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Chapter 1


Buffalo County, South Dakota, 1960


 


Jerome stared up at Celeste Marie on the top of the pile of
dirt outside the church in Gray Hill. She was standing with her hand shading
her eyes from the sun, and the wind was blowing her shining black hair. They
were both just kids—fifth graders—but someday, he was going to marry her, and
there would be problems.


“Look,” she said.


“At what?”


“Over there.” She pointed at something on the other side of
the hill. 


Jerome climbed to the top of the hill beside her. His feet
sank into the loose dirt, dried to a crust on top with wet clay just
underneath. They were running water from the new well to the church, and there
were trenches and pits in the ground all over the place.


Jerome shaded his eyes and squinted, but it was no good. He’d
left his hat inside the church, and he couldn’t go after it or his father or
somebody would remember it was time to go home and sit at the long table for
dinner and say “please” and “thank you” and “excuse me” and “may I go now?” Yet
his blue eyes were no good in the sun.


“What is it?” he asked.


“A demon.” She stood on tiptoe, grabbed his arm.


“There’s no such thing as demons. It’s a bull.”


“It’s not a bull. Too many horns. Oh!” The dirt shifted from
underneath her, and she slid down the hill. She tried to grab his arm but lost
hold. 


The dirt shifted under Jerome, too, and he tried to both stop
himself from falling and grab Celeste Marie at the same time. All of a sudden,
he knew they were in danger. It wasn’t a question of looking back later and
wondering if he had known; he knew. 


“Run!” he shouted.


The dirt shifted again and he went down on hands and knees,
sliding to the bottom. He pushed backward from the dirt hill and got to his
feet. The ditch where the pipes were going to be buried was between him and
Celeste Marie.


Celeste was standing up again and staring into space. “Look
at them run!”


That damned girl. He carefully checked the ground,
then jumped over the ditch and pulled her by the back of her shirt. “Come on,
Celeste Marie.”


The dirt hill was starting to fall down like a milkshake
being sucked up from underneath. Jerome pulled Celeste Marie away from the
hill, toward the cemetery. Not that the cemetery was important; that’s just
where the one safe direction was, for the moment.


He didn’t run, and he didn’t do any more shouting. He led
Celeste Marie among the graves to the big statue of Jesus kneeling. They’d be
safer back there, out of sight.


“We have to go back,” Celeste Marie said.


“What for?”


“We have to get in the back of Peggy’s pickup truck and have
her drive us out of here before the demons check the graveyard.”


Jerome sighed—she couldn’t have said something two minutes
ago?—and led her back toward the church’s gravel parking lot, stopping behind
his sister Peggy’s pickup truck so they couldn’t be seen. He peeked through the
dirty window toward the church. The hill was a hole in the ground now. Jerome
shaded his eyes and saw something moving underneath.


From the front of the church, Mr. Blackthorn hollered,
“Celeste Marie!”


Celeste Marie jerked like she’d just got woken up and started
to take a breath. Jerome slapped a hand over her mouth. 


From the dirt hole, something grunted. 


Jerome murmured in her ear, “I ain’t ready to get killed yet,
are you?” 


Celeste Marie shook her head.


“Let’s pretend we didn’t hear your dad.”


Celeste Marie grinned around his hand. Her sweat smelled like
bread, and he could feel her big front teeth under his fingers. He let her go. 


“Okay,” she said. “But only for a little while. Until the
demons are gone. They’re right over there.” She stepped out from behind the
truck to point into the wheat field with her brown stick arm.


Jerome jerked her back behind the pickup truck. “You got to
be better at hiding than that.”


Celeste Marie giggled as Jerome peeked from behind the back
of the truck. Sure enough, the field was scattered with black dots running
toward them, whatever they were.


Jerome coughed as an evil smell got up his nose and stung his
eyes. Something grunted behind him. When he turned around to see what it was,
he saw that he was face-to-face with something big, black, and ugly. Celeste
Marie stared up at it as it reached for her.


Jerome dragged Celeste Marie out of the way and around the
truck. Big Ugly was naked and hairy, with four curling horns and a big snout,
and he walked on two legs. He followed them for a second, then doubled back
around with his hands outspread, waiting to see which way they would go.


Jerome pushed Celeste Marie into the side of the pickup
truck, grabbed her legs, and lifted her up. She bent at the waist and toppled
into the truck, protesting: “This is a terrible place to hide.”


 Jerome put his boot on the tire and boosted himself up
behind her while the black thing circled toward them. There was a tarp in the
back of the truck, held down with the cans of green paint and linseed oil they
were using to paint the roof. Jerome pulled the tarp over Celeste Marie, in
case it happened to do any good, picked up a gallon can of linseed oil, and swung
it, hard.


If it hadn’t hit the demon, it would have smashed the back
window of Peggy’s pickup truck, and then he would have been in trouble.
But the full can hit the demon with a thump and bounced back. Jerome let the
weight of the can carry it over his shoulder; then he swung the can over his
head. The thing bellowed as the can cracked one of his horns.


“Celeste Marie!” Mr. Blackthorn shouted again. He sounded
cross and impatient. He probably wanted her to go inside to help dust the pews
or clean fingerprints off the windows or something. 


“Coming!” Celeste Marie shouted. She struggled under the tarp
and pushed it back. 


Big Ugly was touching his horn and shaking his giant, shaggy
head. He started to grab for Jerome, but Jerome swung the can again, and it
knocked the demon’s muscled, hairy arm aside. Big Ugly growled and reached for
him again.


More time.


Celeste Marie screamed. Her tiny body threw the heavy tarp
out of the pickup truck and into Big Ugly’s face; then she pummeled the thing
with the meat of her fists. “Leave him alone!”


Jerome would have laughed at how angry she sounded and how
futile it was for her weak arms to pound at the demon if the demon hadn’t been
big enough to pull her out of the truck bed and throw her to the moon.


“Celeste? Celeste Marie!” Mr. Blackthorn’s shouting sounded
far, far away. Jerome shoved Celeste Marie out of the way.


The demon roared and the smell got worse; it was as bad as
rotten Christmas oranges in July or Easter eggs in August.


Celeste said, “So that’s how you do it.” Jerome looked down;
she had one of the cans of paint open and waiting. As far as he could tell,
she’d used her bare hands to open it with. She picked up the can and held it
carefully by the handle. 


The moment Big Ugly stripped off the tarp, she hurled green
paint into his eyes. The paint splattered the demon and splashed back over
their church clothes.


“Hah!” Celeste Marie said. Then she shrieked as another one
of the demons caught her from behind, right around her waist.


Big Ugly bellowed as Jerome leapt from the truck bed toward
the second demon. He missed, as he knew he would, and landed on his knees. He
got up and ran after the thing, which was running with Celeste Marie toward the
dirt hole. 


Jerome had a metal fence post in his hands; he didn’t know
where he’d got it from, probably from the back of the truck. His arms didn’t
want to move right, it was so heavy. He swung and missed. He swung again and
hit the demon, right in the back, but the demon didn’t stop. The post was too
heavy to swing again, so he charged with it, slamming it hard into the demon’s
back, right at the spine. 


The demon stumbled, dropping Celeste Marie and leaping over
her, then skidding into the ground. Jerome followed and hit him again with the
post, at the bottom of his neck this time. The post slid along its neck and got
stuck in the crack between the top of his neck and the bottom of his head.


The demon went down on its knees. Celeste Marie kicked the
demon with her sandals, and Jerome jerked the post out and swung hard, hitting
the demon in the back of the head.


The metal post anchor got stuck in the thing’s head, and
Jerome wasn’t strong enough to jerk it out this time. He screamed with the need
to hurry.


Then someone was pulling him backward. He kicked and twisted
but couldn’t escape. The next thing he knew, he was inside his sister Peggy’s
truck with Peggy on one side and Celeste Marie on the other. He almost slid off
the seat into the dashboard as the truck whirled out of the parking lot.


Celeste Marie stared at him up and down, hanging onto his
arms with her tiny hands. “You’re green.”


Jerome looked around. Peggy was driving them down the gravel
road away from church, which was surrounded by demons. 


There was smoke.


 


Chapter 2


Aloysius said, “The way I figure it, Sebastian, what you just
said makes you an idiot. Why don’t I just ignore what you said, so you can go
back to being a man of God instead?”


They were standing in the vestibule, long after mass had
ended. Even the old ladies had gone home, mostly. He’d been trying to get his
little brother Sebastian alone, so he could congratulate him on his ordination,
but their ability not to get into each other’s sore spots hadn’t lasted five
minutes.


“Stop calling me Sebastian. It’s Father Vincent Paul now. And
stop pretending you’ve forgotten.” Sebastian brushed a wrinkle from the front
of his green vestments, which were shinier with gold thread—and quite a bit
cleaner, to be honest—than Aloysius’s shirt and slacks. The black shoes
sticking out from underneath his vestments were polished to a bright shine,
while Aloysius knew his shitkickers had a few spots of mud on them at the best
of times.


Aloysius said, “I don’t keep track of ladies’ married names
until they last two years or start having babies, and I ain’t keeping track of
your priest name, either, until I know you have what it takes to make it stick.
Frankly, if our father heard what’s coming out of your mouth, he’d bend you
over his knee and wallop you. I’m tempted to do it myself.”


Theodore, learning against the wall and waiting for Aloysius,
walked to the doors of the church itself and shut them so Jim Blackthorn, the
deacon, couldn’t overhear Aloysius being disrespectful to a priest.


Unblinking behind his coke-bottle glasses, Sebastian said,
“Our father agrees with me. As does the Federal Government.”


“Bull,” Aloysius said, reluctant to swear in church, even if
only in the vestibule. “Taking away somebody’s land ain’t right. Next thing you
know, the government’s going to take our land, too. If what you say is true,
which I doubt, Father shouldn’t of put up with it. And I don’t care what the Feds
say anyhow.”


“He sent a letter to the Governor in support of it.”


“I don’t believe it,” Aloysius said.


“He did,” Theodore croaked. Between the cigarettes and the
lack of speaking, he sounded like a damned frog when he did open his mouth. “I
heard him talking about it the other day.”


Aloysius shook his head. “It ain’t right.”


“You’re the only one who thinks so,” Sebastian said. “It’ll
bring a lot of business to the area.”


“What do we need with business?” Aloysius asked. “We’re a
bunch of ranchers, not a city-bedamned-council.”


“Hydroelectric power will—”


“They’re just going to send it out of state.”


“And the irrigation.”


“I don’t want no corn farmers out here anyway. This is cow
country. Hay. Wheat. Alfalfa.”


“And the flooding.”


“That’s rich,” Aloysius said. “You’re going to tell me the
best way to stop flooding is by flooding the whole area?”


“Aloysius, they’re going to put in the dam whether you or the
Indians like it or not, and that’s the end of it,” Sebastian snapped. “So stop
arguing with me. Go argue with someone who gives a...” He snapped his lips
shut. His hands were shaking inside his big sleeves.


One of the doors into the church popped open, and Jim
Blackthorn stormed out. At first, his chest stuck out and his brow roiled like a
thunderstorm. But when he saw the brothers in the vestibule, he shrank into a
hunched-over excuse for a scrawny weakling. 


“Oh, excuse me, excuse me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to
interrupt. You haven’t seen Celeste Marie, have you?”


Aloysius hated the bald-headed, slick-faced Indian, vicious
and mean to his daughter and his white wife (at least he had been, before she’d
left him) and to the other Indians who came to service, but groveling to other
whites and the priest. Sebastian used to hate the man, too; at least he used to
say so, before he came back from seminary. Now they were thick as thieves. 


Aloysius shook his head. “Nope, ain’t seen her.”


Theodore grimaced, which meant the girl was probably outside
playing with their youngest brother, Jerome. Their father, Liam, didn’t approve
of Jerome mixing with the half-blood girl. Neither did Jim Blackthorn. Aloysius
couldn’t understand it; she was a good kid for all her father’s flaws. A little
odd was all.


Come to think of it, Aloysius was almost willing to believe
the old man was willing to overlook the injustice of flooding out Indian land
to build a dam. Liam didn’t give a good God damn—so to speak—about the Indians,
but Aloysius had thought that he’d have been up in arms at the thought of
someone losing their land to the government. 


Sebastian said, “She ran outside with all the other kids
after service, James.”


Mr. Blackthorn scowled. “She’s supposed to be cleaning the
church. She’s old enough to help.”


Sebastian said, “Why don’t you give her a holler, James? I’m
sure she’ll be right in.”


Jim stepped outside and shrieked, “Celeste Marie!”


After a second, when she hadn’t answered, Jim said, “That
girl. When I see her, I’ll—”


“You’ll what, Jim?” Aloysius asked. “Whip her with a switch?”


Theodore rolled his eyes, as if to say, There he goes
again.


But Aloysius had been in enough trouble already to know that
he didn’t mind making a few enemies now and then.


Jim Blackthorn almost steamed with rage. “Celeste! Celeste
Marie!”


Sebastian said, “Now, Aloysius, that was uncalled for.”


Aloysius snorted. “Why didn’t you say it? You’re our man of
the cloth now. Aren’t you supposed to be keeping an eye on us sinners and
making sure we follow the straight and narrow? And not beating our daughters?”


“When I have something to say to Jim, I’ll say it in the
confessional, Aloysius.”


—He had a point there. 


Aloysius said, “How did you get assigned here anyway? You
ain’t supposed to be priest for someplace you grew up in, I know that much.”


Sebastian’s eyebrows were a solid stripe across his forehead.
“I’m starting to agree with you,” Sebastian growled. “I’m going to change.” He
whirled around, his vestments flaring as he stormed into the changing room. The
door slammed, trapping the hem of his vestments.


Aloysius grinned while the green cloth jerked in the doorway
like a live thing. Then the door opened and the cloth disappeared. The door
slammed again.


“You got to lay off him, Aloysius,” Theodore said.


“What for? Is he going to stop acting like a—excuse me—like
an arrogant—” Aloysius had trouble thinking of an appropriate term, here in
church. He continued, lamely, “If I don’t remind him from time to time?”


“He didn’t want to come back here either,” Theodore said. “It
was Father who set it up. Made him do it. Wanted to be proud of him. You ain’t
helping.”


Aloysius hissed through his teeth. “He should have married
that nun instead.”


Theodore said, “What’s done is done.”


Aloysius had forgotten about Jim Blackthorn standing near the
doors until the man yelled, “Celeste Marie!” again.


Aloysius sighed. “I’ll go help you look for her, Jim.”


“That’s all right. I don’t mean to interrupt you.”


“You already did, Jim.”


For a second, he could have sworn that Jim Blackthorn’s eyes
lit up with a wicked glee. Well, if that was all the pleasure the man could get
out of life, so be it.


There was a crash from the basement, and Aloysius tried to
remember if his sweetheart Honey Lindley was still down there with Theodore’s
wife Maeve. 


“What was that, the pipes?” Aloysius said.


There was another crash and a terrible groaning sound from
inside the church, like the ground itself was in pain, and Theodore took off
running down the stairs.


“Celeste Marie!” Jim Blackthorn screamed out the front door,
sounding more worried than angry now.


Aloysius grabbed the man and pulled him out of the church.
Honey was outside, standing next to his sister Peggy. They were both staring at
him. Or rather, at the church.


“What was that, the pipes?” Honey said. “Aloysius. What did
you do?”


Aloysius turned around and ran back for the church. “Anybody
know where the kids are?” he yelled over his shoulder.


He didn’t hear the answer. The inside of the church was
moaning and groaning, a million angry ghosts tearing it apart. The glass in one
of the new windows broke and slid down to the floor in a dozen pieces of
scraping glass. 


“Sebastian!” he shouted. “Anybody! Sebastian!” He banged on
the door to the changing room; it swung open, empty.


As he charged through the church, the floor shifted
underneath him and he grabbed onto a pew. Earthquake? Maybe it really was the
pipes. They’d just started installing running water at the church, digging the
holes for the lines themselves, trying to get the pipes sealed up without
leaking too bad. Aloysius had been helping lay the pipes on Wednesday, and he
offered up a quick prayer: Lord, I will keep my da—my mouth shut if only you
will make whatever I screwed up not quite so bad as it could have been. Amen.


He’d just made it past the altar and into the sacristy when
the floor crashed behind him. He couldn’t help it: he stopped to look. 


The floor had split almost straight down the middle of the
church in a jagged hole about five feet across. Floor beams stuck into the hole
like rotten teeth. The carpet runner down the center aisle dangled into the hole.



Some of the pews in the middle of the church started to slide
across the floor toward the hole. The feet of the pews scraped up the carpet
tacks, and the carpet toppled into the hole.


Aloysius could see the lights still on in the basement; a
woman was screaming. Had he seen Maeve outside? He couldn’t remember. The
lights went out.


“Theodore!” the woman screamed. It must be Maeve. For a
second, Aloysius hoped it was. He didn’t like the woman and suspected her of
being a gold-digger. Then he realized that it must be his fault she was down in
the basement screaming and felt ashamed of himself: he was a disagreeable man
who hated almost everyone, and he was going to hell.


But then again, he’d be damned if he was going to confess
that to his little brother. If he lived through this, he was going to
drive up to town and find somebody else to hear him out.


Aloysius felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned around and
saw Sebastian standing behind him in black shirt and trousers.


“Don’t tell me it was the pipes,” Aloysius said.


Sebastian shook his head. “Did you hear that?” 


Aloysius couldn’t hear anything other than Maeve yelling and
the sound of his own heartbeat in his ears. He shook his head, then stopped—no,
he had heard something. A grunt.


Another grunt.


A sneeze.


“What is that?” Aloysius said.


“Shh.”


He squatted down, trying to get a closer look into the
darkness. He thought he saw a machine of some kind with a dark shape walking
away from it.


“A buffalo?” he whispered. “How did a buffalo get into the
damned basement?”


Sebastian grabbed his arm and dug in. 


“Ow,” Aloysius said.


“Shht!”


What sounded like a hundred hooves struck on the basement
floor. Maeve’s screaming changed pitch from outrage to panic, then cut off.
Sebastian and Aloysius looked at each other.


Sebastian whispered, “Lord, give me strength.” He grabbed
Aloysius by the shoulder before he could jump into the hole. “Use the back
stairs, idiot.”


They both took off running into the sacristy, and from there,
the basement.


 


Chapter 3


Aloysius ignored the smell—it wasn’t any worse than a cattle
branding—but Sebastian choked on it and covered his face with a handkerchief.


The cement stairs had cracked, and going down them was more
like sliding than like climbing. He tried to be as quiet as he could, but he
couldn’t see that it would make much difference: whatever it was in the
basement was making an awful racket, growling and grunting and stomping.


Aloysius slid to the bottom of the stairs and peeked around
the corner.


The whole basement was full of, well, demons. He
didn’t know what else they could be. They were about seven feet tall, with
hooves, horns, and heavy black hair all over their naked bodies.


“Hell,” he said.


Sebastian grabbed onto the back of his shirt and pulled him
back into the stairwell.


The demons were making a big ruckus down there, and dollars
to donuts, they were going to be looking for a way out. Aloysius was pretty
sure the stairwell, no matter how busted up it was, was going to be the last
place he and Sebastian wanted to be. 


Maeve screamed again. This time, it wasn’t anger or fear in
her voice, but a terrible pain, the sound of a cowboy getting rolled under his
horse. 


So he got hold of Sebastian peeked around the corner toward
the kitchen. Either Maeve would be in there, or she wouldn’t, and they’d be
able to figure out where she was from the service window.


Maeve shrieked again. The demons turned toward the noise, and
Aloysius and Sebastian ducked back toward the kitchen. The door was blocked,
but the board that covered the serving window had fallen off, so they rolled
through the hole and dropped to the floor.


“Where are the knives?” Aloysius asked. He almost had to yell
to be heard as he grabbed at drawers, pulled them open, and swished his hand
around in them. The place was pitch dark and the floor was all cracked up.


“I don’t know,” Sebastian said.


“It’s your kitchen.”


“The ladies don’t let me in here.”


Aloysius grunted and jerked his hand back: he’d found the
knives. “Got ‘em. Dull as dishwater.”


Maeve screamed again. Aloysius found Sebastian’s open hand
and put a bread knife in it. He kept a couple of big knives for himself.


“What am I going to do with a bread knife?” Sebastian asked.


“Same thing as I am. Damn the luck for not having a shotgun.”


“I can’t attack the…things.”


“Demons? Sure you can. They might not die, but you can
attack them.”


“I’m a priest now,” Sebastian said.


Aloysius snorted. “You’re supposed to lead the fight against
evil, aren’t you?”


“Metaphorically speaking, yes. I’m also not supposed to
kill.”


“You went hunting with me when you were a kid. That’s what
we’re doing now. Hunting for the Lord, get it?”


Sebastian didn’t say anything. A lack of argument from
Sebastian was as good as an Amen as far as Aloysius was concerned.


He rolled back out the serving window. The light was a little
better in the main room, and Aloysius could see there were about twenty of the
big demons in there, and some damned big machine that was still chugging. It
looked like they’d dug a hole under the church that led into blackness so deep
that Aloysius decided, then and there, that that was what Hell was like:
blackness. At least in the flames of Sunday-school Hell, you could see what the
demons were doing to you. He thought the machine must be what they’d used to
break open the church like a raw egg.


The demons were climbing up the stairwell, talking in some
kind of lingo that he didn’t understand but sounded like orders. 


Aloysius skirted the hole toward the office. Maeve howled
again, and the chugging of the machine’s motor sped up and started grinding.
The church groaned again, and another pew from above slid through the hole and
smashed onto the machine.


Sebastian shoved Aloysius aside. 


The other end of the pew dropped into the hole, swung around,
and smashed into the linoleum where Aloysius had been standing. Meanwhile, the
motor spluttered and stopped. Somebody yelled gibberish from inside.


“Watch where you’re standing!” Sebastian yelled.


Aloysius caught himself trying to see the machine better.
Sebastian shoved Aloysius again, and they went toward the office.


“Have to hurry,” Sebastian said. “Who knows what they’re
doing upstairs.”


Aloysius stopped at the doorway to the office. It was dark,
but not dark enough that he couldn’t see what had happened to Maeve.


Sebastian pushed him from behind, and he shoved the boy out
of the doorway before he could see anything. Sebastian stumbled and fell down
on the floor not two feet from the pit. 


“Hey!”


“Sorry,” Aloysius said. Well, the kid was a grown man now,
and would have to see what he saw, whether he liked it or not. Aloysius stepped
through the office doorway.


Theodore was standing beside Maeve with a revolver out. His
hand was shaking so bad that he might have shot Aloysius in the eye, if he’d
pulled the trigger.


(He must have brought it with him into church under his suit
coat. Couldn’t he just leave his damned guns home for once? But, then again, it
was a good thing he hadn’t.)


Maeve had a support beam driven straight through her chest.
She shrieked again. Aloysius had no idea how she had the lung power to make
such a terrible noise. Weren’t her lungs torn to shreds? How could she possibly
suck in enough air around the wood?


“Merciful Jesus,” Sebastian said.


While Aloysius was still standing there, gaping at the wood
sticking out of Maeve and wondering just how that worked, Sebastian took the
gun away from Theodore, cocked it, and shot Maeve through the eye.


The scream cut out—Aloysius could see her mouth gape
loose—but he couldn’t hear a thing, the way his ears were ringing.


Sebastian dropped to his knees, set the gun aside carefully,
and started praying over Maeve. Or maybe he was praying that Theodore wouldn’t
kill him.


Aloysius picked up the gun and left the office. A demon with
the head of a buffalo and about six too many horns was crawling standing by the
machine, apparently trying to repair it. Aloysius aimed the revolver at the
demon’s back and fired.


The thing bellowed—the sound had a weird whistle to it, the
kind of sound you get when you shoot a deer through the lungs, the kind of sound
Maeve should have been making—and the thing slid backward into the hole.



Aloysius almost followed it down—what was down
there?—but Theodore stopped him. Aloysius offered him the gun, but Theodore
shook his head and pointed upstairs.


Aloysius held out a bread knife, but Theodore shook his head
again and pulled a curved knife out of his boot.


Aloysius shook his head—what else did the man carry around
with him, even at church?—and skirted the hole toward the stairs, which were now
so ruined that he had to pull himself up by the handrail part of the way.


The demons were in the church and spilling out of the front,
into daylight. Aloysius, near the altar, had to shade his eyes from the
brightness. Part of the roof had fallen in, and it looked like a tornado had
hit the place. The whole foundation must be cracked.


Aloysius and Theodore ran toward the demons. Aloysius stopped
a few yard away, aimed, and fired at the back of the hindmost one. Theodore
passed him as the demon fell, grunting. Theodore ran to the back of the next
one and swept the knife across its hamstrings. Black blood grouted as the demon
tipped forward. Theodore flipped the knife around in his hand and stabbed it
into what would have been the kidneys on a human, twisting the knife.


Aloysius spat out bile and aimed again.


 


Chapter 4


Aloysius fired. This time, he didn’t kill the demon outright
but hit it in the back of the thigh, and three demons besides the injured one
turned around and bellowed at him. They were bound to see him sooner or later.


From the way the demons looked like buffalo-men with too many
horns, he’d expected them to act like cattle and run from whatever was chasing
them. Not so. He supposed cattle wouldn’t be tearing up churched from
underground anyhow.


He fired again, taking a step backward to give himself more
room as the demons charged him, springing easily over the gap in the floor like
deer over a barbed-wire fence. The heel of Aloysius’s boot caught on the last
bits of runner down the middle of the floor, and he went down, landing on the
ruins of the floor. In a second, he flipped over on his belly and slid down the
crack to the basement, falling just as demon hooves smashed the place where his
head had been.


He missed falling into the pit, thank God, and managed not to
drop the revolver, but he skittered around on the broken concrete and linoleum,
trying to regain his balance. He turned around and started sprinting back
toward the stairs.


“We have to save the Bible,” Sebastian coughed. “And the
host.”


Aloysius turned and saw Sebastian still next to the office. He
had a revolver dangling from his hand and looked pale, even in the darkness.


“You all right?”


“Gas leak,” Sebastian said.


Aloysius took a breath: Sebastian was right, they were
leaking propane from somewhere. “Damn it.” He took a deep breath, ran back for
Sebastian, took his gun, and shoved him bodily up the stairs. Sebastian might
have fainted somewhere in the middle, but he was awake by the time Aloysius got
him to the top.


Theodore was nowhere to be seen. That is, Aloysius couldn’t
see him, but he could tell where he was: in the center of a group of demons who
closed in, then fell back, lowing in pain.


Aloysius shook Sebastian, who was threatening to pass out
again. “Go get your damned Bible and whatnot. Then go out the back. I got to
get Theodore.”


Sebastian’s chest jerked as he struggled not to vomit, and he
nodded.


Aloysius yelled. 


A man who works with cattle for a living has to have a good
voice; he’s bound to get trampled if he doesn’t. The cattle nearest Theodore
didn’t lay off him, but he got the attention of most of the rest of them.


Aloysius fired into the knot around Theodore and yelled
again. “Hyaa! Hyaa!”


The one he’d hit and one other went down, and the rest
started milling around, unsure of whether to run or to charge—or in which
direction.


From the front of the church came more gunshots. Aloysius
thought he heard someone rev a truck engine, but he couldn’t be sure. One of
the demons from the front of the church bugled a call. The other demons froze
for a second. The demon bugled again.


Then more demons came pouring into the church from the front,
and the ones already inside dropped down into the crack to the basement,
cracking their hooves against the busted floor below. Maybe twenty of the
demons jumped down into the crack.


As the demons swirled into the basement like water down a
drain, they left Theodore standing between two pews, covered in black blood and
grinning from ear to ear. Six of the demons were lying dead around him.


Aloysius loved his older brother, but sometimes the man gave
him the heebie jeebies.


“Gas leak,” Aloysius shouted. 


The last of the demons jumped down into the hole. Theodore
put a gash into the creature’s arm as it went by then followed Aloysius into
the sacristy and out the back door.


Sebastian was already standing outside with his arms full of
books, chalices, and so on, talking to Mr. Blackthorn and some others, telling
them to get away from the church. Considering that most of the people were
either blood relatives or had known Sebastian since he was young enough to wet
himself, he was having a good deal of success: the only person disregarding
Sebastian’s orders was their father himself. 


Liam limped toward the back door with his cane.


Theodore wiped his blade off on his pants and made it
disappear, then stood in front of the door with his arms at his sides. The
black blood was all the way up in his hair, in his ears.


“Stand aside, Theodore,” their father ordered.


Theodore’s head twitched; it might have been a “no.”


Liam raised his cane and used it to slap Theodore on the
shoulder. “Move!”


“No, sir,” Theodore said.


The only person who had been able to change their father in
his course had been their mother, but she was dead two months gone. Aloysius
knew that the only hope they had was that the church would explode before Liam
could beat down Theodore. Or maybe he’d knock himself out with his own stick.


There was nothing else to do for it but pick up the old
man—at sixty, he could still rope a steer from the back of a quarterhorse and
tie it down himself—and drag him away from the church. Aloysius knew he was
going to be laid up for months with a broken leg, if he was lucky. He grabbed
the man by his belt and his left arm and yanked him off his feet.


A few seconds later, Theodore grabbed his other arm, which
made things slightly easier, as Liam couldn’t beat him over the head with the
cane any more. It was still like trying to hang on to a greased pig, though.


They had him out to the parking lot by the time the church
exploded. Most of the windows had already gone, so there wasn’t too much glass,
but the force blew out the facing windows on most of the vehicles in the
parking lot and threw lumber and siding around like a whirlwind.


Damage done, they let go of Liam and backed away. Liam swung
with his cane and yelled at them: “What do you think this is, some kind of
practical joke? Look what you did to the damned church!”


“No joke, sir,” Aloysius said. 


“You’ll rebuild your brother’s church from the stones up or
I’ll see you dead.”


Aloysius shook his head. “We didn’t do it, sir.”


“I know how you feel about Sebas—Father Vincent Paul. You’d
do anything to humiliate him. You been humiliating him all his life because he
was chosen for the priesthood and you weren’t. Well, it ain’t going to happen
this time!”


Aloysius sighed. “We didn’t do it, sir. Demons.”


“Those weren’t no demons! Those were bison that you let loose
in church! Don’t give me any of your bullshit!”


Mr. Blackthorn shouted, “Celeste Marie!”


Liam turned so red it looked like he’d got an instant
sunburn. “And you! Keep your damned Indian half-shit away from my son!”


Blackthorn ignored him; no worse counter-insult could have
been delivered, in Liam’s book. “Celeste! Celeste Marie! You get back here!”
Blackthorn shouted.


Liam charged toward Blackthorn and whacked him over the head
with his cane. Blackthorn fell, holding his head.


Sebastian dropped everything in his arms and rushed to
Blackthorn. “Jim!” With his arm over his head, he blocked another blow from his
father and pulled Blackthorn’s hands from his head.


A bright slash of red gushed from his hands. There was no
situation so bad that Liam Jennings couldn’t make it worse.


Sebastian glared up at Liam. “Father. Is striking a man down
in anger what the Lord asks of you? Even if that man offends you?”


“I turn no cheek to no Indian. They’re lazy, money-sucking,
stealing sons of bitches and always will be.” He looked over his shoulder and
yelled, “Now where’s my son?”


When Liam used that word, he always meant his youngest,
Jerome.


“Peggy loaded up the kids and drove off with them,” Honey
said quietly. “Jerome and Celeste Marie both. The—demons or bison or
whatever—were about to trample them. Jerome got paint all over them somehow.”
She pointed toward the parking lot, where a splash of green coated the gravel.


Aloysius couldn’t help raise his eyebrows at that one. Honey,
so shocked she was acting almost ladylike. He’d have to put something in the
books about today, and that would be one of the things he’d have to note down.


Liam inhaled to start up again, and Aloysius found himself
saying, “We lost Maeve.” As soon as he said it, he tried to send Theodore an
apology with his eyes, but Theodore was looking at the church, watching the
flames lick up the sides of the building.


“Damn it, Aloysius. Who’s going to do the books?” Liam said.


“It was too late when we found her. She was in the basement,
already had a beam straight through her chest.”


Any minute now, the flames were going to spread to the dry
grass outside the church, and all hell was going to break loose, if it hadn’t
already.


“Aloysius! You look at me when you’re talking to me.”


“Yessir,” Aloysius said. He started running toward the church
and pulled off his jacket. “Get the fire truck, Honey!” he yelled as he passed
her.


The propane tank was behind the church, thank God, so nobody
had been standing nearby when it had blown. But it was on the opposite side
from the pump, and they didn’t have hoses or anything to run water around the
burning church.


Sure enough, the grass had caught. Twisted chunks of the tank
smoldered on the ground. Aloysius took a second to tie his handkerchief over
his mouth—it wasn’t wet, but it would have to do—and started beating at the
flames in the grass with his good jacket, the one with the leather patches at
the elbows. He hadn’t even worn the real elbows out yet; it had just come like
that. Honey had picked it out.


At least his momma had brought him up right, to always wear a
jacket to church, no matter how hot it got.


 


Three days after the attack, Aloysius, Theodore, and
Sebastian went into the church. The main floor was completely destroyed from
end to end. All that remained were the consecrated hosts, gold-plated chalice,
and Bible that Sebastian had carried out.


But when they crawled down the back steps to the basement,
they found that it had fared a little better. Shreds of half-burnt paper—all of
it looked like it was from the same file, asking for donations—were scattered
over the floor, tucked under burnt beams. Bodies of demons smoked and steamed under
piles of gray charcoal, their teeth jutting nakedly from their baked jaws.
Twisted tin pots and coffee urns black with ash.


Theodore led them to the office. Back in the corner where
they had planned to put the indoor bathrooms, it had suffered the least.


Aloysius had hoped the fire would destroy Maeve’s body beyond
recognition, but no such luck. The three of them pulled the paneling and beams
off her, one by one, until her face peeked out from under.


Aloysius hissed under his breath, stopping himself from
whistling at the last second. Her hair had shriveled from the heat, and the
blood had turned black, but it was clear what had happened to her, with the
beam still driven through her chest and the bullet wound through her eye. A
streak of blood had run down her face and chest. Flecks of paper ash had stuck
to it; they quivered in the slow breeze blowing through the gutted church.


They wrapped her up in a tarp and carried her out.


The three brothers didn’t say a word about it. Luckily, both
the Sheriff and Liam assumed that Theodore had shot her. A husband could put
his wife out of her already-fatal misery without too much trouble, but there
would be no end of grief if anybody ever found out that the priest had had to
do it for him.


Aloysius and Theodore left the rest of the family huddled
around Maeve’s body and went back down to the basement. Sebastian was saying
something about the blameless life that Maeve had led. Aloysius doubted that
anybody questioned Theodore’s stony-faced silence; Theodore rarely spoke at the
best of times and couldn’t be expected to break down in tears now.


Theodore couldn’t hold the beam from his tin flashlight
steady as they stood at the edge of the pit and stared down, and that said more
to Aloysius than anything else. 


Aloysius glanced at his brother but couldn’t read anything on
his face. “You ready?”


Theodore waved the beam of the light toward one end, where
the cement had left a more or less natural ramp downward.


“Maybe we should get a rope,” Aloysius said.


Theodore waved the beam again.


Aloysius stuck his flashlight in his belt and stepped one
boot onto the cement. With the ash, it was so slick that he almost tumbled down
headfirst. He caught his breath, sat down, then pulled off his boots and socks
and lowered himself down barefoot. 


Theodore clucked his tongue at him, so when Aloysius reached
the bottom, he put his boots back on. Didn’t bother with the socks.


He flashed the beam around in the pit; it looked like the
demons had collapsed their tunnel behind them. He saw two bodies, one sticking
out from a pile of rubble, and another lying half-on the smashed remains of the
machine. 


Aloysius picked up gears, metal plates, copper wire. He
didn’t know anything about machinery other than what was necessary to keep a
tractor running, but the stuff he picked up didn’t look like the stuff that he
idly toyed with in the shop.


“Looks like they dug their way in,” he shouted up to
Theodore.


He aimed his flashlight at the front of the machine, which
looked like a disk with a big “X” on it, the “X” covered with smaller,
two-inch-thick saws.


“They smashed up their machine, though,” he said. “We should
get some pulleys down here and pull it up. I bet I could get it running again.”


After a few more minutes of nosing around, Aloysius pulled his
boots off and tried to climb up the cement slab, but he kept sliding back down.


Theodore disappeared and returned a few minutes later with a rope.
Aloysius had to jump to catch hold of the end; Theodore pulled him up the slab
quick as a wink. Aloysius had to run up the last few feet of the slab to keep
himself from getting scraped up at the edge of the pit.


In all, Aloysius guessed that about two dozen of the critters
had come up through the basement, and another dozen had stormed the church from
the outside, according to Honey. Where they had come from and where they had
gone (other than Hell) was anybody’s guess.


As for what they wanted, the only theory Aloysius heard,
later, was from Jerome: they wanted Celeste Marie. What the hell a bunch of
demons wanted with a little half-blood girl, Aloysius couldn’t imagine, but he
told Jerome to keep his mouth shut. Things were tense enough between Liam and
Blackthorn—between Liam and everybody else, truth be told—as it was.


 


Chapter 5


Crow Creek Reservation and Buffalo County being somewhat
short on priests, Sebastian had other churches to say mass at, and, therefore,
other churches at which to hold the funeral. Luckily the Gray Hill church had
been the last one on his route the previous Sunday.


On Sunday, they gathered at the Fort Thompson church to hold
Maeve’s funeral. Liam wasn’t happy about having Maeve’s funeral on the
reservation, but the other church on Sebastian’s route, Duncan, just wasn’t big
enough. Afterwards, they’d have a luncheon in the hall and drive in a cavalcade
back to Gray Hill to bury Maeve in the family plot. Liam had paid for the plot
and headstone the day that she and Theodore had gotten married, a morbid but
practical gift already engraved with their birthdates and the phrases Sleep
on, sweet mother and wife, and take thy rest, God called thee home for
Maeve and His true wealth was in his generous heart for Theodore.


Honey whispered, “They didn’t carve in the date on her
headstone yet.” She wasn’t family, officially, but Aloysius had dragged her
along to the second pew, where he and Peggy and a few others sat, the family’s
second tier. Theodore, who normally stood at the back of the church, cowboy hat
in hand, had been promoted to the front row, and looked about as uncomfortable
as Aloysius could have expected.


“And what they’re going to do about the word ‘mother’ I don’t
know,” Honey continued. “Probably leave it. She thought she’d finally caught,
the last time I talked to her.”


“Theodore didn’t say anything about that,” Aloysius couldn’t
help but whisper back.


Honey snorted. “He never says anything.”


Luckily, nobody heard her. Peggy had just fallen apart and
was crying enough tears for the entire congregation, sobbing and heaving and
blowing her nose into and endless supply of handkerchiefs that Honey had
brought with her.


Normally, Maeve would be the one to handle all the
arrangements; however, being dead, she couldn’t. Neither could Margaret, their
mother, for the same reason. Peggy was a mess.


So Honey had handled most of it.


He knew he should ask her to marry him, but he didn’t want to
do it until he could give her a ring, the biggest, sparkliest ring he could buy.
But with trying to start his own ranch (and with the way Liam couldn’t keep his
nose out of his business), he didn’t have the money.


Damn it, he was just going to have to ask his father for one
of his mother’s rings. Later, he’d get her a ring so big she’d insist on
getting it insured. He couldn’t imagine trying to get through this without her
sense of humor.


—And thinking about Maeve maybe being pregnant when she’d
died wasn’t making him any less nervous, either.


The casket at the front of the church was closed. Honey had
seen the body when they’d brought it out of the church and had wormed the truth
out of him without a moment’s hesitation. She’d insisted that Theodore pay the
extra expense of getting Maeve’s face as repaired as it could be, false eye and
wig and everything, then had stood next to him at the funeral parlor and made
him take a good, long look at his dead wife.


Aloysius couldn’t help but look; Honey had dragged him along,
of course.


She’d told Theodore something then, but it was too low for
Aloysius to catch. After she’d said it, Theodore looked at her with what
Aloysius could only call horror. Honey had patted his arm, said something else,
and walked back to Aloysius, leaving Theodore standing in front of the casket.
He sank to his knees and clasped his hands in prayer. 


Honey smirked at Aloysius and wiped a tear from her eye. 


Aloysius had asked, “What’d you say to him?” Knowing that she
wouldn’t answer.


“Nothing,” she said, like a cat caught with the cream. “I
guessed right, though, didn’t I?”


After a few minutes, Theodore had stood up, crossed himself,
and blown his nose loudly into his handkerchief.


Now Sebastian was standing in front of the congregation
saying Maeve’s eulogy, and nobody was listening, because, well, it was
Sebastian. He’d bragged about being the youngest priest to take orders in five
years, but it had done him more harm than good when he’d come back home to
serve.


Sebastian was just ending his speech when the ground shook
under the church. Aloysius’s stomach jumped, the altar bells tinkled, and the
candlesticks on the altar shook. Sebastian grabbed the candlesticks and blew
them out before they could set fire to the altar cloth.


Then he raised his arms and said, “I ask that everyone remain
calm and seated. No doubt we’re feeling the last echoes of an earthquake from
California or elsewhere across the nation. We’ll continue in a moment, when
we’re sure it won’t repeat.”


Liam slammed his cane on the floor. “You should be sending
folks outside, if it’s an earthquake.” His voice echoed throughout the church.


Sebastian ignored him. He always was a fool.


After two breaths, he said, “And now, we will continue—”


Jerome, from the front row, whirled out of his seat and
pelted to the back of the church, where he grabbed Celeste Marie from the
chairs in the back and pulled her out the back door.


“I never,” a woman said.


Sebastian closed his eyes for a second and repeated, “And
now, we will continue—”


He was interrupted again when a grinding noise echoed through
the church, and it shook again.


“I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen,” Sebastian said. “Please,
folks, if you would start to leave the church single file? I think we’d all
feel safer—”


The church shook again, and everyone bolted for the doors,
except the family.


Theodore turned around in his seat and raised an eyebrow at
Aloysius. 


“I’m not sure,” Aloysius said, “but it could be.”


Theodore raised both eyebrows.


“I did,” Aloysius said. “I, uh, I told Sebastian to, too. But
who knows? He never listens to anybody, anyway.”


Theodore nodded.


“Why?” Aloysius asked. “If it is, that is.”


“What are the two of you talking about?” Liam demanded. “You
should be making sure the ladies are escorted out of the building.”


“Yessir,” Aloysius said. 


“And find that damned boy.” Only Liam would curse in church.


“Yessir.” Aloysius offered Honey his right arm, grabbed Peggy
around her shoulders with his left, and followed Theodore with Maeve’s parents
out the sacristy door, which had been left open to help keep up a breeze
through the hot church.


He tried not to hurry, but Honey picked up on his
nervousness. “What’s the matter, Al?”


“Nothing,” he said.


“It’s them again, isn’t it?”


“Get Peggy out of here, all right? And see if you can find
Jerome and that girl and get them out, too.”


“He thinks the demons are after her,” Honey said. “I
mean…”


“Maybe they just don’t like churches,” Aloysius said. “I
mean, they’re demons.”


The floor shook under them again, and they ran out the door,
dragging Peggy along. Aloysius took Peggy by the shoulders and yelled at her,
“Get the kids, you hear me? Get the kids.”


Peggy shook and ran off, yelling, “Jerome! Get to the truck!”
with Honey two steps behind her. Peggy had been like a mother to Jerome every
since their mother had died; the old maid (at twenty-seven) needed Jerome as
much as Jerome needed her.


Aloysius ran around the church to the propane tank, turned it
off, and cut the valve. He wasn’t going through that again. 


 


Chapter 6


Jerome grabbed Celeste Marie’s arm, that tiny and breakable
thing covered in a black sleeve attached to a dress that left her bony,
scabbed, and slightly hairy knees sticking out of the bottom, and pulled her.
Her father tried to catch her but missed. Mr. Blackthorn couldn’t yell at
Celeste Marie during a funeral service, let alone during the middle of an
earthquake, so Jerome escaped with her out the back of the church and into the
entryway.


Outside or downstairs?


The black shapes charging the church were visible from the
glass doors. They were running down the street and were almost in the parking
lot.


Outside. You could hide in a basement, but you couldn’t run.


Celeste Marie stared at the demons and said, “That’s
Granata.”


“Who?”


“The big demon. Gold ears. He was in my dreams.”


Jerome burst out the front doors and pulled Celeste Marie
hard to the left. The demons had probably seen them, and knew they didn’t have
to go inside the church.


So there was no point being quiet.


“Help!” Jerome screamed. He took another left, looped around
the propane tank, and ran across the big grassy spot behind the church. “Help!”


Then Celeste Marie pulled him ever so slightly to the side,
and they skidded and crawled into a thick mess of lilacs. It was one of their
favorite places to play.


Jerome panted for a few seconds. “Keep going,” he whispered.


“Shh,” Celeste Marie said. “They can smell your breath.”


Jerome took a gasp full of air and held it. His heart beat in
his ears, and he struggled not to pant. The sticks under the lilac bushes dug
into his arms, and even though he wasn’t breathing, he smelled the off-sweet
smell of cat poop somewhere close.


The demons stampeded around the corner and milled around in
the open area behind the church. A piece of wood shattered as one of the demons
snorted and kicked the old teeter-totter off its fulcrum.


Jerome hiccupped, trying to get air past his nose, and
Celeste Marie put her hand on his arm. He felt a rush like a breeze across his
skin, and all the hair on his arms stood on end. His belly stopped gasping for
air, and he shifted a hair’s breadth so he could see better.
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