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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THEN: EDITH AND THE CHURCH OF THE UNBORN

          

        

      

    

    
      Cradling her swollen belly, Edith Graham shuffled along behind the mysterious robed figure known simply as Father. Other disciples of the church flanked her, two of them guiding her down the wide corridor with gentle grips on her upper arms.

      When the familiar double doors came within sight she tensed, whipping her head around in confusion. The members—in their matching hooded robes—ignored her pleading looks. The grips on her arms tightened.

      She’d been to the room once before, two months after being rescued from the streets. The odd ritual she’d witnessed there was still firmly etched in her memory.

      After that first visit, she’d prayed to a god she didn’t even believe in. Prayed she’d never see the room again.
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        * * *

      

      Always a good student and well-mannered child, Edith’s behavior changed the summer before her senior year of high school, her courteous and sweet nature morphing into rebellious delinquency before her parents’ eyes. The country was fresh out of the war in Vietnam, neck-deep in economic troubles, and some klutz named Ford had been given the keys to the nation’s house. It was also the summer she’d met Dave.

      She couldn’t blame Dave for everything that happened to her, but his influence was definitely the catalyst for her shift in attitude and personality, and the reason why she’d taken up so many bad habits.

      One thing’s for sure: if Dave had stuck around things would’ve turned out different. Not much better, perhaps, but at the very least not as bad as they did.

      Yet, even at such a young age, Edith realized it had been her decision to drop out of school halfway through her senior year; and it was she that had been unable to hold down a job from staying out every night, drinking and consuming any drug she could get her hands on. So, she accepted her share of the blame.

      Her parents hadn’t seemed too bent out of shape when they’d given her the boot from their home immediately after her eighteenth birthday, seemingly relieved to be free of her and the bad influence she refused to shed. To her surprise, she didn’t blame them either. But a year later, when Edith realized she was pregnant, it was Dave that left her in the lurch, leaving her to fend for herself and her unborn child. And after the eviction from her tiny, ramshackle apartment for several months unpaid rent, it was her own pride and youthful stubbornness that kept her from asking her parents for help. Not to mention the fear of being rejected by the two people that were supposed to love her the most.

      She’d spied the white-robed members of The Church of the Unborn lurking about the homeless encampments, wandering the shelters, offering assistance to expecting mothers. She’d waved them away whenever they approached, her instincts screaming at her not to trust anyone offering help for nothing in return. However, entering her sixth month of pregnancy, hungry, she’d finally acquiesced, accepting the church’s offer of shelter and care despite her mistrust of religious fanatics, and despite her mother’s voice looping in her head, “If something sounds too good to be true, it probably is.” The way she saw it, she didn’t have much of a choice.

      The ride from Seattle to the unfamiliar town of Applewhite in Northern Washington had been the most anxious ride of her life, even with the assurances of the overly nice women with their blank eyes and wide smiles. Each time one of them rubbed her arm gently, offering, “Everything is going to be fine, my child,” she got the notion she’d made the biggest mistake of her short life of many mistakes.

      Her anxiety lifted some when the bus arrived at a luxurious, sprawling home instead of a church. The single-story house looked like something from an architecture magazine, a mid-century gem of wood and glass, resting in the middle of several acres of beautiful forest. It seemed whomever backed the church had a hefty supply of funds.

      They treated her well at first, feeding her delicious hot meals, offering a soft bed, tenderly caring for her and her unborn child while teaching her the ways of their odd yet simple and selfless existence. Upon her arrival, they’d relinquished Edith of her everyday clothes, supplying her with the ubiquitous white robe all the women of the church wore, causing her to silently rebrand the order, The Church of the Unstylish.

      As far as she could tell, the church consisted of twelve members, all women except for one man they called Father. He’d visited her room on a few occasions, offering her a kind smile and a nod, conversing in hushed tones with her caretakers, never speaking to Edith directly. Now and again, through the barred windows of her bedroom, she’d spied him walking the grounds. On a few occasions, she’d seen him staring into the basin of the ornate fountain at the rear of the property, his lips moving rapidly in what she could only guess was some sort of prayer. He stood out to Edith due to his contrasting black robe among the flock of white. Father, the church members, herself, and Beth—another pregnant girl she seldom saw—appeared to be the only ones living in the spacious home.

      In her short time there, Edith grew to trust them despite their odd nature, thankful for their care. But the things she’d witnessed in that room had changed that.

      Out of boredom and the need for some exercise, Edith had been walking the house, admiring the many antiquities and clean architectural lines of the palatial home, when the low murmuring of several voices reached her. She followed the chanting, discovering the long unlit hallway leading to the east wing of the house. She’d never been to this side of the home before, so naturally her curiosity got the best of her.

      She shuffled down the corridor to the closed double doors at the end, pressing one ear against the polished wood. The voices were clearer now, without a doubt coming from the room behind the doors. She recognized the chant as the simple prayer the members recited every morning upon entering her bedroom. She tested the handle, found it unlocked, and with nerves buzzing, slipped into the room.

      Closing the door behind her without a sound, Edith stood there for a moment, allowing her vision to adjust to the semidarkness of the room. The white-robed members formed a circle, focused on the floor in front of them. They stood in the center of the room, hoods covering their heads, their chanting masking any sounds of her entry. She watched, a mental battle waging in her mind: turn around, leave; or investigate further. Edith donned her hood, and silently made her way toward the gathering, her curiosity winning.

      Through a gap in the circle, Edith could see past the robed followers as she crept up. Beth lay supine on the white tile floor, in the center of an odd circular insignia painted in red, ringed by a multitude of glowing black candles. Thick curtains covered the windows, the dancing flames in the large fireplace illuminating the room, casting twitching shadows over the scene. The warmth of the room and the heady aroma of the candles mingled with the burning logs in the hearth, assaulting her senses as she approached the girl on the floor.

      Beth’s pregnant belly protruded from her naked form, the stretched flesh glimmering in the firelight. The girl appeared to be asleep, or possibly unconscious. Two members turned, sensing Edith behind them. She tilted her head toward the floor, attempting to hide her face in shadow. Obviously not recognizing her, they widened the gap, offering her a space in the circle. Edith released the breath she’d been holding, and stepped in line.

      The prayer halted when Father crept from the shadows, a small metal pail swinging from one fist. The hood draped over his head hid his eyes, but the grin etched on his face stood out, teeth glowing in the light of flickering flames. He peeled his robe away, dropping it to the floor, and entered the circle, stepping over the candles and standing at Beth’s feet, completely nude.

      Confused, Edith simply watched the events play out, fear worming its way into her being. Father dipped his hand into the pail, the fingers exiting with dark red dripping from their tips. The rusty metallic scent from the pail hit Edith’s nostrils, mingling with the bouquet of burning wood and candles.

      She gagged at the undeniable odor of blood.

      Without a cue, the group resumed the simple prayer they’d taught her, the one they chanted every morning. The woman next to her nudged Edith with a shoulder. She joined in, reciting the prayer.

      
        
        For you, Lord

        Now and forever

        We offer this child

        For you to consider

      

      

      Edith had never been the religious type, had never even been to church in her life except for a wedding and a funeral. She didn’t believe in Heaven or Hell, and certainly didn’t think she was worthy for consideration of any kind from a higher order, but she’d recited the seemingly innocent prayer every morning as a way of showing gratitude for their help. Yet on that day, staring at the pregnant girl on the floor with a naked man standing before her, she felt only dread as the words fell from her lips.

      Father stepped forward, straddling Beth, and painted a sigil on the bulging belly with his blood-coated fingers. He placed the bucket on the floor and raised his hands to the ceiling.

      The prayer swelled in volume, the cadence quickening to a deafening crescendo before halting once again as Father’s hands slashed down to his sides.

      In unison, his followers peeled the robes from their shoulders, letting the material fall to the floor. Edith whipped her head about, taking in the nude women, realizing her ruse was up. She spun to flee the scene. The members to either side of her gripped her arms, pinning her in place before she could even take a step. They peeled Edith’s robe from her shoulders, exposing her naked body and bulging belly.

      They spun Edith around to face Father. He stepped up to her, the expression on his face calm, his eyes meeting hers. He motioned to two of his followers. “Take this young lady to her room.”

      The women covered themselves with their robes, bowed, and gripped Edith’s arms, ushering her to the doors. Trembling, Edith didn’t struggle. She turned her head back before exiting the room, stealing a glance of Beth on the floor, with Father standing over her.

      She never saw Beth again. Or her baby.

      And from that day on, the door to Edith’s room remained locked.
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        * * *

      

      Now, approaching the room again, Edith rubbed her stomach, fear needling into her brain, wondering who would be lying on the floor when she entered. A soft kick lifted her hand, as if the dread she felt had transferred to the baby, and Edith knew with certain clarity—nothing good awaited them on the other side of those doors. She should’ve listened to her instincts and her mother’s advice for once. She should’ve never gotten on that bus.

      Forced through the doors, she spied the burning candles surrounding the insignia on the floor.

      The empty floor.

      She spun, and this time she fought against the grips squeezing her arms.

      A rag smelling of sweet disinfectant filled her vision, covering her face. Blackness washed across her eyes.

      

      She awoke in her bed, forehead pounding. Glancing about, she noted several figures leaning over her, smiling vacantly. Father stood at the end of the bed, his grin the widest. They blurred out of focus as she struggled to keep her heavy lids open.

      “It worked, my child,” Father said, speaking to her directly for the first time. “You both survived. You are the chosen one. Your baby shall be Corson’s vessel.”

      “My baby,” she attempted to say, slurring the words, still woozy from whatever drug they’d used to knock her out. She glanced down to her bare stomach, noting the strange sigil in dried blood resting there. “What did you do? Who’s Corson?”

      “At last,” Father said, ignoring the question, raising his hands to the ceiling. “The sect has searched for decades. When the five planets align, the leader will awaken in this child, and bring forth the prophecy.”

      He dropped his hands and addressed his subjects. “Prepare the room.”

      Two members darted from the room. Hands lifted Edith from the bed, placing her on a gurney. Too dazed to resist, she watched the corridor lights sweep past above her, the squeak of wheels punctuating each passing one, lulling her. Unconsciousness returned before she finished the journey.

      She awoke again and glanced about, her vision still fuzzy. Through the haze she recognized the room and the glowing candles surrounding her. Flames glowed in the massive fireplace, silhouetting the tall, robed figure before it. The mountain of her belly gleamed, reflecting the shimmering light. A chill permeated her back and buttocks, and Edith realized where she was.

      The floor of the room. Where she’d last seen Beth.

      She tried to lift her arms but was unable. She then tried to move her legs with the same result. Swiveling her head to either side and blinking hard to coax her eyes into focus, she took in the surrounding de-robed church members, each one brandishing a long dagger. Her heart kicked into a higher gear.

      When the chanting commenced, she began to panic, struggling against the leather straps pinning her limbs, connected to four eyebolts anchored into the floor.

      She moved the dry lump of tongue in her mouth, wrangling it back under her control, finding her voice, the words barely audible above the chanting. “What are you doing?”

      Father cupped his hands together. “Do not fear, my child. The blood of the faithful shall anoint thee.” His voice boomed over the recitation of this new, unfamiliar prayer, spoken in what appeared to be Latin, a looping monotone chorus that sent chills through her body. “I shall raise the vessel until the day comes for Corson’s return.”

      “No,” she screamed, her voice lifting above the chorus. “It’s my baby.”

      Father’s grin widened. “Your child belongs to the sect now, my dear. And when the five planets align, our leader will be reborn. He’ll usher the demon lords onto this world, bringing forth their armies, and the prophecy shall be fulfilled.”

      Father waved his arms, motioning for his followers to enter the circle of flames. The nude members stepped over the lit candles and approached the supine girl, surrounding her. Dropping to their knees, each woman lifted their daggers before them, displaying the blades to Edith with grins of vapid bliss.

      Edith struggled against her bindings to no avail, a terrified whimper escaping her throat. She could only watch with wide eyes as the knives hovered above her.

      Father raised his right hand to the ceiling, left it there for a tense moment, and brought it down in a slashing motion.

      Squeezing her eyes shut, Edith released a scream, awaiting the agony to come. Her shriek ended, and still she waited for the pain. She opened her eyes.

      Each member now held the blades to their own throats, tilting their heads back, gazing to the ceiling.

      Edith followed their gaze, and for the first time, noticed the massive mural on the high ceiling. A crowned, snarling demon leaned forward upon a throne constructed of severed human limbs, one clawed hand extended, reaching out as if to grab her. Large leathery black wings spread out behind the beast, silhouetted against a hellscape of fire, flying creatures, and naked humans in the throes of torturous pain.

      Father broke the silence, “For you, Lord. Now and forever.”

      The members repeated the mantra, and in unison, slid the daggers across their necks.

      Blood rained over Edith’s naked body. She squirmed, unable to escape the shower of hot arterial spray.

      The fountains of blood slowed, each member slumping to the floor. A visage of ecstasy covered the members’ faces, even as they twitched and gasped in the throes of death.

      Edith struggled for breath, blinking blood from her eyes, whipping her head about to clear the repulsive fluid from her flesh. A laugh caught her attention.

      She focused on Father. He stood in the same place, his gaze taking in the strewn bodies, admiring the mass suicide of his faithful followers. He lifted his robe as if to perform a curtsy, stepped over the shimmering candles, and approached Edith, the demonic giggle never wavering.

      He straddled her, sat on her thighs, and lifted his face to the ceiling. “We have not failed you, my lord. At last, we have found your vessel. I shall raise this child, and when the day arrives, I promise my soul to you. We have followed your orders: the mother, anointed in the blood of the sect, their souls willingly offered to you …”

      He reached into the folds of his robe, the hand returning with a wickedly sharp, ornamental dagger. His face descended, the crazed eyes meeting Edith’s.

      A demented grin split his face. “And finally, the chosen child, ripped from the mother’s womb.”

      Whimpering, frantically struggling with her bindings, Edith’s wide eyes followed the gleaming dagger as Father rested the blade’s tip at the top of her swollen stomach, his eyes closing in silent prayer.

      The cold steel caressed her warm blood-splashed flesh, igniting a fury within Edith, banishing the panic. She tugged on her bindings with every ounce of strength she could muster. She nearly slapped herself in the face with her right hand as it slipped free of the blood-drenched strap. For a brief moment, she simply stared in shock at the bloody, free hand. Her vision shifted to a shiny dagger next to her, resting in the splayed hand of a dead member like an offering from the heavens.

      She gripped the weapon and slashed out toward the man sitting on her thighs. A howl of pain issued forth from the shadowed hood as the knife sliced through the robe and into the man’s arm. Father stood, the dagger tumbling from his grip, bouncing harmlessly off Edith’s thigh and clanging onto the floor next to her hip. He clutched the gash on his forearm, offered her a pained expression of surprise, and bent down, reaching for his fallen blade.

      Edith growled, lashing out with the knife again.

      Cursing, Father pulled his hand back from the swiping blade and shuffled away from Edith. His bare feet slipped on the lake of blood spread across the tiles, toppling him backward onto the glowing candles. The back of Father’s skull met the unforgiving tile floor with a muffled thud. Edith gasped, watching the motionless figure, hoping the fall had been fatal.

      The outstretched sleeves of Father’s robe ignited from the burning candles. Still Edith watched, holding her breath as the flames spread further onto the man’s chest. Father sat up like a catapult, releasing a child-like screech, waving his flaming arms before him. Rising to his feet, unsteady from the blow to the head, Father attempted to toss the burning robe from his shoulders. He roared in terror and agony as the flames spread even further. In his panicked struggle with his robe, he slipped again, the red soles of his bare feet sailing up toward the visage of his master on the ceiling, his fall cushioned by the discarded robes of his now deceased followers.

      The bed of white robes ignited as well, an inferno cocooning the howling man. He managed to stand again, the flames now lifting from the hood, licking at his face. Father blindly ran from Edith, spinning in circles, slapping at the fire devouring his head, screeching and hollering, running straight into the thick curtains covering the windows.

      Edith watched the scene play out before her in shock, too stunned to do anything else. But when the curtains ignited, panic gripped her. The breath she’d been holding escaped her lungs. Panting, she whipped her head about, noting with despair that the burning robes crumpled upon the floor had spread to the others surrounding her, attempting to trap her in a ring of fire. She struggled against her restraints, and then realized she still clutched the blade she’d used to slice Father’s arm—the simple act of desperation which had commenced the fortunate domino effect of fiery destruction.

      Hoarse screams of anguish continued from the burning man, filling her ears as she sawed through the strap binding her other hand. She sat up to reach her ankle straps, but her large belly halted her. She laid back onto the blood-soaked floor and pulled with her legs, bringing her knees up, her back sliding across the slick tiles until her heels were even with her hips.

      Thick smoke glowing with the hues of sunset filled the air above her. She swiveled her head to check on Father, hoping to find nothing but a burning lump on the floor. Those hopes were dashed.

      The man still fought for life. Completely ablaze, he crawled toward her, whether intent on revenge or a desperate attempt to escape the flames in an act of blind survival she couldn’t tell. Regardless, he was headed straight for her, a mere ten feet away now. Behind him the fire had spread, covering the wall and running up to the ceiling.

      Edith reached down with the blade and sawed into the right ankle strap. After what seemed an eternity she severed the binding, and shifted the blade to her left hand, leaning that way to cut the last restraint.

      Father’s flaming hand reached out, gripping her wrist. The scorching pain bolted up her arm and exited her mouth in a bellow of anger and suffering. Her left hand opened involuntarily, the knife tumbling from her palm. She pushed away from the man, freeing her wrist from his burning grip, but the still restrained ankle halted her escape.

      She watched in horror as Father clutched his fallen dagger, shuddering at the thought of the pain he intended to inflict on her. He showed her the weapon, taunting her, and then, in one quick motion, dragged the blade across his burning throat. The blood sizzled as it erupted from the crisp, unzipped flesh. His face ablaze, Father offered a parting grin, and slumped into a puddle of his own blood.

      Amazed to still be unharmed, Edith shimmied back and fetched her blade, finishing the task of freeing herself. Coughing as settling smoke filled her lungs, she flipped to hands and knees, and crawled over the slippery corpses of Father’s disciples, through the warm blood, toward the only opening in the ring of fire. Breaching the circle, she stood on shaking legs and stumbled her way to the double doors.

      She glanced back before exiting. Half the room was already consumed by the conflagration. She shifted her gaze toward the ceiling above the flaming corpse of Father and the pale bodies of his followers. The demon on his throne of flesh stared down at her.

      He appeared to be smiling now as the flames crawled toward him.

      She extended her middle finger, stabbing it at the beast, and exited the room.

      She stumbled her way out of the home and onto the front lawn, crashing down to the soft grass. The crackle of flames and snap of falling timbers filled the glowing night air behind her.

      After several moments, sirens pierced the night, approaching in the distance.

      A giggle escaped her as she imagined the looks on the firefighters’ faces when they’d catch sight of her: naked, bathed in blood, pregnant to the point of popping.

      The laugh halted as the first wave of cramps swept through her pelvis and abdomen.

      She clutched her belly. The sirens swelled in volume as they neared. She caressed the bloody flesh of her stomach lovingly, looking to the stars filling the clear night sky above her, and released a whisper through the pain.

      “You’re my baby. You’re my baby.”
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