s best friend. A mixed pair to be sure: nerd and absolutely-not-nerd.

As Michele and her friend started looking for seats, Michele turned toward the back of the classroom and caught Brent’s eyes. For a moment—a brief, glorious moment—her eyes widened in surprise. She caught her breath, smiled a quick smile, and darted her eyes toward the floor as she took a seat.

Brent’s heart skipped a beat. Maybe three or four beats! She had just noticed him! She hadn’t just seen him, as she’d done countless times; she had noticed him!

Brent nearly exploded in song! Nearly being the operative word. Good thing, too, because the only lyrics that erupted in his mind at that incredible moment were, ‘The hills are alive with the sound of music!’

Good grief! How embarrassing would that have been? He smiled.

No, he didn’t ... he grinned. He grinned like a Cheshire cat!
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Brent and Michele were now an “item.” Guys and girls alike throughout the school were either high-fiving him or looking at him in utter amazement. Good grief, he thought, while walking to class one afternoon, How many in this school must have thought I was so incapable?

After a while, though, even the wonder of bagging Michele Atwell wore off in the minds of his classmates, and he was, once again, relegated to the life of the average.

Much like an adrenaline junkie, Brent found himself needing periodic “fixes” of popular opinion. So, he began making it a practice to learn more ways of exploiting his “gift” for glory.

Additionally, it was becoming easier to manipulate situations and circumstances to his liking, now that he was listening more attentively to his ‘thought voice.’ The idea of that, though, was getting a bit eerie at times. He was growing to believe that it might be an actual voice. And if that was the case ... was it his voice ... or was it something else?

The question both troubled and fascinated him. That is, until one night, about four months into his relationship with Michele.

It was that horrific night that the ‘thought voice’ said something that gripped him with fear:

“Hello, Brent.” 
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CHAPTER 3
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FRIDAY,

JANUARY 9 – 7:07 P.M.

In an old farmhouse hundreds of miles away, in a small town in the eastern hills of Kentucky, sat what appeared to be a frail, aging woman. But her appearance hid a strength that she kept in ready reserve. 

She was thin with a small frame, but she had been steadily working, keeping up her small farm for almost more years than she could count. A widow for the past seven years, Hannah Moore readily admitted her amazement at being able to take on and accomplish all of the work the small farm required.

It was just after 7:00 p.m., and she was now allowing herself some downtime. She sat comfortably in her favorite rocking chair in the bedroom. The old coal stove ushered in its heat, pushing back the wintry cold that invaded other parts of the house. 

Coal trucks daily rumbled up and down the hollow, hauling heavy loads of the black fuel and leaving behind scattered clumps along the roadsides for gathering—winter treasure for her and the other residents of the otherwise-forgotten backroad. A blessing for which she thanked God.

The warmth of the room soaked into her body, allowing her to finally relax. 

She was grateful for the rest. It had been a frigid day. But the chores had needed to get done. She had awakened early to feed the chickens, hogs, and her two dairy cows, and after assuring that they were as warm as the weathered buildings would allow, she turned her attention to getting back inside and to domestic concerns. Though she certainly didn’t like the cold spell that had hit, it did allow her to focus on things that still needed to be done around the house.

Her old mountain home was still in decent repair after nearly a hundred years. Her husband had been born in the house. 

So many good memories, she thought as she wrapped up folding her laundry. Their six children had known this side of the mountain as their home, as well. And, those six had given them fifteen grandchildren. It was a shame that John hadn’t gotten to see and know all of them before he passed. A couple of those grandchildren were approaching marrying age. Would she get to be a great-grandmother? 

God, you are so good!

Leaning over to a corner table, she picked up her Bible and opened it to the Psalms. With so many friends and kin who lived nearby—resulting in somewhat frequent, somewhat unexpected visits—she didn’t always have the luxury of reading the Word in the evenings. But she never missed a morning. Her quiet time with the Lord was the elixir she needed daily for her loneliness.

Those first few weeks and months without her husband had been the most difficult in her life, having to enter into every new day alone. If the Lord had not been present with her each morning, she’d have surely gone mad. The first words from her lips each new day were, and continued to be, Good morning, Jesus. No, it wasn’t an instant fix for the pain, but she was determined to continue her conversations each morning with someone whom she loved. There would be no more Good morning, Honey. No more Ready for breakfast? But she could still converse, and she could still drink in love and acceptance. 

She could still feel comfort.

To wake up with her Lord close by was a bona fide treatment that gave her a measure of what she needed to get through her days alone. Oh, how she still missed her husband.

She turned a few pages, settling on Psalm 100. She began to read aloud to herself. There was always something about hearing the Word of God spoken, even if it was she who was doing the speaking.

“‘Make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands. Serve the Lord with gladness; come before His presence with singing.’ You sure are good to me. Thank you for your love and your provision. ‘Know ye that the Lord He is God: it is He that hath made us, and not we ourselves; we are His people, and the sheep of His pasture.’ Jesus, thank you, that you are great enough and big enough to handle all of our challenges.”

Tears came to her eyes as she surrendered her loneliness to him for the ten-thousandth time. “‘Enter into His gates with thanksgiving, and into His courts with praise; be thankful unto Him and bless His name.’ You are worthy, Lord. Worthy even when things do not go the way I’d like. ‘For the Lord is good; His mercy is everlasting; and His truth endureth to all generations.’” She placed her finger between the pages to mark her spot, closed the book, and looked through her ceiling to Heaven. 

“You have shown me your mercy, O Lord. You have not forsaken me. Never forsaken me. Now, that’s not to say that I always felt that way. No, Sir. Thought you had abandoned me for a time, but I was wrong. You got me through. And, you still do.”

She leaned back her head and just sat silent for a moment, enjoying his Presence. She sighed with contentment. Then it came; a disquiet rose up in her spirit. She sat up.

“What is it, Lord? I feel you quickening my spirit.” She closed her eyes and waited for an answer. It wasn’t what she expected. It was a Scripture reference that came to mind. It was distinct: Psalm 91:14-16. She opened her eyes immediately and flipped open her old King James Bible. The pages hardly stayed in the binding any longer after years of constant use. One of her grandchildren had given her a brand-new, modern version of the Bible earlier in the year because of the condition of the one she held. While she appreciated the gesture, her old Bible was a gift from her husband; a gift that wouldn’t be traded in.

She found the reference. And, until she began reading it, she didn’t know what it was going to say. Again, she began to read aloud. “‘Because he hath set his love upon Me, therefore I will deliver Him: I will set him on high, because he hath known My name. He shall call upon Me, and I will answer him: I will be with him in trouble; I will deliver him, and honour him. With long life will I satisfy him, and shew him My salvation.’

“What, Lord? What does this mean? Are you warning me? Is this for me?” She fell into a wary silence. A word formed in her mind ... Grandson.
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Saturday,

January 10 – 1:07 a.m.

He lay awake, exhausted. Brent’s mind was moving a million miles a minute. It was all his fault. He should have known from the very beginning that he didn’t have a “gift.” Ha! What a joke. A dark, ugly joke. And the joke was on him.

How could his life end up in such a mess because of five stupid bottle caps, a penny, and a deck of playing cards? It was planned. It had to be. These things ... these dark beings that whispered to him every night had set him up. It was so clear now. It was clear ... now. And now was too late.

“Hello, Brent.”

Oh God, no. Please, God. Please keep them away.

“Brent, let us in. You wanted power. We can give it,” the almost audible voice claimed.

This is not happening. This isn’t real. You’re creating these voices yourself, and you’ve got to stop it.

“Brent, you know us. We will never leave you. We keep our promises. We’ve chosen you to receive our power. It’s time to take control of your life.”

Panic began to rise within him. Would he give in this time? Would the arguments that these voices made be more convincing this time? He felt his protective resolve waning.

“Brent, seize it. Take charge of your life’s circumstances. You’ve been trying to use your gifts to influence those around you. You’ve seen only small results. You need us. You need us in you. Ask us to enter.”

No. I won’t. I won’t do this. He felt a cold sweat seep to the surface of his skin. “Leave me alone,” he demanded in a strained whisper. “I don’t want you in my life anymore.”

“It’s too late for that, Brent. There’s no backing out now. Make the best of it, and let us give you what you’ve been seeking. Power.”

“I don’t want it anymore. I don’t need it.”

The gravelly whisper continued in his mind, “Sure you do, Brent. You need what we can give. It’s free. It won’t cost you a thing. You will enjoy the pleasure that we can give you. You will feel the warm, physical ecstasy of letting us enjoy your body. We’ll give you such intense pleasure that you’ll wonder why you waited this long.”

Brent knew what they were claiming. They were promising sexual gratification. He could have the power for which he’d been yearning if he would allow them to defile him sexually. It was insane! There was a price. It wouldn’t be free. And, Brent was too scared to allow it.

“No! I won’t allow it. Leave me alone!”

“Brent ...”

“I said no!” Brent rolled out of bed, tears trailing down his cheeks. Why wasn’t God doing something? Maybe he didn’t exist after all. No, that wasn’t true, and he knew it. The fact that something was haunting him every night proved that there was a spirit realm.

Brent walked to his dresser and stared into the mirror set into the hutch above. He was terrified. He could see it in his own eyes. I want out of this. I need out of this. I can’t take it any longer. Without breaking eye contact with himself, he opened a small drawer built into the right side of the hutch and found his Boy Scout knife. Unfolding it, he lowered his eyes to his left wrist. The scar was still there. How many times had he stood there with the same intention that he had now? Only once had he set aside the fear of penetrating the skin. He remembered how the blood had pooled on his wrist before spilling over and down onto his dresser. Could he commit himself to the deed this time?

I hate my life. I hate it! God, please, help me do this. Help me get it done. He placed the tip of the blade onto the scar. The voices returned.

“Brent, maybe you’re right. Maybe this is the best solution. Your fears will be over. You will no longer be a cause of your parents’ failing marriage. You and they can finally know peace.”

“Shut up,” Brent demanded through clenched teeth. He began to apply the necessary downward pressure.
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1:10 a.m.

Hannah Moore knew that sleep was not an option. Not now. Not while she felt the Lord’s continued call to prayer. Initially, she didn’t know which of her six grandsons she was to pray for. But it became clear as she began to intercede. It was Brent. She hadn’t seen him in nearly seven months, not since the annual visit by her daughter, Sharon, and her family. The family came down from Millsville, Ohio, once a year for a two-week visit, something she always looked forward to. She loved all her children and grandchildren deeply.

Remembering their last visit, Hannah recalled the somber mood that Brent seemed to have upon arriving. He was distant and looked ... tired. She remembered thinking that he looked like many adults who had been shouldering too many worries. He’s too young to look that way, she had thought then. But a few days into the family’s visit, Brent looked completely refreshed and happy, without a care in the world. That appearance had caused her concerns to evaporate.

Now she focused her prayers on the boy. She knew that “old slew foot” was up to no good as far as her grandson was concerned. She was familiar with Satan’s devices. She’d battled him off and on for years. He and his demonic horde were formidable. But, since the Lord was directing the prayer, she knew that God was going to move on Brent’s behalf. All she had to do to keep God’s hands—and his plan—moving forward was to remain diligent in her requests.​​[1]

She had gotten out of her chair nearly an hour ago, falling to her knees beside her bed. She intuitively knew that this situation, whatever it was, was going to require more than casual prayer, and she grew up believing that intercession happened on one’s knees.

The Spirit persisted in his urgings. Therefore, she would also persist. Maybe it would be a night without sleep, but little did that matter. She would keep a long-distance, prayerful vigil until the Holy Spirit gave her release.
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CHAPTER 4
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SATURDAY,

JANUARY 10 – 1:17 A.M.

He had failed again. Brent wept on his knees where he had collapsed, the open knife held loosely in his right hand.

Again, he had failed to penetrate the skin. He failed because he was scared. At the moment that he felt actual pain, induced by the point of his knife, he thought about something. Or, rather, some place.

It was a destination that he thought little of, if it even exist-ed. As he had stood there watching the blade push against the taut skin of his wrist, a sudden recollection invaded his mind.

His grandmother, whom he’d always known as “Mamaw,” had often talked about Heaven, and she made it sound so real. There never seemed to be a twinge of doubt in her mind that it existed. “It’s where I will be with your Papaw again someday,” she would say. “There are so many people that I long to see again, and many of them will be there on the opposite bank of the river waiting for me as I cross into glory.”

A river? In Heaven? He remembered thinking how impossible that sounded. But, if she said it was there, who was he to say that it wasn’t? 

In none of his other attempts to kill himself had Heaven entered his thoughts. What had always stopped him was the remembrance of the pain that was created the first time he had succeeded in drawing blood. He couldn’t fathom the pain of pushing it all the way in, then drawing it back.

Then there was Lydia. What if she ended up being the one who found him? He couldn’t bear the thought. Tonight, though, she slept at the home of a friend. If he was going to finally follow through, this would have been the perfect night.

He sighed. So much for convenience.

Now, new and troubling thoughts occupied his mind; thoughts that revolved around a place called Heaven.

It was a place where good people went. Certainly, he wouldn’t—couldn’t—measure up like his Mamaw. But it sure would be good to dream about such a place; to have his inveterate nightmare replaced by a dream of Heaven.

He sighed again.

Why even bother thinking about it? That wasn’t where he’d go anyway. And besides, the thought of the place was just one more thing that kept him locked in this devilish world for another day and night.

The notion of reliving all of this emotion and mental torture again in twenty-four hours caused him to take one more glance at his knife and contemplate another attempt. But, again, his thoughts drifted back to after-death destinations.

If not Heaven, where? Doesn’t the existence of Heaven, if real, presume an actual place called Hell? And, if so, wasn’t it obvious that he was a ripe candidate for admittance there?

Brent got up and began to pace, the open knife still in his hand. In times past, he would have laughed it up with friends who, usually after a few drinks, would boast of the parties that they’d have once they all arrived in Hell. Someone would usually start singing or shouting “Highway to Hell!” to everyone’s amusement.

He wasn’t laughing now, though. Something in his mind screamed that Hell was to be avoided at all cost.

So, there it lay, sprawled out in front of his mind’s eye; a road map showing two entirely different directions. Neither of the routes promised even the remotest hope of safety ... of peace.

He was at a fork in the road, and he’d arrived at it by a one-way street. To the left was life as usual. To the right was suicide. And there was no way to back up.

Only minutes ago, the decision to travel to the right was paramount in his mind. But now he sat, stationary, knowing that, with no way to keep it from happening, life was going to drag him kicking, screaming, and clawing to the left. All because he was scared. For months, he’d been too scared to live, but now ... now he was also too scared to die.

I’ve just discovered the true definition of misery, he thought.

Brent folded his knife. He walked over to the hutch, put the knife in the drawer, closed it, and walked back over to his bed. He’d survived another night.

Survived. Yeah, there’s some irony.

At least the voices​​[2] were gone—for now. They wouldn’t torment him again until the following night. And now he’d be able to fall asleep.

Now, though, he would have to face the nightmare.
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1:23 a.m.

Hannah felt a sense that the battle was ebbing. She didn’t get up immediately, though. It was always safer to pray a little longer than needed than to assume the battle was over and stop, only to find out later that she could have done more.

“Lord, is that it? Is there more prayin’ that needs to be done? I feel like the enemy has retreated. Is that true?” She waited. She listened.

Silence. Calm. Peace.

“So be it, Lord. But, Father, I come to you now with a pleadin’ heart. You wouldn’t have burdened me to fight tonight if you didn’t have Brent’s safety in mind. And I know that safety to you is a matter of eternity. Father, I don’t know if that boy knows you or not. In my mind, I have doubts about that.

“O Redeemer of the souls of Man, don’t leave this boy alone. You trouble him. You get his attention. You put the right people into his path to share your love with him. And, just to make sure you do, I’m going to trouble you day and night until that boy is safely in your arms.” She looked up and shook her index finger at the air, imagining that her Lord was looking down at it, and hopefully smiling. “You don’t want an old, determined woman pestering you to no end, do you?” 

She smiled. “Actually, I don’t reckon you’d mind that at all.”

Hannah got up off the floor, her knees arguing with her all the way up. “Next time, Lord, would you remind me to kneel on a pillow?” She got into bed and pulled her thick comforter up to her neck. She was asleep in moments. 
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CHAPTER 5
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SATURDAY,

JANUARY 17 – 10:19 A.M.

It had been a week since his last major encounter with the voices from hell, as he had come to consider them. But he was suspicious. Was it all a ploy? For some reason or another, they seemed to be less effective in getting to him. It wasn’t that they had stopped their nightly visits. No, they still came, but just as quickly as he would hear one of those ... those things, it would shut up and go away as if it had been muzzled.

This gave him a modicum of peace, but no true comfort. The fact that the voices still came, if only for a moment or two, was evidence enough that he was still in trouble.

Brent sighed.

He looked up into a near-cloudless sky and squinted; the intensity of the sunlight causing his blue eyes to water. It was probably just below freezing, even in the sunshine. The warmth and moisture of his breath caused puffs of white to float away in the morning air.

Looking down, he saw his shadow stretching down the driveway, causing his five foot, eleven inches to look nearly twice that. His thick, dark hair stuck out around the stocking cap he had pulled over his head, something his Grandma Law-ton had made for him. It was an item that was worn in the daylight only when there was no one else around. He had a matching scarf and mittens that remained in the closet. He could wear them one item at a time, perhaps, but after having seen what he looked like with everything on at the same time...

He laughed.

Yep, cap or scarf, but never both, and certainly never the mittens.
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