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      The crowd in the room became more animated, their voices rising until they were shouting. The man standing over the woman turned one way, then the other, presenting the dagger. As the crowd continued the deafening chant, he raised the blade as high as possible, then thrust it down, just below the woman’s left breast. He yanked the knife free, and a fountain of blood sprayed over the man’s robe and white tuxedo. The crowd erupted in ecstasy.

      My stomach turned in revulsion. We had been flirting just a few minutes earlier, and now she was dead…
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        “The must-read supernatural series of the year”

        ~N. N. Light Book Heaven
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        “Each of his stories is filled with suspense, violence, and horror, and if horror is your preferred genre, then you are missing out on the king of horror—sorry, Stephen. I always look forward to Mr. Herold’s books and highly recommend getting acquainted with them. I have read many horror books, but his stand out as the best.”

        ~Linda - Reviewer
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      I handed the oversized invitation card to the greeter in the entryway and flashed her my most charming smile. The blonde woman wore a low-cut black dress, and a large ruby hung from a thin gold chain just above her bosom. Her blue eyes met mine, and she returned my smile with full red lips, her expression lascivious and brazen. She appraised me up and down, and I finally understood the feminist complaint about men undressing women with their eyes.

      A sudden mix of desire and discomfiture washed over me. I only just arrived and had never met this woman before. I also felt embarrassed by the evidence of my arousal visible through my khaki slacks, should she glance down again.

      Men and women in stylish formal wear filled the foyer of the lakefront mansion. I, on the other hand, wore a button-down blue-and-white shirt (open at the neck) and brown loafers, chosen to go with my slacks. I had left my jacket in the car because of the unusually warm February night. My attire was acceptable for teaching or attending seminars at the University of Washington, where I pursued a doctorate in history, but formal wear it was not.

      “I appear to be underdressed. The invitation didn’t indicate black tie.”

      My greeter’s eyes sparkled as she pointed at my pants and laughed. “Nevertheless, you seem excited to be here.”

      My cheeks burned with a flush.

      She made a little wave with a hand featuring nails painted the same shade as her lips. “Don’t worry about the attire. We’re just glad you’re here, Mr. Metcalf. Perhaps I’ll see you later.” She turned to the couple behind me, and I moved into the crowded, marble-floored room, then stopped.

      How did she know my name? Then I recalled my name on the invitation. That must be it.

      A tuxedoed waiter offered me a glass of champagne from his silver tray. I took it, grateful for this generosity at a free event. A woman’s hand also reached for a glass from the tray, and I turned to regard her. She had long, light brown hair, similar-colored eyes, and appeared to be in her mid-twenties. She wore a black pencil skirt, a white blouse, a gray cardigan sweater, and black low-heeled pumps. A small patent leather purse hung from a shoulder strap. Another attractive woman, but in an entirely different way—almost wholesome.

      “Hello.” She smiled at me. “I guess you didn’t get the memo about the dress code either.”

      I laughed. “Embarrassment loves company.”

      She sipped the champagne and made a sour expression. “There’s something off about this.” She took the glass from my hand, set both glasses on a nearby table, and smiled again. “Let’s go in search of something else.”

      I gestured theatrically. “Lead on.”

      We threaded our way through the many guests until we reached the opposite side of the room, dominated by large windows displaying an illuminated lawn and the inky blackness of Lake Washington beyond. Seattle lay in the distance, but its lights weren’t visible. Perhaps fog lay on the lake, and I hadn’t noticed it on my drive from my U-District apartment.

      “No refreshments here,” she proclaimed after looking around. She started heading in another direction, but I stuck out my hand.

      “Steven Metcalf.”

      “Maara Chandler.” She shook my hand but was distracted. “I feel obliged to find you something else to drink since I prevented you from swallowing that swill.”

      “Forget about it. I wasn’t expecting Dom Pérignon at a free event.”

      Maara raked a hand through her hair to push it away from her face. “I figure they’ll be asking for donations later. Nothing is free.”

      “What drew you here?” I asked.

      “My housemate saw the invitation and dared me to come. And you?”

      “The invitation promised an evening of entertainment in the tradition of the Grand Guignol—the topic of my doctoral thesis. I couldn’t resist. Plus, it’s a great way to celebrate Friday the Thirteenth.”

      Maara cocked her head. “What’s the Grand Guignol?”

      “A French theater from the late nineteenth century until the early nineteen-sixties, specializing in naturalistic horror shows—sort of like the splatter horror movies of today. Staged beheadings, amputations, slitting of throats, etcetera. It was all the rage for quite some time. They even had special box seats for couples who got off on the violence.”

      Her mouth drew together in a wince, similar to when she tasted the wine. “You’re kidding.”

      I shook my head. “The actors sometimes had to stop the show to tell a couple to quiet down.”

      “Whoa. That’s a little bizarre.”

      “The present day always thinks they’ve invented edgy behavior. Technology has improved, but people are pretty much the same.”

      Maara stared up at me. She stood about a head shorter than my six feet. “Do you know what else is weird? My invitation promised a nondenominational religious experience. I’ve been considering joining a church, but I haven’t been all that impressed with the ones I’ve visited.”

      “Weird. It seems we received individualized invitations. What do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a sommelier—a wine expert—for Stoker’s Gourmet Grocery in Lower Queen Anne.”

      “Hence your assessment that they were serving swill.”

      Maara nodded and half-smiled. “Yup. I may have just saved your life.”

      A low gong sounded, and the guests began to form a line in front of a pair of white double doors. I offered Maara the crook of my left arm. “Ms. Chandler, would you allow me to escort you? This should prove to be an interesting evening.”

      Maara smiled again and slid her arm through mine. We joined the end of the line, and as we neared the door, a strong scent of sandalwood incense wafted from inside. A woman asked us to deposit our cell phones in a basket with those from the other guests, and we complied.

      As the people ahead of us entered, a man in a tux presented them with a white muslin robe and a gold-tasseled rope for tying around one’s waist. Maara received a robe as she entered, but the man held up his palms apologetically when I approached.

      “I’m sorry, sir. We’ve run out of robes.”

      “Odd,” I said, “since you got my RSVP.”

      “We must’ve miscounted.” He looked sincere. “Again, my apologies.”

      I shrugged and entered. “No matter.” The doors closed behind me, leaving us in the semi-dark room. I spotted Maara, now clad in white.

      “I see you’re still refusing to comply with the dress code.”

      “They ran out.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said skeptically.

      I scanned the room. Robed people arranged themselves along each of the four walls. The place didn’t have any furnishings or decorations except for its center. There, colored marble formed a large pentagram on the floor. At each point of the star stood a tall wrought-iron stand holding a burning white candle, the only source of light for the room. In the center of the pentagram stood an approximately eight-foot-long white marble rectangular table or altar. Iron rings hung from the lip of the table, and leather straps hung from these.

      “Unless they’re planning on sacrificing some poor goat or chicken, the set indicates Grand Guignol over a religious experience.”

      Maara smirked. “I think you’re right.”

      A door opened across the room, and a tall, thin figure in a hooded purple robe entered. The figure approached the altar in the center of the pentagram, threw back the hood, and opened the two halves of the robe, revealing a silver-haired gentleman in a white tuxedo. Protruding from his belt were a bejeweled scabbard and the hilt of a dagger with a ruby set into its pommel. The man extended his arms and began to chant in Latin. When he paused, all the guests responded in kind—all except Maara and me.

      “What are they saying?” asked Maara. “A prayer?”

      “It doesn’t make sense, but it sounds vaguely familiar.” I shook my head in frustration. “Wait a minute—it’s the Lord’s Prayer, but backward.”

      “O-kaaaay.” Maara turned toward me. “I just crossed this religion off my list. In fact, I think I’ll go.”

      “Might it be part of the act?” I speculated. “Let’s stay a bit and see what happens.”

      Before we could decide one way or the other, the double doors swung open behind us. We followed the lead of the other guests, who moved aside to make an aisle. Between us walked the beautiful blonde woman who had greeted me at the door. She now wore a white robe like the others and was barefoot. Her painted toenails matched her red lips and fingernails. The ruby that still hung from her neck seemed to glow in the candlelight. She moved with measured steps, almost stately, and she kept her gaze fixed upon the man officiating the ceremony.

      At last, she stood before the apparent leader in the center of the room. She loosened the knot on the golden cord and let it fall. She then shrugged off the robe so that it fell around her feet, revealing her nakedness. An audible sigh of approval went up around the room at the sight of her loveliness.

      The officiant presented his left hand, and the naked woman took it. He led her to the marble altar, where she sat on its edge and then scooted inward. She lay on its top and spread her arms and legs. Her blonde hair splayed behind her head.

      “She’s not very modest, is she?” mumbled Maara.

      Men and women stepped forward and bound the blonde woman using the leather straps attached to the iron rings.

      The officiant moved so that he hovered over the woman’s head. He removed his dagger and held it out before him. The man began a new chant, and the congregants joined in.

      “Is this another backward prayer?” Maara asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s not Latin. I don’t recognize it.”

      The crowd in the room became more animated, their voices rising until they were shouting. The man standing over the woman turned one way, then the other, presenting the dagger. As the crowd continued the deafening chant, he raised the blade as high as possible, then thrust it down, just below the woman’s left breast. He yanked the knife free, and a fountain of blood sprayed over the man’s robe and white tuxedo. The crowd erupted in ecstasy.
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