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      “Come, come,” said Venables. “I really can’t go along with this modern playing down of evil as something that doesn’t really exist. There is evil. And evil is powerful. Sometimes more powerful than good. It’s there. It has to be recognized—and fought. Otherwise—” He spread out his hands. “We go down to darkness.”
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          MONDAY, APRIL 30, 2018, 10:24 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A large Victorian-era home in a rural area

        Placer County, California

      

      

      

      “Hail Satan.”

      “Hail Satan.” The small group intoned the greeting.

      “Good evening. Welcome to the Temple of Asmodeus.” The voice of the man in the robe was low and resonant. “I am Frater Roman.” He paused as a few in the crowd responded. Murmured conversations stopped. “Soon we will enter the ceremonial room. That room is Beelzebub’s Chapel. It is a sacred space.” Frater Roman glanced toward the door.

      Sixteen-year-old Michael Dean sat with Liz on the floor near the front of the dozen young men and women that faced Frater Roman. He was uncomfortably warm. He was afraid. Elizabeth Spencer, his fifteen-year-old girlfriend, smiled her excitement.

      “The ritual will last an hour and will climax at midnight. Most of you have been to a magickal ceremony and know that at the high point of the working, we hold in our minds a thought or an image. Often it involves something we wish to change in our lives or accomplish in the world or in our temple. Tonight will be different. In a few minutes, we’ll take a ritual bath together and put on robes. At that time, you will be given an image of Ahriman, god of darkness. At midnight, when the psychic energy in the room is raised to its highest level, we will all focus our thought, our energy, and our imagination on Ahriman.”

      Michael glanced at Liz and wondered how she felt about taking the bath. She continued to lean forward in rapt attention.

      “Ahriman is powerful. We will hold his image simultaneously and collectively, but he will affect our bodies and minds individually. When we enter the chapel and the doors close, you will remain silent except when the leader of the ceremony calls for your participation. You will know how to respond, what to say or chant, and when to do it.”

      Michael listened intently, although his fear rose, and he began to sweat.

      “This ceremony will become part of your individual journeys and eventually lead to your initiation into higher degrees of our order.”

      He looked down at Liz, sitting on the floor in front and to his left. Michael sensed Roman’s licentious thoughts. His stomach continued to churn as he tried to anticipate the forbidden acts to come, hoping he and Liz would not be compelled to participate.

      Roman’s gaze remained on her for a moment. She was wearing a long, black dress, and her slim waist was circled with a leather belt. On the belt hung round silver ornaments the size of half dollars, each imprinted with signs of the zodiac and other occult symbols. Her hair was jet black. Parted in the middle of her head, it hung down to the middle of her back. She had darkened her eyebrows with black eyeliner and shaded the surrounding area in black. She wore black lip gloss. As Roman looked at her, Michael put his hand on Liz’s back.

      Frater Roman smiled briefly and continued. “I caution you that this ritual may change the direction of your life. You may leave now if you wish and nothing will happen to you. However, as all of you know—even the uninitiated—what happens in the temple stays in the temple.”

      Michael squirmed. The whole experience felt unreal.

      “The ritual is one that has been developed over a very long time on the principles of ‘high magick.’ You all know that this does not mean parlor tricks or a stage performance done for entertainment. This is deadly serious.”

      Michael heard Roman’s words, but they were lost to him except “deadly serious.”

      “We believe in compassion, justice, and responsibility. But we also believe in taking vengeance on those who seek to harm us. We can, we have, and we will curse those that betray or harm our temple, or harm our brothers and sisters, or the Magnum Opus, the Great Work. Above all else, you are reminded of this: What you see and hear tonight stays here. Forever.”

      A figure in a black robe with an inner lining of red rayon satin entered quietly through the same door as had Frater Roman. The hood was pulled back. His carefully cultivated look projected sinister energy. The stirring in Michael’s gut intensified.
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        * * *

      

      C. Szandor Eosphoros, high priest of the temple, felt power stir inside. He gazed over the young crowd as he walked slowly to the rear of the room, behind and around the outer edge of the seated group, then to the front. He signaled Michael and the teenage girl with the Goth-style black dress.

      They followed him down the hall to an anteroom with three large windows that overlooked an expansive, moonlit lawn with roses and some trees.

      The small room was beautifully adorned. Though it was dark, Szandor could see the young man’s hands shaking. It was apparent to him that Michael was unable to take notice of his surroundings. They stood a couple of feet apart, for a moment, before the priest spoke.

      “You are Elizabeth and Michael. I have come to ask several questions. How old are you?” He looked first at Liz.

      “I’m fifteen.”

      Szandor looked at Michael.

      “I’m sixteen.”

      He stared at the boy a little longer than necessary, noting with satisfaction his growing discomfort.

      “Elizabeth, you have been initiated into the Minerval degree. You are an active member, and you have studied with us… how long?”

      “About six months. A little more.”

      “Michael, you are registered with the temple, but you have studied here only a month or so and have not been initiated.”

      “I’ve been to classes here for almost two months.”

      “You are not yet ready for the ritual that will be performed tonight.”

      Michael let out a quiet sigh of relief. “Okay. Maybe later we can⁠—”

      Liz cut in. “But I think I am ready.”

      Szandor looked at her thoughtfully. Earlier, for the first time in more than a month, he felt the familiar force stirring inside. It was stronger now. “Tell me something. Are you a virgin?”

      He saw the troubled look that crossed Michael’s face. “What has that got to do with it? And why is that anyone else’s business?” The boy’s reedy, shaking voice betrayed him. Szandor hid his satisfaction.

      Liz ignored her boyfriend and responded without hesitation. “I was fourteen when I came here. I would not still be a virgin except that I was asked… well, the teacher didn’t say I was too young, but she said that it would give me special power in my training in magick. If I stayed a virgin.”

      The young, nubile adolescent’s confession of her virginity sent pulses of arousal into and through Szandor’s thoughts as well as his body. The arousal fueled his lust for power. Szandor sucked in an exhilarating breath. This girl will do nicely. Not quite as desirable as a younger boy child. But a good choice, nonetheless.

      “Yes, Elizabeth. You have done well. We think—I think—that you are ready to be part of tonight’s working. In fact, you will be the youngest among us and will have a special place…” He looked at Michael. “But Michael, you are not. So, we are going to ask you to leave. You need to learn more. You can keep coming to classes, read what is recommended, practice what you learn, and perhaps someday you will be invited.”

      “But I’m not leaving without Liz.”

      “Elizabeth, do you want to leave with Michael?”

      “No. I want to stay.”

      Michael looked first at the man, then at Liz, and frowned. “But you came with me. I need to drive you home.”

      Looking at her, Szandor rejoined, “We’ll make sure she gets home. Michael, I need you to leave now.” He said it firmly, in a manner that permitted no argument. “And Michael… you are not to speak of anything that happened here tonight or anything that might happen. Nothing. You took an oath the first time you came here and again tonight that nothing you see or hear, or even that you have been here, will be revealed to anyone upon pain of the most serious consequences, even death. That includes consequences to you. Or your family. Or your friends. For your sake, I hope you understand.”

      Michael hesitated. Szandor looked into his eyes, calling on his well-developed intuition to divine the young man’s thoughts. He sensed Michael’s struggle. The boy couldn’t call up the words to mount a strong argument, and he couldn’t call up the courage to make a strong demand. Szandor loved the feeling of control.

      Liz broke the momentary silence. “I’ll be fine, Michael. Go home. I want to stay. I’ll be fine, and I’ll get home. Okay?”

      Szandor was amused as Michael tried to hold her eyes with his. He stood stiffly, tension showing; now he began to slump in obvious defeat. Without a word, he turned and walked from the anteroom out the front door and down the long flight of steps to the ground.

      Szandor understood Michael’s thoughts. He walked in shame. The priest felt no pity. He had long ago left behind all such useless sentiment.

      He smiled at Elizabeth.
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          MONDAY, APRIL 30, 2018, 10:39 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Outside the old Victorian house

        Placer County, California

      

      

      

      Michael turned the SUV around and drove slowly down the long driveway, looking back at the sinister house with a deep sense of foreboding. Turning left as he passed through the open gate, he drove a mile down the narrow road, turned around, and then drove back. He waited in a turnout across the road from the driveway entrance, watching the front of the house. The knots in his stomach tightened and churned.

      The moonlight over the hill on his left fell on the trees on both sides, casting long shadows and deepening Michael’s sense of isolation. The sun had set about two hours ago. He could see only one light that burned dimly in the house.

      His stomach roiled unabated. Adrenaline rose from uncomfortable to near painful. Nothing happened. No one appeared. No sound reached him besides the stridulating of the crickets.

      Fear and frustration pinned him to his seat and bound him from returning to the house and demanding to see Liz. He loved her. She was in danger.

      Something awful was taking place inside that house. Something evil and horrible. Why had they come here? Why had they ever become involved with those people? Never had he been this scared.

      Liz had begun reading their books and going to their classes shortly after she met Michael. When they started hanging out, he fell for her, and he fell hard. He knew she hadn’t fallen as hard for him. She had another interest. Liz had told Michael that Satanism was the natural progression of the Goth lifestyle. Her parents hated it. It was perfect. The teenagers shared the music, the dress and look, and the culture.

      Michael and Liz admired bands like Slayer, Behemoth, and Marduk, and they argued for hours about which performers were really Satanic and which of them worshipped the devil. He enjoyed their arguments. They frequently listened to other bands that were open about their Satanic practices.

      Michael knew she wanted to have sex with him, although perhaps not as much as he wanted it with her. But they both wanted it and talked about it often. She put him off even as she flirted with him suggestively. Twenty minutes ago he’d learned why.

      He loved her anyway, and he wanted more than anything to save her. Save her from these dangerous people, from their revolting lifestyle, their depraved beliefs, and even save her from herself.

      He hesitated once more as his mind turned over, for the hundredth time, the threat to his family and to himself if he told anyone anything about the temple. The threat made tonight had not been the first. Michael had heard variants of it other times he’d been there. The threats were real. Yet fear of retaliation for revealing anything about the temple was followed by the deeper fear of what would happen to Liz if he didn’t.

      It was time to act. He picked up his cell phone and dialed 911.

      Explaining the situation to the voice on the other end of the line was another frustrating part of a seriously fucked-up night. He finally took the leap into the unknown and told the dispatcher that Liz was at a Black Mass with a group of Satanists.

      The silence on the other end further unnerved him. When the dispatcher picked up the conversation, her skepticism was unmistakable. “Listen, if this is some kind of prank, you’re calling the wrong number. You getting this? What I’m saying?”

      “This isn’t a prank. My girlfriend is in there. She’s only fifteen, and something bad is happening.”

      “Well, from what you told me, she made her own decision to be there and do whatever they’re doing. Right? So, what do you want me to do?”

      “Send a cop. Please. She’s in over her head. Her parents don’t know where she is.”

      “Okay, kid. I’ll send a car, but you better be straight with me or your butt’s gonna be in a cage till you rot. Got it?”

      “I got it. Just hurry. There was something about midnight. I don’t know what they meant.”

      “I’ll get someone there as soon as I can, but we only have three patrol units out there right now. So give me your location and sit tight.”

      When he ended the call, Michael looked at the time. Hurry, he silently entreated. He was glad he had resisted the urge to light up a spliff.

      He waited. The churning in his stomach felt like an incoming tide.
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        * * *

      

      Michael studied the old house. It looked to be three stories, but from forty yards it was hard to tell. His dad was a contractor. Before he left, he had taught his son a little about houses. Michael knew it was a Victorian and that it was a style of home that had been built in the 1800s or the early 1900s. In the front, a porch ran along the entire first floor. It was directly under a similar porch that ran the length of the second story and appeared to wrap around the corner. The flight of stairs on the outside was near the east side of the house, rose approximately twenty feet from the ground to the second story porch, and was interrupted by a landing about halfway up.

      Michael could not see the third floor clearly. It did not appear to have a wrap-around balcony. It looked like it had small balconies that extended from several rooms. Above that floor were indents, overhangs, irregular rooms, arches, gables, spires, and turrets stretching to the sky from the various rises, angles, and falling slopes that made up the roof. Michael now wondered if the architects at the time had mixed styles from other periods with the Victorian.

      Looking on from a distance, the home radiated chaos, unsettling confusion, and most of all darkness. Day or night mattered not. It was a place of darkness. Michael felt it to his core.
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          MONDAY, APRIL 30, 2018, 10:39 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Inside the old Victorian house

        Placer County, California

      

      

      

      Slowly, quietly, Liz and the priest entered the room where Frater Roman was in mid-sentence: “…and as perhaps all of you know, our high priest teaches that we are of the atheistic persuasion, and we believe in the symbol, not in an actual entity. In fact, the principle behind the symbol is the veneration of self and of our acceptance of our own individuality and our own power.”

      It did not matter to Liz whether Satan was real or not. She loved the stimulation of being with these people and learning the exotic teachings they offered. She sat on the rug near where she and Michael had been. The room seemed darker than before.

      A hand went up from one of the men. Liz did not recognize him. He posed his question before being called on. “But many priests teach that he is real.”

      Roman responded: “This is not a time for questions. This is a summary of those things from your training that you need to call to mind mentally and spiritually to fully embrace the rite. Ask your questions at the appropriate time and place. I will, however, remind you as a man who recognizes his own self as supreme, you are free to decide what to believe is ‘real.’ What to accept as a physical world reality and what to accept in its power as symbolic reality is for every man and woman to choose. Your view of the Master may change tonight.”

      Liz tingled with growing excitement, and her mind glowed in anticipation of the mystery she was about to enter.

      “In a few minutes we will move to the robing room, where you will remove your clothing, take the ritual bath together, and put on the robes that hang near the far side of the pool. You—well, most of you—should be comfortable being skyclad. That will only be momentary while you are changing and bathing, but during the ritual, anyone who wishes to participate nude is free to do so.”

      Liz’s heart beat faster, and her momentary fear that she would soon be undressing with this group of strangers melted into the excitement of knowing that she was being accepted as one of them. For the first time ever she felt free, that she belonged to herself. This is the best night of my life.

      “Before we begin the ritual, call to mind one more of our basic, core beliefs. Unlike the weak of our society, we indulge in that which gives us pleasure. What they reject as sin, we embrace as our higher self. We sin because we like to sin. We lust because we fully and completely embrace our lust. The same may be said of our greed, appetites of all kinds, and even our anger when the time calls for it. But we also venerate love, in all of its forms and expressions.”

      He paused and looked at the men and women that remained. Liz looked back and their eyes connected. She shivered with a newly discovered thrill. This is the life that I want, the life I choose.

      His words continued quietly and slowly, rising in a crescendo. “We enter this rite to celebrate and indulge in sin. We find joy in the world of our making, in our lust, in our complete embrace of life. We indulge our deepest self. Tonight, we embrace our true carnal nature.” His eyes shone as his voice rose filling the room. “We joy in our sin. We love, we lust, we fornicate, we worship our Dark Lord, our Master. SATAN!!!”
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          MONDAY, APRIL 30, 2018, 10:57 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Inside the darkened ceremonial room

        Placer County, California

      

      

      

      Inside the chapel, the high priest looked from behind the black curtain over the stage and out onto the audience. The spirit within never failed to lay a blanket of peace over him just before the beginning of a show.

      He noted with satisfaction that the large room had been carefully prepared for this night. Skulls and goat heads, suspended on three walls, looked out over his followers. Sculptures of gargoyles were interspersed in between, their faces contorted in rage and other hideous expressions. Sigils and other occult symbols appropriate to the Mass completed the effect.

      Soft red light emanated from the outer edges of the floor and surrounded the outer part of the room. The red light sprayed a few inches up the walls of the ceremonial area. It also cast dim illumination onto the lower parts of four high, round tables, each with four high-seated barstool chairs. The tabletops had been decorated with items laid out and available for use later—bottles of water, towels, bags for discarded objects or for other uses, THC-laced brownies and other snacks, and uncorked bottles of wine with glasses. Everything is ready. I am ready. He looked over the altar one more time.

      The lights were soft, the shadows long. Six large, dimly glowing candles in six silver candleholders fastened to the walls were spread around the room. Shadows enveloped the faces of those present in shared anonymity. The harpsichord was silent.

      The eleven neophytes from the outer room joined the twenty-two men and women, the acolytes and adepts, already sitting on the deep-carpeted floor. Most of their faces were painted in various colors and designs. Several wore masks. Nine others, the priest and several participants with different tasks, were in their places and ready to perform their roles.

      And there was Moriba. She sat in her place, behind the second curtain that remained closed. Her six-foot python wrapped itself around her, weaving in and out of her arms and around her torso and neck.

      Forty-two men and women, each committed to the Master, would participate. All had been carefully chosen for this ritual. They spoke no words, but the air hummed with hushed excitement. Each had taken a ritual bath in another room. Each had donned a black, hooded robe. Pentagrams inside circles hung around their necks. Szandor felt the vibrations of energy and anticipation of the commencement of the Black Mass. His feeling of control rose, knowing that each man and woman was excited by evil and the promises of evil. Each thrilled with anticipation that they would collectively indulge in the forbidden rite. He shared the thrill.

      Three minutes seemed longer. Szandor glanced in the direction of the silent harpsichord at the rear of the stage and to the right. He held out his open hands, giving the signal. He looked at the four skulls evenly spaced on the altar.

      A gong rang from the side of the chapel.

      Then it began. Chords from the haunting instrument permeated the room, along with heavy incense. The stage was elevated about a foot and a half from the main floor.

      Several black-robed men entered from the left side, from behind the partly opened, heavy velvet curtain. The priest inhaled another deep, satisfying breath. His gaze roved from the altar, over the room and back.

      One of the men strode to the altar and lit the candle on the end. He moved to his left, lighting another candle, then another, and another until all six candles, in silver holders, glowed. The ritual instruments lay near the center. The haunting chords slowly rose and fell in rhythm, pitch, and power.

      The soft lights from the six candles on the walls dimmed further as the candles on the altar sprinkled light onto the objects, laid in careful order, and cast flickering shadows over each woman who described herself as a Satanic witch or priestess or magistra or other designation of the office or degree into which she had been initiated. Interconnected shadows danced over each of the men who called himself a warlock or sorcerer or magus or other title. Szandor was satisfied.

      Then his eyes embraced the figure near the front of the group. As though set apart by some invisible spirit, the fifteen-year-old virgin, barely initiated into the most basic degree, sat quietly. Szandor sensed that she shared the growing excitement of the others.

      A minute after the candles on the altar were lit, two robed, hooded men quietly moved to opposite sides of the altar, Levi on the right, Roman on the left. Each turned toward the closed black curtain.

      Out of the sight of the main group, two older women and a man were visible to Szandor and he to them. They were elders in the community, and he bowed in recognition of their positions more than their age. Their presence honored him, but he admitted to himself that he feared their power. They took seats in three high-backed chairs on the stage behind and to the left of the altar.

      The inner curtain parted silently and slowly, revealing an elevated dais set against the wall. It was eight feet long and six feet higher than the floor of the stage and about twelve feet behind the altar. A crucifix hung upside down, suspended from the wall behind the dais. On the flat top lay a nude woman. Moriba. The large numerals 666 adorned her bare chest. The silently moving serpent, symbol of the Master’s wisdom, seemed part of her. She reclined in a sensual pose and looked confidently out over the audience, for in one sense an audience it was, and the ritual was a performance, and Szandor loved to perform.

      Above the upside-down crucifix and behind the woman hung a pentagram; two points were directed upward, one downward. Imposed over the pentagram, on a throne, sat another image, a caricature known for hundreds of years by the name Baphomet. Szandor glanced at the goat head with long horns, raised right arm, left arm down, female breasts, and goat’s hooves. Then he looked for a moment at Moriba, her breasts pushed forward and the 666 displayed in a haughty, brazen statement that she rejected all shame with finality. He felt his arousal climb. I live for this.

      A long minute later, the priest took his cue. As if the program had already commenced and stopped in a dramatic pause, the performance resumed. Szandor strode to the altar, hands extended from his robe. The inside lining was red. His head was shaved and was now covered by the black hood. He stood just over six feet. His face was bare except for a black mustache and goatee that served to give him a dark appearance, one that hinted of power and latent menace.

      He was a performer, and his eyes surveyed his audience. His gaze momentarily rested on Elizabeth, then focused on the instruments on the table in front of him. The stirring inside him intensified. He took the athame in his left hand and the small bell in his right.

      His rhythm and pauses and timing were always perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          MONDAY, APRIL 30, 2018, 11:01 P.M.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The ritual room in the Victorian house

        Placer County, California

      

      

      

      Szandor knew most of those present. He was not friends with them. Except for Moriba, he knew only a little about their lives outside the temple. He didn’t care to. As a group, their participation in the rituals intensified the power of the workings. That was enough. He taught them the Satanic worldview—the worldview of the diabolical—and how to utilize it to benefit themselves. He let go of his thoughts, took a deep breath, and began.

      “Lucifer, we summon thee. Hear our call for thy presence.” As he continued the summons, names rolled through his deep voice in smooth singsong, rising and falling: “Lucifer, Ouyar, Chameron, Aliseon, Mandousin, Premy, Belial, Oriet, Naydrus, Baal, Azazel…” The chant continued. The names of demons and gods flowed in varying tones and pitches, ending “…Beelzebub, Lucifer. Amen.”

      He picked up the bell from the altar and rang it three times in the direction of the audience. East. Turning left, he rang three times again: north. Then three more times to the west. Three to the south. A quarter turn to his left and he again faced east.

      He placed the bell on the table and, with both hands, took up the athame and raised it high, pointing the blade toward the ceiling. “We invoke the Four Crowned Princes of Hell.” He waved the athame back and forth three times, put it down, then again picked up the bell. Ringing it three times, he intoned, “Satan, Lucifer.”

      He turned to the north and rang the bell three times: “Beelzebub.” He turned to the west, his back to the group, rang the bell and said, “Astaroth.” To the south, he rang the bell, and, in the same deep voice, he concluded, “Azazel.”

      A quarter turn left and he faced his audience. Bowing his head briefly, with both hands he put down the bell and took up the athame. He lifted it above his head, the blade pointing upward. He intoned words in Latin. Smoke from an incense thurible rose from the altar.

      “In nomine dei nostri Satanas, Luciferi excelsi. In the name of Satan, ruler of the earth, true god, almighty and ineffable, who hast created man to reflect thine own image and likeness, I invite the forces of darkness to bestow their infernal power upon me. Open the gates of Hell to come forth to greet me as your brother and friend.

      “Opus Domine Satanas.”

      He lifted his arms toward the crowd, hands open, inviting a response.

      The group intoned: “Opus Domine Satanas.”

      Some in the assembly raised a hand with middle fingers down, index and pinky fingers extended up, palm out facing Baphomet. Szandor reflected with satisfaction on what he saw. The symbol was used by millions in a variety of settings. Outside this ceremony, people debated what it meant. The priest smiled inwardly at the thought. No one debates it here: in this assembly and all assemblies like it, the gesture is universally accepted by Satanists as the sign of our Master—the Prince of Darkness.
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        Rural area

        Placer County, California

      

      

      

      A green and white Placer County Sheriff’s patrol car pulled up beside Michael Dean’s SUV near the entrance to the driveway. Michael rolled down the passenger window. Deputy Joseph Creighton looked at him through the open driver’s door window of the Crown Vic. “You call 911?”

      Deputy Bill Marhlor leaned left, slightly over his partner’s shoulder and observed the teenager’s face. Marhlor was thirty-one and had been on the force for five years. He wore his dark brown hair in a crew cut. His uniform was reasonably neat. His clean-cut face announced that he was simple in outlook, sure of himself, and handsome in a military sort of way.

      “Yes, sir.” Michael’s answer seemed forced to Marhlor.

      “Okay. What’s up?” Creighton asked. He was in his mid-thirties, dark complected, of average build and in good condition, and carried the look of a cop from a small community.

      “The dudes in there have my girlfriend.”

      Marhlor heard Michael’s voice clearly but also noted that it quavered.

      “Against her will?” Creighton’s tone hinted his disbelief.

      “Well, she said she wants to be there, but something bad’s gonna happen.”

      Marhlor continued his observation from the passenger side and listened through Creighton’s driver’s side window. He did not share his partner’s skepticism, although he had no reason he could put in words as to why. He kept silent but thought, something’s wrong here.

      “How do you know something bad’s gonna happen? And if she wants to be there, what do you expect us to do about it?” The look on Creighton’s face discouraged argument, but Michael persisted. Marhlor continued to study the teenager’s face.

      “Well, see they’re Satanists, and I don’t think she knows what they’re going to do.”

      At the mention of “Satanists,” Deputy Marhlor opened the passenger door of the patrol vehicle, got out, and walked around to the driver’s door on Michael’s side.

      “How do you know they’re Satanists?”

      Michael turned from his passenger side to talk out the driver’s window. “I’ve met them. Gone to their classes. They’re all into stuff about Satan. It’s what they talk about. It’s what they do. They’re Satanists. She’s been studying with them for months, and I’ve gone to their classes for over a month. Tonight they’re having a Black Mass. Liz and I were both going to go, but they wouldn’t let me in.”

      Creighton asked, “Why wouldn’t they let you in?”

      “They said I wasn’t ready.”

      Marhlor was quiet and looked at the boy. He saw fear in Michael’s eyes.

      Creighton continued, “Well, I suppose they can decide who they let in.”

      “But something bad’s gonna happen. I just know it.”

      Creighton was unimpressed and unsympathetic. “Well, ‘I just know it’ isn’t anything we can act on. Just what is it you want us to do?”

      “Can’t you go in and see if she’s all right? If they know police officers are here, maybe they won’t do anything.”

      Marhlor straightened and looked up at the night sky. As a warm breeze passed, he looked down at Michael. Along with fear, he saw a glimmer of hope. Only a glimmer, but it was there. He accepted that Michael’s strand of hope was based on the presence of the deputies. As another warm breeze passed, he decided. We will help if we can. We have to. We’re cops.

      Creighton responded, “Won’t do what? Don’t you get it, kid? She’s there because she wants to be. I know devil worshipers aren’t exactly a mainstream religion, but we can’t just go roust them. We’d get the department sued. And we’d get⁠—”

      “Why’d they want to know if she’s a virgin?”

      Marhlor leaned slightly forward. “They asked if she’s a virgin?”

      “Yeah. She told them she is. She’s only fifteen.”

      Without another word, the deputy started around the front of Michael’s car. As he passed the space between the vehicles, he said tersely, “Let’s go. Leave the unit here.”

      He didn’t wait for a response. He walked quickly, decisively toward the open gate, through it, and toward the house.

      Creighton pulled the car forward, off the road, and notified dispatch. He hurriedly got out and caught up with his partner.

      “Bill, we can’t just go riding in there like Doc Holliday and Wyatt Earp. You’ll get us fired.”

      “Maybe, but I ain’t gonna stand around howlin’ into the wind if a bunch of whackos are doin’ somethin’ with a fifteen-year-old girl.”

      “But the kid says she wants to be there.”

      “She might think she does, but she don’t belong there. None of ’em do.”

      “What are you saying? You think we have the right to tell them what to do on their own property on their own time?”

      “Maybe not. But there’s a fifteen-year-old kid here.”

      “So we go barging in. They’re doing something nutty. You’re going to tell them they can’t do it?”

      “I don’t know what I’ll tell ’em.”

      “That’s the point. You can’t tell them anything. They have the right to do what they want, and it’s none of our business.”

      Marhlor didn’t slow his pace, nor did he turn to look at his partner who was struggling to keep up.

      “Bill, will you listen to me?”

      “I’m just going to check on the girl.”

      “And what are you going to say when someone answers the door?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll tell ’em they should go home and read their Bibles.”

      “I wish you were kidding. You can’t do that, Bill.”

      “I can at least knock on the door and ask to see the girl. What was her name?”

      “I think he said Liz. Maybe dispatch said it. I assume that’s short for Elizabeth. But the guy says she wants to be there. Bill, we don’t even know her last name.”

      They moved quickly down the driveway, gravel scrunching beneath their shoes. The full moon lit the way.

      “Look, Joe. You’re the one that went to training on cult crimes. Aren’t you at least a little concerned?”

      “The experienced trainers believe that most of these rituals are relatively benign.”

      “Yeah. And what if this one isn’t? I’ve heard of more than one homicide that Satanists have done. Not to mention ritual sex abuse.”

      They approached the front of the darkened home and wound their way through the dozen or so cars parked around the front.

      “The ones that did murders were almost always a bunch of drugged-up kids that were playing at being Satanists. They’re teenage dropouts from bad homes going through one sort of identity crisis or another. They don’t own property or very much else, much less an expensive Victorian in the country. This looks like the real deal. Most real Satanists don’t even believe in Satan. It’s all a psychological thing. Has to do with breaking away from religious guilt trips and… other things.”

      “Piss on ’em. I’m gonna check on the girl.”

      A dim light that shone from a room on the right side of the second floor was the only light visible. Marhlor paused at the bottom of the outside stairs. He admitted inwardly that his partner had a point, but he didn’t second-guess himself. Past the bottom of the stairs he stepped onto the porch attached to the first floor. He could see that it extended the entire length of the floor and wrapped around at the end, as did the porch directly above. He looked toward the light, then walked past the steps and approached the front door of the first floor. Creighton followed.
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      The ritual had progressed. Szandor was enjoying himself and his performance. He read aloud a passage from a book, one well known to occultists. He savored reading about how to summon dark forces, and the history of men and women with evil and all that surrounds it.

      The book, Magick in Theory and Practice, had been written in the early part of the 1900s by one who, at various times, called himself Frater Perdurabo and often “the Beast 666,” and who was otherwise known as Aleister Crowley. The press frequently referred to him during his lifetime as the wickedest man alive. Szandor summarized for everyone Crowley’s discussion of the value and purposes of blood sacrifices.

      He concluded with a reading that described the choice of “the most satisfactory and suitable victim.” He did not discuss the passage but simply concluded: “So mote it be.”

      He raised his hands toward the audience, which responded in unison: “So mote it be.”

      He then spoke calmly for five minutes about the purpose of the temple: to promote the freedom of the individual, to unleash power when the man or woman rebels against the spiritual shackles of the dead morality of society. He emphasized that the name Lucifer means “light bringer,” and that through the “left-handed” path, one could find divinity as manifested through the actualization of consciousness. His excitement and his voice rose as he discussed the principle that the path to divinity requires self-knowledge and self-assertion. He paused. “This includes our spiritual as well as our carnal selves.”

      Szandor concluded the talk by stating, “We are already in the Luciferian Age. Most people just don’t know it yet. We are the vanguard. The movement grows daily, and it grows swiftly.”

      He explained the remainder of the ritual for the few that did not already know. Then he asked those present to look closely at the representation of Ahriman each had been given, to sear the image into their minds, and to focus on the image in their consciousness at the climax of the ceremony. As he spoke, he lit a fire in a small, moveable burn barrel. The men and women followed his lead in gazing intently on the image, then passing by and dropping the papers into the fire.

      The ritual progressed smoothly. Szandor was satisfied.

      From the side, Levi quietly slid a large decanter onto a small table that stood on the right of the altar. Szandor looked at the crowd of neophytes and adepts. Their faces shone in anticipation. Several had opened their robes.

      The Black Mass continued. A group chant. A pronouncement in Latin by the priest, followed by a response in unison from the group. Then a sort of consecration was given over the decanter of communion wine. The energy level of the celebration continued to rise.

      After several more aspects of the ritual, the gong sounded again. Szandor invited all to come forward to drink the blood of the Master—the drug-laced wine—and to eat of his flesh. He stepped back toward the higher dais, took the upside-down crucifix and, keeping the head down, thrust it into the burn barrel. His robe opened, exposing a little of the red inner lining.

      Not since the last ritual had he felt the familiar stirring between his legs begin to morph into an erection. He resented that he no longer felt his penis harden many times each day, as had been the case in earlier years. He had loved the feeling then. Now he craved it; he yearned for it. When he was younger, visions filled with lust were a daily part of his world, and he could regularly enter a woman or a man as he so often desired to. It deeply disturbed him that now this usually happened only when he appealed to the Dark Master during a ceremony. Tonight, the ritual climax would be his climax. Lust would take his body. And his spirit. He shivered with anticipation.

      Lifting his hands, he invited the audience to come forward and partake in the blasphemous communion. The first was a woman. As she approached the decanter, he opened her robe and performed a gesture over her breasts and genitals. The gesture resembled that of a priest signing the cross over a penitent at a Catholic Mass. This priest performed it backwards and upside down from the Christian version.

      The woman stepped to the altar, took the decanter, put it to her mouth, and drank deeply. She took a breath, then swallowed again. She then stepped past Szandor and approached Roman.

      In imitation of the Christian communion ritual of taking the body of Christ, Roman placed a coarse morsel similar to unleavened bread into her open mouth. As he did so, he said a blasphemous curse on the central figure in all human history; a mocking insult to Western civilization’s most venerated symbol of truth and goodness. Szandor heard the curse and enjoyed hearing his follower and pupil mock his Master’s enemy—and his enemy.

      Szandor knew that one of the ingredients in the bread was menstrual blood, believed by occultists to hold potent magickal power. The thought of consuming the blood-soaked bread excited him and stirred another shiver in his carnal parts. The woman returned to her place on the floor, leaving her robe open.

      The priest performed a similar ritual on the man that followed the woman. He, too, went to the decanter and took two deep drafts of unknown drink, after which he continued past the priest to receive the “body” of Lord Satan from Roman.

      Szandor continued to perform the mockery of the sacred Christian rite of Holy Communion, each communicant drinking deeply from the decanter and eating the communion bread. The priest noticed that, when it was his turn, Jason Blake, known as Levi, seemed to keep his mouth partly closed as he tipped up the decanter, allowing less of the drug-laced drink to pass his lips.

      A heightened energy buzzed throughout. Voices blended, starting with whispered conversations, rising rapidly until the collective sounds filled the room. Raising his voice to be heard, the volume quickly diminished to a few muffled sounds as Szandor announced that they were approaching the climax of the Mass.

      “To honor Lucifer, we indulge our desires. We indulge our lust, we indulge our sexual urges, we embrace the prime principle given to us by our Master: ‘Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.’” He raised his arms.

      The group repeated in unison: “Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.”

      Silence reigned for a moment, but the bodies pulsated with energy. The eerie, sensual sounds from the harpsichord resumed. Excitement grew. Some began to dance, slowly at first. Others joined. The noise in the chapel continued to rise as the movements of the dancers gathered energy.

      “You may remove your robes. Honor yourselves. Honor your Master!”

      Robes slipped to the floor. A small pile collected near the front of the altar. Others were dropped and scattered throughout. The room pulsed with energy. The haunting notes from the harpsichord rose. Sensual movements integrated with primitive sounds of cultists. Their shadows danced with them on the walls. Time disappeared, the rhythm quickened, and the volume continued to rise. Undulating bodies merged and joined. A man and a woman. A woman with two men. Two men together. Two women together. Two men and two women, hands gliding sensually over each other’s bodies, all touching and embracing each other.

      Szandor’s voice rose with his erotic sensations. “Express yourselves, lust with each other; do what thou wilt… Worship yourselves!”

      In the shadows of the dim candlelight, bodies, some of them now lying on the floor, touching, intertwined with others, some sitting or kneeling, several coupling while standing, blended into the movement of others who continued the erotic dance. Within the moans and groans and sensual sounds of pleasure, words here and there, mostly expressions of lust and abandon, were discernable above the sex-charged din. These joined with the souls of the men and women who willingly gave themselves to uninhibited, shared group fornication. Szandor was pleased.

      As the mixture of wine and the cocktail of drugs entered the bloodstream of the group collective, the movements, sounds, and energy continued to rise. As it approached a frenzy, at a look from Szandor, the woman on the dais watched and masturbated for a few minutes, preparing to perform her role. She stepped down and covered the six steps to where Elizabeth sat in a state of partial stupor, as the drugs from the communion wine bled into her system.

      Moriba leaned toward Elizabeth; her breasts dangled in front of the teenager’s face and the 666 filled her field of vision. The girl, now feeling the full effects of the drug, was transfixed.

      Szandor looked on the face of Elizabeth with longing growing out of his lust. His arousal approached its peak. His last kill had been almost one year ago. The next would be in a few minutes: midnight. Power surged and readied for climax.

      The altar servers slipped to opposite sides of the room where two primitive drums awaited. Roman began; Levi joined. The rhythm had started with the dancing and continued to increase in volume and tempo. The primitive beat merged into the eerie, sensual notes from the harpsichord, joining in an intercourse of its own, climbing with the building frenzy of the magickal orgy.
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      “Okay, Bill. We’ll knock on the door and ask if everything’s all right. We’ll tell them we got a report and are just checking to see if everything’s okay. Right?”

      Marhlor’s gaze was fixed on the window next to the front door. He saw no one inside and he paid his partner no attention. Unsnapping the restraining strap on his holster, he listened intently as he mounted the three steps to the porch on the front of the first floor. Pulling the handgun from its holster, he turned his body slightly to partially conceal the weapon from anyone inside as he pressed the button on the grip, releasing the magazine. He quickly checked, then shoved it back in but did not chamber a round.

      His knock went unanswered. Marhlor walked along the porch about eight feet to his right. He saw no light on the ground floor. He backed away, stepped from underneath the porch above, and looked to the upper floors.

      The wide porch ran along the entire front side of the second floor with the front door placed fifteen feet to the left of center. Marhlor started up the outside stairs that led to the front door on the second level.

      Creighton climbed more slowly. Reaching the second-story porch, Marhlor attempted to see into a room through the front window next to the door. The interior was dark.

      “Bill, stay calm.”

      “I am calm. Might need to shoot one of these mentally ill billy goats. How can I shoot straight if I’m not calm?”

      “Bill—”

      “You got no sense of humor, Joe.” Marhlor stepped back toward the stairs.

      “Bill, where you going?”

      “Around the side. You call for backup.”

      “No. We don’t have probable cause to go in.”

      The familiar surge of adrenaline activated, and Marhlor stepped around his partner and started down the steps.

      “Maybe not, but there’s a fifteen-year-old girl in there, and I’m not sure we even need probable cause. It’s a welfare check. We go in, we find out she’s okay. So what? They can sue us. Better than not doing anything and find out later she got raped and we could have stopped it. Don’t it bother you they wanted to know if she’s a virgin?” Marhlor disappeared down the stairs before Creighton could object further.

      Five minutes later he was back.

      “Find anything?”

      “Can’t hear or see anything downstairs. It looks like an 1800s-style full ground-floor basement that they finished into a utility area and a few other rooms. Locked doors. Looks like part of it is storage. I found a ladder and put it by one of the windows on the other side. When I went up, I could see a little through the curtain. There were shadows—people shadows. Didn’t hear much. I’m guessing the room is soundproofed.”

      “You what? Up a ladder? Marhlor, you’ve gone off the hook. I didn’t hear that. This is just a simple welfare check. That’s the story, and you better stick to it.”

      “Listen, Joe, maybe I’m wrong, but I don’t think so. Cop’s instinct. When’s backup gonna get here?”

      Marhlor waited by the door while Creighton used his mobile radio unit to contact dispatch. After a brief exchange, he said to his partner, “Shouldn’t be too long.”

      Marhlor knocked on the door. After a few minutes of silence, he knocked louder. Still no response.

      “Okay. That’s enough. When I was on the ladder, I could hear something, and I saw shadows moving. Couldn’t hear much, but someone’s in there, and it’s creepy. This whole thing ain’t right. I’m going through the door. Let’s just agree that I did it on my own. Go wait in the car.”

      “Not a chance, partner. We’ll go down together. By the way, you gonna sign the affidavit that says we had probable cause because the house was creepy?”

      Marhlor put his shoulder to the door and pushed. It didn’t give. He backed away six inches and applied light force. The door creaked. A stronger blow broke the molding to which the strike plate was mounted. They were in.

      Creighton offered weakly, “We didn’t need a warrant because we had reason to believe there might be a medical emergency inside. Right?”

      “Yeah. That’s it. We thought we heard someone in pain. You writing this in your notepad?”

      “I’ll get it done. Be quiet.”

      “Note the time in the report: 2355 hours. We knocked, called for a response, and we waited ten minutes before going in. Maybe better call it five. No. We better find out when dispatch has us contacting the kid. We’ll figure out the time everything happened from there.”

      They slowly entered the foyer and moved from the small entranceway down a dark hall. Marhlor drew his weapon. Creighton didn’t complain.

      They came to a dark room on the left with an open door. Observing it was empty, Marhlor continued down the hall. Creighton followed. On the right was another open door. A dim light burned. Sandalwood and cinnamon incense drifted from the room.

      Marhlor poked his head into the doorway as Creighton quietly drew his service revolver and covered the area behind his partner.

      Marhlor crept forward. Creighton waited, then followed.

      Twenty feet inside the room, they found an oval-shaped bathing area. Marhlor’s eyes were drawn to the center of the pool, where a statue of the goddess Venus rose from the water. About ten feet past the west edge were wooden dowels in the walls on which hung women’s and men’s casual clothes. He saw other items scattered on several chairs and benches next to the west wall. Towels, along with shoes and underwear, were also neatly folded and placed in the area.

      On the wall farthest from the door were two long racks with a number of empty hangers. Four had black robes that were neatly pressed and hung.

      “Like I said, something whacko’s going on here,” Marhlor whispered. He began moving back toward the door to the hall. Creighton followed.

      Silently and slowly, they moved down the hall back toward the open door.
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      Jason Blake was twenty-nine years old. He had discovered arcane literature five years earlier, and it fascinated him. He met several practicing members of a Wiccan coven. That led to direct contact with local occultists and exploration into the secret arts. He had become involved with the Temple of Asmodeus two years ago. During that time, he had been initiated into advancing degrees of the Black Arts and had taken the name Frater Levi.

      Levi considered himself an agnostic Satanist, although he admitted to himself that no such thing existed. One was either a theistic Satanist or an atheistic Satanist. As to whether Satan was “real” only as a symbol or was “real” as an active, powerful spirit, Levi wasn’t sure. Hence he privately considered himself an agnostic Satanist.

      He felt an unfamiliar power during the rituals, as he did now. The power was as impossible to define or explain as it was to deny.

      For reasons he could not identify, Levi had had a bad feeling about tonight’s working for several days. Perhaps the feeling was connected to an animal sacrifice he had watched at a ritual several months ago. The memory still sickened him. Perhaps his inner foreboding had to do with the whispered talk about the teenage girl. He had never been completely taken into the confidence of the leaders of the cult. Perhaps it was the working itself. Held on April 30 of each year, to modern pagans it was often known as Beltane. To Satanists, it was Walpurgisnacht.

      A few minutes before, he had moved to the side of the room where a handmade, primitive-looking drum was waiting. He sat, placed the drum on the floor between his partially crossed legs, and began to beat a slow, soft rhythm. It followed the strange rising and falling sounds from the harpsichord. The tempo increased, and the volume rose slowly.

      As robes dropped to the floor and bodies began to embrace, Jason’s anxiety grew. Since his first ritual, his feelings about the sex were mixed. The uninhibited women excited him. But the attempt to follow the structured ritual while trying to enjoy the erotic sensations and engage in the sex was distracting and made him feel unsettled. He told himself that was the reason he had avoided intercourse during the events. But he realized there was another reason. A more important one.

      Even as the arousing energy of lust filled the room, Jason recognized that it was mixed with something he had not felt before: fear.

      The working tonight was to involve sex magick. It utilized the rising sexual energy to focus the mental powers of the individuals and the group to bring about a result. But that result was not plainly stated, as it had been in other sex magick rituals.

      Levi had been present when Szandor described the working to the adepts in the temple. At the climax of the ritual, they were to visualize and focus on Lord Satan through the demon Ahriman and on the offering to him that would lie on the altar. Levi assumed that the group of neophytes had been similarly instructed. He recalled the sense of unease as each member of the group was told to concentrate on calling forth a concrete image of the Dark Lord. The participant was to open his spirit to merge with the physical and spiritual Luciferian presence.

      He knew, as did all of the adepts, that the purpose of sex magick was to harness the explosive power of sex to manifest a desire or purpose of the magician or group from the inner world to the outer world. The desired manifestation of this working was not clear to him.

      Jason, in his persona as Levi, continued to drum. The drug—stronger than the ones used in other rituals—crawled into his brain and his body, and he momentarily panicked at the hint that he might lose control. He focused and, after a few minutes, felt more confident. Still, despite having limited the amount, he feared he was coming under its powerful influence.

      The sounds from the drug-fueled celebrants continued to rise along with the harpsichord and the drums. Moriba had left the dais and now swayed toward Elizabeth. Levi’s doubts crept deeper into his soul. Something was wrong.

      The hypnotic, serpentine way Moriba moved and the look of joyous stupor on her face seductively called for Liz’s unfocused attention. Moriba took her hand and guided her to the altar. Liz smiled through the passive expression that surrounded her face as Moriba helped her out of her robe. As the robe dropped to the floor, Liz’s fear of being skyclad with the group dropped with it. She felt a new and exhilarating freedom.

      The woman kissed her lightly on the lips, then pulled her hand gently toward the center of the altar. It was not the first time Liz had kissed another female on the lips, and it seemed natural. The high priest had moved the ritual instruments to the right side, making room for her to first sit and then recline on the table.

      Liz listened to the sounds of sensuality and felt them grow in her body and in her soul. Then Szandor shouted, “Do you feel his presence?”

      An excited smile reflected her answer as she turned slightly and tried to speak in his ear above the noise.

      She remained reclined on the altar, Szandor standing behind her. She felt connected to the people that embraced and expressed feelings with which she was quickly becoming familiar. She felt connected to the ritual instruments that shared the altar with her. The skulls. The ritual knife. The candles. The bell. The other unusual items. And she was connected with Szandor. She shivered at the thought, at the hope, that she might shortly give him her virginity. Pleasure and arousal filled her.

      She continued to look at the dancers as her shoulders and head leaned against his stomach. Again, she turned partially toward the priest as he said to her, louder this time, “Who is your Master?”

      She hesitated for just a moment. “Satan!”

      “Do you take him as your Lord?”

      Liz paused only briefly. It did not take long to find the right answer. “I do!” She said it firmly.

      Even louder, the priest continued: “Who do you belong to?”

      “Satan!” Her answer rose above the noise in the room. As it did, Liz thought briefly of her mother and how she would have disapproved. Her father would also disapprove but would not express it. A shackle fell off, and her sense of freedom grew. She had found the new power. It was intoxicating.

      She twisted and allowed her head and shoulders to lie prone on the table as she looked at the ceiling, dimly lit by moving shadows, and she noticed, for the first time, the large pentagram. An image flashed in front of her, then it was gone.

      The priest lifted her shoulders and guided her head upward until she faced the orgiastic dance. She leaned her head back and her shoulders rested against him; his robe remained open. The volume in the room rose noticeably.

      Liz had never felt so alive.

      

      Levi looked around. He wanted out. Something very, very wrong was happening. He stared briefly at the girl, her face now animated and radiant with joy.

      Szandor shouted above the noise, “Who is your Master?”

      Levi’s panic soared as the noise of the dancing people rose.

      “Satan!” she shouted, and was heard above the pleasure-filled din in the room.

      “Your lover?”

      “Satan!”

      “Your father?”

      “Satan!” Her eyes were bright, and she moved to a near-sitting position. Szandor’s left hand rested on her shoulder.

      The roar in the room continued to rise. Yelling and shouting by the uninhibited participants reached its highest level.

      Levi’s panic surged. He continued to drum. His time with this group told him that he wasn’t in danger. But something stronger and unspeakable told him he was. He didn’t know what would happen if he bolted from the room or even if he stopped drumming. But it would be noticed, and something would happen. He could not name it, but he feared it. He feared it as he had never feared anything he had ever felt or imagined.

      In response to the girl’s last shouted response, some in the group shouted back: “Satan!”

      The priest shouted, “Satan!”

      The crowd abandoned all remaining inhibitions in its collective voice and in the intensity of the erotic dancing and sex acts.

      “Satan!”

      Some continued their lewd dancing. Others stoked the fire of the orgy. Four or five danced up to the altar and joined the priest. The older women and the man that had been on the three chairs behind the altar now stepped forward, joining those that also surrounded the altar, partly obstructing Levi’s view of the girl.

      Levi’s drumming was that of an automaton; terror filled his gut, his chest, his throat, his heart.

      The energy in the room had climbed to a fevered pitch. The dancers were gyrating and spinning out of control. Elizabeth and the priest, at the top of their lungs, yelled in unison, “Satan!”

      “Satan!” rejoined the revelers.

      So it went. Back and forth.

      It was during this exchange between priest and congregants and victim—for Levi was now sure that she was to be such—that the horrific realization washed over him like a heavy tidal wave: This was not just a sex magick ritual. It was a summoning.

      He forced himself to continue to drum and watched in rising horror. Szandor reached under the flat top of the altar upon which Elizabeth partly reclined and partly sat in excited torpor. Levi could not see him clearly and could not see what he extracted. The many people around the altar, pulsating to the rhythm filling the room, hid the priest’s hands.

      The chaotic sexual frenzy surged, and what had now become like a chant between the high priest and the girl on one side and the crowd on the other continued the seesaw-like exchange of the single name: “Satan!”

      As bodies pulsated, tangled and untangled, coupled and uncoupled, and as voices, drums, and harpsichord reached a crescendo, Levi stared transfixed as the high priest passed an object to one of the robed figures who stood next to the altar, hips gyrating, hands extended high over his head, fingers tucked and pointed in the sign of Satan. The object might have been a card from a deck. Levi couldn’t be sure.

      Hans, an acolyte, took the object from Szandor. He moved to the front of the altar within Elizabeth’s sight and held up the small object. Levi now saw clearly. It was a card, possibly a tarot card. Levi couldn’t tell. Hans placed it on her belly.

      The priest raised a hand that held a knife with a long, thin blade suspended high above the girl. He lowered it to eye level, then made an inverted sign of the Christian cross. He handed the bell to one of the two robed men that had now danced to the back side of the altar. More joined the group that surrounded the girl.

      Levi could no longer see Elizabeth or the center of the altar. He saw the blade raised again. It was not the ceremonial athame. The blade was long, narrow, and looked razor-sharp. He recognized it: a misericorde, a special knife designed to kill. He could not see whether it was in Szandor’s hand. He assumed so, but it hardly mattered.

      The large round clock in the back of the room struck midnight. As it did, the gong sounded.

      Many of the participants, especially the adepts but also some of the neophytes, began to climax together. Levi froze. Willed from a place he knew not, the image of Ahriman filled his thoughts. He watched as, with complete abandon, the Satanic revelers danced, shouted, and sexed as he had never imagined possible. As they did, an intense, erotic, foul spirit filled the room. Their voices joined as loudly as they could yell. “SATAN!!!”

      As the blade plunged downward between Elizabeth’s exposed breasts, all strength in Levi’s hands melted and his drum stopped. The ecstatic chaos in the room deflected notice of the change. He watched several spurts of blood fly upward. He was paralyzed, but the visage of Ahriman pushed out all other thought.

      Some of the figures behind the altar stepped back. Levi saw Szandor hesitate; a look of ecstasy shone on his face. Drum silent, he sat hypnotized by the sight of Szandor as his hips shook and he trembled violently, his body overwhelmed by intense sensation and his soul overwhelmed with the unholy essence of evil. He remained in something like a state of trance, body trembling, for how long Levi could not tell.

      Some around the altar danced away, faces shining in rapture. Levi could see the blade, barely, between revelers as it was pulled across the girl’s throat. He saw only a little of that act of brutality, but he saw the priest. Szandor’s torso continued to tremble, and his face remained frozen in trance. When bodies near the altar moved, Levi did, however, see blood drip from the rear of the altar around the place where Elizabeth’s head hung partly over the edge, face up, a large gash across her throat where it had been slit. Her eyes were frozen, and her mouth was locked in a scream of terror. He saw the knife in the priest’s hand. The blood from her throat didn’t spurt, as it had when the knife tore into her heart, but seeped and dripped out onto the rear of the altar, some of it spilling off the edge.

      Levi cried out as he saw a ghost-like, horror-drenched apparition rise from the center of the altar. Levi remained frozen as he watched Szandor, as the priest stared at it with fear, fascination… and intense arousal. The moment was the capstone of the shared orgasm.

      Levi sensed that some in the crowd were oblivious to what had happened. Some in the rear couldn’t see as clearly as those around the altar at the high point of the ritual. But others had. He saw wonder, horror, and jubilation in their expressions. The cultists slowed but didn’t stop their indulgence. All of them continued the abandoned sexual drama and the uninhibited cries directed to the source of this emotional, lust-driven, drug-enhanced feast of consciously chosen, joyously embraced wickedness.

      Levi, along with the rest present, knew that Walpurgisnacht was one of the most important nights of the year for Satanists and other occultists. In his drug-drenched haze, he vaguely recalled the legend that in Germany and other places in Europe, for centuries it had been reported that witches gathered to give homage to the devil, to dance naked around bonfires, and to have orgies with demons. The ceremony called for human sacrifice. Levi hadn’t believed it when he’d read about it. Now he did.

      He remained frozen with his drum. But his thoughts now raged as if they came from outside his mind. Legends are rooted in reality. They have their own truth. These brothers and sisters have reached the climax of this debauchery. Our minds and bodies merge by joining with the demon Ahriman. There are no atheistic Satanists. Not here. Jason Blake, for the moment sober as an undertaker, was no longer Levi. He was a child frozen in terror and panic.
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